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The Beginning  

Any well-researched story about the genesis of Gander will inevitably touch on Imperial Airways. The 
British airline that became British Overseas Airlines Corporation (BOAC), today's British Air, hired the 
pilots who searched for a suitable site for Newfoundland's first airport. 

 
Amongst the information contained in the Newfoundland Archives is File No. 229/33, a document called: 
"For the Encouragement of Aerial Enterprise." The Newfoundland Legislature, on 14 July 1933, drafted 
legislation which reads in part:  
 

"Newfoundland agrees to grant Imperial Airways full right and permission to operate air 
services between Newfoundland and other countries and . . . the right to operate air service 
within the territory of Newfoundland for the transport of passengers, mail and or freight." 

 
The reason the search was on for a Newfoundland airport is found in the following excerpts from a 
Dominions Office Dispatch regarding plans for Transatlantic Air Service as contained in the Public 
Archives of Canada, MG 30 E243, Vol. 8:  
 

Downing Street 
August 9th, 1935 

 
NO. 320 
CONFIDENTIAL 
THE SECRETARY OF STATE 
FOR EXTERNAL AFFAIRS, 
CANADA. 

 
Sir: 

 
His Majesty's Government in the United Kingdom has been giving prolonged consideration to the 
problem of establishing an air service for the carriage of mails and passengers by heavier than air 
aircraft across the North Atlantic between England and Canada and United States at the earliest 
possible date . . .   

 
 ......plans for Transatlantic flying must for the time being be based on the use of flying boats. 
It is however proposed, as mentioned in paragraph 6 below, that an experiment should also be 
made with landplanes. 

 
 Although, as already stated, it is thought here that at the present stage of aeronautical 
progress flying boats afford the best prospect for the successful development of trans-Atlantic air 
communications, it is proposed, in addition, to construct two experimental long-distance land 
planes in order to test out this alternative method of transportation, and it is hoped that they will 
be ready for service in early 1937. 

 
 ... In order that the necessary ground organization be put into hand without delay, a 
preliminary survey is being immediately undertaken by Air Ministry experts to locate suitable 
bases in Newfoundland for use by both flying boats and land planes. 
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That letter from the Prime Minister's Office was the catalyst that would eventually get Doug Fraser of 
Imperial Airways flying over Hattie's Camp. 
 

"You must remember that I was given the specifications from England where they wanted to 
locate an airport and the specifications were pretty hard to meet in Newfoundland. You ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
find another area which dƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ƻǊ Ƙƛƭƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ƳƛƭŜǎΣ ŦƛǾŜ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ǿŀǎΣ ƻŦ 
over four hundred feet. This was the only area that filled the bill.έ  (Fraser) 

 
Transatlantic flying was in its infancy; and before it could safely proceed, it was necessary to have 
refuelling sites along the great circle route between New York and London. An air conference was held 
in Ottawa in December 1935 with representatives from Canada, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States. The Irish Free State and Newfoundland were invited to send representatives in anticipation of 
refuelling sites in these two countries. 
 
Officials of the British Air Ministry visited Newfoundland in late 1935 and selected Botwood as the site 
for the flying boat base and a site near Milepost 213 on the rail line as a land plane base. 
 
The site at Milepost 213, which was in the vicinity of Hattie's Camp, was to be called the Newfoundland 
Airport. Cobb's Camp, a few miles west of the site, is also mentioned in historical documents. 
 
The British government paid 80 percent of the construction cost and lent Newfoundland the remaining 
20 percent. The British Air Ministry recruitment for all types of workers started and work began on the 
Newfoundland Airport in June 1936. That year 500 men were working at, what would eventually be 
called, Gander Airport. In 1937 that figure grew to 900. 
 
In the meantime, things at Botwood were progressing. The Botwood radio station was ready in January 
1937, and the Meteorological staff arrived in June of the same year. 
 
The first Atlantic commercial flights took place on July 5, 1937. The companies arranged for two flights: 
one east-bound and the other west-bound. Pan Am clipper departed Botwood for Foynes, Ireland, and 
Imperial Airways Caledonia departed Foynes for Botwood. 
 
It was soon realized that the main Atlantic air traffic would be land planes; and at the conclusion of the 
flying boat season in 1938, operations were moved from Botwood to Gander. Fifty people were involved 
with the dramatic transfer. November 30, 1938, marks the actual bringing of Gander into the world as 
an operational radio station. 
 
By the outbreak of war in 1939, Gander was operational; and on November 10, 1940, the first formation 
of bombers for Britain, made in the USA, took off from Gander. These flights were first organized by the 
"Atlantic Ferry Organization," later to become the RAF Transport Command. 
 
In 1941 the RCAF took responsibility for the operations of the airport.  Up to that time, Newfoundland 
staff had played a significant role, performing all the services. In 1942 the Newfoundland government 
handed control of the airport to the RCAF. It was returned to the Newfoundland government after the 
war. 
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The Founders  

Prior to the Newfoundland Airport, pilots depended on two landing strips:  Harbour Grace and [ŜǎǘŜǊΩǎ 
Field in {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ.  Both sites were made famous by pioneer flights across the North Atlantic, but 
Newfoundland did not have an airport.  

There are several accounts of who was responsible for selecting the site for the Newfoundland Airport. 
The airport, the largest in the world at the time, was initially referred to as Newfoundland Airport.  It 
must have been the reason for naming this place Newfoundland Airport, and the proposer obviously 
never considered that there would ever be a second or a third airport; otherwise, a more imaginative 
name might have been considered. 

Canadian aviation officials took more than a passing interest in άNewfoundland Airport,έ which in their 
view could become the eastern terminus of the Trans-Canada airway system. In July 1935, Ottawa began 
to press for permission to send a Canadian officer to Newfoundland to conduct a survey for a suitable 
airport site. Thomas Lodge, commissioner of public utilities in the Newfoundland Commission of 
Government administration, opposed this proposal on the grounds that it would give Canada a vested 
interest in the airport.  The British government, likewise, hesitated to give their blessing to the request. 
 
But eventually in July 1935, the Canadians received permission from the Newfoundland government to 
conduct a survey for a suitable airport site, primarily to keep peace in the imperial family. Squadron 
Leader L.F. Stevenson, an air force officer seconded to the Canadian Civil Aviation Branch, was instructed 
to carry out the survey. Working with two meteorological officers, one Canadian and one British, he 
examined approximately 15 potential sites in the north-central part of Newfoundland. A location near 
ǘƘŜ DŀƴŘŜǊ wƛǾŜǊ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ IŀǘǘƛŜΩǎ /ŀƳǇ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜΦ bŜŀǊōȅ DŀƴŘŜǊ [ŀƪŜ 

Figure 1:  Airport Construction Site  
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was chosen as a suitable flying-boat base. 
 

One of several people who recommended the site that was eventually selected was a Mr. Powell, a 
surveyor, who had done survey work in preparation for the Newfoundland Railway. Favourable 
recommendations for the site were also received from Captain Doug Fraser, a pilot and Mr. I. McClure of 
the British Air Ministry. Captain Fraser was accompanied on his survey flights by Lord Snowdon Gamble 
of the British Air Ministry. 

 
Other records show that the area was located and recommended by Mr. T. A. Hall, a retired civil 
engineer with the Public Works Department. He referred to it as the Gander plateau adjacent to Gander 
Lake. He described the lake as a fine waterway. No doubt he was aware that water-landing machines 
were uppermost in those early days.  

 
In June 1936, Mr. Hall and Mr. A. Vatcher, an engineer and surveyor from the Commission of 
Government Department of Public Works, arrived near Milepost 213 on the railway with fifty men and 
began running survey and contour lines for the land airport. 

 
At first the place was sometimes incorrectly referred to as Cobb's Camp, but that camp was several 
kilometres farther west. 

 
The closest familiar point on the railway was the site of a former lumber camp of a Mr. Hugh Hattie, a 
Nova Scotian logging contractor, who had cut logs for Timber Estates Ltd. sometime around 1906. 

 
Among the founders are Captain Doug Fraser, Lord Snowdon Gamble, Mr. T. A. Hall, Mr. Allan, Mr. I. 
McClure, Mr. Powell, and Squadron Leader L.F. Stevenson. 
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'ÁÎÄÅÒȭÓ %ÁÒÌÙ .ÁÍÅÓ 

According to an 1899 map, the location we know as Gander was called Dashwood.  We can hope it was 
not named for Sir Francis Dashwood, Chancellor of the Exchequer in Great Britain during the 18th 
century, who is described by historians as lascivious and salacious. 

hƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŀƳŜ ƳŀǇΣ .ŜƴǘƻƴΣ DƭŜƴǿƻƻŘΣ ŀƴŘ .ƛǎƘƻǇΩǎ Cŀƭƭǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƛƴŘƛcated but Grand Falls, Corner Brook 
are not.  Marshalville and Burnt Bay are shown where Lewisporte is today, and Gambo Pond was called 
Gambo Lakes. 

So, from whence was the name Gander derived?  The lake used by flying boats and float planes near the 
airport was called Gander Lake.  The huge rivers flowing in and out of Gander Lake also had the name 
άDŀƴŘŜǊ.έ hƴŜ river was called Southwest Gander River and the other river was called Gander River.  
There was (and still is, of course) the town of Gander Bay and the body of water Gander Bay.  Gander 
Island is at the mouth of Gander Bay (the water). So it seems pretty obvious why the name of Gander 
was finally accepted as the name of the airport 

In 1935, aerial and ground surveyors picked an area for the 
airport, identification of the area was needed. The ground 
ǎǳǊǾŜȅƻǊǎ ƘŀŘ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƻ IŀǘǘƛŜΩǎ /ŀƳǇ ŀƴŘ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ 
refer to the area by that name.  Work had begun near the railway 
milepost number 213, which indicated the distance in miles from 
{ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎΦ  Eventually, workers travelling to Gander via the only 
means available, the train, asked to get off at Milepost 213.   

Maps published in the 1940s show the site as Newfoundland 
Airport.  Some papers LΩǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ άbŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ !ƛǊǇƻǊǘέ 
ŀƴŘ άDŀƴŘŜǊέ in the same document.  Other papers just refer to 
ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ŀǎ ά!ƛǊǇƻǊǘ.έ   

[ŜǘǘŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƻǎǘƳŀǊƪŜŘ άbŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ !ƛǊǇƻǊǘ,έ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ 
was used by the various military forces stationed at the base. It 
was the only airport in Newfoundland for a while, and the 
eventual ƴŀƳŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǘƻ άDŀƴŘŜǊέ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ 
wise after construction began on Goose Bay and Torbay airports.  

The name Gander became more prevalent with the arrival of the 
RCAF in 1941. The United States Army Air Base at Gander 
published a magazine called Propagander. The name of the 
magazine certainly indicates that the location was called Gander.  It 
was the only name used to describe the airport.   

In June 1949, the National Geographic Magazine published a 40-page feature on Newfoundland called 
Newfoundland, Canada's New Province. A picture of a Newfoundland road map is shown in the article 
and the site is referred to as Gander Airport. The name Gander was taken from Gander Lake, Gander Bay 
and Gander River.  

Resident were originally living in temporary war-time buildings that were becoming intolerable for 
several reasons. The buildings were inadequate, they were getting in the way of airport progress and 

Figure 2:  Milepost 213 
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there were workers moving to the airport without living accommodations.) Eventually, residents were 
moved off the airport site into the new developing town site.  

In early 1950, W. J. G (Jim) Strong remembered attending a meeting of officials who were to determine 
to name new town site. Strong said several suggested names were brought forth. Names that were 
suggested other than Gander were Beaverwood and Hillcrest.  

Even Ottawa got involved.  Edgar Baird, the chairman of the Local Improvement District, said: ά²Ŝ ό[ƻŎŀƭ 
Improvement District Board of Trustees) condemned to death a proposal by some Ottawa bureaucrat 
that proposed the town should be named Airlandia!!"   

Mr. Baird and his colleagues convinced everyone that the only sensible name was Gander.  When the 
meeting was over, it was confirmed that the new town site would be Gander. 

 

Figure 3:  Gander's First Town Council Elected 1959 

 
Back row left to right:  Mayor Jack Robertson, Deputy Mayor Bill Harris, Councillor Lloyd Mercer & 
Councillor Royal Cooper.  Front row left to right: Town Manager Eli Baker, Councillors Bill Lahey, Don 
Blackmore and Ernie Peyton. 

Gander Airport preceded the town by approximately 15 years. In 1952 the first houses were ready, and 
the first town council was elected in 1959. 
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The following two paragraphs are taken from, History of Canadian Airports, published by Lugus 
Publications of Toronto and written by T. M. McGrath. 

"Gander has had several changes in name.  At first it was known as 'the airport at Hattie's Camp, near 
Gander Lake.' There was no such place as Hattie's Camp! A man named Hattie cut lumber in the 
vicinity of Jonathan's Pond and would enter the area just east of Milepost 213 on the Newfoundland 
railway. The first airport workers referred to Milepost 213 as Hattie's Camp. Section workers on the 
railway had established a camp near Cobb's Pond, five and a half kilometres west of 213, and a 
couple of families lived there. It became known as Cobb's Camp ς a name sometimes erroneously 
used for the airport. 

No one lived in the area, there were no roads, and the site was covered with forest. When 
construction began in 1936, the place was officially named Newfoundland Airport. The new railroad 
station also took the appellation Newfoundland Airport! This name continued to be used until the 
early 1940s when, after the arrival of the RCAF, it began to be known as Gander. The Newfoundland 
government retained the name Newfoundland Airport, but the place name became Gander. During 
the war, the airport became Gander Airport (through common usage) and so remained until 1961 
when it became Gander International Airport. The new town, which was constructed west of the 
ŀƛǊǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ мфрнΣ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ DŀƴŘŜǊΦέ 
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Gander History to 1936  

The following is a brief summary of Gander history up to and including 1936. 
 
1893 The railroad was laid through area 
 
1899  Newfoundland map shows the site as Dashwood 
 
1906  A logging camp was established by Hugh Hattie from Nova Scotia. 
  
1917  A forest fire burned the area. 
 
1930 IŀǘǘƛŜΩǎ /ŀƳǇ ŀƴŘ /ƻōōΩǎ /ŀƳǇ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƭŀƎ ǎǘƻǇǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ bŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ wŀƛƭǿŀȅΦ  IŀǘǘƛŜΩǎ /ŀƳǇ 

ǿŀǎ нмо ƳƛƭŜǎ ǿŜǎǘ ƻŦ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻōōΩǎ ǿŀǎ нмсΦ /ƻōōΩǎ /ŀƳǇ ǿŀǎ ƻŎŎǳǇƛŜŘ ŀǘ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǘƛƳŜǎ 
by Reuben Brown, Heber Greening, Jack Kelly, Roy Lane and the families of James Greening and 
Albert Oldford. Reuben Brown and Heber Greening were members of the fire patrol operated by 
the Anglo Newfoundland Development. They patrolled 14 miles of railway on a hand car or 
velocipede. 

 
1935 The decision to establish an air service across the North Atlantic was made at an air conference in 

Ottawa in November between Canada, United Kingdom, Ireland and Newfoundland. It was 
concluded that it would be necessary to establish an airport in Newfoundland to facilitate 
refuelling operations. 

 
Ottawa received permission from the Newfoundland government to conduct a survey for 
suitable airport sites.  

 
1936 ! ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ .ƻǘǿƻƻŘ ŀǎ ŀ ōŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ōƻŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ IŀǘǘƛŜΩǎ /ŀƳǇ ŦƻǊ ƭŀƴŘ ōŀǎŜŘ 

aircraft. 
 
Several men are associated with determining the site of the new airport.  The men included Mr. Powell,  
a surveyor, who had done survey work in preparation for the Newfoundland Railway;  Mr. Alan Vatcher, 
an engineer and surveyor on loan from the Commission of Government Department of Public Works; 
Mr. Lester Shea; Captain Doug Fraser (who was accompanied on his survey flights by Lord Snowdon 
Gamble, British Air Ministry); Mr. I. McClure of the British Air Ministry; and Squadron Leader L. F. 
Stevenson, an air force officer seconded to the Canadian Civil Aviation Branch, who was assisted by two 
meteorological officers (one Canadian and one British). 
 
In June 1936, Mr. T.A. Hall, a civil engineer retired from the Newfoundland Dept. of Public Works, Mr. 
Alan Vatcher and about 50 men began running survey and contour lines for the airport and cutting brush 
for the original runways. The site was first wrongly called Cobb's Camp, which was several miles farther 
west. The nearest familiar point on the railway was a place referred to as HatǘƛŜΩǎ /ŀƳǇΦ 
 
Mr. Vatcher became very ill and had to resign from his position. He was replaced by Mr. T.G. Woodyett, 
an engineer from Ontario, who had considerable experience in laying asphalt. 
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An agreement between the United Kingdom, the Irish Free State, Canada, and Newfoundland for the 
establishment of a transatlantic aerial service was announced in London on July 30, 1936, confirming the 
development of transatlantic air service to a route connecting the four countries.  
 
The official name of the proposed airport was Newfoundland Airport. The general area was referred to 
ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŀǎ aƛƭŜǇƻǎǘ нмо όōŜƛƴƎ нмо ƳƛƭŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ Ǿƛŀ ǘǊŀƛƴύΣ IŀǘǘƛŜΩǎ Camp (Hugh Hattie was a 
Nova Scotian logging for Timber Estates Ltd. somewhŜǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ мфлсύ ŀƴŘ /ƻōōΩǎ /ŀƳǇ όǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ 
approximately 8 km west). 
 
Mr. Tom Moores came to open a Telegraph Office. (Newfoundland Railway) 

 
Dr. Knapp of Lewisporte, riding on a little railway speeder, made weekly visits to the airport from 1936 
to shortly after the outbreak of war, when a military doctor set up a medical centre, prior to the Sir 
Frederick Banting Hospital being constructed 
 
There were no roads built as such, accommodations for the construction workers consisted of 
construction shacks, cook houses, and a staff house, which were mainly used by the engineering and 
supervisory staff. Initially, no wash rooms, toilets or showers were provided, and workmen often swam 
ŀǘ 5ŜŀŘƳŀƴΩǎ tƻƴŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŎƭŜŀƴΦ 
 

 
Figure 4:  Construction Tractor  
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Gander History 1937  

Heavy construction really got moving in the spring as construction crews arrived. By April the workforce 
had increased considerably and work proceeded at 
a fast pace.  Crews constructed the runway, giant 
gasoline storage tanks, radio communications and 
navigational apparatus buildings, a hangar and an 
administration building.  Pumping systems, runway 
lighting, and an electrical energy source were 
installed. Preparations were on for the first 
experimental flights.  
 
The Administration Building would serve as the 
first air terminal until the opening of the air 
terminal building on the RAF Side nine years later 
in Hangar 22. 
 
A London newspaper reported in February:  

άThe biggest and best equipped airport in the British Empire is being built in Newfoundland 60 
miles from Botwood where the North Atlantic flying boat terminus is being prepared. The 
airport will be the terminus of the North Atlantic landplane service which, it is confidently 
believed, will be the ultimate method of crossing the Atlantic. Every sort of investigation is 
being made by the Air Ministry and Imperial Airways to determine the best way of overcoming 
the difficulties of the Atlantic. It is 1,500 yards in every direction and has four runaways 200 
yards in width in which is inlaid with an ingenious system of lights to guide a pilot landing and 
taking off in fog. The Lorenz apparatus for blind landing is being installed together with the 
most elaborate system of radio and lighting at any airport in the world. The airport will be 
opened in September.έ  

 
Howard Barnes had been installing transmitter towers in Botwood and moved to Newfoundland Airport 
(Gander) to do similar work:  
 
άI was working in Botwood in 1936 when Ned Beaton asked me if I wanted a job on the Gander 
with the British Marconi Company. I had been installing transmitter towers and would be doing 
the same thing in Gander. The job looked like a steady one; and the pay was good, $75 per 
month, so I accepted. I moved in Gander in 1937.έ  
 

Hence Howard Barnes, native of English Harbour, Trinity Bay, became one of GanderΩǎ pioneers.   
 

Mr. Tom Lannon was the first man to bring his family to live at the airport was.   
 

The Power House opened for operation at 4 p.m. on November 21.  
 
A photo (shown above) taken on December 20 shows scaffolding around the Administration Building. 
The exterior was complete except for glass in the tower.

Figure 5:  Administration Bldg. Under Construction, 1937 
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Stone-ŎǊǳǎƘƛƴƎ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǘ IŀƭƭΩǎ vǳŀǊǊȅ, which was about 8 -10 miles east of Gander on the rail line 
near Benton.  The stones were transported in rail cars to the construction site at the Newfoundland 
Airport. 

 
 
 

The Grand Falls Advertiser published the following article in February 1937:   

AIRPORT WILL BE BEST IN THE EMPIRE. They are experimenting with flying boats, the Mayo 
Composite aircraft, and land planes. Two of the landplanes are being built by the de Havilland 
Aircraft Company and are 200-mile-an-hour 14 passenger machines with a range of 3,000 miles. 
The reason why landplanes are likely to prove the best method is because waterways in 
Newfoundland and Canada are frozen over for nearly six months in the year. This makes flying 
boat operation only a seasonal affair, whereas there is no difficulty in operating landplanes all 
the year round. Owing to curious conditions some Canadian lakes do not freeze, but the spray 
tossed up by a flying boat when taking off freezes on the hull and wings immediately, making 
operation impracticable. At Botwood the water is frozen for six months every year, and a 
seasonal air service could not be tolerated. The only real point in favour of the flying boat is the 
psychological security it gives to passengers over long stretches of open sea. It would, however, 
be more economical for Imperial Airways to operate flying boats in view of their new Empire 
flying boat policy, but they are sufficiently broad-minded not to allow such a consideration to 
influence them if regularity of service is to suffer. In anticipation of the turn of the tide, this 
great new airport is being built near Botwood. It is 1,500 yards in every direction and has four 
runaways 200 yards in width in which is inlaid an ingenious system of lights to guide a pilot 
landing and taking off in fog. The Lorenz apparatus for blind landing is being installed together 
with the most elaborate system of radio and lighting at any airport in the world. The airport will 
be opened in September. From here the service will run to Montreal and New York. (Airport 
Will Be Best in the Empire) 

 

Figure 6:  Hallôs Quarry, Benton 
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Notes on the foregoing article: 
 
Ten years after the author wrote that the only real point in favour of the flying boat is the psychological 
security it gives to passengers over long stretches of open sea, the 69 passengers and crew aboard the 
Bermuda Sky Queen probably said, ά!men brother!έ They were all saved because they were crossing the 
North Atlantic in a flying boat. 
 
The Mayo Composite aircraft referred to in the article was the Short-Mayo composite. During the early 
days of trans-Atlantic flight in 1938, these experiments were well-known. They used a four-engine 
floatplane, Mercury, sitting atop a four-engine seaplane Maia, which was about twice its size. The idea 
was for the Maia to hump the whole rig up to altitude and get it on its way; then the Mercury would 
separate and continue to destination. The Composite made a few revenue flights before the outbreak of 
World War II, including a 6,000 mile trip that remains a distance record for seaplanes. 
 
άThe airport will be opened in Septemberέ (1937).  The first aircraft to land at the partially completed 
airport was Fraser on January 11, 1938. Paving commenced in August 1939. The airport was completed 
on October 3, 1939. 
 
άThe Lorenz apparatus for blind landing is being installed.έ  The German-made Lorenz system was a good 
landing aid; however, it ceased operating due to a lack of spare parts. The spare parts were in the 
country with which we were at war. 
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Gander History 1938  

On January 11, 1938, a small DeHavilland Fox Moth equipped with ski-landing gear flew into history 
when it became the first aircraft to land at the Newfoundland Airport, now known as Gander 
LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ !ƛǊǇƻǊǘΦ  ¢ƘŜ Ǉƛƭƻǘ ǿŀǎ 5ƻǳƎ CǊŀǎŜǊ ƻŦ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ, and he was accompanied by flight 
engineer George Lace. They were met by Mr. Nick Patten, an electrical engineer, and Messrs. Basil Fearn 
and Jack Drover, both of whom were assistant engineers. The airport was still under construction at the 
time, and it would be several months before regular landings commenced.  In a 1988 interview, 
Mr. Fraser was asked what was Gander like when he landed. He answered:  

ά²ŜƭƭΣ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ DŀƴŘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƛǘΚ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ DŀƴŘŜǊ [ŀƪŜ ŀƴŘ DŀƴŘŜǊ .ŀȅ ŀƴŘ DŀƴŘŜǊ 
River, but the airport was called Newfoundland Airport. Some people referred to it as Camp 24. 
L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƳŜ ŦǊƻƳΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ƛǘ IŀǘǘƛŜΩǎ /ŀƳǇ and still others 
called it Milepost 213.  Officially it was called Newfoundland Airport.  ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴ ǎŀƛŘ 
at the Ǌŀƛƭǿŀȅ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ Ƴŀƛƭ - the post mark.έ 

The Newfoundland Airport got its first postmaster, Everett Milley.  Prior to that (1936 - 1938), the 
telegraph business and post office work had been handled by the Newfoundland Railway.  The Posts and 
Telegraphs Office, a very crude structure that measured approximately 10' X 12', was located near the 
railway station. 

Newfoundland had no telephone system, and all point-to-point communications - by telegraph key 
(Morse Code) - were handled by the Newfoundland Department of Post and Telegraphs. 
A 25-line dial telephone system ς one of, if not the first in Newfoundland ς was installed at the airport. 
During the summer, Frank Munn, who hailed from Bay Roberts, was a full-time first-aid person.  A man 
named Sellers, who was from Bonavista Bay area, also administered first aid at one period.  Sellers 
eventually attended Dalhousie University and became a physician. 

 
June 4 First asphalt laid at the airport.  
 
Nov. 30 The first Airport Manager, H.A.L. Pattison, (Pattison Place, Gander) was appointed. 
 
Nov. 30 Radio Station (for aircraft communications) opened. 
 
Nov. 30 Official opening of the Administration Building. Airport administrative personnel worked and 

lived in this building, which also accommodated the Airport Terminal (until 1946) Weather 
Office, Radio Office, Post Office, Control Tower (until 1942), recreational facilities and the 
Airport Club. 

 
Dec. 7 The Newfoundland Airport Club was established for the purpose of "providing social and 

athletic amenities for its members." The Objects also noted that "the Club may promote 
and/or assist non-profit organizations which function for the benefit of the community." The 
bŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ !ƛǊǇƻǊǘ /ƭǳōΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘƻƳŜ ǿŀǎ ǿƛǘƘin the Administration Building. 

 
Roads were nonexistent and some workers used snow skis to get back and forth to work in the winter. 
(Ev Milley) (Milley) 
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H.A.L. Pattison wrote: 
 
ά.y 1938 there were signs that there might be land planes ready for the experimental service. 
To this end work was rushed at Gander in order to have at least the full length of the runways 
available with a hangar. However, technical developments of the land planes on both sides of 
the Atlantic did not fulfil expectations and the runways still remained unused. During 1938 it 
was realised that the main traffic across the Atlantic would be carried out by land planes, and 
with the permanent establishment of the Radio Station to be completed, it was decided to 
erect the permanent Atlantic wireless organization at Gander. Thus on the completion of the 
flying boat season at Botwood in 1938, control, radio and meteorological organizations, which 
by this time had reached a strength of about 50, moved over to Gander. It can be taken that 
this date, 30 November, 1938, marks the actual bringing of Gander into the world as an 
operational station. The move itself is quite a story of its own, as the date chosen, coincided 
with a particularly heavy blizzard. However, communication with the outside world showed no 
break, and when the key was lifted at Botwood for the last time Gander was ready to take 
over.έ 
 

 
 

Figure 7:  Construction Equipment 
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Gander History 1939  

In January, the Newfoundland Airport Club showed the first motion picture at Newfoundland Airport. 

On May 15, an aircraft arrived here from Bangor, Maine.  The Monocoupe 90A, registration SE-AGM, the 
first aircraft to land at the airport from outside Newfoundland. The pilot was Mr. Carl Bachman, who 
was delivering the aircraft to a Mr. Gunner in Leksand, Sweden.  It was also the first aircraft to attempt a 
transatlantic crossing from Gander. 

"I remember Mr. Bachman coming to the office. He sent two telegrams, one to St. Louis and the 
other to a Scandinavian country. He took off the next morning and was never heard of again."  
(Milley E. )  

May 19 & 21  

Two Handley-Page Harrow aircraft, G-AFRH & G-AFRG, arrived. These aircraft played a 
prominent role in the history of the airport in that they carried out several in-flight refuelling 
flights. These flights were part of an experiment that refuelled aircraft that had departed 
Botwood and needed additional fuel to reach Shannon, Ireland. 

"It was in May, 1939 that I arrived on the partially completed runways of the airfield with a twin 
engine Harrow, the largest aircraft ever to have landed on the soil of Newfoundland. Two days 
later, my co-pilot Atkinson, brought the second aircraft over. We took possession of the famous 
hangar No. 20 with a party of nine Englishmen and two Newfoundlanders. From this airfield, at 
which time was still under construction, we operated the aircraft for practice flying, pending 
the commencement of the refuelling trials with B.O.A.C., who were flying into Botwood with 
the Empire boats. Our task was to refuel the outgoing boat at 1800 hours local time on the 
Friday of each week for two months.έ  (H.C. Johnson) (A letter to R.C. Goodyear from Wing 
Commander H.C. Johnson.) 

Aug. 4  The first amphibious aircraft, a Supermarine Walrus, landed at Gander. The pilot was Lt. 
Commander Cockburn from HMRN "Berwick." 

Aug. 17 One of the refueller aircraft, GAFRH, refuelled flying boat "Cabot" of Imperial Airways. 

Aug. 22 The first night flying was conducted by a Waco, NC-500 owned by Dupont. It made three flights 
of 20 minutes each. 

Aug. 22 Automatic telephones in operation. (This is from the log book of Robert James Mercer, Senior 
Operator in the Gander Airport Power Plant, courtesy of Mr. G.C. Mercer, son of the late 
Robert Mercer. 

άPrior to the military coming in there was a small telephone system in the Administration 
Building. It was a small dial unit ς and I think there were 30 to 40 lines on it. That connected 
places in the Administration Building as well as to the few homes on Chestnut St. When the 
military came in they retired that little unit and put in their own. As far as I am aware that was 
the first dial system in Newfoundland. There was no public dial system anywhere else in 
Newfoundland. We found that little unit in storage and incorporated that into our system.  Billy 
Stoyles and Wilf French did the job along with Bert Butler our cable splicer.έ (Chafe, Personal 
Notes of Fred Chafe) 
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During the year of 1939, final construction of the four runways took place and paving was complete. 
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Gander History 1940  

Early 1940 a detachment of Canadian Army Engineers arrived to set up camps for the Black Watch 
regiment who were to form the first defense unit for the airport. Temporary buildings were erected near 
Radio range Road, and in July the regiment moved in to occupy them. (Notes of Fred Chafe.) 
 
First school (tar-paper shack) in operation. 
 
The first Gander school that operated in 1940 at what is now Gander Airport, and what was then 
Newfoundland Airport, was a tar-paper shack. The teachers came to the school from Cobb's Camp on a 
rail-speeder.  Mr. Walter Chaulk (died in 1993) was the first teacher. (Warren) 
 
On January 11, Harrow aircraft G-AFRG made the first wheeled take off from compacted snow on 
Runway 27. 
 
Feb. 10  The first two RCAF aircraft landed at Gander. The aircraft were Hudson Bombers 759 and 

768. They made the first wheeled landing on compacted snow. These aircraft carried W/C 
Gutherie, W/C Grandy, S/L Powell, and six airmen. The pilots were S/L Lewis and F/O 
Douglas. Hudson 768 overran the area cleared for landing but incurred no damage.  (RCAF 
Station Diary, 1940) 

 
June 4 The first RCAF Douglas Digby, #752, landed at Gander. On board were Air Vice Marshall Croil, 

Air Commodore Anderson, S/L Gordon, S/L Cashcullen, Capt. Fanning and Capt. Evans. They 
ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ bŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ 
preparation of the RCAF taking over the airport.  (RCAF Station Diary, 1940) 

 
June 14 Canada requested permission to station ground troops at Newfoundland Airport, (Gander) 

and the seaplane base at Botwood. Subsequent agreements provided for recruitment of 
Newfoundlanders into the Canadian military services. 

 
June 17 At exactly 10:50 a.m., five Digby aircraft of Detachment of 10(BR) arrived operating Digbys 

under S/L Carscallen.  The first military aircraft to operate from Newfoundland. They were 
744, 749, 752, 753 & 754.  (RCAF Station Diary, 1940) 

 
Oct. 28 The first Hudson Bombers, destined for Great Britain, arrived. 
 
Nov. 9-10 The first group of seven Hudson aircraft, led by Captain D.C.T. Bennett in T9422, departed 

Gander Nov. 10, 2233 GMT, arriving safely the following day at Aldergrove in Northern 
Ireland, 0945 GMT, after a flight of 11 hours. 

 
Nov. 29 The second formation flight of seven Hudsons to Aldergrove led by Captain Humphrey-Page 

was successful 
 
Dec. 17 The third formation flight of seven Hudsons to Aldergrove led by Captain Store was 

successful. 
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Dec. 19  The Eastbound Inn, built for Ferry Command, opened for business. (The Inn was torn down 
in 1957.) 

 
Dec. 28  Capt. Doug Bennett landed in a Hudson en route to Great Britain. The aircraft was donated 

by the employees of Lockheed-Vega and named the άSpirit of Lockheed-Vega Employeesέ. 
 
Dec. 29  The airport experienced its first crash. A Captain Smith crashed while taking off on Runway 

32. The aircraft burned, but the pilot and crew were not hurt. 
 

Later in that year (1940), the Atlas Construction Company arrived to erect permanent quarters 
for American and Canadian forces. The first buildings were on what was known as the American 
Side of the runway. During that year and 1941, building proceeded at an amazing rate. Twelve 
new hangers, equipment stores, fire hall, officers' and men's quarters, theatres, drill halls, a 
hospital, and many other buildings were erected with R.C.A.F., and U.S.A.F. forces moved in to 
occupy them.  (Chafe, Personal Notes) 
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A 1940 Landing  

Landing at an airport today is pretty routine; however, to say things could be very interesting in 1940 is 
probably an understatement. The following story comes from a document called Atlantic Bridge, 
labelled as the official account of the RAF Transport Command's Ocean Ferry. It describes conditions at 
the airport in addition to giving a first-hand account of a landing.  (Official Account of RAF Transport 
Command's Ocean Ferry) 
 

The base, where the new Hudsons were being directed, was a remote tract of land which might 
be found marked on a very large-ǎŎŀƭŜ ƳŀǇ ƻŦ bŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ ŀǎ IŀǘǘƛŜΩǎ /ŀƳǇΦ ¢ƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ 
were concerned with the long-term planning of trans-Atlantic flying during the Thirties had 
already envisaged this lonely lumber clearing as a North American terminal. The airport was 
built by the Newfoundland government in co-operation with the Air Ministry. It took the name 
Gander, from the nearby Gander Lake, and was already in use for experimental flying in 1937. 
Powerful signal units moved there in 1938. By the fall of 1940, some four million dollars had 
been spent on clearing, levelling, runway construction and signals: but the urgent need for 
bombers then transformed the Gander of the backwoods, in a matter of months, to one of the 
world's busiest airports. 
 

In its vastness of spruce and fir, dappled with lakes and swift rivers, Gander is now a blend of 
amazing contrasts. There are no roads leading to the outer world: but aircraft constantly land 
which would carry you to New York, London, Ottawa or Algiers in less than a day. There is a 
railway, though it takes longer to reach Newfoundland's capital of St. John's by train than it 
takes to reach London by air. Should you wish to visit the pictures, the camp cinema shows 
modern films twice nightly. You can see bear in the environs of the field and present-day 
Liberators take off over a beaver dam. You may eat fresh local trout for dinner, but your 
vegetables have been flown 950 miles from Montreal. Gander is now a wartime Royal Canadian 
Air Force Station, used also by the RAF and the USAAF Air traffic has made this isolated corner 
of Newfoundland one of the busiest cosmopolitan communities in North America. 

 
Gander conditions were primitive during those days of snow and cutting wind at the end of 
October 1940, when the first delivery flight of Hudsons began to trickle in. There were no 
quarters for the crews: so rolling stock was borrowed from the narrow-gauge Newfoundland 
Railway. A restaurant car and two sleepers lent by the Company were placed on a siding near 
the hangar: and there the crews spent their time until all was ready. This is how the member of 
a crew described his own arrival from Montreal: 
 
ΨWe broke out of the clouds over the North Shore, which, while not what we were 
looking for, permitted good map reading and shortly we had a splendid fix. With the help 
of the Colonel (a passenger) who had been stationed in Botwood and knew the coast, we 
began picking up little villages and later on Botwood itself, and, of course, the railroad. 
Everyone was quite elated and in high spirits as we started up the track to the airport, 
cautioning the Skipper not to go following the railroad through any tunnels. 

 
We were soon over the camp, and from the air it looked quite all right, which was our 
mistake of the whole trip. What looked like bare spots in the snow on the runways was 
actually four to six inches of slush. Down we went with the Colonel and myself holding 
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down the tail, but when we hit, it was quite apparent that all was not well. Slush, snow 
and water came up over the cockpit in what seemed a solid mass and for a moment I was 
sure we would nose over. The skipper gunned her, and we stayed all down at 17:35 
G.M.T. Our inner flaps had been damaged but otherwise all was well. 

 
Everyone was out to welcome us and in a few minutes we had picked out for ourselves 
the best bunks in the sleeping car we were to use for twelve days as our home. The 
stewards seemed as glad to see us as everyone else and had a really good lunch all ready. 
I always did like eating in dining cars, and the twelve days we dined in that little old 
narrow-gauge Newfoundland Railway Co. dining car didn't sicken me of it a bit.Ωέ 
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Gander History 1941  

Mars building (a.k.a. Ψ.Ω .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎύΣ ŀƴ ŀǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ RAF situated across the street 
from the main terminal, was the first apartment block constructed for Ferry Command.  

 
Boardwalks were constructed in some areas. 
 
The few women who lived here worked in the home and knitted for the troops overseas at the American 
Red Cross. 
 

     RAF operated a skating rink, and they also had a recreation area and log cabins at Deadman's pond 
where everyone went swimming. 
 
Nondenominational church services were usually conducted by the RCAF padre. There was no church 
building. 
      
Mr. Frank Goulding was instrumental in setting up the first Salvation Army meeting. 
 
A branch of the Royal Bank opened in 1941; Gerald Smith was the first manager. 
 
Aviation fuel was transported to Gander via train from Lewisporte. Shell Oil commenced building oil 
storage tanks at Lewisporte. 
 
US Signal Corps, AACS, 8th Weather Squadron arrived. 
 
US Army Corps began construction on the south side of the airport which became known as the 
American Side. 
 
Chestnut Road school was opened. 
 
Feb. 20 Sir Frederick Banting was killed in a Hudson bomber that had departed Gander for overseas. It 

crashed in the vicinity of Musgrave Harbour 40 miles, 54 degrees true from Gander. 
 
Mar. 5  A Consolidated B24 Liberator, owned by Ministry of Aircraft Production, arrived from 

Montreal. This was the first of the giant four-engine bombers. 
 
April 1 The airport was handed over to Canada (RCAF) for the duration of the war. 
 
April  RCAF operations were extended to Newfoundland and the entire 10 (BR) squadron was 

ordered to move to Gander. The move was completed April 11. 
 
Apr 1 The RCAF operated the Control tower from April 1, 1941 - 1946. 
 
April 10 A Boeing Flying Fortress (B-17) landed at Gander en route to the U.K. piloted by F/L Bullock. 
 
April 20 The U.S. Army Air Base was established. The first U.S. soldiers to arrive at Gander for duty 

were Lt. Julian M. Bleyer and Lt. Lawrence of the 21st Reconnaissance Squadron and crew. 



Early History of Gander ï © 2014 Frank Tibbo Page 22 of 409 

Their plane, a B-18, left Bolling field, Washington, D.C., the morning of April 20, 1941, and 
landed at Gander that evening. 

 
April The USAAF 41st Reconnaissance Squadron with B-17Cs started patrols from Gander. 
 
April Wing Commander (W/C) Carscallen took over as Commanding Officer 10(BR) from W/C H.C. 

Gordon. 
 
May 4 Captain James Youell piloted the first westbound flight for the Return Ferry Service. This 

aircraft, Liberator AM260, was the first to land at Gander from England. 
 
May 5 RCAF Station Gander was established on May 5, 1941, under Group Captain Lewis. 
 
May 9 The Newfoundland-United States Army Air Base was officially established with Major J.V. 

Crabb as commanding officer. 
 
May 10 The British Ministry of Aircraft Production took over the ferry operation which was then 

referred to as ATFERO (Atlantic Ferry Operation). 
 
June 2 The first Catalina en route to Greenock made the first departure from Gander Lake to the war 

zone. 
 
July 18 The first Boeing "Clipper" landed on Gander Lake and departed on July 19 for the war zone. 
 
July 20 RAF Ferry Command took over ferry operations from ATFERO (In April 1943, it would be taken 

over again ς this time by RAF Transport Command.). 
 
July 30 "Lt. Robert Montgomery of movie fame and now in the U.S. Naval Reserves had dinner in the 

Mess prior to taking off in an American B-24 for England."  (Royal Canadian Air force, 1941) 
 
Aug. 6 "A number of persons who arrived had to sleep in tents." (Royal Canadian Air force, 1941) 
 
Aug. 8 Although the US military were already established here they had a flag-raising ceremony to 

officially open their base. 
 
Aug. 11  Lord Beaverbrook, Mr. J.A. Bickell and party arrived by Liberator aircraft during the morning 

from England and remained here for part of the day, later leaving by freight train for other 
parts of the Island. The visit is extremely secret. (He was back on the 13th to fly to Montreal in 
a Digby (#748)."  (Royal Canadian Air force, 1941) 

 
Aug. 19  "Prime Minister W.L. MacKenzie King arrived by Liberator 1600 hours and departed for the 

United Kingdom at 2000 hours."  (Royal Canadian Air force, 1941) 
 
Aug. 21 His Excellency Lord Halifax stopped here from 1830-2130 on the way to England."  (Royal 

Canadian Air force, 1941) 
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Aug. 29 The ammunition and pyrotechnic hut caught fire and was totally destroyed. The Fire Dept. was 
on the scene promptly but due to the very low water pressure the building was almost 
completely burned before the pumping engine came into full force; when this happened the 
fire was quickly put out. Court of Inquiry was convened to investigate the circumstances and 
extent of loss. The telephone service was put out of action through the fire. All ranks were 
ordered to carry gas respirators today for practice purposes and they were worn for a certain 
period during the day on the gas alarm being sounded." (RCAF diary) 

 
Sept. 12:  The Duke of Kent officially opened the Banting Memorial Hospital. 
 
Sept. 28 Of the 21 Hudsons that left on Sept. 26, 19 arrived safely. One captained by F/L L. Dubec, 

landed near Dublin, but crashed on take-off killing everyone on board. The other sent a S.O.S. 
when it was approximately 600 miles east of Newfoundland. F/O Oldham and his crew were 
lost forever. A search proved fruitless."  (Royal Canadian Air force, 1941) 

 
Oct. 7 RAF took over Radio Station with Squadron Leader Frank Ratcliffe in charge. 
 
Oct. In October more than 150 U.S. troops arrived at Gander by special military train from St. 

John's. They had arrived at St. John's by the UST Siboney. 
 
Dec. 7 The Americans in Gander were told they were now at war as a result of the infamous Pearl 

Harbour raid by Japan. 
 
Dec. 19 First issue of the RCAF magazine "GANDER.έ 
 
Dec. 20  "Black-out ordered due to fear of air raid. It turned out to be a meteorological lighted balloon 

at 10,000 feet. A four-hour black-out ensued." (RCAF diary) 
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Figure 8:  Figure 79:  Aerial Photo - Gander 1941 

Gander in 1941 Scientific American  

It is interesting to go through some old magazines and to read what journalists wrote about Gander. 
Sometimes there were inaccuracies but usually the discrepancies were minor. There is one thing for 
certain ς they all seemed to emphasize the great amount of snow and the harsh climate.  One of the 
most interesting articles, and for the most part accurate, is an article written by Edwin Miller of the 
prestigious American magazine Scientific 
American. 
 
The following was written in November 1941 ς just 
before the Americans entered the war.  (Pearl 
Harbour was bombed December 7, 1941.)  Miller 
started off this way: "In a fogbound wilderness the 
world's biggest airport teems with dramatic tales of 
the transatlantic ferry."  
 
Now we all know that Gander was chosen because it 
is relatively fog free, so Miller must have been 
here during "capelin weather." He wrote, "no radio 
beam is allowedΦέ Ln fact, the Radio Range, an aid to 
navigation, was in the construction stage. But he 
did have the bit about "the world's biggest airport" 
right.  

 
άRunways are so wide that an ordinary plane could land or take off crosswise" is certainly an 
exaggeration; however, for the most part the story is accurate and interesting. Judge for yourself: 
 
άThere's a spot in the windy wastes of Newfoundland the name of which is known to very few, 
but it's one of the most important places in the world - and one of the most exciting. 

 
Yesterday an uninhabited wilderness of spruce and swamp, it is today the world's biggest 
airport, and growing bigger with the labour of thousands of men working day and night. It 
swarms with aerial traffic. Scores of bombers arrive and take off for Britain every week. It's the 
great junction and forwarding point for transatlantic passengers and freight. And it is perhaps 
the most vital point in the outer defence of this hemisphere. 

 
For an hour before I arrived there, in a Lockheed-Hudson bomber, I had been sweating steadily 
in the palms of my hands. After sighting Newfoundland from high over the blue waters of the 
Gulf of St. Lawrence, we had run into a solid bank of fog. 

 
By now we should be over the airport. The pilot, an air veteran from Texas, couldn't be sure 
because no radio beam is allowed. We made one or two tentative dips down through the grey 
soup. No land. Then we turned tail and ran north toward the ocean to get our bearings, coming 
out suddenly into the clear at a bay some 40 miles away. Back we went toward the airport, 
keeping just under the ceiling. It seemed as if we'd scrape our bottom on the tops of the trees. I 
kept rising in my seat, trying to lift the plane a little higher. 
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I was glad to see that airport. 
 

Coming onto the field by air you are bewildered by its immensity. Runways are so wide that an 
ordinary plane could land or take off crosswise. When you strain your eyes across the expanse 
you see a mirage against the far horizon. It's a half day's brisk walk around the field, past 
countless hangars and shops and barracks. 

 
Switch engines shift long strings of boxcars, and crews unload mounting piles of lumber and 
steel, crates and drums. Steam shovels scoop out great pits in the raw earth. Riveting machines 
hammer on every side. Now and then a blast goes off and you see a geyser of smoke and rock 
thrown high in the air. There is a constant overtone of airplane motors tuning up. Most thrilling 
of all is the breath-catching crescendo of a bomber as it starts down the runway on the long, 
lonely road to Britain.  

 
That night I met some of the men who fly the big ships across. For several days bad weather 
had been reported from Q.M., the secret airport in the United Kingdom where the bombers 
land, and a score of fliers were waiting at the Newfoundland field, sitting around the rough 
board tables of Eastbound Inn. 
 
These are not daredevil youngsters. There are plenty of grey hairs, and every pilot has had 
thousands of flying hours. They have come from transcontinental lines in the United States, 
from Imperial Airways in Britain, from Trans-Canada Air Lines. You hear tales of the early days 
of the Southampton-to-Singapore run, of being forced down in the desert and hiding in the 
dunes from tribesmen; of landing mountaineering parties on inaccessible Alaskan glaciers and 
keeping them supplied by parachute; of ferrying freight into Amazon jungles. 
 
On the transatlantic job the pilots have settled down to routine. It takes nine to ten hours to 
cross, and when the weather is good they maintain a schedule as regular as those of ferryboats. 
Each pilot is given a flight plan, telling him his course, what height to reach at each point, what 
weather to expect. 
 
The weather man is really the pilots' hero. They say there has never been anything like his 
work. He tells you: "In Zone 5 at 6 o'clock there will be a ceiling at 2000 feet, top of cloud at 
6000, moderate icing at 5000, tail wind of 40 miles per hour, veering shortly to north." You get 
there and that's exactly what it is. 
 
Sometimes they fly at 15,000 feet or higher. It's 50 below zero up there but the heated planes 
are comfortable. Insidious, though, is the effect of altitude: you fail to recognize at first the 
dreamy, don't care feeling, as the higher centres of the brain gradually cease functioning, and 
you may wait too long before attaching the oxygen tube. 
 
One pilot, flying at 20,000 to avoid icing ς the air is dry up there - had to detach his tube and go 
back to help a passenger. When he returned to his seat he couldn't readjust the tube. It's a 
simple operation, but the tube in his hand would approach the socket ς and waver away. While 
this went on they were slipping down toward the dangerous icing level. Finally the navigator 
realized what was wrong and came to the rescue. 
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Pilots don't see much of the ocean. Most of the flight is above unbroken clouds, an Arctic 
landscape of white hills and valleys. On its surface, far below, the tiny black shadow of the 
plane drives along. 

 
Sometimes that glacial surface is torn apart. Then they may see a big convoy crawling along. 
One pilot saw the last plunge of a torpedoed merchantman, its stern rearing high. Men were 
struggling in the water, with no lifeboats, but there was nothing the pilot could do. 

 
In the last hours they begin to slide down toward the land, a faint dark smudge on the horizon. 
There the pilot and his crew search the skies for intercepting Germans. Not so anxiously now, 
however, as when the bomber-ferry service first started. In all the hundreds of crossings, only 
one or two pilots have sighted a German. 

 
The landing field at Q.M. is so ingeniously camouflaged that even the keenest-eyed German 
observer could hardly recognize it as an airdrome. It doesn't look like a spot where you could 
make even an emergency landing. There's no fuss about the arrival. Pilot and crew may get a 
few days' leave ς London if they are lucky. Or within 12 hours they may be on their way back by 
ferry plane. 

 
The pay is high: pilots get a minimum of $1000 a month, with a bonus for each trip above two 
trips a month. Some earn more than $25,000 in a year. Navigators and radio operators earn 
about two thirds as much as a pilot. 

 
These fliers deny with short profane words that they are engaged in a glamorous adventurous 
job. It's routine flying, they assert, and rather dull at that. They mean it, but it isn't so. Two 
thousand miles of empty ocean is not a routine flying job ς not yet. The worst hazard is the 
take-off, when the plane has a staggering load of gasoline. 

 
One night at Eastbound Inn a pilot came in with the news that a returning ferry plane had 
cracked up on take-off at Q.M. The 22 men in it had been killed. Every man present had good 
friends on that plane; some of those killed had sat at the same table two nights before. The talk 
stopped a few seconds, then resumed. The conversation was of other things. 

 
Accidents never interrupt the flow of traffic east. I was in the control tower watching a line of 
Hudson bombers take-off, one every five minutes. As the fifth got halfway up the runway, it 
swerved slightly, then there was a violent swing and it came around in a ground loop. The 
undercarriage collapsed, one wing sagged. It couldn't have been two seconds before it blazed 
up, a great bloom of orange flame. Three figures dived out through a door in the tail. 

 
With sirens screaming, the fire trucks were on the field. While the flames were still burning, two 
tractors raced out and yanked the big plane off the runway. Ten minutes later the next bomber 
had taken off and was on the way. 

 
Here as nowhere else you can see how fast space and time are shrinking. You see the big 
transports come in, the Consolidated B-24s, as large as the ships of Columbus. They converge 
from points on the American continent, stop to refuel, wing on across the ocean, carrying many 
a passenger from Washington to London within 24 hours. At your breakfast in Eastbound Inn 
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you can choose between the New York Times and the London Times of the days before. It's all 
as casual as travel between New York and Chicago. 

 
This air centre is also a shipping point for urgently needed plane parts, vitamin concentrates, 
precision instruments, laboratory materials. One plane carried 200 bullfrogs to aid in studying 
the effects of poison gas. 

 
In this bleak, inhospitable land, snow falls through June and starts again in September, piling up 
20-foot drifts along the runways. Always the wind blows, in gales and gusty squalls. Fog lies 
heavy. 
 
The houses and shacks in the settlement are hammered together from rough lumber. The 
unpaved streets are deep in sticky mud. There are scores of camouflaged pits where anti-
aircraft guns thrust muzzles toward the sky. You can't walk far without being challenged by 
sentries. The bulk of the population consists of labourers, superintendents and foremen, 
mechanics and engineers, troops who garrison the post, Newfoundland Rangers who police it. 
Feminine influence is lacking. It's a he-man place, without the amenities of life. 
 
Yet there are few spots on earth where more big names are registered. In the short time I was 
there Lord Beaverbrook and Lord Halifax, a Roosevelt and a royal duke were seen about 
Eastbound Inn. Harry Hopkins had been through a few days before. 
 
When the war is over, airmen say, this will be the chief junction and forwarding point for 
transatlantic traffic. Bermuda and the Azores will be used, too, but this northern route is the 
shortest between the important centres of America and Europe. No matter how long a range, 
they will carry a bigger pay load across the Atlantic if they stop here to refuel, a third of the way 
over. 
 
Then Eastbound Inn will be an affair of 1000 rooms, and will probably preserve as a show place 
the present room where the pilots gather. The mud will disappear, the raw earth will be 
landscaped. There'll be schoolteachers and bank clerks on their way to Europe for vacation 
trips, businessmen from Chicago or Prague, students from Tokyo, Harvard, and Vienna. This will 
be the most cosmopolitan spot on earth, where all nationalities will meet and pass.έ 
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1942 Hurricane Forced Landing  

Some refer to it as a crash. I prefer to call it a forced landing. There is less excuse today for a pilot to get 
lost than there was in 1942, however, it still happens and when it does happen, it quite often results in a 
forced landing.  

In the January 17, 1996, column entitled Landing at the Wrong Airport, there was a story concerning a 
pilot from the Gander Flying Club in the 1960s getting completely lost and was forced to land on a Burin 
Peninsula Highway. (What the difference is between being lost and "completely" lost is something I 
could never determine.  In any case, this chap at the time said he got "completely" lost. Saying you are a 
"little bit" lost is comparable to saying you're a "little bit" pregnant. 

The story of the Hurricane Pilot who got himself lost relates to the September 28, 1994, column entitled 
"Strafing Little Fogo Island." That story was about the target for fighter pilots painted on a rock at Little 
Fogo Island and how two fishermen had the be-jingles scared out of them by a Hurricane who was doing 
some target practising. 

The Hurricane pilot in this story, Sgt Bochman, spent five cold December days in the interior of 
Newfoundland; and it wasn't all his fault. It is easy to criticise the other pilots for not finding him. But if 
you've ever flown over the thousands of square miles of Newfoundland's interior and tried to find 
something, you won't criticise. And besides, who would think he was seventy miles south west of the 
field when he went north for a few practice shots? The fact that he got lost was also perfectly 
understandable. Unpredictable weather conditions have put the screws to many a good pilot. 
 
The Squadron Diary had it this way: 

Dec. 5, 1942 

While on low flying exercise, R.126797, Sgt Bochman, P.G. in Hurricane Mk IIB 5496, became 
lost. A search was immediately organized and all available aircraft were utilized for this 
purpose. Later in the day radio contact was made with Sgt Bochman via Romouski. An effort 
was made to get a fix on his position. At the end of the day no sign of the missing aircraft could 
be found. 

 
Sgt Bochman was caught by unpredicted snow. He had been splattering a few bullets off the rock with 
the painted bulls-eye at Little Fogo Island.  When he ran out of bullets, he decided to do a little sight-
seeing. After all, the ice bergs were beautiful and the scenery dazzling to the young American. He had 
joined the RCAF prior to his country entering the war and was itching to get an overseas assignment. His 
Commanding Officer, Group Captain Basil Hobbs, had sternly told him, "A lot of people want to go 
overseas, but there is a job to do on this side too and you will do it!" That little speech had come in 
Dartmouth after he had complained about not being assigned to a squadron in Britain. 

He also had reported back to duty late after being on a pass. Not only did he get a blast from the 
Commanding Officer, he had been transferred to Gander in the bargain! 

When Bochman decided to end his scenic tour, he turned south and headed for Gander. He soon 
discovered a wall of cloud-filled snow which forced him to detour. Well, he thought, as he zigzagged 
around and under the snow, they can't blame this on me.  I wasn't told about the dammed snow. He had 
received instrument training, so he finally decided to head into the snow hoping to break out and 
recognize Gander River or Gander Lake, or the railway track ς or something! 
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It didn't happen. He couldn't find anything familiar. He circled around desperately hoping to see some 
recognizable landmark. No luck! His eye kept going toward his fuel gauge. The hand was getting near the 
big "E." He was in the vicinity of Gull Lake but didn't know it. 

Bochman did the wise thing; he looked for a place reasonably level, found what looked like a fairly flat 
boggy area and prepared for a belly landing. He did his pre-landing checks ς all except the gear, which he 
left up, and glided down to a pretty good landing. 

The following entries from the Squadron Diary tell the story: 
 
Dec. 6 Search for Sgt Bochman, P.G. continuing today. During the night Canso aircraft of 5 

Squadron searched a wide area. Pilots of 127 Squadron were present in the Canso aircraft 
and aided in the search throughout the night. Boston aircraft of the R.A.F. Ferry Command 
are now assisting and a large area of the northern half of Newfoundland has now been 
gone over. 

 
Dec. 7 Search continued throughout the day. Unfavourable weather conditions prevented 

continuation of the search tonight. 
 
Dec. 8 All available aircraft of 127 Squadron again employed in the search today. The Harvard 

aircraft made a flight to Stephenville, refuelled and searched the area on the return flight. 
Pilots of 127 Squadron have now put in many hours in the search ς some pilots flying their 
own aircraft during the day and flying in the Canso at night. 

 
Dec. 9 Search for Sgt Bochman, P.G., continues with aircraft of this squadron, 5 Squadron, 

R.A.F.F.C. making every possible effort to locate the missing aircraft and airman. 
 
Dec. 10 Sgt Frombolo, A.R.122110, in Harvard aircraft No. 2897, with Sgt Bridges, D.F., R.127878, 

as second pilot, found Sgt Bochman, P.G. in a position approximately 70 miles south-west 
of Gander at 1115 hours this morning. From the air the missing airman appeared to be in 
fairly good condition. A Canso aircraft (no. 9740) was immediately dispatched and a 
supply of food, blankets, etc. were dropped to Sgt Bochman by parachute. Later in the day 
a Taylor aircraft of the United States Army Air Corps proceeded to the scene of the forced 
landing and Sgt Bochman, P.G. was brought back to Gander and placed in the Station 
Hospital. The Hurricane aircraft in which Sgt Bochman, P.G. had made a forced landing 
does not appear to have been damaged severely. 

 
Captain J. Treher of the USAAF flew Bochman (23 years old) back in a Taylor Craft. A Norseman on skis 
flew a crew to the site where they erected a 10 ft. high tripod over TF-X and with pulleys raise her nose, 
dropped her wheels and installed a new propeller. Jettisonable skis were attached and F/Sgt (later F/O) 
Maurice "Doc" Brown of Chatam, Ontario, flew it back to Gander.  
 
The final Squadron Diary entry about Bochman: 
 
Dec. 16 Sgt Bochman, P.G. was discharged from the Station Hospital today. 
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1944 Mercy Flight  

Hundreds of mercy flights have been initiated from Gander, both by civilian and military aircraft. Gander, 
selected as an airport site because of better than average flying weather, has been the focal point of 
rescues for much of its history. 
 
It may come as a surprise to some that many dramatic rescues were effected during the war, and that 
many of the rescued were civilians. It became known all over Newfoundland that there was a big airport 
built in the central part of the island. It didn't take long before news got out that the base was equipped 
with aircraft that could land just about anywhere, and that there was a big hospital with highly qualified 
medical staff. It made imminent sense to people with medical problems to contact the base for help. 
 
What follows is a story, just as it was recorded in the RCAF Station Diary, of a rescue mission that didn't 
go as planned.  
 
Oct. 13 Today F/L A.B. Bird, Medical officer at this station took off on a mercy flight to Seal Cove in 

the RAF Norseman piloted by Mr. Gilmore. They were airborne at approximately 1725 
hours. Although the weather at Gander was good, they found on landing at Seal Cove 
there was a wind blowing about 40 m.p.h. The Norseman had landed on the long bay but 
the pilot was unable to turn it due to the wind velocity and they drifted for nearly three 
hours in constant danger of being smashed against the rocks. After this time the pilot shot 
flares and a motor boat managed to put out and come to them. With the assistance of 
this vessel they were able to get the Norseman to the shelter of Western Arm, where they 
were to pick up their patient. On arrival here, however, they were told it was not Western 
Arm, but Western Point at which they would locate the patient ς a woman resident of the 
point. By this time the weather had grown so rough that any thought of proceeding 
further was out of the question and they were forced to spend the night at Western Arm. 

 
Oct. 14 Continuing the story of the mercy flight: This morning the weather had cleared and the 

wind had died. The Norseman took off and shortly landed at Western Point. Here they 
found that the patient had recovered and would, moreover, have refused to go with them 
under any circumstances - being afraid of air travel. The news that a doctor was at the 
point had travelled and several people with small illnesses and minor injuries asked his 
aid. Just before they took off on the return trip a lad of six was brought in from a 
neighbouring, and seemingly unnamed, cove. As the child was found to be suffering from 
pneumonia they placed him in the Norseman and brought him back. He is now a patient 
in the RCAF hospital, Gander, and another mercy flight is completed. 
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Air Transport 1945  

I am fortunate enough to own the Information Booklet of Newfoundland and Labrador complied for The 
Newfoundland Industrial Development Board, 1945.  The following information is derived from that 
source.  Readers may be interested in knowing what was said about air transportation fifty years ago. 

 Air Transport 

Newfoundland first gained prominence in air traffic when Brown and Alcock spanned the 
Atlantic from west to east in 1919. The ensuing years saw several pioneer transatlantic flights, 
including the U.S. Navy's seaplane flight to the Azores, Kingsford Smith's "Southern Cross", the 
German six-engine Dornier-X, General Balbo's Italian Armada, and many others, all serving to 
accentuate the Island's strategic place in the development of ocean flying. 

At present two commercial air services link it with the North American continent. T.C.A. (Trans 
Canada Air Lines) provides two flights daily to and from St. John's and Moncton, N.B., with 
intermediate connections at Gander, Stephenville (U.S. Base) and Sydney. T.C.A. planes carry a 
maximum of 14 passengers or 28 daily each way. Mail carried averaging 500 lbs. Connection is 
made at Moncton with the U.S. Northeastern Air Lines to Boston, for passengers en route to 
the U.S. and from Moncton to Montreal for Canadian-bound passengers by T.C.A. Tickets 
covering transfer to all internal United States air lines are sold by T.C.A. Another service by 
"Clipper", operated by Pan-American Airways, flies between New York, Shediac, N.B., and 
Botwood, Newfoundland. This service is limited to three flights weekly during the summer 
months. 

British Overseas Airways Corporation and American Export Airlines provide service for their 
respective governments via Botwood. 

Newfoundland's own airport at Gander, was built by the British and Newfoundland 
governments. Its title rest with the island six months after the war, but it is at present under 
control of R.A.F. and R.C.A.F. Canada built and operates a military base at Torbay, near St. 
John's used also by T.C.A. while U.S. military air bases exist at Argentia and Stephenville. A small 
private airstrip at Harbour Grace was largely used during the early days of transatlantic flying, 
but has not been maintained since the war. An extensive military airport has been built by the 
Canadian government at Goose Bay in Newfoundland Labrador. 

 
This is the first time I noted two 1919 intrepid flyers referred to as Brown and Alcock. Usually they are 
referred to as Alcock and Brown. The navigator, Lieutenant Arthur Whitten Brown, played just as an 
important role as pilot Captain John Alcock did ς possibly more important. After all, knowing how to get 
there is mighty important. Maybe the chap who wrote the article was a navigator and realized this 
importance. A lot of navigators subscribe to that theory. 
 
Max Thornhill (lived on Memorial Drive, Gander) was a navigator in the RAF during WWII.  He became an 
Air Traffic Control Tower Chief and Supervisor at Gander's Area Control Centre (Air Traffic Control). Max 
would recall an American chap who used to come into Gander Centre.  This chap was the lone navigator 
on the long trip carrying freight from the western United States to Europe.  He said:  

"Ya know, I get pretty fed up with this sort of thing. Ah never get any rest on these damn flights, 
or even a break. All the other crew members have someone who can give them a spell. Well not 
for (at this stage he'd be poking himself in the chest) this lad! On ma aircraft there are four 
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pilots, four cargo handlers, three flight engineers, two radio officers, and only ONE f------ 
navigator." 

1945 Snapshot  

Mercy Flights 

¢ƘŜ 5ŀƛƭȅ bŜǿǎΣ ŀ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŦƻǊ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ǎŜƴǘ ŀ 
reporter to Gander in January 1945 to write an article about all the flying that was originating from 
Gander Airport. Gilmore Place, Gander, honours the Joseph Gilmore mentioned in the article. 
 
The following are excerpts from the article: 
 

When you think of the great Gander airport, you naturally picture to yourself hordes of giant 
bombers coming in there on their way to Europe, Africa and Asia. You picture them roaring in 
to alight upon the vast runways, getting refuelled and checked over, and then roaring off again 
to their destinations.  That's the picture of Gander that you form in your mind ς and quite 
rightly so, for since the Royal Air Force commenced operations at Gander in September 1940, 
the airport has handled literally thousands of aircraft that are devastating the war-works of Nazi 
Germany. 

 
But that isn't the whole picture; for while Gander has been making international history with its 
skilled dispatch of the deadly bomber, it has been making local Newfoundland aviation history 
too. For besides the flying that's been done to and from Gander, an astonishing amount of 
flying has been done right here in Newfoundland, with Newfoundland herself the origin and 
destination of many hundreds of local flights. 

 
It would be easy to distort the picture. Gander exists first, foremost and almost all the time to 
serve the fleets of bombers being delivered to the war fronts; for 24 hours in each day of the 
year it exists to give the maximum of speed and delivery of bombers. To that end R.A.F. 
Transport Command continues hourly to devote its remarkable best. 

 
The local flying done has been incidental to R.A.F.T.C.'s bigger, and more fundamental job, but 
from Newfoundland's standpoint that local flying has been of the utmost value. Newfoundland 
may congratulate herself upon the fact that her great airport is playing so deadly a part in the 
destruction of Nazism, but she may also congratulate herself upon the fact that coincidentally 
R.A.F.T.C. Gander-based planes are flying thousands of miles within Newfoundland, to many 
dozens of Newfoundland settlements along thousands of miles of Newfoundland coast.  

 
Over 100,000 miles have been flown in Newfoundland, in the past two years by R.A.F.T.C: 
planes based at Gander. That is almost the equivalent of flying seventeen times around our 
entire coast, following every indentation of the shoreline. That flying has been done mainly in 
single-engine Moths and Norsemen planes, and twin-engine Cansos. It has been done with 
wheels, floats and skis, in all seasons of the year under almost all conceivable types of 
Newfoundland weather. The ships are based at Gander for R.A.F.T.C.'s air-sea rescue work, and 
some of the flying has been done in connection with that work. Some has been done as mercy 
flights to bring patients to Gander or elsewhere for hospitalization. Many flights have been 
made in connection with searches, with repairs to stricken aircraft, with routine calls to outlying 
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depots associated with R.A.F.T.C., and a variety of other purposes falling under no particular 
classification. 

 
From Newfoundland's standpoint ς from the standpoint of adding valuably to local aviation 
experience and knowledge ς it is a lucky thing that all of this flying has not been done by the 
air-sea rescue, crews stationed at Gander from time to time. The personnel of these crews has 
been a changing one, and none of them remained long enough in Newfoundland to accumulate 
a really all-round Newfoundland experience. Fortunately a great deal of the local flying has 
been done by two men who have been in Newfoundland for a considerable length of time. 
These are the Commanding Officer of R.A.F.T.C. at Gander, Group Captain D. F. Anderson, DFC; 
AFC, and the Chief Engineer of the Unit Mr. Joseph J. Gilmore. Of the 500 or more flights made 
in Newfoundland by RA.F.T.C Gander-based planes in the past two years, these veteran fliers 
have piloted well over half. Group Captain Anderson himself has flown over 100 hours, while 
Chief Engineer Gilmore has flown even more ς 241 hours. These have almost without exception 
been flights made by both pilots apart from their onerous normal duties at the airport. 

 
Again from Newfoundland's standpoint it is a lucky thing that Group Captain Anderson and 
Chief Engineer Gilmore made so many flights, for each of them almost invariably took a 
Newfoundland-born member of the Aircraft Maintenance staff with him as aircraft engineer. In 
this capacity such Newfoundlanders as Angus J. Steele,  Samuel Blandford; Harry Young, Frank 
Richard Gaul,  John J. Fennell, John C. MacDonald, Michael Noonan, John Dawson, Claude 
Burry, James Reid, Gordon Locke and Edward Fitzgerald  have flown in and around all parts of 
the Island. These aircraft mechanists hail from St. John's, Port Blandford, Gambo, Catalina,   
Wesleyville, Codroy, St. Jacques, Trinity and Bell Island, and on more than one occasion their 
specialized geographical knowledge proved of benefit in the flight. 

 
Group Captain Anderson and Chief Engineer Gilmore are both of them men with deep interest 
in and liking for Newfoundland and Newfoundlanders, one evidence of which is the fact that 
today the overwhelming majority of the aircraft maintenance staff of R.A.F.T.C. at Gander are 
Newfoundlanders. The Commanding Officer's own confidential clerk, Mr. John E. Murphy, is a 
native of St. John's. The Chief Engineer's secretary, Mr. Gerald P. Wakeham is also a native of 
St. John's. Mr. Gilmore's right-hand man, Mr. John J. Fennell, foreman of the department, is a 
Newfoundlander. And a majority of the aircraft Maintenance Crew Chiefs are 
Newfoundlanders, some of whom entered R.A.F.T.C. as apprentices and learned their trade at 
Gander. It's no exaggeration to say that the aircraft maintenance department of this unit is one 
of the most skilfully efficient operating anywhere. 

 
As for Mr. Gilmore himself, a strong case can be made to support the claim of numerous 
veteran transatlantic pilots who say that he is the greatest airplane mechanic in the world 
today. A ŎŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜ ƻŦ aǊΦ DƛƭƳƻǊŜΩǎ Ŏƻnnections with the aircraft industry sounds something 
like history of aviation itself. His introduction to the industry was in 1917, when he worked at 
the manufacture of airplane engines at Belfast, Ireland. In 1931, at Balonne Airport in County 
Dublin, he actually built a small aircraft for himself and flew it around 300 hours. For some time 
he held the gliding record for Ireland. In 1933, having been for several years a civil engineer 
with the Irish Free State Army Air Force, he made the first parachute descent from an airplane 
in Ireland, that being, the first of fifteen  jumps he made there. In that same year he joined 
Imperial Airways as an aircraft engineer on loan to the Railway Air Services in the British Isles at 
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Rolandsway Airport, the Isle of Man and Poole. He was then posted to the Atlantic division of 
Imperial Airways at Montreal in connection with that airline's inauguration of its famous first 
Transatlantic Air Service. Since then, with the exception of an experimental flight to Arabia, he 
has been on this side of the Atlantic. 

 
Having returned to Imperial Airways at Montreal in 1939, in 1940 he transferred to Canadian 
tŀŎƛŦƛŎΩǎ !ƛǊ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭƛǾŜǊȅ ƻŦ ōƻƳōŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
United Kingdom. Mr. Gilmore was that new organization's first employee, so that he was in at 
the very birth of the Atlantic ferrying of "bombers to Britain." Having once before visited 
Newfoundland, to organize the Imperial Airways base at Botwood, he, was transferred 
permanently to Gander in 1941 to organize and superintend a new aircraft maintenance 
department for the newly organized R.A.F.  Ferry Command, now known as. R.A.F. Transport 
Command. Ever since his arrival at Gander, the servicing of every aircraft making the long hops 
has been his personal responsibility, so that thousands of planes of many types have passed 
through his hands. With this vast experience, plus eight Atlantic crossings of his own, it could 
safely be said that Chief Engineer Gilmore has unequalled qualifications in the handling of 
aircraft on the North Atlantic. 

 
Mr, Gilmore has a number of inventions to his credit and the first aircraft (Hudsons) to fly the 
Atlantic in wintertime were equipped by him with Carburettor de-icing. This feature is now 
standard in all types of aircraft and has proved invaluable in the conquest of icing hazards along 
the northern route. He is a member of; the Institute of Aeronautical Sciences of America and of 
the recently formed Society of Licensed Aircraft Engineers of Great Britain. 

 
Mr. Gilmore is proud of the fact that he has with him in his department two real veterans of 
local Newfoundland aviation, in the persons of Mr. Angus J. Steele and Mr. William Manuel. 
Angus Steele, a native of St. John's, entered local aviation in 1934 as airplane mechanic 
apprentice with captain Doug Fraser on the small Curtis-Robin high-wing mono-plane used for 
commercial flying. That same year, the Newfoundland government having imported two Fox 
Moths, VO-ADE and VO-ABC, he transferred with Captain Fraser to the government service, and 
continued with that service until it closed out, whereupon he joined the C.P.R. Atlantic Ferry 
service at Gander in 1940. He continued with them and R.A.F. Ferry Command and is with 
Transport Command to this day. Since entering aviation Mr. Steele has logged over 1000 hours 
of flying in Newfoundland. He is the first Newfoundlander to receive a grounds engineer's 
license. Mr. Manuel, a native of Norris Arm, lately recruited by RAFTC at Gander, first entered 
the industry at his native home and had some years at it. 
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1946 Terminal Opening  

If the Beacon had been around in 1946, the front page in mid-September would have featured one of 
ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊǇƻǊǘΩǎ ȅƻǳƴƎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ bŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŜŘ ōȅ /ƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
Government. The Commissioner for Public Utilities and Supply, James Scott Neill, was in Gander for the 
opening of a new airport terminal. 
 
J.S. Neill, C.M.G. (Companion of the Order of St. Michael and St. George), had just spent seven years as 
an administrator in Dominica and was tasked with the duty of making an appropriate speech on this 
momentous occasion. It was September 14 ς here is what he said: 

 
My first duty today is to extend a hearty welcome to the representatives of the airlines, the 
Press and the public who have come to Gander on the occasion of the opening of this great 
terminal building. We are deeply sensible of the honour they have done us. 

 
I find it hard to realize that ten years ago the ground on which we stand was typical 
Newfoundland forest country covered with spruce, fir and birch. Experts from the British Air 
Ministry, assisted by Newfoundland staff, had explored the country for a suitable airfield and 
the choice fell on Gander. Construction work commenced in May, 1936, and the airport, as 
originally conceived, was completed in 1939, the year of the outbreak of war. Gander, a true 
Newfoundlander, gave up her civil avocation when called upon to discharge her military duties 
Control was transferred to the Dominion of Canada for the duration of the war. The airport was 
extended by the Dominion into a great Military field, an integral part of the Battle of the 
Atlantic, a staging post in the flight of the bombers as they proceeded to the battlefields of 
Europe. The people of Newfoundland can never forget the debt of gratitude they owe to the 
men of the R.C.A.F., the U.S.A.A.F. and the R.A.F. who were based here or passed through this 
port. Gander has won its place, not only in the history of Newfoundland, but in the history of the 
effort of the Dominion, the Republic and the Commonwealth. 

 
With the end of hostilities the Government of Canada transferred Gander back to the civil 
government and our task of building up a great civil airport began less than six months ago. 
Only those of us who are intimately concerned with the work involved and have a full knowledge 
of the supply position can appreciate the magnitude of the task which is yet not complete. We 
had to be certain that our runways were suitable for civil use; we had to arrange for the many 
and varied ancillaries of a great airport ς radio, meteorology, fuelling, housing of staff, 
government and private, administrative offices, catering, accommodation for transients and so 
forth. The fighting service helped us, the Dominion supplied us with meteorological staff, and 
the Air Lines came to our assistance by placing at our disposal their knowledge of the varied 
aspects of general administration. We are thankful for the help received and I am indeed sorry 
that the Director of Civil Aviation is not here today to express his own thanks. Squadron leader 
Pattison, as you know, may well be termed a foundation member of Gander and it is a great 
disappointment to him and to all of us that duty called him to a conference in the United 
Kingdom at this time. Throughout the years he has served Gander with loyalty, skill and 
devotion. We have on our staff another member ς I refer to engineer Bradley. His runways, 
silent though they are, speak more eloquently for him that I could hope to do. 
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I have mentioned our own staff first following the chronological sequence. I now wish to refer 
again to the civil airlines and particularly to the man they chose to lead in negotiations with 
government since Gander reverted to civil control. I mean, of course, Jim Eaton. We have had 
conferences in Gander and New York on the subject of this building, the hangers, furnishings, 
facilities and kindred subjects, and have reached agreement not disadvantageous, be it known, 
to government and full credit for the work done must be given to Jim Eaton. In saying this I 
know that I am expressing the feelings of all. Skilled in negotiation, his broad vision has never 
blunted. He was generous in his appreciation of our viewpoint and it has been a pleasure to 
work with him. 
 
I wish to record my own faith in the future of Gander. It is destined, in the days to come, to be 
the mother ship of airships which will fly internally in Newfoundland. It is destined to become 
one of the historic airport trans-Atlantic travel; it is destined to have a history in peace which 
will match its glorious record in war. 
 
I have the privilege to be allowed to address you and to have the honour, which I shall always 
cherish, of declaring this Terminal Building open and may God grant safe passage to those who 
pass through its portals. 

 

Figure 9:  Terminal Opening 1946 
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1947 Gander 

From time to time I have written a column about the history of Gander. Sometimes, however, history is 
more objectively recorded by foreign journalists.  The following article, published in Colliers on May 3, 
1947, gives the reader an idea of what Gander was like then and earlier. 
 

Gander Airport, Newfoundland. This is the Gateway to the Old World and the New, one of two 
major airports on which the security of North Atlantic flying depends. The other is Shannon, 
Eire, nearly 2,000 miles to the east over the ocean. Perhaps in five years, de luxe, extra-fare 
club planes will jump the entire 3,500 miles between New York and London without 
intermediate landings for fuel at Gander and Shannon. 

 
They could do it now, by cutting down the revenue-producing pay load of passengers and 
cargo, adding more fuel and increasing the tariffs. But the international air lines prefer to stop 
at this oasis in the Newfoundland wilderness and tank up for the flight to Ireland or the 1,100 
miles that separate Gander from New York and thus carry more passengers at the present rate 
of 9 1/2 cents a mile. 

 
If all scheduled New York-London flying becomes nonstop, Gander and Shannon will continue 
to serve the smaller, slower planes, the air freighters and the private air yachts. These outposts 
will always be held in warm regard by the masters of the big air liners as the first to provide 
refuse in either the Old or New World in the event of trouble, for Gander and Shannon lie on 
the great-circle route, and thus bracket the shortest distance between New York and London. 

 
Gander airport was created 10 years ago, while the international air lines were still thinking of 
using flying boats for transatlantic travel. The original plan was to build a great seaplane base 
on Gander Lake with a supplementary airport on the adjoining plateau. 

 
The main base was to be called Gander, after the lake; but shortly after work began the plans 
were revised, the original decision was reversed and the land base was made the chief airport. 

 
When you drop in on this halfway house of the world lying 120 miles northwest of St. John's, 
the capital city, you wait in the spacious lounge of the Terminal Building while your plane is 
being refuelled and the first thing that strikes you is that people laugh and talk a lot at Gander. 
Particularly is this true after planes arrive from Berlin, Copenhagen, Oslo, Paris, Brussels, 
Amsterdam, Rome, Prague and Vienna. Their passengers at first look for someone to order 
them around, tell them what to do. When they realize that their comings and goings are ruled 
entirely by the whims of their own intelligence, they are almost helpless; and when the 
helplessness has passed, they are drunk with the high feeling of freedom. 

 
A new airport lounge is part of the large Terminal Building and was built by the airlines and the 
Newfoundland government, owner of the great air base. The Terminal Building is a reconverted 
R.A.F. hangar held over from the war. Along one side of the lounge are the offices of the eight 
companies flying the Atlantic through Gander ς American, Pan American and Trans-World Air 
Lines; British Overseas Airways, Trans Canada Air Lines, Air France, KLM - Royal Dutch Airlines 
and Scandinavian Airlines System (representing Denmark, Norway and Sweden). 
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Restaurants seat 300 people and meals are served at all hours. There are snack bars, liquor bars 
and movies to help pass the time when weather delays flights, and overnight accommodations. 
The telephone and cable connects to all parts of the world and there is even a hospital, named 
as a memorial to the renowned Doctor Banting, discoverer of insulin, who died in an air crash 
near Gander early in the war. 
 
All this may be news to the thousands of American airmen who passed through Gander in 
bombers and transports en route to and from war and to the Americans who used the airport 
when it was first opened for civilian flying in October, 1945. If you landed at Gander then, you 
found that the only housing available were the military huts and hangars left behind by the Air 
Forces. One hangar, filled with old, rickety furniture, became the waiting room. 
 
Military huts scattered all over the field were pressed into service as sleeping quarters for 
travellers forced to remain overnight. A number of these huts were fitted with double-tier 
military bunks and when you got up in the morning you faced a long walk to the dining hall, a 
converted non-commissioned officers' mess, where you lined up for breakfast. Passengers 
arriving late at night were forced to sit up in the draughty hangar huddled in blankets. The 
present all-in-one Terminal is indeed an enormous improvement and most of the credit must go 
to Mr. J.M. (Jim) Eaton, vice-president of American Overseas Airlines who co-ordinated the 
entire job of modernization with the Newfoundland government and the airlines contributing to 
its upkeep. 
 
The new passenger Terminal is only the first step in the reconversion of Gander to peacetime 
needs. The new radar and radio blind-landing system ς Ground Control Approach ς has been 
installed by Pan American World Airways, and the Newfoundland government has many other 
improvements under consideration. 
 
Gander has an annual operating deficit of $750,000 which has handicapped the reconversion, 
but now that Great Britain has agreed to take over this loss, the work on the necessary 
improvements can get under way. 
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1950 Gander  

During a recent interview, I was asked what Gander was like in 1950. I dug out the 1950 Telephone 
Directory for help. 
 
All telephone numbers had three digits.  The Fire Hall was 222, the Hospital 341 and Police 223. 
 
The list of airlines reminds one right away that Gander was without doubt the ΨCrossroads of the World.Ω 
Up to that point we still had Fifth Freedom Rights. That is the right to emplane traffic in a foreign 
country and deplane traffic in another foreign country between intermediate points. In 1944, 53 nations 
decided to have a conference concerning the control of aircraft landings, etc. The conference is referred 
to as the Chicago Convention. The 52 nations at the Chicago Convention agreed on rules for conducting 
bilateral negotiations and defined the Five Freedoms. Prior to, and for a very short period of time after, 
confederation with Canada, Gander had Fifth Freedom Rights with the following twelve countries: The 
United States, The United Kingdom, China, France, Eire, Italy, The Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, 
Denmark, Belgium and Switzerland. 
 
So 1950 was just after we joined Canada and prior to our losing Fifth Freedom of the Air.  Why did we 
lose it? Guess! The gutsy federal government kowtowing as usual to Quebec was concerned that letting 
Gander keep Fifth Freedom Rights would take traffic away from Dorvel Airport in Montreal. 
 
In 1950 the following airlines had offices and personnel in Gander:  
 

Air Canada 
Air France 
American Overseas Airlines (AOA) 
British Overseas Airlines Corporation (BOAC) 
Pan American Airlines 
Royal Dutch Airlines (KLM) 
Sabena Airlines 
Scandinavian Airlines System (SAS) 
Seaboard and Western Airlines 
Trans World Airlines (TWA) 

 
In addition to these airlines there were two local airlines, Eastern Provincial Airways and Newfoundland 
Airways. Allied Aviation Service Co. Ltd. also had their presence established. 
 
The άTicket Counter,έ featuring Pan American World Airways; Sabena Belgium Airlines; Scandinavian 
Airlines System, Inc.; and Trans World Airlines, Inc.; was listed under telephone number 723. 
 
People lived in apartment buildings mostly identified by numbers. For example, my father lived in 
Building 180 on Hull Street on the American Side. 
 
Staff residences, hotels and restaurants were also identified by numbers.  For example, the Airlines 
Hotel Dining Room was identified as Building 64. 
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There were exceptions of course; the residence that was used by the Department of Transport female 
staff was known as the Mercury and two Department of Transport hotels were known as the Jupiter and 
the Saturn. 
 
People lived on streets such as Chestnut, Churchill, Gutherie, Hull, Roosevelt and Varrier. 
 
H.A.L. Pattison, the Station Manager (Pattison Street, Gander), lived in the "Gander House," which was 
sometimes referred to as the Barn because of its shape. 
 
Eatons was in Bldg. 133, Gander Taxi was in Bldg. 31, the "Office" was in Building 838 and M. Staples 
lived at Caledonia Camp. 
 
Three taxi companies were operating:  Gander Taxi, Station Taxi and Star Taxi.  Other enterprises 
included two theatres (the Globe and the Star) two fire halls, bakery; dry-cleaning plant; laundry, four 
central heating plants, four diesel plants, three pump houses, and a sanitary treatment plant, which was 
the first in Newfoundland. 
 
Residents bought provisions at Chaulk's, the Co-op and Goodyears. Leo G. Lannon operated the Gander 
Service Station, Nolan & Broderick were watchmakers and jewellers, and Worldways Studio operated a 
photographic studio. Mrs. R.G. Pinsent was the proprietress of a taxi and hotel service, H.C. Newhook 
operated Gander Trucking and Taxi Service, and D. Burton operated a general trucking business. 
 
There were only 437 telephones listed on the limited telephone exchange. Of these the majority were 
taken by government, airlines, and businesses. Only 207 were available for private use. 
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Why Gander? 

The decision to establish an airport in Newfoundland was made at an air conference at Ottawa in 1935. 
The decision was being made in Ottawa may seem strange considering the fact that Newfoundland was 
not yet part of Canada. 
 
The decision was made because the airlines had formed and were planning North Atlantic flights.  
Airliners were not built to fly nonstop from New York to London. A direct line drawn from New York to 
London proved to officials that the aircraft would pass over central Newfoundland. They concluded that 
this was the ideal place for an airport where aircraft could be refuelled. 
 
Officials of the British Air Ministry visited Newfoundland in late 1935 and selected Botwood as the site 
for the flying boat base and railroad milepost 213 as a land plane base. 
 
The site at Milepost 213, which was in the vicinity of Hattie's Camp and Cobb's Camp, was to be called 
the Newfoundland Airport. It was to be financed by the Newfoundland government and the British Air 
Ministry. Recruitment for all types of workers started and work began on the Newfoundland Airport in 
June 1936. That year 500 men were working at what would eventually be called Gander Airport.  In 1937 
the work force had grown to 900. 
 
In the meantime, things at Botwood were progressing. The Botwood radio station was ready in January 
1937, and the Meteorological staff arrived in June of the same year. 
 
The first Atlantic commercial flights took place on July 5, 1937. The companies arranged for two flights: 
one eastbound and one westbound. A Pan Am clipper aircraft departed Botwood for Foynes, Ireland; 
and an Imperial Airways Caledonia aircraft departed Foynes for Botwood. 
 
It was soon realized that the main Atlantic air traffic would be land planes; and at the conclusion of the 
flying boat season in 1938, operations were moved from Botwood to Gander. Fifty people were involved 
with the dramatic transfer. November 30, 1938, marks the actual bringing of Gander into the world as 
an operational radio station. 
 
By the outbreak of war in 1939, Gander was operational.  On November 9, 1940, the first formation of 
bombers for Britain (made in the USA) took off from Gander. These flights were first organized by 
Atlantic Ferry Organization, which became known as the RAF Ferry Command. 
 
In 1941, the RCAF took responsibility for a lot of airport operations.  Up to that time, Newfoundland staff 
had played a significant role performing all services. In 1942, the Newfoundland government handed 
control of the airport to the RCAF. It was returned to the Newfoundland government after the war. 
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First Gander Child  

The men who were hired for the construction of Newfoundland Airport had sparse ς some described it 
as primitive ς living quarters. Bunks were stacked into temporary buildings, latrines were hastily dug and 
ŎŀƴŘƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƪŜǊƻǎŜƴŜ ƭŀƳǇǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƭƛƎƘǘƛƴƎΦ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ ƭƻƴƎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 
construction workers, but it took a little longer ς approximately two years ς before the first houses were 
constructed on Chestnut Street (some records show it as Chestnut Road) for a selected few. Frank 
Ratcliffe was one of the privileged few to have the luxury of living in a house on the airport. 
 
Ratcliffe was sent to Botwood by the British Air Ministry in the mid-1930s in connection with the 
establishment of a base for flying boats. Early in 1937 Ratcliffe and Flight Lieutenant C.M. Brant had 
hired the local radio staff, among the first of which were Vince Myrick, Art Pittman, Bill Heath, Charlie 
Blackie and Bill Lahey.  
 
The Botwood radio station was ready for operation in January 1937. Less than two years later it was shut 
down; and on November 30, 1938, it was commissioned in Gander.  After the RAF Ferry Command was 
established, it took over the radio station from the Air Ministry.  
 
Ratcliffe was placed in command of the communication section, and he was granted the rank of 
Squadron Leader.  In 1939, Ratcliffe sent for his wife and son Michael, who departed Liverpool on the 
S.S. bŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ aƛŎƘŀŜƭ ǎǇŜƴǘ Ƙƛǎ ŦƻǳǊǘƘ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ƛƴ DŀƴŘŜǊ ƛƴ 
September 1939.  Six-year-old Michael had no one to play with ς he was the first child in Gander. 
 
Michael, who was nicknamed Mickey, ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿŀƛǘ ƭƻƴƎ Ŧor playmates.  Fred Chafe, manager of the 
ŜƭŜŎǘǊƛŎŀƭ ǎŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ƳƻǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜ /ƘŀŦŜΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ 9ƛƭŜŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ aƛŎƪŜȅ ǎǘǊǳŎƪ ǳǇ ŀ ƭƛŦŜ-long 
friendship.  
 
άDradually other families moved in and some of the other children were Fel Heath (daughter of 
William Heath for whom Heath Crescent, Gander is named), the Chafes ό9ƛƭŜŜƴΩǎ ǎƛōƭƛƴƎǎύΣ ǘƘŜ 
MacDonalds, the Sheppards, the Martins and Jack Hayden. The civilians that I remember on the 
RAF side civilian residents were the Mullins, Lushes, Strongs and Durants.έ 

 
Years later, Michael Ratcliff told me that even though he had lived in a comfortable home in England, 
their home on Chestnut road in DŀƴŘŜǊ ǿŀǎ άaǎ ƎƻƻŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΦέ  
 
It was through this conversation that I learned of the first shop and many other interesting facts.  
 
άWŀŎƪ IŀȅŘŜƴΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƎƛŦǘ ǎƘƻǇ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ōŀǎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǎƘŜ ǎƻƭŘ ŎǊŀŦǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ DǊŜƴŦŜƭƭ 
Mission ς hooked-mats, Eskimo dolls and carved-dog-teams. It must have been the first business 
in Gander.έ  

 
WŀŎƪΩs father Rod was the manager of Shell Oil. Michael said, άL ōŜƭƛŜǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ .ƛƭƭ [ŀƘŜȅΩǎ мфнф aƻŘŜƭ A 
Ford was the first car on Gander.έ  
 
.ƛƭƭ [ŀƘŜȅ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŀŘƛƻ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ƳŜƳōŜǊ ƻŦ DŀƴŘŜǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ¢ƻǿƴ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭΦ 
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άWe used to go to movies in the Administration Building; ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƘŀǊƎŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ [ŀǘŜǊ 
when the RCAF built their theatre and then the Canadian Army built one we had choices. Before 
the RCAF built the chapel some church services were held in the RCAF theatre. They also held 
band concerts there. It was a lovely building and even had a balcony.έ 
 

Bill Lahey bought the RCAF theatre after the war and named it the Globe. The Army theatre was 
renamed the Star. The Americans also built a large theatre, and the airport residents had more movie 
ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎΦ 
 
άI remember Mrs. Pattison. She was the wife of the first airport manager. She was a lovely 
woman and very kind to the children, ōǳǘ ǎƘŜ ƭƛƪŜŘ ƘŜǊ ŘǊƛƴƪ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ƻƴŎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǎƘŜΩŘ ƎŜǘ 
three parts under the weather and go around and fire everybody. My father came home one day 
and rather nonchalantly said, ΨWell, LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦƛǊŜŘ ǘƻŘŀȅΦΩ L ǿŀǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ƘŜ 
laughed and told us about Mrs. Pattison. She used to give all the children a Christmas party, but it 
ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ WŀƴǳŀǊȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǘƻƻƪ ƘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ ǎƻōŜǊ ǳǇΦ ¸ƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ buy liquor here but 
the powers-that-be had a unique way of obtaining it. A Hudson-ōƻƳōŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ǝƻ ǘƻ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ ƻƴ 
a Booze-run.έ 

 
The first school was, to say the least, interesting.  

 
άMr. Cluett was the first teacher ς that was in 1940. The first school was in a rail car that came 
from Cobbs Camp. Next we had classes in the Administration Building, and then a small school 
was built on our street, Chestnut. I remember attending classes in the Administration Building. 
Sometimes a snow-blower would go by and blast snow all over the windows.έ 

 
The fact that he thoroughly enjoyed his childhood in Gander ς other than the accident which took the 
life of his father ς was very evident throughout our conversation. 
  
When I talked to άaickeyέ Ratcliffe, he had been visiting his childhood friend Eileen and her husband, 
Dr. Lorne Elms. Mr. Ratcliffe is a retired engineer who resides in Australia. 
 
Except for two short term transfers (one to Montreal and one to Bahamas), Ratcliffe remained in Gander 
until a fatal crash on May 1, 1945. The Norseman aircraft, flown by Joe Gilmore (Gilmore Place, Gander) 
crashed en route from Gander to Montreal. Both Joe and Frank were killed. Their bodies were brought 
back to Gander and buried in the Commonwealth War Graves cemetery.  
 
The RAF Ferry Command honoured Ratcliffe by naming a street (Ratcliffe Row) in his honour on their 
section of the airport. The Town of Gander has also honoured his memory by naming a street Ratcliffe 
Street. 
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VO-ADE 

The first aircraft to land at Gander was a Fox Moth with the registration letters of VO-ADE. The date: 
January 11, 1938. It went on to play a prominent part in the early history of Gander. 
 
Five names mentioned in the article have streets named in their honour in the Town of Gander: Fraser, 
Kent, Gilmore, McGrath and Pattison, 
 
Following are some excerpts from the article: 
 

Reference has been made to the two Fox Moths imported by the Newfoundland government in 
October 1934. One of these, VO-ADE is without doubt the Old Reliable, the Little Giant, of 
aviation in Newfoundland, and, like the whiskey "is still going strong". With over 1200 separate 
flights and over 100,000 miles to her credit since she entered Newfoundland, VO-ADE has been 
with the R.A.F.T.C. Gander since November 1942 and according to her log she was the first plane 
to operate from the Great Gander airport. She has had an adventurous career at Gander, but 
adventurous as that has been it is nothing to her career before coming to Gander, and for all the 
thousands of planes of all types that have been seen over Newfoundland, VO-ADE is 
unquestionably the most familiar ship to Newfoundlanders generally throughout the island to 
this day. On November 3rd 1934, she made her first test flight in St. John's. On November 9th that 
year Captain Fraser had her up for fifteen minutes. In January 1935, she made her first service 
flight to Colinet to survey timber. The passengers were Captain Jack Turner and the late Claude 
Fraser ς one hour and thirty minutes. On January 11, 1938, she made her first landing at Gander. 
Amongst the pilots who have flown were Captain Fraser, Captain William Drury, Captain C.S. 
Kent, Captain Don McGregor, Group Captain Foss, Captain J.J. Gilmore, Group Captain Anderson 
and the late Air Commodore Lord Carlow. 
 
Amongst the passengers who have travelled on her were A.B. Butt, P.T. Fudge, W. J. Robinson, 
Claude Howse, H. A. Butler, A.B Banks, Harry Conroy, Max Whalen, Dr. A. K. Snelgrove, Charles 
Cahill, R.C. Manning, Col. L.C. Outerbridge, Dr. Policoff, Rev. J.L. Quinton, T.A. Hall, P.A. 
Clutterbuck, Dr. Knapp, Vincent Myrick, Thomas McGrath, Squadron Leader Pattison, William 
Lahey, K.T. MacLeod, Hon. J Alex Winter and J.R. Smallwood. 
 
VO-ADE, amongst other purposes throughout her career, has been used by the Newfoundland 
government to chase rum-runners, timber cruising, road and bridge inspection work, geological 
survey work, and mercy flights. The original meteorological data at Botwood and Gander were 
gathered in her. She has twice been completely submerged in salt water, several times partly 
wrecked, due in all cases to vile air or surface conditions. R.A.F.T.C. has completely rebuilt and 
slightly redesigned her, and it is no exaggeration to say that she is in better condition now than 
she was several years ago. 
 
Enough has been said here to indicate pretty clearly that whoever may become responsible for 
civil aviation in Newfoundland after the war, he would do well to avail himself of the vast 
accumulated flying experience of Group Captain Anderson and Chief Engineer Gilmore, and the 
equally great general aircraft and maintenance experience of that outstanding group of 
Newfoundlanders ς the aircraft maintenance staff of RAFTC. 
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The United States and Great Britain were determined to establish scheduled transatlantic flights. 
On the other hand, it proved that if they were going to get into that business permanently, they 
ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ς aircraft that could make the trip and carry something 
besides the pilot and fuel. 
 
The two aforementioned flights took off on July 5.  The eastbound Cambria operated by Pan 
American took off from Botwood and the Imperial Airways Caledonia from Foynes, Ireland. 
bŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ŀƴȅ ǇŀǎǎŜƴƎŜǊǎΣ ŦǊŜƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǊ ƳŀƛƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ 
capabilities of doing anything on the North Atlantic except to burn gasoline. 
 
LǘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŜ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜ British were so determined ς considering what it must have cost ς 
to initiate a means whereby one aircraft would take another on its back in order to carry a 
commercial payload across the wide Atlantic. 
 
The Mayo Composite Aircraft Company had devised a method to lift a four-engine aircraft, 
named the Mercury, the one that would be flying across the Atlantic, on top of a larger aircraft, 
named the Maia. The united aircraft would take off and proceed westbound long enough to give 
the Mercury sufficient range to make it across with whatever cargo it carried. At that point, the 
Mercury would start its engines, release tie-down straps and fly away. 
 
On 20 July 1938, it happened. Mercury was carried out over the east coast of Ireland on top of 
the flying boat Maia. An interesting note for the residents of Bennett Drive, Gander, is that the 
pilot of the Mercury was Captain D.C.T. (Don) Bennett of Imperial Airways. Bennett was one of 
the most capable pilots in the world and later became a key figure in the famous ferry command 
during World War II. 
 
The flight was successful in that it accomplished what it set out to do. Mercury flew nonstop to 
Montreal with mail, newspapers, and photographs. It was the first commercial cargo across the 
North Atlantic. 
 
That was the one and only composite flight. 
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The Dover Crash 

On January 2, 1942, a Digby (B-18) bomber made a forced landing in the water close to the shore line of 
Locker's Bay in Dover. 

Some people were just getting out of bed in Dover and Hare Bay when they heard the explosions. It 
sounded as if it the explosions were "out over the water" and it made a few wonder if the bombers from 
Gander had found a German submarine. As one resident put it, "New Year's Day had been celebrated 
the day before, so we knew it had nothing to do with that." There really was not much to celebrate on 
the second day of 1942; the war was the predominate concern of everyone. 

Thirty minutes prior to the explosions, Flying Officer Don Maltby had deftly manipulated his aircraft 
controls as his overloaded Digby bomber lifted off the runway in Gander. The mission for him and his 
crew was to fly cover for an Allied convoy heading to Great Britain. The convoy was over 300 miles east 
of Gander. In order to get there and fly cover for a few hours, the fuel tanks had to be full. A full load of 
depth charges combined with full tanks, machine guns, bullets, food, water and the seven-man crew 
added up to more than the "never exceed weight." Maltby knew that the excess weight could only be 
carried as long as the two engines remained healthy.  

F/L Don Maltby levelled off at 900 feet just below the cloud and turned the aircraft to 123 degrees 
magnetic. The navigator, when he had given the course to Maltby, noted that they would be heading out 
over Lockers Reach just north-east of Dover. 

The pilots adjusted their controls in order to extend the flying hours to 17 from the normal 12. Shortly 
after the adjustments had been made a loud bang came from the right engine. The co-pilot looked at the 
number two engine and yelled at Maltby, "She's on fire!" The co-pilot hit the starboard fire-extinguisher 
while Maltby feathered the propeller. In 30 seconds the fire was extinguished; but as soon as the 
explosion occurred, the bomber immediately started to lose altitude. 

Pilots are trained to be always on the lookout for places to land in an emergency; Maltby kept his eye on 
a body of water close to the shore. The bomber had descended to 600 feet and was slowly but surely 
losing more altitude. The pilots knew they would have to shed some weight fast, and the easiest thing to 
get rid of was the depth charges. There was nothing below except ice and water. Maltby released the 
depth charges, and a few seconds later the explosions announced to the residents of Hare Bay and 
Dover that there was something unusual happening.  

By now the bomber had slipped below the tops of the surrounding hills, and Maltby made a quick 
decision that it was safer to crash-land there than try to get back to Gander. "We're going to land 
parallel with the shore just straight ahead ς keep wheels up ς feather number one ς release escape 
hatches ς master switch off!" Maltby's greatest concern, now that his depth charges were gone, was the 
potential explosion of a full load of gasoline when the aircraft hit the water. He had turned the master-
switch off which disconnected the batteries to prevent an electrical current from causing a spark that 
could ignite the volatile fuel. 

"We skimmed along the water for a few hundred feet, then as the body lowered into the water 
the windshield shattered by the sudden force of the water. We were floating high and all 
appeared O.K. The crew immediately opened their rear escape doors and expanded the rubber 
escape raft. After a short time the radio operator asked me if it was ok for him to turn the 
Master Switch back on so he could report back to base. I asked Hutch (co-pilot Flying Officer 
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Hutchinson) if he could smell anything (gas); he said no and I couldn't either. So I said ok and the 
switch was turned on. Immediately, there was an explosion. One of the gas tanks below us had 
split on landing. We were engulfed in flames." 

Maltby and Hutchinson scrambled up through the flames to the emergency hatch that they had released 
prior to crash-landing, jumped on the wing and rolled off into the water to extinguish their flaming 
clothing. 

άHutch and I looked up at the burning escape hatch and saw our radio operator attempting to 
get out. This hatch was for the pilot and co-pilot only. We rushed, flames all around us, and 
pulled him bodily out and threw him into the sea. His face and hands were badly burnt. 

The crew paddled the raft from the rear to the front of the aircraft where they picked us up and 
proceeded to shore. We didn't have long to wait, the local residents had heard the unusual loud 
noises and came rushing to discover the burning aircraft and give immediate assistance. They 
took us to their homes, and we were afforded gracious Newfoundland hospitality.έ 

People from the community heard the aircraft and thought it must be in trouble. When they saw it they 
were sure! Smoke was pouring from one of the engines. Then they saw a bomb or depth charge drop 
from the aircraft to the water. They knew then that the crew must be preparing for an emergency 
landing and that they were getting rid of anything that was likely to blow them to bits when they landed. 

The bomber disappeared as it descended behind a hill. Within a few minutes smoke was seen rising in 
the distance, and some men started off for the rescue. 

When the men arrived, they discovered that the six crew members had all escaped unharmed, however, 
they were soaking wet and freezing cold. Mrs. Parson's late husband, Nathan, transported the men to 
his house using his horse and sleigh. 

 

The six crew-members 
Figure 10:  Dover Crash 
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soon found themselves in the kitchen of Mrs. Mary Parsons. She knew when her husband left to search 
for the men that if he found them he'd bring them back. She knew that any survivors would be cold; but 
when she finally did see them, she was shocked that they were soaking wet and shivering 
uncontrollably. Extra wood in her Waterloo stove forced out heat until the two covers were blood red. 
As soon as the soaking airmen got in the house and felt the heat, they said, 'Oh my! This is some good,' 
because they were so cold.Ω The men hurriedly got out of their wet uniforms which were hung in the hot 
kitchen for drying. 

Mrs. Parsons had her kettle boiling, and the grateful men gulped down hot tea while she fussed over 
their clothes.  Mrs. Parsons remembers one 19-year-old airman who said, "If my mom only knew that I 
was in the water the second day of January, she'd be worried to death!" 

Mary Parsons got her iron from the top of the stove and started to iron one of the tunics. She said: 

"The fellow who owned it said, 'Mrs., please don't make my uniform look too good or they'll 
never believe we were in the water,' but I just laughed and continued to press their clothes. 
When the Commanding Officer and the doctor came, I had a big pot of moose soup on the stove 
ς I was getting it for the other men. I asked the Commanding Officer if he wanted a bowl of soup 
and he said, 'No, thank you. I don't think I will.' I thought maybe that he thinks it's not good 
enough for him. Then when I put it on the table for everybody else, the commanding officer said, 
'Mrs. Parsons, that soup smells awful good, I think I will have some.' Then he ate two bowls. By 
the time they left, all the soup was gone."  

The men had managed to send a distress message to Gander, and before long a rescue plane landed 
nearby with a physician and the commanding officer. The grateful airmen, now dry and warm, were 
airlifted back to their base at Gander. 

A team of two mechanics, Mr. Adams and Mr. Whittney, were dispatched to Dover to dismantle the 
aircraft so that the parts could be recovered and taken back to Gander. The two stayed with the Parsons 
for 17 days. "Do you know how much I got for looking after those two men for 17 days? Seventeen 
dollars! Fifty cents a day for each man! That's all they paid me." 

I talked to Mr. Donald Maltby by telephone in his home in Richmond, BC, on July 18, 1999.  He was the 
pilot of the Digby and a Flying Officer:  

"The people took marvellous care of us. They must have seen the explosion, and they came to 
take us back to the village on horse and sleigh. We were soaking wet and the first thing they did 
was to give us dry clothing. The ceiling was about 900 feet, and we flew out to the coast at 700 
feet. We were out over Dover when the right engine blew. We feathered the prop and dropped 
our bombs in the sea. We were all in it (the aircraft), and we managed to reach shore. The 
aircraft by that time had completely burned down to the waterline. Did we feel at times we 
wouldn't make it? Most certainly."  

The Digby was a two-engine aircraft which was modified from a Douglas DC 2 for antisubmarine patrol. 
He and his wife Mary Alice Owen, the head nurse at the RCAF Hospital at the time and a Flight 
Lieutenant, met at Gander and were married here in November 1941. Maltby was posted to Gander in 
1941. 
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Biggest Airport is Born  

Fred Griffin, a reporter for the Star Weekly, was sent here to report on what then seemed to be a 
mystery. Why, in the wilds of Newfoundland, were they building the largest airport in the world? 
 
Iƛǎ ǎǘƻǊȅΣ άBiggest Airport is BornΣέ was dated July 15, 1939. 
  

Big airports ς Croyden, Newark, LeBourget, Templehofer Field, Malton ς are usually near great 
cities. But in the heart of Newfoundland, 200-odd miles north and west of St. John's, the 
capital, the largest airport in the world is nearing completion. 

This is the Newfoundland Airport, destined to put the Atlantic on wheels. I have just come from 
a visit to it ς and to Botwood, the flying-boat base, of which more presently. 

The graphic phrase about wheels was used by Squadron leader H.A.L. Pattison, ex-R.A.F. and 
Cambridge University, who is airdrome control officer, which means manager. A long-service 
veteran, he flew in France, on the Indian frontier, in Palestine. For two years, 1933-35, he was 
on exchange duty with the RCAF and served at Camp Borden, Ontario. 

Now, sent out originally by the British Air Ministry, he runs this greatest of airports, for the 
Newfoundland (commission) government which is responsible to the dominions office in 
London. 

Let us try to get straight this matter of "wheels"; also the difference between Botwood, which 
all the world knows, and the Newfoundland Airport, which nobody seems to have heard of 
outside of Newfoundland. 

For the past three years both Imperial Airways and Pan American, using Newfoundland as a way 
station between North America and Great Britain, have carried out successful trial flights with 
big flying boats. 

Up to the present the concentration has been on flying boats. Nevertheless it is expected that 
the future of Atlantic commercial flying lies with wheeled land planes rather than the more 
cumbrous boats. In a year or two or five regular flights will be made by high-soaring strato-
planes. 

Else why is the British government spending more than $4,000,000 to build deep in 
Newfoundland the greatest airport in the world? True, the Newfoundland government is 
putting up one-sixth, but then this is guaranteed by the British government acting through the 
dominions office. 

Why is the Canadian government setting up at Newfoundland Airport a large precise weather 
bureau unless it is that here shortly will be a landing place of immense strategic value in peace 
or war? 

When work is finished this year Newfoundland Airport will have a paved surface ς the 
aggregate of its immense runways ς of 1,230,000 square yards. Compare with Malton's paved 
surface of 100,000 square yards, St. Hubert's 117,000 square yards and Ottawa's 142,000 
square yards. 



Early History of Gander ï © 2014 Frank Tibbo Page 51 of 409 

Malton's main runway is 500 feet wide, but only 150 feet in the middle is paved, the rest being 
sod. Newfoundland Airport's main runway, to be finished by the end of this year, is paved fully 
for its 11,200 feet of width and its 4,800 feet of length. The other three, each 4,500 by 600 feet, 
are also paved. 

According to F.C. Jewett, chief engineer in charge of construction, enough pavement will have 
been laid at Newfoundland Airport to make a standard 20-foot highway 110 miles long, or one-
third the distance between Toronto and Montreal. 

On the engineering side, as in setting up a weather service, Canada is playing a big role in this 
joint enterprise of Newfoundland and Great Britain ς with Ireland and the United States also 
linked with this co-operative transatlantic effort. Four Canadian engineers are at Newfoundland 
Airport charged with its construction. Mr. Jewett and his principal aide, Bob Bradley, are both 
from St. Catharines, Ontario. Both played considerable roles in building the Welland Canal. 

To come back to "wheels" and the value of Newfoundland Airport as an aerial halfway house on 
the North Atlantic. The reasons I have given are why a vast, so far untenanted airport is being 
built in a no-man's-land of upper Newfoundland. 

Now to explain Botwood, which, with Photographer Fred Davis, I also visited. Botwood and the 
Newfoundland Airport are not the same place. They are 45 miles apart. Botwood, a 
considerable outport which ships paper and ore, is on the Bay of Exploits, an arm of great Notre 
Dame Bay which snuggles into Newfoundland's mid-north shoulder. 

Botwood, lying in a magnificent, almost landlocked anchorage, is one of the finest possible 
harbours for a sea-settling airplanes. 

Botwood is subsidiary to the Newfoundland Airport from which it is administered. At 
Newfoundland Airport, 45 miles away, are the weather, wireless, and other machinery and staff 
for sending and bringing airplanes over the Atlantic ς except for a local wireless control in effect 
at Botwood when the big flying boats are a-wing. 

Botwood has wharfage and fuelling facilities for handling the flying boats and a fine sweep of 
salt water. At Newfoundland Airport is an aerodrome without a peer, a super-flying field of 
tomorrow, planned and built for the needs of years to come. It is designed to handle the largest 
transport liners of the future, maybe many squadrons of bombers or pursuit planes. Who 
knows? It needs no great imagination to guess at its value in event of war and to foresee it has 
a halting place of Canadian-built or American bombers en route to Britain or Europe. 

Newfoundland Airport is truly immense. You stand on "Piccadilly Circus," heart of its paved 
runways, and it is like looking across an infinity of sea or prairie as the asphalt stretches away, 
dipping off to the bush which lies, its roots hidden, on the horizon. The airport here crests for, 
oddly enough it is not flat but curved like the rim of the earth. 

Here three years ago was a scrub-treed, rock-strewn land. Now it is flat, except for its curvature 
as a thousand rinks. Three years ago, known as Hattie's Camp, because of some local woods 
operation, it had not even a railway station. Now it is one of the busiest stations on the long 
550-mile stretch of Newfoundland Railway that curves up and across between Port-Aux-
Basques and St. John's 
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Here, however, is more than a busy railroad station. Here is a great airport which lies right on 
the great-circle route between Foynes, Ireland, and Shediac, N.B. 

Here, under Canadian engineers, is being rushed to completion a great construction job. 

About one square mile and a quarter of bush were cleared and rough graded. Over 250 acres 
was fine graded and about one-seventh of the total area paved. To do this over half a million 
dollars of equipment was brought in and put to work. As many as 900 men have been 
employed. 

Canals have been cut and tiled gutters installed along all the runways to drain away the water. 

After vegetable mould was taken off, in some cases cutting having to go as deep as ten feet, the 
clay was levelled and rolled. Then pavement was laid of bituminous macadam, the asphalt in 
emulsion form with stone being laid cold. 

A first course of 4 1/2 inches was laid to give strength, this being rolled and compressed to 3 
1/2 inches. Over this was laid an inch of finer rock with asphalt emulsion, rolled to half an inch, 
to give wearing quality. Then over all was sprayed liquid asphalt, this being dusted with stone 
chips, to make the pavement watertight. 

And all for what? To have a great strategic base with value, according to authority, would 
within 10 minutes of the outbreak of war be greater than the millions being spent on it. 

"Newfoundland Airport," one man said, "is one of the great strategic moves Britain makes 
about once in a century. This airport is as significant as Singapore, the Suez Canal or Gibraltar." 

If you wish to see its Canadian and North American significance, look at a map and see how 
Newfoundland Airport is key to the Gulf of St. Lawrence and the North Atlantic coast. 

Now let us go around the great airport and see what there is to see. We take a car and drive 
along the sweep of runway and then a further half mile to Gander Lake, a lake 35 miles long, 
from one to four miles wide. Gander Lake is significant for, in the opinion of experts, it will one 
day replace Botwood as a flying boat harbourage. 

They say it is big enough to take the biggest boat to its bosom and afford safe getaway. The 
British Air Ministry, however, stays sold on Botwood. It is said to feel that Gander Lake's sloping 
high shores make a cup that is risky for landing or taking off. 

Chief building at Newfoundland Airport is the three-storey administration building with its glass 
control tower atop. Nearby is the new hangar. In it are three of the only four planes in 
Newfoundland. 

One plane is a light craft belonging to Imperial Airways but flown by pilot Donald McGregor, 
graduate of the Toronto Flying Club, another Canadian playing a part in this imperial airport. 
Every morning at 6:30, unless the weather makes it impossible, young McGregor rolls out his 
little orange craft and in it soars aloft to 14,000 feet. This is part of Canada's weather service 
here, of which more anon. Don McGregor not only observes clouds, weather, visibility, ice 
formation, if any, but carries instruments that automatically record temperature, pressure and 
wind. 
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Here at the airport are powerful transmitting and receiving stations. On different wavelength it 
is possible at one time to work Foynes, 2,000 miles away; Port Washington, L.I., and planes 
across the Atlantic. 

A plane taking off at Foynes will be controlled by station EIQ there. Half way across it will 
relinquish control to Newfoundland Airport's VOAC. From that point until he lands, there will be 
constant communication with this pilot. 

Within 20 miles of the airport the plane will come within range of the blind landing system 
whereby in fog or rain a machine may be brought down to the main runway even though the 
runway may be invisible a hundred feet up. Direction of this runway is laid right along the great 
circle route. A homing pilot, tired from 15 hours over the Atlantic, blinded by ceiling zero, has 
merely to ride the radio safety lane and lay his wheels on its wide welcoming surface. 

Newfoundland Airport has no "beam." Instead, wireless men explained, there is this ultra short-
wave beacon system. From the main marker beacon 450 feet from the end of the main runway 
the electric signal goes out constantly in a narrow path for 20 miles. When a pilot, flying blind, 
reaches this limit he must fly around until he picks up the impulses on his instrument. Then he 
simply flies in on the track. 

All a night-flying pilot will see coming in will be a line of lights gleaming down the middle of the 
long broad runway on which he will land, and the lesser, scattered boundary lights on either 
side. The runway lights covered over by flat tops so low that a plane's wheels may safely run 
over them, merely gleam out around at ground level and cannot dazzle him. 

Such is the ingenious simplicity of the lighting. Lights on the three lesser runways are green at 
each end and white in between. Those on the great main runway are also green on each end 
but the more than half mile of lights between are sodium vapour lights which, after 20 minutes 
of warming up, glow a rich amber that penetrates a fog and will be a welcoming line to a blind-
landing pilot. 

It is not possible either to go into wireless details. There are aerials, 150 and 100 feet high for 
high-wave, medium-wave and short-wave broadcasting. There are five transmitters which may 
be handled by remote control from the receiving station. There are teleprinters and every 
imaginable modern device for handling what may one day in peace, and most certainly in war, 
be a tremendous air traffic. 

 



Early History of Gander ï © 2014 Frank Tibbo Page 54 of 409 

S/L H. A. L. Pattison, C.B.E. 

Gander's Pattison Place is named for the most prominent individual in Gander's history. Considering 
Gander's rich, albeit short, history, that's quite a statement. 

Following his graduation from Cambridge University, Pattison joined 
the Royal Air Force and flew in France on the Indian frontier and in 
Palestine. In 1933, Flight Lieutenant Pattison was sent to Canada on 
exchange duty with the R.C.A.F. At first he served at Camp Borden, 
Ontario, as a signals specialist to set up the Wireless Service training. 
After seven months, he went to the RCAF Headquarters in Ottawa as 
assistant staff officer, Air Operations, in charge of organizing the RCAF 
Signals Service. His temporary assignment to Canada concluded in 
1935, and he returned to London, England. When Pattison arrived 
back in England, plans were being made for transatlantic flights. 

A year later in 1936, construction had started at Botwood and 
Gander. The Newfoundland government assumed the responsibility 
for the development of Botwood and Gander with the assistance, both financial and technical, of the 
British Air Ministry. Someone was needed to supervise the construction and operation of the Botwood 
radio station for the British Air Ministry. Pattison, an experienced RAF signals officer with experience in 
Canada, was sent to Botwood to head up the project. 

The Botwood Radio Station was ready for operation in January 1937. The facilities enabled the operators 
to communicate with aircraft crossing the Atlantic and to afford navigational assistance in the form of 
medium and high frequency direction finders installed at Botwood. The direction finding receivers were 
among the first installations of this type put into operation anywhere in the world. The first members of 
the radio staff from the Air Ministry arrived at Botwood and began recruiting Newfoundland radio 
operators. In January 1937, communications was established with Foynes, communication which has 
been maintained to this day although the station was transferred to Gander on November 30, 1938.  
 
Pattison oversaw the construction of Gander Airport for the United Kingdom and the Newfoundland 
government and became Gander's first airport manager; however, the British referred to the position as 
aerodrome control officer; and, of course, it was Newfoundland Airport. A 1938 newspaper report read, 
άPattison becomes Newfoundland Airport's first Airdrome Control Officer.έ 
 
Work on the great airport continued, pavement was laid in August 1939, and war started in September. 
 
In February 1939, Chestnut Avenue was built with its comfortable houses. Squadron Leader and Mrs. 
H.A.L. Pattison, Squadron Leader and Mrs. F.L. Ratcliffe, Mr. and Mrs. Ron Hayden of Shell oil and Mr. 
McTaggart-Cowan, meteorologist with the Department of Transport, Canada, were among those who 
established homes. 

In April 1941, Gander was formally taken over by the R.C.A.F. from the civil authorities for the duration 
of the war. United Kingdom authorities, however, ordered Pattison to remain in Gander as officer in 
charge of the Air Ministry's wireless organization and as the liaison officer between Newfoundland, the 
RCAF, and the British Air Ministry, with particular reference to trans-Atlantic flights.  

Figure 11:  Harold Pattison 
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At the cessation of World War II, control of the airport reverted to the Newfoundland Commission of 
Government, and it was immediately necessary to provide accommodation for a large increase in civilian 
population. Squadron Leader H.A.L. Pattison, who had been acting as Liaison Officer during the war, 
resumed his previous position as airport manager; and Mr. R.A. Bradley returned to the position of 
Resident Engineer. 

In 1944 he was appointed Director of Civil Aviation for Newfoundland; and when Newfoundland joined 
Canada in 1949, Pattison became Airport Manager at Gander under the Department of Transport. In 
May 1951, he became Canada's member of the ICAO Air Navigation Commission. Following six years in 
that appointment, he served as Department of Transport's representative at the Canadian High 
Commission in London. 

The following is from a speech by Commissioner James Scott Neill, C.M.G., during the official opening 
ceremonies of the new terminal building at Gander Airport on September 14, 1946: 

"We are thankful for the help received and I am indeed sorry that the Director of Civil Aviation 
is not here today to express his own thanks. Squadron Leader Pattison, as you know, may well 
be termed a foundation member of Gander and it is a great disappointment to him and to all of 
us that duty called him to a conference in the United Kingdom at this time. Throughout the 
years he has served Gander with loyalty, skill and devotion." 

 
The following is from a 1944 issue of The Propagander published quarterly at U.S.ARMY AIR BASE, 
Gander. 

"The first person here for the business of building the base was Squadron Leader H.A.L. 
Pattison, an Englishman on loan from the Royal Air Force." (U.S Army, 1944) 

 
The following information is taken from an official report on the Hangar 6 fire and explosion: 

άIn early June, 1944, there occurred the greatest explosion ever heard in Gander. Fire broke out 
about 10:00 a.m. in Hangar 6. At 10:15 the building was a mass of flames. Four Liberator 
aircraft, spare aircraft engines and valuable radio equipment, in the hangar at the time, were 
lost. When the fire had been burning about one-half hour, depth charges in the aircraft in the 
hangar exploded, blowing off the roof of the building. There were hundreds of people in the 
vicinity at the time that scattered in all directions to avoid the falling pieces. In the ensuing 
panic a number of people were knocked down but none were seriously injured. When the 
explosion occurred minor damage was caused to nearby buildings, such as broken windows, 
etc. Some damage was done in the residence of Mr. Pattison. A radiator was dislodged, some 
windows broken and ornaments thrown from shelves. Mrs. Pattison was visiting her daughter 
in her apartment nearby at the time. The shock threw them on their faces giving them a shaking 
up, but they were not otherwise injured. Ammunition stored in the hangar was exploding all 
morning. A number of the fire-fighting personnel were injured. The loss was estimated to be in 
the millions.έ 

Credit was given to Pattison and his fellow members of the Local Authority for saving the airport from, 
what now would be called, a bureaucratic blunder, but then was covered by the exigencies of war. Prior 
to the airport being taken over and made into the largest military airport, and one of the largest military 
bases in the world, the local authority consisted of Squadron Leader H.L. Pattison, meteorologist Patrick 
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McTaggart-Cowan, and a communications officer from Britain by the name of Fever. Military authorities, 
concerned that the Germans would invade and capture Gander and Botwood, gave orders to the local 
authority to render the bases useless for aircraft. The theory was that Gander and Botwood would be 
used by the Germans as a staging point for invading Canada and the United States. The three 
procrastinated because they were convinced that Gander could be used as a strategic military airport 
and staging point for getting aircraft to Britain. It soon became clear that the three were right and the 
orders were cancelled. 

Back then the Airport Manager (Aerodrome Control Officer) had the authority to name streets on the 
airport as evidenced from this report: 

άMcClure Street was first named Queen Street and later changed to McClure Street by S/L 
Pattison. McClure, the British Air Ministry official who instigated the "Gander Scheme", wrote 
Squadron Leader Pattison asking if there was some way in which his interest in the station 
could be shown. Pattison obliged by taking the "Queen" sign down and replacing it with 
"McClure".έ 

 
The Newfoundland Airport Club was an exclusive club with a waiting list for members:  

"Membership shall be at the discretion of the Executive Committee and shall be limited to a 
total of 275 paid Members who are residents of Gander (i.e. within a five (5) mile radius of the 
Gander Railway Station), and 25 Non-Resident Members. Of the 175 resident paid Members 
not more than 150 shall be Voting Members, the remainder being known as Associate 
Members. 'Non-Resident Members' shall not be eligible to become Voting Members."  The 
Club listed one honorary member: H.A.L. Pattison, C.B.E., Honorary President. 
 

Frederick Griffin, writing in The Star Weekly, July 15, 1939:  

Big airports ς Croyden, Newark, LeBourget, Templehofer Field, Malton ς are usually near great 
cities. But in the heart of Newfoundland, 200-odd miles north and west of St. John's, the capital, 
the largest airport in the world is nearing completion. This is the Newfoundland Airport, destined 
to put Atlantic on wheels. I have just come from a visit to it ς and to Botwood, the flying-boat 
base, of which more presently. Squadron Leader H.A.L. Pattison, sent out originally by the British 
Air Ministry, runs this greatest of airports, for the Newfoundland (commission) government 
which is responsible to the Dominions Office in London. (Griffin) 

 
The following telegram indicates that Pattison was not the type to settle for less than the best for his 
employees:  

Telegram sent to Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs from the Governor of Newfoundland on 
January 26, 1938: 

No. 23. Confidential. Following for Woods from Pensor. Begins. Pattison has commenced 
advertising for applications for Wireless operators at the Airport announcing that Canadian rates 
of salary would be payable. Number of skilled wireless operators in Newfoundland is very limited 
and we are seriously alarmed lest recruits may be withdrawn from Canadian Marconi Company's 
Stations at Signal Hill, Battle Harbour, Cartwright, Hopedale, and other stations in Labrador. First 
of all these stations operates important ship direction finding apparatus and its continuous 
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maintenance is essential; but there is a serious danger of breakdown; two trained men who are 
sole temporary staff available for relief duties at Signal Hill have already accepted posts at 
Airport and if regular men do likewise station cannot continue functioning. Same remarks apply 
to important Labrador stations of Battle Harbour Cartwright and Hopedale. Canadian salary rates 
are considerably in excess of rates being paid by Canadian Marconi which as you know are 
refunded by Newfoundland government. Raising Company's rates to Canadian government scale 
would cost Newfoundland government $5,000 a year. Would you kindly consider instructing 
Pattison that if he must pay Canadian rates, reason for which I am not aware of, he must recruit 
his operators from Canada or at any rate outside of Newfoundland as in case of Canadian 
government's stations at Belle Isle and Cape Ray. I would add that Canadian government rates 
are quite out of scale with general Civil Service rates of Newfoundland. Perhaps you would also 
kindly inform Dominions Office of the position---ends.   Governor. 

 
Both Squadron Leader Pattison and his wife were involved with the flying activities of the airport: 

The second aircraft to land at the airport was piloted by Mr. C Bachman, a Swedish house-painter, who 
on May 15, 1939, was going to fly from Newfoundland to Stockholm in a Lambert Monocoupe. All he 
had was a railway map. Mrs. Pattison made sandwiches for this historic Atlantic flight, but the plane was 
so heavily fuelled that there was no room for them inside, so she tied them on a string inside the cockpit 
just above the pilot's head. The Pattisons saw him off at dawn but thought it was a risky business. The 
authorities would have stopped him here, but he had papers signed in the States giving him permission 
to attempt the flight. He had been told to pick out a rock in the Atlantic, which is sometimes invisible, 
and to change his course there; but he was advised by S/Ldr Pattison to set a rhumb line on Stockholm 
and hope for the best. He was never heard of again ... probably he was iced up about 300 miles out. 
(Archives) 
 
It is worthy to note that prior to the arrival of these planes, the first plane to land on the new runways 
was the Gypsy Moth owned and operated by Mr. Douglas Fraser. The second plane to use the runways 
was a Beechcraft owned by Dupont Chemical Works of the USA and was the first to try night flying from 
the airport. All the Feil lighting had been installed at that time and was placed in operation. Squadron 
Leader Pattison and Mr. F.C. Jewitt were taken up on the first flight and Messrs. Ratcliffe, Bailey and I on 
the second. [Fred Chafe] (Chafe) 

Pattison was one of the very few people who had a street named in his honour at the airport and 
another in the Town of Gander. 

From a speech he made regarding the post-war value of the airport: "After the war the consideration of 
pay load points to the necessity of trans-Atlantic aircraft refuelling somewhere in Newfoundland."  

He retired in 1964 and died in England a few years later. 

References: National Museums of Canada, R358 400971 H675, W/C F.H. Hitchins, Air Board/CAF and 
RCAF, Canadian War Museum paper no. 2, Mercury series, published by the Canadian War Museum, 
National Museum of Man; the RCAF Station Diary, Gander; the records of the Newfoundland Airport 
Club; The Propagander; The Star Weekly; the notes of Fred Chafe and the notes of H.A.L. Pattison. 
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Flight Refuelling  

 
Figure 12:  Aerial Refueling 

 
October 18 
 
DŀƴŘŜǊΩǎ wƻƭŜ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ !ŜǊƛŀƭ wŜŦǳŜƭƭƛƴƎ 
 
Aerial refuelling today is, as far as I know, exclusively within the domain of the military. But strange as it 
may seem, it was born into a civilian role. 
 
The first commercial transatlantic flights were, in every sense of the word, experimental. The beautiful 
flying boats that were used could carry enough fuel to cross the Atlantic. The trouble was that once the 
full load of fuel was put aboard along with a full load of passengers and freight, the aircraft couldn't get 
off the water. The solution was found by taking off with a partial load of fuel and then topping up while 
in the air. Once the aircraft were airborne, the weight of an extra thousand gallons of fuel could be 
accommodated with no problem. (Passengers were not allowed to travel on aircraft refuelled in-flight by 
airborne tankers.) 
 
Sometime prior to 1938, the decision was made to establish two refuelling stations: one in Shannon, 
Ireland, and one in Botwood, Newfoundland. The Yapton Refuelling Company from Yapton, England, 
selected the twin engine Handley Page Harrow aircraft for the task. They were modified to carry a large 
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fuel tank in the belly along with a few hundred feet of hose. The two aircraft were shipped to St. Hubert, 
Quebec, reassembled and flown to Gander sometime in 1938. 
 
Two refuellers were based in Gander.  The exercise consisted of the flying boats (G-AFCU and G-AFCV 
and referred to as S30s) taking off at Botwood and being met by the refueller from Gander. (The flying 
boats used Short C class S23s modified for in-flight refuelling to enable Imperial Airways to provide 
regular Atlantic mail service to parallel the Pan American scheduled passenger service with the Boeing 
314s.)  
 
The two aircraft would fly east toward Gander while refuelling. Considering the sophisticated refuelling 
done by the military today, the 1939 exercise was rather dangerous to say the least. The tanker would 
play out a black four-inch rubber hose while a crew member of the flying boat would try to get the end 
with a grappling hook while reaching out through a side door. (It would be interesting to know how 
many times the hose came close to, or struck, the propellers of the flying boats.)  Once the hose was 
caught, the pilot of the flying boat would radio to the tanker to activate the pump. Barring any 
turbulence, the fuel would be transferred into the flying boat's spare tank. 

 
Eight round trips, carrying mail, were completed by the two S30s, supported by Harrow tankers. 
 
The two pilots, Johnson and Atkinson, were on loan from the Royal Air Force but were recalled as soon 
as World War II broke out on September 4, 1939. The aircraft were pushed to an unused portion of the 
airport and later sold to a company for private use. 
 
Gander was one of the first places in the world where aerial refuelling took place. 
 
Thanks to the late Mr. Roland Goodyear we have a first-hand account of a good portion of the history of 
the experimental aerial refuelling.  
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FLIGHT REFUELLING LTD. 
Tarrant Rushton Airfield 
NR. Blandford, Dorset 

Directors:        Telegrams: 
 Sir Alan J. Cobam, K.B.C. Refuelling Blandford 
 Chairman and Managing Director Telephone 
 G.C.G. Charvet, C.B.E.     
 Blandford 501 
 H.W. Rowbottom 
 J.F. Cahan 
 C.S. Gerard-Kealey, F.S.A.A. 

19th May, 1950 
R.C. GOODYEAR, Esq.,       AIR MAIL 
Messrs. Goodyear Humber Stores, Ltd.,     Personal 
Gander, 
Newfoundland 

 
My dear Goodyear,  

My most humble apologies for not replying to yours of March 30th before this 

time. Li fe here is absolutely hectic and one doesn't get any time to keep 

pace. You are going to see a great deal more of us in the not too distant 

future, and I personally look forward to the time when we shall be able to 

renew our good acquaintanceship.  

Regardin g the story that you want, I am merely writing my part in the 

history of Gander for you to edit and knock about as you will.  

It was in May, 1939 that I arrived on the partially completed runways of 

the airfield with a twin engine Harrow, the largest aircraft ever to have 

landed on the soil of Newfoundland. Two days later, my co - pilot Atkinson, 

brought the second aircraft over. We took possession of the famous hangar 

No. 20 with a party of nine Englishmen and two Newfoundlanders. From 

this airfield, at  which time was still under construction, we operated the 

aircraft for practice flying, pending the commencement of the refuelling 

trials with B.O.A.C., who were flying into Botwood with the Empire boats. 

Our task was to refuel the outgoing boat at 1800 ho urs local time on the 

Friday of each week for two months.  

During this period, and while the trials were in progress, war was declared 

and my instructions received from the British Air Ministry were to the effect 

that the trials were to continue as schedule d, after which I was to form a 

collaboration with Neil Richardson of B.O.A.C. ( British Overseas Airways 

Corporation ) , to check all the radio aids that had been installed, and to 

operate every day that I felt necessary for 365 days, in an endeavour to 

prove  methods which would enable aircraft to operate from the airport 

throughout the year. This, as will be realized, was in preparation for the 

Atlantic ferry.  
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I asked for, and obtained, the services of Robert Bradley, who had been 

Superintendent Engineer in c onstructing Gander Airport under Mr. Jewett. 

Through Bradley's efforts, equipment was devised, and an organization set 

up under his jurisdiction, to compact the snow, whilst my side of the 

operation was to ascertain whether we could operate.  

By this time, Gander Airport in its original plan, had been completed, the 

constructional staff having left and there being the Airport staff and such 

residents as my own party totalling altogether a hundred people. My unit 

merely comprised some nine souls.  

We were successful in the work we set out to do, and we did in fact operate 

with the exception of about four days, this being the worst period of the 

break up. In June of 1940 my Company's first part in the history of Gander 

had been completed. The aircraft were t aken over by the Royal Canadian 

Air Force, and myself and my staff got into uniform.  

In 1947 arrangements had been completed to commence a further set of 

refuelling trials with B.O.A.C., but on a much larger scale. I, as the 

representative of this Company and with my intimate knowledge of the 

flying conditions of Gander and Labrador generally, visited Gander and 

made the necessary arrangements with the Airport authorities to take over 

our old hangar and to obtain accommodation in the Airlines Hotel for a 

staff this time of some thirty or forty souls. Thus was my acquaintanceship 

renewed with my old friends and with a much enlarged Gander, by 

Christmas 1947.  

On this occasion we operated the Lancasterian aircraft that we had 

purchased from Trans - Canada Airline s, for the purpose of refuelling a 

B.O.A.C. Liberator which was scheduled to fly once a week on a non - step 

service, London ð Montreal, Montreal ð London, and this for six months of 

the winter, and once again was this work successful. Some fifty - six refuell ed 

crossings were made during this period.  

We did open up a second base as a safety bet, at Goose Bay, but after some 

operation we were confident that, with the aids and efficient staff that were 

in control at Gander Airport we could dispense with the Goos e Bay base and 

place all our operation through Gander. This we did, by transferring our 

stores, staff and aircraft from Labrador down to Newfoundland, and for 

the latter part of this series of trials, the Gander base covered all the 

refuelling carried out on the West side of the Atlantic.  

Our operations terminated at the end of May, 1947, and although our 

aircraft and staff flew back to the home base in the United Kingdom, we 

still continue to rent premises at Gander to this very day, to house our 

equipment  and stores that we have left behind. We are glad to do this, 

because we have every intention of coming back to Gander to operate a 

tanker service for all the airlines of the world requiring the same, and we 
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estimate that in about two years time we shall h ave completed the necessary 

negotiations to establish ourselves on a permanent footing with an 

organization in Newfoundland based at Gander.  

It cannot be stated at this time, the size and extent of the organization 

can visualize, but I can assure you that it will be of a very different order to 

anything that we have so far put into Gander. We, therefore, can claim that 

we were the first people to carry out any serious operation at Gander, other 

than MacGregor with his Fox Moth, conducting a meteorological s ervice, 

and we may well be the largest and the most permanent organization that 

Gander will cope with in the future.  

We predicted these things in 1935, before Gander was even conceived, and 

the time is not far distant now when those early predictions will be proven.  

I hope that this information will be of some use to you. Kindly accept my 

kindest regards and convey the same to all my other old friends.  

Yours sincerely  

H.C. Johnson. W/Cdr.  

 

The development of land-based aircraft capable of carrying full loads from Gander across the Atlantic 
put an end to the company's plans. 
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The Newfoundland Airport  

It was 1936 and Hitler had been in control of Germany for three years, research on long-range aircraft 
was intense, and regular air service between Great Britain and the American continent seemed a dream 
to some and a sure thing for the optimists. 
 
The United Kingdom, the Irish Free State, and the Canadian and Newfoundland governments had just 
signed an agreement for the establishment of a transatlantic aerial service. 
 
¦ƴƛǘŜŘ YƛƴƎŘƻƳΩǎ ¦ƴŘŜǊ-Secretary for Air, Sir Philip Sassoon, made an announcement in the London 
House of Commons on July 30, 1936, regarding Newfoundland's place in the scheme of things for the 
establishment of a regular transatlantic air service. 

"An experimental service will be established as soon as possible, to be followed eventually by a 
mail and passenger service on a minimum schedule of two flights weekly in each direction. The 
service will be operated by Imperial Airways in association with a Canadian and Irish Free State 
company, participated in by the Pan-American Airways on a reciprocity basis. The rights 
guaranteed by the several Governments for this service will be exclusive in respect of 
transatlantic air service for a period of fifteen years." 

 
That announcement gave practical effect to the compact (sic) entered into between the United 
Kingdom, the Irish Free State, Canada and Newfoundland at the Ottawa Conference in 1932 when the 
Air Communication Committee submitted a report on transatlantic air service, which included the 
recommendation that: 

"The Governments concerned should give every possible preference in the development of 
transatlantic air service to the route connecting the United Kingdom, the Irish Free State, 
Newfoundland and Canada, and that they should not actively support the development of any 
other route by granting privileges to any foreign government for the establishment of 
transatlantic air service without full and prior consultation with each other."  

 
Shortly after the following account was written by J.T. Meaney: 

άThe Imperial Airways Airport now under construction in this country is situated at Cobb's Camp, 
213 miles by railway from St. John's. Its location is about 500 feet above sea-level, on a high, dry 
plateau, without obstruction from any direction. There will be four runways ς three of 1500 
yards long and 200 yards wide, one of 1600 yards long and 400 yards wide. 

 
The foundation will be on rock-bottom, and the runways will be capable of sustaining an impact 
of five tons to the square foot. It will be equipped with the most modern appliances which the 
science of aviation has so far produced. Airline beacon lights, field floodlights, and electric guides 
for blind landing will be installed, and nothing that efficiency demands will be omitted. Gander 
Lake. Which lies a quarter of a mile south of the field, may be advantageously utilised as a 
seaplane port. It is twenty-five miles long and one mile wide at its narrowest part, and has the 
advantage ς a rare one in these latitudes ς of seldom freezing over except during very hard frost. 
When other lakes are frozen solid, Gander Lake has open water. However, it is not contemplated 
to make Gander Lake the seaplane port of service, though it may be made use of for seaplane 
anchorage for casual purposes, because of its proximity to the airport, being less than a quarter 
of a mile therefrom.έ 
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McNamara's Camp 

aŎbŀƳŀǊŀΩǎ .ŀƴŘ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƪƴƻǿƴ ǘƘŀƴ aŎbŀƳŀǊŀΩǎ /ŀƳǇ, ōǳǘ aŎbŀƳŀǊŀΩǎ /ŀƳǇ ǇǊŜŎŜŘŜǎ ǘƘŜ 
band by several yearsΦ aŎbŀƳŀǊŀΩǎ .ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ōȅ .ƛƴƎ /Ǌƻǎōȅ ƛƴ мфпр, ōǳǘ DŀƴŘŜǊΩǎ 
aŎbŀƳŀǊŀΩǎ /ŀƳǇ ŘŀǘŜǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфолǎΦ 

It was never possible to purchase a house on the airport. From 1936 to 1952, there was no town; those 
who lived here resided on the airport in temporary war-time housing built for the military base. The 
exceptions were a few houses on Chestnut Street and a couple of houses built for managers of oil 
companies. There were times when jobs were available but accommodation was practically impossible. 

During airport construction, contractors were obliged to build temporary camps to house their workers. 
McNamara Company built a mini-community of ten buildings on the ŀƛǊǇƻǊǘΩǎ eastern section not far 
from the bottom of Runway 09 and within 100 metres of the present Canadian Forces Base. 

After the construction was over, McNamara's temporary buildings were in high demand by permanent 
workers who wanted to bring their families to Gander. Living conditions were primitive but relatively 
comfortable, and the little families were happy to be together. Toilets were of the outdoor variety. 
Water was procured from a hose connected to, what one person described as, a rocked-in spring. 

The late Frank Goulding and his family took up residence in McNamara's in 1946. He worked as a cook 
with BOAC and also worked with the Atlas Construction Company. 

Goulding had asked McNamara's if he could rent one of the buildings for his family and they agreed ς at 
$10 per month. Others soon got the same idea, and Goulding was given the job of collecting the $10 
rent from each of them for which he received his building rent-free. The following families lived there at 
various times: 

BOWE, Frank & Helen (Bowes moved in June 
1947 & lived there five years) 
BURRY, Sid (when Sid moved out his brother moved 

in) 
BUTLER, Joe & Ethel 
CHAFFEY, Harold & Sadie 
CLARKE, Lockhart 
DOYLE, Herb & Genevieve 
EZEKIEL, Fred & Bride (Jo Brinston) 
FOLEY, Fred & Queen 
FREAKE, Gordon & Ivy (Stan ²ŀǘŜǊƳŀƴΩǎ daughter) 

GOULDING, Mr. & Mrs. Frank  
HARNUM, Mr. & Mrs. 
HOUNSELL, Mr. & Mrs. Don 
HUSSEY, Jorden & Kate 
IVANY, (2 brothers, 1 married, 1 single) 

KILEY, Leonard & Rita 

LACEY, Nat 
LANE, Art & Beatrice 
LANE, John & Becky 
PRITCHETT, Ben & Elsie 
RITCHETT, Willis & Vicky 
POWELL, Graham & Elizabeth 
REYNOLDS Rosie & Bern 
RICHARDS, Mr. & Mrs. Joe 
RICHARDS, Mr. & Mrs. Ned 
SNOW, Mr. & Mrs. 
WATERMAN, Mr. & Mrs. Art 
WATERMAN, Bill & Netta 
WATERMAN, Cyril (married to F. Goulding's daughter) 

WATERMAN, Stan & Minnie 
WILKINS, Russ & Amanda 

BOAC Camps were in the same area; those buildings were associated with an anti-aircraft battery site. 
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The late Ev Milley, the first post-master for Gander, said there were four post offices on the old airport: 
one in the Terminal (RAF) with 24-hour service, one in South Camps (probably a combination of BOAC 
Camp and McNamara's Camp) and two for the Canadian Army. 

Wild Tales of "Old" Gander  

There is no doubt that interesting and exciting things happened in what many referred to as "boring 
Gander" during the war. The foregoing paradox can be explained with stories from some residents of 
that era. 

 
Many of the military personnel, with some notable exceptions, were itching for action, thus anything 
other than action was labelled "boring." The vast majority of the service personnel assigned to Gander 
were in a foreign country that seemed remote from the conflict across the ocean. 
 
Victor Gillette had joined the R.C.A.F. prior to war being declared; and by the time he was posted to 
Gander in October 1942, he had attained the rank of Sergeant. Getting to Gander from Ontario was a 
story in itself. There were no surprises during the tiring train trip to Halifax; however, things soon 
became interesting.  
 
He was told to board the "Lady Rodney," a passenger ship stripped down for troop transport. The ship 
joined a large convoy assembled in the Bedford Basin and soon set out for St. John's. The Canadian Navy 
corvettes circled the convoy desperately trying to ward off the German submarines that were sinking an 
average of four ships every day.  
 
Among the casualties during this period was the passenger ferry "Caribou," travelling between Sydney 
and Port Aux Basques, the "S.S. Saganaga," the "Lord Strathona," the PLM-27 and the "Rose Castle" at 
Bell Island. "It was with relief, after three days at sea, that I sighted the rocky coastline of 
Newfoundland." 
 
There were no limousines waiting to take him to the train station; transportation was provided in the 
back of a truck. Gillette almost became a casualty in St. John's, narrowly escaping death from a vehicle 
travelling on the wrong side of the road. Gillette said, "It was my introduction to the fact vehicles 
travelled on the left side of the road in Newfoundland." (Newfoundland changed to right-side driving on 
January 2, 1947.) Mr. Gillette attests that the ride on the train from St. John's to Gander is not a 
forgettable experience. 
 
Gillette was responsible for the maintenance of radio equipment of the Hurricanes of 127 Squadron. 

 "The Gander base in 1942 and 1943 was kept in a high state of enemy alert. Airmen were issued 
with rifles. Officers and NCOs wore side arms. The Hurricanes flew daily morning and dusk patrols. 
Two aircraft were always kept in standby readiness on the tarmac ready for a scramble. In the 
many unpredictable practice scrambles, it was the responsibility of the closest NCO to the aircraft 
to enter the cockpit and start the engine. On sounding of the scramble warning, the duty pilots in 
the air crew flight room at the rear of the hangar would don or run with their parachute harness 
to the designated Hurricanes on the flight line. The ground crewman who had started the aircraft 
engine would then vacate the cockpit to help buckle in the duty pilot, who would be arriving full 
tilt from the air crew flight room. Success of the scramble was measured by the time it took from 
the scramble alarm to the wheels-up take-off." 
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Victor Gillette says that boredom and alcohol is a bad combination.  He said:  
άΧ plentiful supply of liquor which led to bizarre behaviour. On one occasion a pilot took off in a 
Canso aircraft and proceeded to circle and dive at the airfield. Watching a lumbering flying boat 
pulling up from a dive with shuddering wings was breath taking. The aircraft eventually landed 
safely, but the pilot had his liberty curtailed for some time thereafter."  

 
[No. 5 Bomber Reconnaissance (BR) Squadron used Canso aircraft to patrol a 500 mile sector east of 
Newfoundland providing escort for convoys bound overseas. The Cansos were replaced by faster 
Hudsons while 10 (BR) Squadron operated Liberators.] 
 

"On another occasion my own Commanding Officer, F/L Tex Roberts, after a convivial evening, 
decided to take a flight. He commandeered a Hurricane undergoing inspection inside at the back 
of our hangar. He revved it up, taxied it at high speed through the open hangar doors, and took 
flight straight into the night sky without using a runway. Roberts was an American volunteer 
frustrated by his routine activities at Gander. That episode cost him his command but he got his 
wish for a transfer." 

 
Sometimes the casualties of war are far from the front and Gillette cites an example.  

 
"Carelessness, not drink, caused my most startling personal experience. Our Hurricane aircraft 
were fitted with eight machine guns, four in each wing which fired through apertures in the 
leading wing fairings. One day while I was walking in front of an aircraft when an armourer, after 
loading the guns in that aircraft, accidently fired a burst of shots close over my head. The bullets 
slanted upwards and stitched holes in the wall of the second story of the administration building. 
No harm was done, but the armourer lost his corporal stripes." 
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Goodyears 

Anyone writing the history of Gander will inevitably, and very quickly, discover that the firm of 
Goodyears, is an integral part of Gander's history. 

The Goodyear name, one of the most respected names 
in Newfoundland history, is also one of the most 
prominent names in the province ς for several reasons. 
One thing that should be well known is the sacrifice 
made during World War I, and another is because of the 
commercial aspect. The Goodyears played an integral 
part in the history of Gander beginning in 1940. 

Josiah Goodyear, a fisherman from Ladle Cove, had 
seven children, a daughter Daisy (aka Kate), and sons 
Roland, Joe (J.R.), Hedley, Stanley, Kenneth and 
Raymond ς all born in that little town of Ladle Cove, 
Newfoundland, on the north-east coast. In 1900 the 
eldest of the children, eighteen-year-old Roland, 
obtained a position as an apprentice to Swedish 
Blacksmiths and Sawyers for Lewis Miller and worked at 
Norris Arm and Millertown until 1904. Roland, who was 
later joined by brother Joe, did so well that by 1907 the 
family decided to pull up stakes and move to Grand Falls 
where there were lots of opportunities for young entrepreneurs.  

Josiah, the father, became a millwright with the A.N.D. Company but resigned that position in 1910 and 
went into business with his sons. 

One of the favourite family stories has Stanley, Josiah's fourth son, winning a stable of forty horses in a 
poker game in 1910. It hypothesizes that Goodyears may have started their business because of that 
poker game. The horses had previously been owned by the A.N.D. Company.  The stable became known 
as Grand Falls Stables and was probably the genesis of all subsequent Goodyears firms. Stanley got his 
father Josiah involved with the stables, and four of them (Josiah the father, Joe (J.R.), Stanley and 
Roland) quickly decided to expand to other commercial ventures such as construction, woods 
operations, freight hauling, taxi service and town hearse. 

At this point Kenneth, 15, and Raymond, 12, were still attending school while Hedley had graduated 
from the University of Toronto in 1913 with a Master's Degree. 

WWI then intervened bringing tragedy to the Goodyear family.  Five of Josiah's sons volunteered for the 
Great War.  Roland, the eldest (and close to the maximum age for acceptance into the service) stayed 
home to help his father run the business. The remaining five served overseas. Four of the brothers 
received officers' commissions:  Joe as Captain, Kenneth and Stanley as Lieutenants, Hedley as a 
Lieutenant in the Canadian Army, Raymond (18 years old) as Lance Corporal.  

Before the war was over, Mr. and Mrs. Goodyear would receive three telegrams that would affect their 
lives until they died. Their son, Hedley, after spending six years of his short life in university, was killed. 
Their son Stanley was also killed, followed by their youngest son Raymond.  The Raymond who had run 

Figure 13:  Goodyears Dry Goods 
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away from home twice to join up had been sent back because he was too young. The same Raymond 
who had stood on a chair at the back of the hall where his father was conducting a drive for volunteers 
and called out, "Now can I go father?"  Three Goodyear brothers, Hedley, Stanley and Raymond, paid 
the supreme sacrifice. Stanley was awarded the Military Cross. 

Soon after the war, the two brothers that survived, Ken and Joe, along with their brother Roland and 
father Josiah started a business with equal shares called J. Goodyears & Sons. Typical of the work carried 
out by the company was the construction of the last half of the Bonne Bay Road, building the Buchans 
Railroad, excavation work for a pipeline from Grand Falls to Bishop's Falls, constructing the Botwood 
road, and constructing portions of the Hall's Bay and Deer Lake roads. During the fifties and sixties, the 
firm built the road from Hare Bay to Gander Bay, as well as the road from Badger to Buchans and 
Millertown. In the early sixties they built Grandy Avenue, Gander. 

In 1923, J. Goodyear and Sons was awarded a contract to cut, haul and drive wood for the new mill at 
Corner Brook. Roland knew that hundreds of men would be arriving at the contract site near Deer Lake, 
and with characteristic foresight decided that the company would be wise to make goods available to 
the workers. There were no shops in the area, and the men wouldn't even be able to buy a pair of socks 
unless there was a retail outlet established. Roland also knew the men would have to be fed, so he 
decided to build a bakery. The three Goodyear brothers formed an additional company in Deer Lake 
called Goodyear Humber Stores. It was that company that built the retail store and bakery. Retail stores 
were subsequently started at Windsor, Bishop's Falls, Grand Falls and Gander. 

In 1924, Goodyears decided to start a separate retail store in Corner Brook. John House, a noted retail 
expert, was hired and given shares in the new company, which became known as Goodyear and House. 

By now the three companies were into just about everything, including woods operations, retail stores, 
bakeries, coal supply, cook houses, heavy equipment and construction work of all kinds. The companies 
would eventually get involved with messing facilities and even funeral parlours. You name it and it 
seems that one of the Goodyear firms did it; or if they didn't do it, give them a few days and they would. 

Most people, I believe, think that Goodyears came to Gander to operate retail stores ς well they didn't. 
It may surprise some people to learn exactly why Goodyears did come to Gander. 

Men working with the Atlas Construction in Gander were unhappy with the quality of bread which was 
procured from St. John's. Some of the men working with Atlas Construction Company in Gander had 
previously worked in Deer Lake where Goodyears had supplied the bread. The men told their bosses 
that Goodyears in Deer Lake made good bread and suggested that arrangements be made for 
Goodyears to come to Gander to make their bread. 

The R.C.A.F. and the Newfoundland government wanted to keep the men happy and well fed. So, 
working through the ATLAS Construction Co., they contracted Goodyears to come to Gander, not only to 
supply bread, but also to set up messing facilities for several thousand men working on the base. The 
first contract was signed November 1940.  Workers were living at sites around the area called camps ς 
ATLAS South Camp, ATLAS North Camp, Belmont Construction Company Camp, Hall's Quarry and others.  

(Hall's Quarry was 8 - 10 miles east of Gander on the rail track.  Belmont Construction Camp was located 
south of the American side, Hall's Quarry was at Benton, North Camp was located north of the Canadian 
Side and north of the tracks, and South Camp was located south of the American side.) 

An excerpt from the first contract seems to indicate that there was a morbid fear of alcoholic beverages:  
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The general contractor agrees, if the Airport authorities permit, to provide the sub-contractor 
with a suitable building to be used for the sale of clothing and various articles necessary to the 
workmen and staff employed on this contract. It is distinctly understood, however, that no 
spirituous liquor or beer shall be sold in this store or any other objectionable matter. 

Thus Goodyears became the first commercial establishment in Gander. The store hours were from 9 to 
9, six days a week, as well as Sunday afternoons.   

Jack Pinsent, former office manager, said that the floor had to be "sweptέ ǿƛǘƘ a square top shovel. The 
roads were so mucky that the construction workers coming to the store would track in mounds of dirt.  
At day's end, shovels were the only remedy. 

Goodyears also provided baked bread and messing facilities for the workers on the big military base. 
Pinsent said that Goodyears had so much work and such a turnover of men that in one year they hired 
365 cooks. To give one an idea of the vast amounts of food consumed, consider this:  Mustard was 
purchased in 45 gallon barrels and issued to the mess halls in two-gallon pails! 

It is interesting to note the various stipulations placed in the contracts by the government and Atlas 
Construction Company.  One may think that the stipulations regarding who was to receive certain types 
of food for meals may hint discrimination.  Newfoundlanders were not to have the same food as some 
others.  Another interesting clause is that the άGeneral Contractor (ATLAS) promises not to make any 
capricious demands.έ 

Other interesting contract stipulations are listed below. 

 άPrices of supplies from VAN are to be comparable with prices in Grand FallsΦέ ό±!b ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
retail site.)  

 Meals were to be comparable with those served by an American Co. in Argentia.   

 άAny workman may ask for and receive a second helping of the food served ς with the exception of 
ŜƎƎǎΦέ  (Eggs must have been scarce.)   

 There was also provision for price increases made covenant by an escalation clause. "Should the 
(financial) statement show the Sub-contractor's net profit on messing to exceed fifty cents per man 
per month, the Sub-contractor hereby agrees to refund the surplus to the General Contractor."  
(Too bad they didn't write the Churchill Falls agreement.) 

It is, then, somehow not surprising that according to Josiah's grandson Joe, Goodyears firm did 
$2,000,000 worth of business in one year on a food contract ς and lost money. 

Following are the breakfast menus in one contract: 

NEWFOUNDLANDERS' MENU  

BREAKFAST 
Rolled Oats or Farine with Milk 
Baked Beans with Tomato Sauce, Pork, Onions 
Bologna Sausage, Eggs (2), Bacon 
Fish & Brewis or Hash 
Jam or Marmalade 
Bread, Butterine 
Tea or Coffee, Milk 

MECHANICS AND FOREMENS' MENU 

BREAKFAST 
Fruit or Fruit Juice, Apple Sauce 
Hot or Dry Cereal & Oat Meal with Milk on table 
Bacon or Ham & Eggs 
Liver & Bacon 
Kippers or Fresh Sausage 
Coffee or Tea 
Bread, Rolls or Toast 
Fresh Butter, Marmalade or Jam 
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It must also be kept in mind that most of the mechanics and foremen were also Newfoundlanders, so 
the term Newfoundlanders Menu was slightly misleading. Employees eating from the Newfoundlanders' 
menu paid 75 cents per day which covered the cost of three meals, while those eating from the menu 
designated for mechanics and foremen paid $1.10. 

It seems that the Bakery went hand-in-hand with the messing contract because when Goodyears got out 
of the business of feeding masses of workmen, they also gave up their bakery. 

The first record of employees in Gander: (retail employees, February 1943) lists: R.H. Cornick (manager), 
Lud Hoddinot, Gus Bailey, Jack Pinsent, Gordon King, Stewart Rex and Reginald Collins. The 1947 list of 
employees shows that there were 59 employees on the payroll. When reviewing this list in March 1998, 
it was interesting to note that of these 59 employees, five of them were still living in Gander: Roy 
Bursey, Sylvia Bussey (nee Jewer); Denis Kelly, Doris West (nee Welland), and Hardy West. 

I knew that a lot of people worked for Goodyears in Gander over the years, but I had no idea of how 
many until I looked in one of the Employee Book Records. This book recorded that between November 
1, 1946 and Aug. 11, 1970, Goodyears hired 974 employees. 

I find it impossible to write about Goodyears without getting off the subject of their history for a minute 
and expounding about a favourite character of mine. Anybody who has ever shopped in the men's 
section will remember the venerable Selby Pike. It's impossible for me to think of him without 
remembering the rumour (no doubt ill-founded) about a flask of spirituous liquid surreptitiously 
ensconced somewhere about the premises.  

He could tell wives the size of their husbands' clothes and if she was buying him the correct colour; he 
would do this while clasping his hands and paying rapt attention to his customer while uttering some 
comical aphorisms about the current weather or politics. You could call him a character among 
characters; and even if you didn't want to buy something in his department, it was always tempting to 
wander close enough to hear his chatter. I never saw a person leave his presence without a smile ς on 
Selby's face and on his customers. Selby could be hear saying: "We've got socks young man that will 
make you feel younger; the best value this side of Timbuktu. The very colour that'll make your tootsies 
the envy of the Gander." And if you didn't buy the socks, or trousers, or whatever it was ς and that was 
almost impossible ς he still left you with a smile. A gem of a man! 

One of the Goodyear partners, Roland, was an innovative man who seemed to be a step ahead of most 
of his contemporary compatriots in business. He had already demonstrated his prescience by leading the 
firm in the Deer Lake and Corner Brook retail ventures. An example of his willingness to try something 
new was the creation of the Gander self-serve grocery store in the early Ψ40s, the first in Newfoundland. 

In order to carry out commercial business on airport property, and there was no other property other 
than that belonging to the airport, it was necessary to rent buildings. Records show that Goodyears 
rented eight buildings as follows: 

Building 6A was originally a four-bay garage operated by the Canadian Army. Goodyears also used it as a 
garage for their vehicles. It was located on the Army Side in the vicinity of the Railway Station. 

Building 11A was originally an Officers' Quarters for Canadian Army officers. It was a large "H" building 
located on the Army Side. Goodyears used it as a staff residence. Forty to fifty people lived there. 
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Building 12A had also been an Officers' Quarters for Canadian Army officers. Goodyears use it as a 
residence (apartments) for management employees. 

Building 29A was originally a Military Supply Depot located on the Army Side. Goodyears used it for the 
storage of vegetables and other supplies. 

Building 127 was originally a Civilian Mess located in the Railway Station area. Goodyears used this as 
their main store where they retailed clothing, hardware, house-wares, etc. It contained their main office, 
and it is interesting to note that it contained a large rock fireplace. Incidentally that site is now located 
inside the airport perimeter fence. 

Building 134 was originally a post office. One of the best known and most recognizable of the businesses 
owned by Goodyears and located in the vicinity of the Railway Station. This was the Station Restaurant, 
aka the Greasy Spoon. 

Building 165 was originally a military canteen located on Foss Avenue by the rink. Residents purchased 
furniture, groceries and frequented a large canteen. This was the site of the first self-serve and was 
referred to as the CASH & CARRY. It was also referred to as Restaurant No. 1. At first Goodyears used it 
as a staff dining room, and it became a gathering place for residents in the early days; however, after 
families acquired apartments, they were inclined to stay at home. The trade dropped off and the 
restaurant reverted to a canteen. There was a lean-to on the building which was the location of VORG 
radio station, the forerunner of CBG. 

Building 212 was originally built to contain military stores located near the Railway Station. Goodyears 
converted it and used it as their main grocery store. It was a typical old-fashioned store, where half of 
the store was designated for preparing groceries for delivery. 

In addition to the preceding eight buildings, Goodyears had operated a bakery near Building 212. 

Shortly after Newfoundland joined Canada, the federal government decided that commercial 
establishments and residential buildings would be banned from the airport. Goodyears began to plan for 
the transition; and when the town was planned, they became an integral part of the new commercial 
establishment. The firm opened a huge retail store in the town of Gander on June 6, 1957, the most 
prominent and largest commercial building in the town for many years. In 1970, Joe Goodyear, Josiah's 
grandson J.R. Goodyear's son, bought the company from the two other Goodyear families. 

Goodyears ceased operating their business in the large Gander store in 1991, but the company is still 
alive and well. Space in the building is rented to other commercial firms. 
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Tom McGrath  

Tom McGrath. Tom retired in Ottawa where he wrote, The History of Canadian Airports, published by 
Transport Canada. 
 
He came to Gander in 1937 as a clerk-secretary to the chief 
engineer of Marconi's Wireless Telegraph Company. The 
Marconi company was here to erect the radio facilities for the 
Trans Atlantic Air Service. 
 
Prior to that McGrath had earned his pilot's wings at Air 
Services Training School in England. In 1938 he was appointed 
Operations Officer with the Civil Aviation Division of the 
Newfoundland government and worked in Botwood and 
Gander during the operation of the commercial flying boat 
service prior to WWII. 
 
During the war he served in the Royal Air Force with Ferry 
Command at Goose Bay, Bermuda and Gander and was the 
Senior Flying Control Officer. 
 
After the war he became the operations manager at Gander Airport, and shortly after that, took on the 
job of airport manager of St. John's Airport. He stayed there for one year and applied for the position of 
airways inspector and was transferred to Ottawa in 1951 where he's been ever since. McGrath served in 
various capacities while in Ottawa, finally rising to the position of Deputy Director General. 
 
The Belgium government honoured McGrath for his work related to the Sabena airliner crash in 1946 by 
awarding him with the medal: Chevalier de la Couronne. 
 
He had several articles published in the Journal of the Canadian Aviation Historical Society. 
 
 

Figure 14:  Tom McGrath  
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Jack Dixon James 

October 3, 1918 - July 30, 1990 
 
When Jack James stepped off the train at the Newfoundland Airport on June 26, 1936, he was still a few 
months shy of eighteen years. His father, Cecil James, was among the men who were busy preparing the 
giant airport for transatlantic aircraft.  Cecil had sent Jack train-fare to get him from St. John's for a visit. 
Cecil James knew that Jack had been an avid aviation fan for much of his young life and had taken him to 
Harbour Grace to witness some of the pioneer flights. There were no extra places of accommodation, 
and Jack's father knew that if Jack didn't get a job right away, it would be a brief visit indeed. 
 
Jack got lucky; a construction company was looking for a clerk to keep track of parts. He got the job. 
 
It was the days of Doug Fraser, and Fraser was making a few dollars 
selling aircraft rides. Jack was the eleventh passenger to get a $5 ride 
and from then on he was hooked. He vowed then that if he ever got 
enough money, he would learn to fly and buy an aircraft of his own. 
 
It wasn't long before an opportunity came along to sign on as an 
apprentice electrician. In August 1937, he quit his job as parts clerk and 
joined the electrical trade. He persevered in the electrical trade to the 
point where he became superintendent of power generation. 
 
In the meantime Jack found someone to teach him to fly. Ewan D. Boyd, 
part owner of Terra Nova Aviation, held Newfoundland Commercial 
Pilot's Licence No. 6 with an endorsement to instruct. He started 
teaching James in Piper Cub VO-ABC on September 7, 1947, at Gander 
Airport. Incidentally, the cost of his licence (QM1056) was $2. 
 

Then he kept his second promise he had made to himself. He bought an aircraft. It was a Tiger Moth 
with registration CF-GPE. He purchased it from Jack Barton, a member of the St. John's Flying Club. Jack 
flew his own aircraft for the first time on November 12, 1949. He flew his aircraft for the last time on 
October 27, 1953. Jack owned an aircraft but didn't own a car. The highway had been built as far as 
Glenwood.  His four children wanted car rides, so he sold his aircraft and bought a car. 
 
James sold his aircraft to Frank LeDrew of Corner Brook. A short time after, it crashed somewhere in 
central Newfoundland while taking off. LeDrew stored the damaged aircraft in a shed; however, the 
shed caught fire. The aircraft was not completely destroyed and later was shipped to St. John's. I could 
not determine its eventual fate. 
 
Just about everybody who knew him has a favourite story about Jack James. Mine concerns the Gander 
Flying Club. We had purchased a small camping trailer from Ralph Mills which served as our office. In the 
meantime we were attempting to find a building. A suitable building was acquired, but we had a 
problem. It had to be moved and we didn't have any money. I called Jack and told him the problem.  
  

Figure 15:  Jack Dixon Janes 
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"How big is it?" 

"Sixty by twenty." 

"Saw it in two and give me a call." 

Well, saw it in two I did and called Jack to tell him I was ready.  He said, "Can you be there Saturday 
morning?" 

Well, I was, of course. He had Johnny O'Reilly and a couple of other people there with a crane and a 
float. In a couple of hours we had a new building for the Gander Flying Club. Cost? Nil! Thanks to Harry 
Steele and Jack James. 

When I worked in the Gander Control Tower, Jack was a frequent visitor, especially in the evenings. He 
used to tell a story that I always doubted but eventually had it confirmed. He and his brother-in-law, 
Glad Lester, flew to St. John's for an air-show on August 29, 1952. On September 6, they returned to 
Gander but couldn't land due to fog. Jack didn't have a lot of options and decided to land in Musgrave 
Town. He made several attempts at landing near a sawdust pile, but each time he got close a man would 
come out with a wheelbarrow. He finally managed to get the aircraft down on the tiny field. He and Glad 
got a ride back to Gander and on September 11 Jack went back for the aircraft. He had a problem; there 
wasn't enough room to take off. From what I can gather of the story, he couldn't run the aircraft with 
full power without the aircraft moving. So he tied a rope to the aircraft, put a chopping block under a 
portion of the rope, arranged for a compatriot to get poised with an axe, put on full power, and signalled 
when to cut the rope. Well, it worked.  

In 1956 James became Airport Maintenance Superintendent, and a few years later he became Assistant 
Airport Manager to Rex Tilley. When Tilley moved on to Regional Airport Superintendent in 1964, Jack 
James became Airport General manager, a position he held until his retirement in May 1984. 

James was a member of several community organizations and made a considerable contribution to life 
at the airport and the town. 

Miss Betty Lester of St. John's visited Gander in 1939.  She returned to work for Goodyears in 1940, and 
in 1942 became Mrs. Jack James. They had four children: Connie, John (Bud), David and Don. 

Jack James was born in St. John's, Newfoundland, but became known as Mr. Gander. He loved his job so 
much that he couldn't stay away on the week-ends. It was quite ordinary to see him at the airport on 
Saturdays and Sundays. Before he went to bed, he would leave instructions to be called if a special flight 
was expected or if someone special was going through. Anyone who knew him will agree that there will 
never be another like Jack James. 

James Boulevard is not a Town of Gander street because it is located entirely within the confines of 
Gander International Airport. The road leading to the airport from the town used to be called Pinetree 
but the Federal Government of Canada changed it in order to honour the memory of one of their best 
known airport managers. 

(Cecil Stanley James, father of Jack D. James, was one of Newfoundland's famous "first five hundred." His 
death at the young age of fifty was partially attributed to being gassed in the trenches during WWI.)  
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Mining Gander Airport  

The order came in November 1939. "Mine the runways!" 
 
It may be hard to believe that the authorities of the day had every intention of blowing up the airports 
at Botwood and Gander because of the fear that the Germans were coming. 
 
Enemy possession of the two airports would mean that they would have control of the main line of the 
Newfoundland Railway and the seaplane base at Botwood. The fear was that the Germans would use 
the two bases as a staging point for raids on Canada and the United States. The authorities who gave the 
order were far away in Britain. The Canadian authorities had given their blessing to the plan; however, it 
probably didn't matter what the Canadians said because the British were the head honchos. 
 
The local authority consisted of Squadron Leader H.L. Pattison (for whom Pattison place, Gander, is 
named), meteorologist Patrick McTaggart-Cowan, and a communications officer from Britain by the 
name of Fever. The three procrastinated because they were convinced that Gander could be used as a 
critical staging point for getting aircraft to Britain. 
 
Letters and messages went back and forth. Pattison, who could not disobey an order from a superior 
officer, simply asked questions concerning the methods he was to use, the extent to which the 
explosives were to be set in the runways, and what was to be done with the equipment, etc.  
 
Pattison, McTaggart-Cowan and Fever gained time to make suggestions regarding the possible military 
use of the airport while asking questions concerning the detonations. Pattison also determined that he 
could get army regiments from Canada to protect the two airports. By June 1940, the British were 
getting hammered pretty badly, and the shipping losses were mounting up on the North Atlantic. It 
would be nice to have sub hunters stationed in Gander.  
 
On June 5, 1940, the British gave up the plan to blast the airports to smithereens and asked the 
Canadians to take it over. The RCAF sent five Digby aircraft to Gander to patrol the bays to prevent 
German subs from putting landing parties ashore. The Canadian army set up camouflaged Lewis guns 
around the airport to protect it from air attack and sent a regiment to Botwood to protect its base. 
During the next few years, Gander was protected by the Black Watch, the Queen's Own Rifles, the Royal 
Rifles, the Victoria Rifles, Lincoln and Welland, the PEI Highlanders and the Pictou Highlanders. 
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Streets of Old Gander  

American Side 

 
Figure 16:  The American Side 

 

The Festival of Flight inevitably brings lots of former residents back to άthe Gander.έ Many visitors will 
find themselves wandering through the former residential areas searching for something familiar. 
 
It is still possible to navigate along the old streets of the area known as the Canadian Side thanks to 
brush-clearing and new street signs. 
 
Four streets had the same names as in modern Gander: Elizabeth, MacDonald, Pattison, and Wright. 
Pattison and Wright streets were named to honour the same people, Elizabeth and MacDonald were 
not. 
 
The Canadian Side 
 
This was the section near the north-east side of Runway 14/32 and to the west side of the approach end 
of Runway 18. It was occupied mainly by RCAF, the 100 bed RCAF Hospital named in memory of Sir 
Frederick Banting and other Canadian military staff associated with the RCAF. 
 
The streets of the Canadian Side were Foss Avenue, Chestnut Road, Churchill Street, Elizabeth Avenue, 
George Street, Godwin Avenue, John's Street, Nyles Road (joined the American Side with the Army Side), 
Pattison Road (the main street on the Canadian Side), Reside Street, Verrier Street and Well Road. 
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Squadron Leader H.A.L. Pattison, RAF, was the first Airport Manager after the war. (He was loaned to the 
RCAF to assist with the communications.) He first came to Newfoundland in charge of the Botwood 
operation in 1937. He was later appointed Director of Civil Aviation for Newfoundland. 
 
Chestnut Road was the first street. It was named by the engineer Jewett after his assistant Chestnut. 
Chestnut later reciprocated and named a street after his boss Jewett. Jewett Street was located by the 
railway station. Chestnut Road, at first, joined the Canadian Side and the American Side; but when 
Runway 14/32 was extended on the 14 end, it split the street in two distinct sections: one on the 
Canadian Side and one on the American Side. 
 
Foss Avenue was named after Group Captain R.H. Foss, the third commanding officer. 

 

Figure 17:  The Canadian Side 
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Figure 18:  The Railway Station 
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The RAF 
 
This section contained the headquarters for the RAF Ferry Command, Hangers 21 & 22, and several 
buildings for living quarters, including Jupiter, Mars, Saturn and Mercury. (After the war, the 
International terminal was located in this section, and Jupiter and Saturn were converted to hotels.) 
 
The streets on the RAF Side were Bowhill Blvd., Ratcliffe Row, Anderson Alley, Marix Blvd. and Ross 
Avenue. 
 
Anderson Alley was called after Group Captain Anderson, the first Commanding Officer of the RAF Ferry 
Command. 
 
Ratcliffe Row was called after Squadron Leader Ratcliffe, RAF, in charge of the communications section 
of RAF Ferry Command. He was killed when the Norseman aircraft, in which he was a passenger, crashed 
en route from Gander to Montreal. 
 

Figure 19:  The RAF Side 
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The Army Side 
 
This was the section occupied by the various units of the Canadian Army. It consisted mainly of living 
quarters for the troops, a drill hall and other military buildings. It was situated outside of Circular Road, 
which, as its name implies, circled the airport.  It was 1/2 mile north and slightly west of the approach to 
Runway 23. 
 
The streets on the Army Side were Arms Street, Fleet Street, Page Street, MacDonald Street, Thompson 
Road, Hayden Avenue (connected the Army Side to Pattison Road), Nyles Road (connected the Army 
side to the Canadian Side), Delano Avenue and Winston Avenue. 
 
Gander Inn - Railroad Station area 
 
This section was very close to the approach end of Runway 23. The Administration Building, Railway 
Station, the Eastbound Inn and the Gander Inn were located in this area. 
 
The streets in this area were Gutherie Street, Jewett Street, Pattison Road, McClure Street, Walwyn 
Avenue and Woods Avenue. 
 
McClure was first named Queen Street and later changed to McClure Street by S/L Pattison. McClure, a 
British Air Ministry official, wrote Squadron Leader Pattison asking if there was some way in which his 
interest in the station could be shown. Pattison obliged by taking the Queen sign down and replacing it 
with McClure. 
 
Guthrie Street was named in honour of the second 
commanding officer. 
 
Pattison Road was named after the operations officer. 
 
Jewett Street was named by D.R. Chestnut after his 
boss. 
 
Walwyn Avenue was named after Sir Humphry 
Walwyn of the Newfoundland government. 
 
Woods Street was named for Sir Wilfred Woods, a 
commissioner of the Newfoundland government. 
 

Figure 20:  Sign "To American Side" 
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Figure 21:  The Army Side 
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The American Side 

This area contained living quarters for the American military personnel, a 150 bed American Hospital, 
and a fire hall/crash unit (there was also a fire hall/crash unit on the Canadian Side.) 
 
The streets on the American Side were Lincoln Street, Hull Street, Roosevelt Street, Power Street, Grant 
Avenue, Washington Avenue, Chestnut Road, Wright Avenue and Willkie Street. 
 
Other Roads 

Radio Range Road (near approach end of Runway 27) 
Circular Road (completely circled the airport runways) 
Piggery Road (on the RAF Side) 
Deadman's Pond Road (on the RAF Side) 
MacGillivary Mall (road adjacent to Circular Road.) 
Gander Lake Road (near approach end of Runway 09) 
Bomb Storage Road (running parallel to Runway 09) 
Receiver Road (between Canadian and American side leading to Remote Radio Receivers Site) 
 
The streets are listed below. The number following the street name indicates on which section of the 
airport the street was located. American Side 1, RCAF Side (Canadian) 2, Army Side 3, RAF 4, Railway 
Station Area 5 and other areas 6.  
 
Anderson Alley (4) 
Arms Street (3) 
Bomb Storage Road (6) 
Bowhill Blvd. (4) 
Chestnut Road (1, 2)  
Churchill Street (2) 
Circular Road (6) 
Deadman's Pond Road (6) 
Delano Avenue (3) 
Elizabeth Avenue (2) 
Fleet Street (3) 
Foss Avenue (2) 
Gander Lake Road (6) 
George Street (2) 
Godwin Avenue (2) 
Grant Avenue (1) 
Gutherie Street (5) 

Hayden Avenue (3) 
Hull Street (1) 
Jewett Street (5) 
Johns Street (2) 
Lincoln Street (1) 
MacDonald Street (3) 
MacGillivary Mall (6) 
Marix Blvd. (4) 
McClure Street (5) 
 (formerly called Queen St.) 
Nyles Road (2, 3) 
Page Street (3) 
Pattison Road (2, 5) 
Piggery Road (6) 
Power Street (1) 
Queen St. (5) 
 (later named McClure St.) 

Radio Range Rd. (6) 

Ratcliffe Row (4) 
Receiver Road (1, 2) 
 (between Canadian. & American side) 
Reside Street (2) 
Ross Avenue (4) 
Roosevelt Street (1)  
John's Street (2) 
Thompson Road (3) 
Verrier Street (2) 
Walwyn Avenue (5) 
Washington Avenue (1) 
Well Road (2) 
Willkie Street (1) 
Winston Avenue (3) 
Woods Avenue  (5) 
Wright Avenue (1) 
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Strafin g Little Fogo 

During the war, Little Fogo was known to military pilots stationed at Gander as a firing range for air-to-
ground target practice. The pilots were briefed about the settlements and will always remember flying 
over Joe Batt's Arm on the way to an outcropping of rock called Little Fogo. The military had painted a 
bulls-eye on the rock face for the pilots to practice and check their air-to-ground accuracy. 
 
There was never anyone there, of course ς well, hardly ever. Uncle Joe and his brother Uncle Sam (men 
over fifty automatically earned the appellation "uncle") were fishing, or maybe they were looking for 
seals. In any case, about an hour or so before noon, they decided to go to the sheltered side of the 
island called Little Fogo to have a "mug-up." They brought their boat in as far as possible to the side of 
the rocky island, snuggled it between two large rocks, and threw over their killick.  
 
Uncle Joe had just finished his first mouthful of grub when he heard the sound of an engine. He looked 
at his brother, "You hear that Sam? There's a queer sound to that motor." 
 
Uncle Sam had heard it. "I bet that's one of them airplanes from the Gander; maybe he'll pitch 'er close 
by." 
 
The noise increased dramatically and both men looked at each other in alarm. Then an aircraft screamed 
over their heads. Both men instinctively ducked. Uncle Joe's eyes were the size of saucers, "Lard 
tunderin,' Sam, he's goin' like a bat outta hell!" 
 

"Joe, my son, that feller's not goin' pitch. I can tell 'e that o' man. He got no pontoons." 
 
They had stopped eating. Uncle Sam sat with half a bun part ways to his mouth.  The hand holding the 
partial bun as if frozen in time. Their eyes followed the aircraft as it roared off to the north getting 
smaller and quieter. Uncle Joe shifted in his seat, and Uncle Sam started to chew again. "What do you 
think he was doin' Sam?" 
 
"Showin' off, my son, what else?" They continued on with their lunch. After a little while Uncle Sam 
thought that he may have been a bit harsh, "'Course he could be lookin' for submarines; they say the 
Germans are all around the coast." 
 
The wind was blowing in the direction in which the aircraft had gone, so the two men didn't have the 
advantage of hearing it return before it was almost on top of them again. 
 
Uncle Sam's jaws froze again. Uncle Joe ducked his head, "Damn it, Sam. I hope he's not thinkin' we're a 
submarine!" No sooner were the words out of Uncle Joe's mouth when the Hurricane fighter let loose 
with its guns. The Hawker Hurricane carried two 40mm cannons that could knock out a tank. Uncle Joe 
and Uncle Sam looked with amazement as the bullets splattered in the water on the other side of the 
little island. The aircraft bolted up and away again. This time in a southerly direction. 
 
Uncle Sam swallowed hard.  He hadn't finished chewing the other half of his bun. "Joe, s'pose 'e comes 
back again and takes a shot at us?" 
 
"Ah b'ye, 'tis not us 'e shooting at!" 
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"What the 'ell is 'e shootin' at then?" 
 
They used to say that Uncle Joe persevered well under all conditions and had a terrific sense of humour. 
He seems to prove it right then. "Sam, b'ye.  He's only out fer a meal of turrs!" 
 
The aircraft did come back ς this time to splatter some lead off the face of the cliff. It came back a third 
time and attacked the cliff from another direction. It then flew a circle around the little island and then 
south towards Gander Airport. 
 
Uncle Joe and Uncle Sam finally finished their mug-up and went straight back home to tell their story. 
The clues as to why the Hurricane pilot didn't see Uncle Joe and Uncle Sam and their boat are that their 
boat was dark in colour and the men had anchored it between two prominent rocks obscuring it from 
the pilot's view. 
 
Uncle Joe and Uncle Sam steadfastly refused to have their mug-up at Little Fogo until years after the war 
was over.   
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The Spy 

¢ƘŜ !ŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƭŀƴŎƘŜŘ {ƻƭŘƛŜǊ ōȅ {ƛǊ !ǊǘƘǳǊ /ƻƴŀƴ 5ƻȅƭŜΥ άYou have made a most damnable 
intrusion into the privacy of our ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ ¸ƻǳ ǿŜǊŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŀǎ ŀ ƎǳŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ǎǇȅΦέ 
 
YƛƴƎ WŀƳŜǎΩ ±ŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Iƻƭȅ .ƛōƭŜΥ bǳƳōŜǊǎ моΥмт ά!ƴŘ aƻǎŜǎ ǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǎǇȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ 
/ŀƴŀŀƴΦέ 
 
Leo TolstoyΩs War and Peace: άhƴ bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ м YǳǘǳȊƻǾ ƘŀŘ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǎǇȅΣ ƴŜǿǎ that the army 
he commanded was in an almost helpless position. The spy reported that the French, after crossing the 
ōǊƛŘƎŜ ŀǘ ±ƛŜƴƴŀΣ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŘǾŀƴŎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƛƳƳŜƴǎŜ ŦƻǊŎŜ ǳǇƻƴ YǳǘǳȊƻǾΩǎ ƭƛƴŜ ΦΦΦέ 
 
There has been much speculation concerning the presence of spies in Newfoundland in general and in 
Gander in particular during World War II. The Germans had spies all over the world, so it should not be 
difficult to believe that if they wanted to get spies in Newfoundland, the possibilities were endless. 
 
Prime Ministers, Allied Generals, and top secret Allied agents passed through Gander during the war 
period. Military personnel were given strict orders to not even mention the names of those whom they 
were guarding. Their passage from the aircraft to designated buildings was done with the highest degree 
of secrecy possible. It was critical that German spies not find out the location of certain people during 
the war. The world seemed to be full of people busy planning nefarious acts of all kinds.  
 
At Dorval Airport near Montreal where the Ferry Command had their head office, a beautiful brown-
eyed Canadian girl, that had spent some time in Gander working with Ferry Command, was suspected of 
spying. The girl was a stenographer who lived with her German mother. A security agent reported that 
she was spending a lot of time with Canadian airmen and spending far more than the ninety dollars per 
month she was getting paid by Ferry Command. It is inconceivable that the security agent did not know 
about the world's oldest profession; therefore, he must have found out that her money was not the 
result of being paid for sexual favours. He discovered that the extra money was coming from a German 
spy and that he was being passed information concerning Ferry Command. 
 
In any case, the young lady was called into the head office and questioned about her spending habits. 
The questioning frightened her so much so that she fainted. It is not clear why she was allowed to leave 
for the United States with her mother after she was discharged. There can, however, be little doubt that 
the United States authorities must have approved and had their security agents monitor her 
movements.  
 
Sometime later the F.B.I. intercepted a parcel she had mailed. The parcel contained a detailed plan of 
Boston Harbour, specifications of a battleship about to be launched and information on Dorval Airport. It 
is suspected that she had passed the German spy information concerning Gander Airport and Ferry 
Command during her short stay here. 
 
Here's another twist to the story. Despite the fact that she was watched by Allied agents, all of her 
telephone calls were monitored, and all of her mail (to and from) was secretly read by the agents, she 
and her mother managed to escape to Argentina. 
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Sabotage 

Sabotage is a consistent fear during war, and Gander did not escape its terrors. It has already been 
noted that Gander was a strategic base during World War II, and the enemy never gave up attempts and 
ideas of putting it out of commission. 

There were up to 10,000 troops stationed in Gander, and a significant percentage were assigned to the 
task of guarding the base. The threats were varied. German submarines were quite capable of putting a 
team of saboteurs ashore to go overland and create havoc at the great base. The military considered 
attacks from the air a distinct possibility. Many anti-aircraft guns were stationed at strategic sites, and 
fighter aircraft were assigned to guard the largest airport in the world. 

It was in this atmosphere that the enemy did get an agent, or agents, on the base. The threat that 
Gander posed to the Germans was the vast number of bombers that used it as a staging site. Hitler told 
his staff, "Stop the Gander bombers!" That meant that they had to put saboteurs ashore from 
submarines or use spies already in North America. 

Whoever it was they used in Gander must have fitted in pretty well with the personnel AND had a good 
knowledge of aircraft. The extent of the success of the operation is still not known or, if it is known, is 
not acknowledged by the military. It is known that several aircraft along with the crews were lost 
because of the simple, yet ingenious, sabotage method used. 

To put it in simple terms, aircraft fuel tanks vents were closed, stopping fuel from reaching the engine. 
That doesn't sound very ingenious until it is considered a little more thoroughly. If the tank vent used for 
taxiing the aircraft is blocked, the engine would fail and the problem would be detected ς no aircraft 
lost. However, if the tank vent used for take-off is blocked, the aircraft may crash close enough to the 
airport to discover the cause. A subsequent investigation would expose the perpetrator, weΩŘ hope. 

The sabotage method was tragically ingenious because of the procedures to fuel aircraft engines. It is 
common knowledge that aircraft, even small aircraft, have more than one fuel tank. The bombers that 
were ferried across the Atlantic couldn't get across unless all fuel tanks (sometimes extra fuel tanks were 
added) were utilized. The saboteur(s) knew which tank was going to be the last used when the bomber 
was past the PONR (point of no return) ς well out over the Atlantic ς and knew that the bomber would 
never reach destination without the precious gasoline it contained. They blocked this tank. 

A simple cork was used to do the dirty trick, and the method used was discovered by accident ς a 
fortuitous event that saved future losses. The fortuitous event referred to was a lack of a good breeze of 
air. The tank of one particular bomber (B-25) that had a blocked vent was contained in the bomb-bay, 
and it was refuelled from inside the aircraft. (This was an extra fuel tank installed to give the aircraft 
extra endurance. The temporary tank was removed after the aircraft was delivered.) The wind was calm 
and the refuellers noticed that an unusual amount of fumes were coming back from the filler hole which 
normally should be going out the vent. An investigation by the men revealed that a cork had been 
placed in the vent of the tank. Had there been wind, the fumes may never have been noticed, and 
another bomber and crew would have ended up on the bottom of the Atlantic. 

It is a tragic tale, and what makes it all the more tragic is that the saboteur was never caught. If he had 
been caught, he would have been shot on the spot.  Yet, it is a tale with a good side. Two refuellers were 
bright enough to know something was wrong and saved aircraft and men. How many we'll never know ς 
anymore than we'll know how many were lost because of the sabotage.  
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The Bismarck Could Not Hide from VOAC 

Newfoundland radio operators stationed in Gander during the war were primarily engaged in 
transmitting and receiving Morse-code messages. Their customers were mainly military aircraft. Some 
transmissions, however, were not from aircraft but were from ships ς German ships. One series of dots 
and dashes received by a Gander operator made history. 
   
Jim Dempsey was a radio operator supervisor who later converted to radio technician. He went to 
Botwood in 1937 and came to Gander in 1938. 
 

 "I did the ground to air communications for the first Trans Atlantic Flight. The date was July 6, 
1937.  There were two of them.  The first was American Clipper 3, Pan American Airlines 
NC16736 radio call sign KAHHM. It was east-bound from Port Washington, New York, en route 
to Foynes via Botwood. It was a Short Sunderland Flying Boat, which was owned at that time by 
Imperial Airways GADHM. I worked that aircraft fifteen minutes off the water in Shannon and 
never lost it all the way over, and the last three hours I gave him radio bearings what we call 
the QDM, magnetic course to steer. He was down in the fog and couldn't see; his navigator 
could have gone to sleep for what use he was ς and that's how he came into Botwood. The first 
time he went over the station in Botwood he was about 1500 feet. He couldn't see us, but we 
could hear him. I knew by my radio compass that he was directly overhead. So he went west for 
about 10 minutes and turned around and took another approach coming back; and when I told 
him the next time he was overhead he said, 'Yes, thanks; I can see you.' I talked to the radio 
operator after they landed.  His name was Jimmy Coster ς he was an Irishman. I believe the 
captain was Wilcockson."  (Dempsey) 

 
Dempsey went to work for the British Air Ministry in Botwood in 1937. The Ferry Command took over in 
1941, and he worked with them until the end of the war in 1945. The Civil Aviation Division of the 
Newfoundland government took over in 1945, and he worked with them until the Department of 
Transport took over in 1949 at Confederation. 
 

"I was credited with hooking the Bismarck.  I was operating the direction finder, so I got a call 
this day and the officer in charge said, 'You can't beat what you did last night.' He said, 'You got 
the best bearing you're ever going to get.' It took me a long time to find out what he mean. I 
went back to the book to have a look. I knew the bearing I took was on German marine. I 
suppose it was about two or three months before they told me it was the Bismarck I got."  
(Dempsey) 

 
The Allies had been successful in obtaining the complete top-secret German coding system from a 
captured submarine. Little did the Germans realize that all their coded messages were being deciphered. 
 
The British Admiralty regularly sent to the Canadian Navy a list of radio frequencies that the Germans 
were scheduled to use. The Gander operators were given instructions to monitor certain frequencies at 
the prescribed times. As soon as the submarines and other craft started transmitting to their home 
station at Kiel, the transmissions were being copied at Gander.  
 

"We would be sitting there on the frequency waiting for them. As soon as they made a peep, 
we'd copy the preamble of their message. So we'd identify who it was from; and when they 
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were sending the text of the message, we'd send the direction finder on them and take a radio 
bearing. The Germans were so accurate in their time that you could use the first dot they made 
as a time-signal. They were deadly accurate, and their Morse was just the same as if they were 
sending it by tape ς never heard the like of it before.  And the German Telefunkin transmitter ς 
there was no way that you could hide it.  It had a peculiar ping to it as they were sending. The 
same thing applied to the British Marconi equipment. I could tell two or three different types of 
equipment just by the sound they were radiating." (Dempsey) 

 
The Bismarck was the most powerful battleship in the world. It put to sea in early May 1941 and soon 
after sunk one of the largest British warships, the H.M.S. Hood, with a loss of 1418 sailors. The Bismarck 
went to the bottom a few weeks later on May 27. 
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The W.D.s 

When Margaret, Violet, Muriel, Vivia, and Barbara Hellard were brought to Canada from England in 
1929, little did they dream that in just a few years, they would all be in uniform serving their new 
country. The Hellards were from Dover. Mr. Hellard, a merchant seaman, had visited Canada a few years 
before. He liked it and decided to leave the white cliffs of Dover for the rolling plains of Alberta.  
 
When war came, Mr. Hellard volunteered ς 
again.  He had already served in the first war. 
Not only that, his five children all volunteered as 
well. Margaret, Violet, Muriel and her twin Vivia 
joined the W.D.s (Women's Division of the Royal 
Canadian Air Force) while the youngest sister 
Barbara joined the C.W.A.C. (Canadian Women's 
Army Corps). 
 
The following article called "Memories," was 
written by Margaret (Harvey) and should be 
interesting to our readers because she served in 
Gander from 1943-45.  
 
 MEMORIES 

May 5, 1942, a day to remember, a momentous time in my life, the day when I along with 
eleven other girls took our solemn pledge of allegiance to King and country and were sworn in 
as members of the "W. D.". I, along with many other Canadian women swept up by a flare of 
emotional patriotism, was proud to be a member of the Women's Division of the R.C.A.F., and 
eager to be a part of the war effort. The aim of the W.D. was to release men for active duty. 

My group of twelve left Vancouver on a train bound for Ottawa, and hence to Rockcliffe, 
Ontario where number 7 Manning Depot was located. En route we came to know each other 
quite well, we shared the same feelings of elation and anticipation, but I don't think any of us 
were prepared for the hectic pace of basic training. 

Upon arrival at the Ottawa station we were met by a smartly attired corporal in Air Force Blue, 
neat as a pin from the top of her hat, from which her Air Force badge shone like a newly minted 
coin, to the sturdy black oxfords polished to a gleaming lustre. Compared to her we were a 
motley group, in various styles of clothing and footwear. I thought I looked quite chic in a navy 
and white cartwheel hat, a navy coat and high heeled pumps. 

The corporal briskly formed us into some semblance of a marching group, and despite the fact 
that we all seemed to have two left feet, managed to all point in the same direction and arrived 
at our next mode of transportation, a truck, which would take us to our journey's end. All 
semblance of dignity vanished as I climbed aboard on silly high heels, hanging on to my 
cartwheel hat. We were unloaded at the guard gate where airmen on duty eyed us with barely 
concealed mirth. 

No. 7 Manning Depot, Rockcliffe, was not completely finished, the barracks, mess hall and 
canteen were completed but the walkways were a sea of mud with planks used as temporary 

Figure 22:  Women's Division Crest 
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sidewalks. My squadron was the second squadron to receive their basic training at Rockcliffe. 
Prior to that, training was done at No. 6 Manning Depot, Toronto. We were issued bedrolls ς 
sheets, blankets and a pillow.  We all seemed to get a hat to fit, grey stockings, and black 
sturdy shoes. But as we were all shapes and sizes, our tunics, skirts, great coats and rain coats 
came at intervals. Being one of the extra-large gals, I waited impatiently for my complete outfit, 
and was delighted when the day finally came that I could don a full uniform. 

The days were filled with lectures, route marches, drill sessions and physical training. For the 
latter we were issued with a khaki coverall which we promptly dubbed "Teddy Bear Suits". 
Evenings were spent shining brass buttons and polishing shoes for the stringent daily 
inspections.  When night came, we fell into our bunks completely exhausted, every bone in our 
body aching, nursing the blisters on our heels from unaccustomed marching in heavy shoes. 

I enjoyed the route marches and drills and remember one special occasion when we proudly 
marched on Parliament Hill for Princess Alice of Athlone to inspect our ranks. 

Basic training completed, we all received our postings to further training in the occupations for 
which we were chosen. I went to the school of cookery located in the Guelph Agriculture 
College, a beautiful campus which had been acquisitioned by the government for wartime use. 
²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǳƭƛƴŀǊȅ ŀǊǘǎ ōȅ ŘƛŜǘƛŎƛŀƴǎΩ ŀǎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŎƘŜŦs. My field was in hospital food 
preparation and how to prepare special diets. 

We were billeted in the clubhouse of nearby Cutten Fields, which had been converted into 
barracks. I remember sitting on the edge of the golf course to study during the evenings. The 
main college dormitories were occupied by airmen training to be wireless air gunners, and the 
mess hall at meal hours reverberated with the sound of impromptu Morse Code "practice 
sessions" being tapped out on cutlery. 

Postings took me to Jarvis, Hagersville and Brantford ς all southern Ontario air training stations 
under the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan. 

Two years were spent in Gander, Newfoundland, which during the war years, was considered 
overseas because Newfoundland was not a part of Canada. It was an operational base with a 
Bomber Reconnaissance Squadron 10BR, 125 Fighter Squadron and a Canso Squadron at 
nearby Botwood. The R.A.F. operated a Ferry Squadron, the United States Air Force occupied a 
base under the lend lease plan, and each night hundreds of aircraft departed for Europe to 
assist the Allies in their fight against the Nazis. 

My experiences in Gander were both joyous and sad, friendships were formed and thrive to this 
day even though we are scattered worldwide. We were like one big family, and I am sure all 
who served there, be they officers, N.C.O.'s, airwomen or airmen, have fond memories of "The 
Gander". I departed Gander a few days after VJ Day, my final posting was St. Hubert, Quebec 
and in March, 1946, I was discharged as Lachine, Quebec. 

Many years have passed, but I still keep in touch with some of my air force friends and we all 
share the feeling of camaraderie and nostalgia. 

 
Mrs. Margaret Harvey returned to Gander and lived in Golden Legion Manor. Mrs. Harvey met her 
husband, the late Vance Harvey, in Gander. (Mr. Harvey had returned from a tour of duty overseas with 
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the R.C.A.F.) Another Gander connection is the fact that Mrs. Harvey's daughter, Janice (Al) Newhook, 
who flew with Eastern Provincial Airways, met her husband in Gander. 
 
Mrs. Harvey remembered, quite well, the rigours of life in war-time Gander, where letters were 
censored, and if you could were caught with a camera, confiscation of the camera would be followed by 
a severe reprimand. She was with the medical division and worked in the Gander R.C.A.F. hospital (later 
named the Frederick Banting Memorial Hospital), and lived in Building 110. She said, "We had a ball in 
Gander; of course, women were so scarce that if you had buck teeth and bowed legs you'd be popular." 
The R.C.A.F. physicians in the hospital in those years were W/C Marshall, S/L Bright, S/L Williams, F/L 
Bird and F/L O'Gryzlo. When Margaret Hellard was stationed in Gander, she served under two base 
commanders: the first was Group Captain Annis who was followed by Wing Commander Clements. 
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Life in Wartime Gander  

Gander gets many tourists and more often than we realize it, the tourists were stationed here during 
World War II. During the summer of 1994, one such visitor spent some time at the Gander Town Hall 
and the Gander Library. He, as others have in the past, looked for material concerning the war years. 
Thanks to a few people who have preserved pictures and some who have been kind enough to let 
people like me interview them, there is a lot of information which interests our visitors. 
 
H.R. Wilkinson who now lives in Yorkton, Saskatchewan, served three years in Gander during the war. He 
was on the first PREDICTOR COURSE given in Canada. Predictor was an instrument that feeds 
information to the guns to give the angle, elevation and fuse length so that the shell would explode in 
the path of the aircraft. 
 

"For me it was very good. It was a growing up experience. I was fortunate in that I was invited 
to many of the social functions. I enjoyed badminton, the splash parties at the swimming pool, 
choice of 10 - 15 shows a week. The Americans let us use their sail boats until two of our army 
boys drowned. 
 
We had a machine shop, we were able to make tea, coffee and snacks whenever we wished. 
There were four of us, I was on fire control instruments, one on radar and radio and our boss 
was a staff-sgt. machinist. We had two vehicles to share with the four of us. We had 
differences of opinion but I don't remember an argument in three years. 
 
As I remember it had about 35 miles of road, but even so it was an advantage to have the use 
of a vehicle. On one of my trips off the station I bought a radio with shortwave. On this we 
were able to listen in on the control tower. We were listening when a Ferry Command plane 
missed the runway, and another time when a plane was taking off on the runway parallel to 
the lake and was caught in a down draft. 
 
Our meals, as a rule, were good. For those who ask the question, 'Why did Gander have fighter 
aircraft and ground defences?' I remember one week that of the 21 meals we were served, 18 
of them were with hard tack and some beans. To me that meant that Hitler had complete 
control of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. Thank goodness the fighter planes were never challenged 
and our guns not used. 
 
In 1942, Newfoundland was overseas service. By 1945 there were no more than two dozen 
technicians, engineers, motor mechanics still around from the original. For the boys living on 
the perimeter manning the guns it was a different story. The home guard didn't want to be 
there in the first place. 
 
I still blush when I remember accepting an invitation out for bridge. What I didn't know about 
bridge would fill volumes. Needless to say we didn't get a second invitation. 
 
And that is my experience with civilian life in Gander." 

 



Early History of Gander ï © 2014 Frank Tibbo Page 93 of 409 

Did the Germans Plan to Invade Gander?  

No one would talk about it during the war and few after the war; however, released archival files seem 
to bear out the fact that the Germans planned to occupy Gander during WWII. 
 
During the summer of 1944, aircraft operating from the base in Gander were experiencing Radar 
"jamming." There are several ways to interfere with radar reception. Radar consists of a transmitter 
sending radio pulses and receiving echoes of that same pulse. If a transmission is made on the same 
frequency as a particular radar frequency, and that signal reaches the radar receiver, the receiving signal 
will be distorted. That is what is referred to as radar jamming. The radar scope is cluttered with 
"garbage" targets rendering it useless. 
 
If the Germans could render the radars on the aircraft useless, they would have far more freedom to 
operate submarines, or ships on the west side of the North Atlantic. The main purpose of 10 BR 
Squadron stationed at Gander was to hunt for submarines that were having such a devastating effect on 
the allied ships supplying Europe. Their other prime mandate was to protect the convoys of ships 
proceeding from this side of the Atlantic to Great Britain. 
 
Radar was essential to Squadrons operating from Gander in 1944 in their search-and-destroy missions. 
For several weeks pilots were reporting radar interference when in the vicinity of Fogo Island. The 
situation was considered so serious that the Base Commander at Gander thought the Germans were 
preparing an invasion of the huge airport. In retrospect, it may seem preposterous; however, it was a 
very real possibility. Intelligence sources knew that the Gander Base was a thorn in Hitler's side, and the 
Germans had discussed the possibility of taking it out of commission ς or indeed capturing the Island of 
Newfoundland in order to have a staging place for the invasion of Canada and the United States. 
 
Several Canadian regiments had been stationed in Gander to protect against such a possible invasion. 
The radar interference was considered so serious that the Base was put on full alert. The Base 
Commander sent an officer and a hundred soldiers to station themselves near the railway in Benton, and 
an officer and another hundred soldiers to Glenwood. They had orders to stop and search the trains. The 
Base Commander thought it likely that if the Germans came ashore from ships and submarines, they 
would head for the closest railway track, take over the train and head for Gander. Hundreds of soldiers 
were stationed at strategic locations around the airport, including a heavily armed contingent at the 
railway station. 
 
In the meantime, several aircraft were sent to search out the origin of the transmitter that was jamming 
the radars in the aircraft. Some suspected that the Germans had landed a crew on a remote site in the 
vicinity of Fogo Island, while others thought that a submarine was the culprit. The latter theory was 
probably correct because no evidence was found on or near Fogo Island. 
 
In any case, it was that period of time during the war that the Germans started to take big losses and 
Berlin and other great cities in Germany were being bombed day and night. The German High Command 
had to place their priorities closer to home, and the threat to the great Gander Base was diminished. 
 
After a few days, the base commander cancelled the Full Alert and the base returned to normal 
operations until the end of the war. 
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Invasion via Gambo 

During the war, there were many concerns about an attack on the great Gander Airport. It is probably 
safe to say, however, that not many thought that the attack would come from Gambo. Many readers, 
especially from Gambo, will probably find this column intriguing. I copied the following three letters 
from the National Archives in Ottawa. Note that Gander Airport is referred to only as Airport. (Recce 
means reconnaissance.) The letters are copied exactly as they were written. 
 
S E C R E T  MILITARY SERVICE   NFS 3 - 4- 1 

 Appendix 22  

                   Headquarters Force "W"  

 St. John's, Nfld.  

                      20 Jan. 1941  

G.O.C. in C.         

Atlantic Command        

Halifax, Nova Scotia       

Defence of Newfoundland  

AIRPORT via GAMBO  

Ref. Admiralty chart no. 293  

1.  The possibility of an attack on AIRPORT via LEWISPORTE and NOTRE DAME 

JUNCTION is recognized and will be met by the platoon to be situated at 

NOTRE DAME JUNCTION. 

2.  At GAMBO a point some 25 miles along the railway from GANDER is the head 

of FRESHWATER BAY.  

3.  I am advised by the Head of Marine Division of the Department of Ports and 

Works and by the Harbour Master, St. John's, who is also secretary to St.  

John's Harbour and Pilotage Division, that a 20,000 ton vessel could 

easily sail up FRESHWATER BAY all the way to GAMBO. The railway crosses 

Gambo Brook about 3/4 of a mile from its mouth at the head of the 

FRESHWATER BAY. 

4.  It would be quite easy for an  enemy ship to put ashore a considerable 

force in a position to sever the railway at GAMBO, seize the train at that 

point and move on AIRPORT with little or no warning. (i.e. by seizing and 

using the ordinary passenger train which arrives at AIRPORT in the  hour of 

darkness.)  

5.  The threat would only exist, practically speaking, from about 10 May to 

1st December.  

6.  Subsequent to 10 May, 1941, I will consider the flank in the protection of 

AIRPORT, will be vulnerable as a comparatively small force arriving i n the 

manner suggested above could surprise a garrison, seize AIRPORT in 

anticipation of landing from the air.  

7.  A platoon properly disposed at or near GAMBO would at least be able to get 

warning to AIRPORT in time to nullify surprise.  

8.  I am arranging t o have a recce made of the situation at Gambo, with a view 

of deciding what disposition would be required as regards personnel and 

weapons, and also regards possibility of accommodating a small force under 

canvas or hutments.  

9.  I will advise you later on the results of the recce and let you know, at 

that time, my definite recommendations.  
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 P. EARNSHAW 

 Brigadier  

 Commanding Force "W"  

 
After I copied the information, I told a few people from Gambo about the contents of the letters and 
they (Mayor Peter Lush included) agreed that a ship of 20,000 tons could have proceeded up 
Freshwater Bay to within a relatively short distance of the railroad. The second letter follows: 

 

S E C R E T MILITIA SERVICE   NFS 3 - 4- 1 

 Headquarters Force "W"  

 St. John's, Nfld.  

 20 Ja n. 1941  

Officer Commanding  

Royal Rifles of Canada  

AIRPORT 

Newfoundland  

Defence of AIRPORT  

GAMBO 

See Admiralty chart no. 293  

1.  Concerning your remarks about the possibility of attacking AIRPORT 

by means of landing troops at GAMBO and cutting railway at that 

point.  

2.  I have attached information on the approaches of GAMBO from the 

seas, and find that a 20,000 to ship can easily sail right up 

FRESHWATER BAY. 

3.  Please arrange to make a recce within the next week of the vicinity 

of GAMBO and give me a detai led report, including you 

recommendations, for the defence of AIRPORT, against an advance 

against it from the vicinity of GAMBO.  

(a)  In making the recce, I want you to consider an enemy making a 

landing at or near GAMBO, seizing by surprise the railway, 

when a train is there and using it to move on AIRPORT during 

darkness.  

(b)  If you r  recommendations involve a detachment to be placed near 

GAMBO, include a statement of strength, weapons, wire, inter -

communications, accommodations, etc. etc. and the periods o f 

the year it should be stationed there.  

(c)  A sketch map of the area of GAMBO with as much information on 

it of dispositions, etc. is necessary owing to the lack of 

maps.  

 P. EARNSHAW 

 Brigadier  

 Commanding Force "W"  
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Ten days later the following reply was sent: 
 
S E C R E T WFS 2- 7- 11- 1   

 Headquarters Force "W"  

 St. John's, Nfld.  

 30 Jan. 1941  

G.O.C. in C.  

Atlantic Command  

Halifax, Nova Scotia  

Defence of Newfoundland  

AIRPORT via GAMBO  

Ref. Admiralty chart no. 293  

Map of Nfld. 1933 1:633600  

 

1.  With further reference to WFS 3 - 4- 1, dated 20 Jan 41, concerning the 

question of the defence of AIRPORT against a possible attack from the 

EAST. 

2.  I have had further information obtained which confirms the fact that a 

large ship could -  during open water seaso n -  move up FRESHWATER BAY on 

GAMBO. 

3.  In order to make a reasonable attempt to prevent or seriously interfere 

with a landing in this area, C.D. equipment and probably a company of 

infantry would be necessary. However, I do not consider the threat from 

th at area sufficiently serious to recommend tying up that force and 

equipment.  

4.  I am informed that there is another avenue of approach during open 

navigation seasons, and that is via INDIAN BAY (some miles north of 

FRESHWATER BAY), thence via road and wate r route to BENTON on the railway. 

This route is used by the BOWATER COMPANY with tractors and barges.  

5.  I recommend, that in order to prevent complete surprise in a move on 

AIRPORT from the EAST, a detachment of a section be placed at GAMBO. This 

detachme nt to be equipped with wireless working direct to AIRPORT. Their 

duty would be to examine every train moving WEST and also with the help of 

local inhabitants to endeavour to obtain warning of approach from seaward. 

Reporting calls by wireless to be made sa y every 3 or 4 hours or oftener 

in case of alarm.  

6.  Unless instructed to the contrary, I propose to place a small detachment 

at GAMBO prior to the opening of navigation, provided that the necessary 

wireless equipment is provided by then. May steps be take n to provide the 

wireless equipment. The question of building detachment accommodations or 

rental to be checked at once.  

7.  I propose to take no action regarding INDIAN BAY - BENTON route unless you 

instruct me. If action is to be taken a similar detachment to the one 

proposed for GAMBO should meet the case. To be located at INDIAN BAY, 

during the season of navigation.  

 P. EARNSHAW 

 Brigadier  

 Commanding Force "W"  
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More Proof of Germany's Concern about Gander  

On February 14, 1995, there was an account of some comments made by a former member of the 
Canadian Army who served in Gander during the war. Retired Justice Kenneth Mackay of the Quebec 
Superior Court visited Gander in May 1994.  During his visit, he searched for a cemetery where some of 
his friends had been interred. 
 
I have referred to on a couple of occasions the desire of the Germans to take over or destroy Gander 
during WWII. The British authorities took it serious enough to order the destruction of Gander and 
Botwood because the Germans were planning to use it as a staging point for invasion of Canada and the 
United States. They eventually changed the plan to destroy the two bases so that they could use Gander 
as a base from which to ferry bomber and fighter aircraft. (September 7, 1994.) There can be little doubt 
that the Germans planted spies here during the war. (November 9, 1994, and January 3, 1995.) 
 
Some people have difficulty in believing the stories about the German plans and the bit about spies, but 
Justice Mackay has an interesting story concerning this that adds more intrigue: 
 

"Incidentally, radio ς that is, short wave ς reception in Gander was exceptional. I remember 
listening to the sinking of the Bismarck and both English and German reports came in clearly. I 
also remember listening one night to a shortwave broadcast by 'Lord Haw Haw' in Germany. He 
advised the Newfoundland government not to proceed with the contemplated construction of a 
road from St. John's to Gander ς for the German troops would soon be landing, and it would only 
make their march easier." 

 
(Lord Haw Haw was William Joyce who became infamous for his Nazi propaganda broadcasts. Joyce was 
captured by the Allies on May 29, 1945.) 
 
In addition to some very interesting information about war-time Gander, Justice Mackay loaned me 
some fascinating pictures which I have had reproduced. One of the pictures is of him poised behind an 
anti-aircraft gun. His comments of the picture were: "This one of myself manning a Lewis M.G. (gun) has 
always amused me. In the unlikely event of a German raid on Gander, they (the guns) would have had all 
the effect of a fire cracker." 
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German Bomber Overhead  

The sky over Gander was black the night of December 20, 1941. No moon, not a star in sight. The guards 
on night duty struggled to keep themselves awake. The huge Gander Airport was quiet. The first aircraft 
scheduled to land would be just after daybreak. 
 
The sound of a telephone at the American guard house that had been quiet for hours jolted everyone to 
an upright position. Who would be calling at this hour? Had one of the sentries stopped a spy? The 
sergeant that answered the telephone was heard to yell, "What?! ς where?" Everyone jumped up 
waiting for the sergeant to get off the telephone and explain. 
 
"It's a German bomber overhead ς douse the lights!" The guards grabbed their automatic rifles, made a 
mad dash for the light switches and then raced out the door. A couple of them jumped aboard a jeep 
and raced for any building where they could see a light. 

 
Capt. Elbert Stallard, who was chief of Dental Services at Dow Field when he told the story, said: 
 

 "We couldn't find some of the light switches so we had to shoot out the lights. It was just like the 
roaring days of the Wild West, only we were up north in Gander Lake, Newfoundland. Once the 
lights were out we headed for the ditches, and laid in them most of the night, waiting for the 
bombs to drop. Ironically ς there were no bombs. The RCAF had sent up a weather balloon, and 
some observer down the line spotted it and given the alarm that the Germans were coming." 

 
The weather balloon had a small light attached in order for the weather technician to be able to see it in 
the darkness. The upper winds on that particular evening caused the balloon to ascend slowly in a gentle 
circle instead of the customary fast drifting off in one direction. The "aircraft" was estimated to be at 
10,000 feet. It was later determined that several radio transmissions had been directed at the balloon 
demanding its identification. After several failed attempts to contact the unidentified "aircraft," a state 
of emergency was declared. The black-out lasted for four hours. 
 
There have been several incidents since that involving lighted weather balloons. Several times air traffic 
controllers in the Tower have tried to get the balloons to identify themselves. Some controllers believe 
that their meteorological buddies have intentionally released a few extra balloons just to liven up a dull 
night.  
 
As a matter of fact, I answered the Tower telephone one night and seemed to recognize a certain Met 
voice when no aircraft were scheduled. It asked if tower had spotted the aircraft out to the east. It took 
almost a month and a mile of water hose to get even. Early one morning when all was in position, two 
intrepid tower controllers turned on the water hoses and showered the weather office windows. The 
forecaster almost fainted because there were no clouds ς and the weather observer was drenched by 
two well-aimed hoses when he came out to check the "rain." 
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Gander's Carrier Pigeons  

The history of the Gander airport contains stories about pigs to supply meat for a huge military 
contingent (pigs raised by the Barrellman ς the late Premier Joey Smallwood), husky dog teams used for 
winter rescue, and pigeons. Pigeons? 
 
The common pigeon has been used for thousands of years for carrying messages; it carried news of the 
Olympian Games in ancient Greece. Pigeons have been known to fly distances equal to the width of the 
North Atlantic, but it is safe to say that it has not been a thriving industry in this province. The fact that 
there have been any at all will surprise a lot of readers.  
 
History has lots of tales about the pigeon delivering vital messages in time of peace and war. It was war 
that caused the RCAF Station in Gander to enlist a "squadron" of carrier homing pigeons in 1943. The 
aim was to train the birds to carry messages from the military base to locations where telephone lines 
did not exist and where radio transmissions weren't possible or desirable. 
 
To add authenticity to this story, I have included the following excerpts from the RCAF Station Diary 
exactly as they were entered. 
 
The RCAF Station Diary of December 1, 1943, noted:  

The number of pigeons on strength is now 91, including stock birds.  
 
The Diary of December 31, 1943, told of bird losses:  

PIGEON LOFT ς The present strength is 51 birds ς a loss of 40 during the month. This has been 
largely due to the fact that most of the birds are in the training stage, during which the most 
serious losses occur. 15 pigeons have been successful in 70-mile flights. It is anticipated that 
breeding stock will have to be kept at this Unit to increase our stock when better weather 
comes. 

 
On January 31, 1944, the following note was made:  

PIGEON LOFT. Although pigeon flights are not normally carried on during the winter months, 
A.F.H.Q. has requested these flights to be made on an experimental basis this winter. The total 
strength at Jan. 31st was 44 birds, with a loss of 7 during the month. No long distance flights 
were made but 6 aircraft tosses were made at a distance of 25 miles. 

 
Another diary entry on February 29, 1944, reflected the harsh winter:  

PIGEON LOFT. Due to the adverse weather conditions no training has been carried out during 
the winter months. Most of the emphasis has been placed on breeding new stock in order that 
the youngsters will be old enough to train about the month of May. The total number of adult 
birds is 92 ς having received a shipment during the month ς plus 15 youngsters. 
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"Don't Forget the Pigeons!"  

The column of May 22, 1996, was called Gander's Carrier Pigeons and speculated on the use of the birds. 
 
An RAF veteran called me after he read the column and told how some of the pigeons were used during 
the war. He suspects that the Gander birds were used in much the same way as they were used in the 
United Kingdom. 

 
Prior to his first operational sortie on Coastal Command, our friend was unaware of the fact that pigeons 
were used at all; so you can imagine his surprise when he was told as he was getting ready for the flight, 
"Don't forget the pigeons!"  
 

"Pigeons? What pigeons?" he asked. 
 
He soon found out. Two pigeons were taken along on each flight. He laughed as he said, "One was a 
younger bird ς a trainee." 
 
The idea was that if the aircraft got into trouble, was unable to contact base by radio and could not 
make it back, the crew would tie a message on each of the pigeons and release them. The message 
would contain their last position, and rescue could depend on the ability of the birds to find their way 
home. 
 
Coastal Command in the RAF and the RCAF in Gander consisted of long (12 hours) patrols usually taken 
up by looking for German submarines. 
 
Our friend, who shall remain nameless at his request, devised an ingenious method to combat boredom. 
Needless to say one cannot find his method in RAF manuals. One day, over a beer, he told the pilot that 
during the next flight he thought they should have a pigeon race. 
 
This is the way it worked: The pigeons after being taken from their cage would be held by the tail gunner 
who would wait for the release signal. Our friend would then get some raisins from the emergency 
rations and lay them out in two lines along the floor of the Whitley bomber. Bets were made and the 
pigeon who got to the end of the line was the winner and the lucky airman who had his bet on the 
winner would get a free beer on landing, compliments of the loser. 
 
Now, knowing this character as I do, I was not surprised at the next revelation. He used to lay one line of 
raisins 12 inches apart and space the other raisins a lesser distance, approximately 10 inches. He knew 
that the pigeon eating the raisins in the 12 inch row would get to the end of the line first. The pilot is 
probably still wondering how our friend won the bets most of the time. He said, "I got to be a bloody 
expert at it!"  Our friend, who was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC), got to be an expert at a 
few other, more serious, things as well! 
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Spies at Gambo and Hare Bay? 

A previous chapter dealt with the concern that the great Gander Base would be invaded during the war 
and how it was considered that a raid may come via Gambo. 
 
The regional military headquarters in Halifax agreed with the commander of the Canadian forces in 
Newfoundland that a German ship could proceed up Freshwater Bay, seize the train at Gambo, and 
make it to Gander. 
 
All of this seems far-fetched today, but it was serious stuff during the war. The commander of the RCAF 
at Gander made many references in his daily diary concerning sabotage, spies, and the many ways in 
which preparations were made to thwart any attempt to "do a job" on the base. 
 
After the publication of the Gambo story, I received a call from Mr. Theophilus Collins and his wife Sarah 
of Hare Bay. They told me that there was a spy in Hare Bay during the war. They said he was of German 
descent and that he used to come to Gander every Saturday to take pictures of the base. He departed 
Hare Bay and Mr. & Mrs. Collins remembers a report stating that he was caught in Port Aux Basques 
with a suitcase full of pictures. I have omitted the name of the person and his profession because I 
would like more information concerning the story. 
 
The following excerpt from the RCAF Station Diary seems amusing now but gives one an idea of the 
intense war-time security measures and the concern of enemy interference. 
 
October 17, 1944  

A report was received today from Newfoundland Base Command that two men in dark clothes 
had been hiding in the bush on the outskirts of Middle Brook on Freshwater Bay, S.E. of 
Gander. F/L T.A. Aiers, the Station DAPM sent two RCAF Service Police accompanied by three 
Army personnel to Gambo to contact the Newfoundland Rangers. After a three day search of 
the area the two strangers were located and identified as two natives of Dark Cove, 
Newfoundland. Further, they were employed as loggers by Gambo contractor named 
Goodyear. At the time they fell under suspicion they were cutting a trail into the bush. The 
clothing worn by these two men were not uniforms as first suspected. However, the 
equipment they carried slung over their shoulders made them look as if they were uniformed 
when seen from a distance. 
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War-Time Security at Gander 

In some previous chapters there have been stories related to the security of Gander Airport during the 
war. I recently obtained documentation concerning the activities of the United States military here from 
the time they arrived until the end of the war. 
 
The following are excerpts from the documents which deal with the security of the base: 
 
άThe first U.S troops, the 21st Reconnaissance Squadron, arrived March 9, 1941, commanded by 
Major J.B. Crabb and established the U.S. Army Air Base at Gander under the Newfoundland 
Base Command. They messed jointly with the RCAF during the spring and summer of 1941. In 
the seven months between the establishment of the U.S. Gander military base and the bombing 
of Pearl Harbour, the strength of the base grew from the original 101 enlisted men and 5 officers 
to 627 enlisted men and 57 officers. 
 
So that the troops would be ready to meet possible enemy grounds or air attacks, base defence 
plans were tested with each unit forming its assigned battle duty. Rifle platoons and machine 
gun squads were organized and given practice and training in the use of their weapons. Black-
out procedures were carefully planned and trial air-raid alerts were practised. 
 
Guard duty in the U.S. area was carried out on a 24-hour basis, and soon after the arrival of the 
first units, a permanent military police detachment of one officer and 21 enlisted men was 
organized and additional personnel added as the strength of the base grew. 

 
The infantry regiment is equipped with the usual infantry weapons, plus Bren guns and carriers 
and .50 calibre aircraft machine guns, and is entrusted with the ground defence of the airport. 

 
The atmosphere of the entire base is very grim, apart from the natural grimness of the country 
itself. One side of the runways, where the Canadian troops are based, very definitely is at war. 
Pill boxes, armed with machine guns manned day and night by steel-helmeted soldiers in battle 
dress, command every runway. The runways themselves are barricaded by barbed wire 
entanglements, obviously to prevent air-borne troops from leaving the landing strips and taking 
the base. 

 
Sand-bagged pits, each containing a .50 calibre antiaircraft machine gun, are clustered at several 
points on the base itself and, others are scattered out in the bush beyond the confines of the 
airport proper. Sentries with rifles to which bayonets are fixed guard all the buildings on the 
Canadian side of the field, and other armed men are spaced at regular intervals along the hangar 
line where the Digbys are parked. 

 
Aside from duties dealing with reconnaissance and patrol missions the major task of intelligence 
was that of keeping a constant vigilance for subversive activity. With 2600 civilians employed on 
construction work by July, and more during the peak of the construction program, the 
intelligence officers were alert to the possibility of secret enemy agents among the workers. 
Most of the men were employed by the Atlas Construction Company Ltd., which made only a 
superficial investigation before hiring men. As a means of combating possible sabotage and 
espionage, a counter-subversive organization was established in August 1941. 
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One of the first suspicious characters investigated was Gerald Benoit, a disgruntled labourer who 
had been discharged by the Atlas Construction Ltd. Benoit, on several occasions, made 
derogatory remarks about the military forces at Gander, and said that there were enough armed 
spies on the island to "take Newfoundland by spring." Investigation revealed that Benoit was 
anti-social and mentally deficient but not dangerous. 
 
RCAF and U.S. intelligence officers co-operated and exchanged intelligence reports. Little 
evidence of enemy activity was found during the period. The only reported cases of possible 
saboteurs of aircraft during the early period was the presence of metal particles in the super-
charger turbine wheels of two B-17s. Investigation did not establish whether careless 
maintenance or sabotage was to blame." 

 
Despite the lack of definite evidence that there was a belief that saboteurs were on the base, and steps 
were taken to limit the use of hangar areas to personnel engaged in aircraft operations or maintenance. 
 
In order to safeguard military information in the event that the aircraft should fall into enemy hands, all 
air-crew members were required to remove distinctive insignia from their clothing and planes, only 
charts and other necessary papers were carried during flight, and no deficiencies of the aircraft were 
entered on the pilot's flight record until the plane had returned safely to the field. 
 
Another security problem which became more serious as air traffic increased was the attempt of soldiers 
to smuggle uncensored letters into the States by turning them over to transient crew members to mail 
in the States. The first instance of this kind apprehended was an unsigned letter in which the writer 
stated, a major "would mail when he arrived in the United States by plane." The writer's plan went 
astray; the letter was mailed on the base, and the censor discovered the writer's original intention. 
Although censorship evasion was not prevalent, similar instances occurred from time to time. 
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Clare Annis  

During the summer of 1943, Gander RCAF Station had a "cleaning bee." Airmen were busy scrubbing, 
cleaning, waxing and polishing everything in sight. One fellow, who was on his knees swinging his brush, 
moved over a little as another chap, also clothed in coveralls, knelt by him to help clean the area. He 
glanced at his new helper and muttered a few expletives about the dirty job. The "new" guy avoided 
looking directly at the complainer but said, "You take a break ς get a cup of coffee. I'll carry on here." 
The complainer said "Thanks" and off he went for his coffee. While he was drinking his coffee, one of the 
other coffee-drinkers said, "The old man let you off for a few minutes, eh?" It took a lot of convincing 
before the complainer realized it was the Commanding Officer of the Station who had relieved him for 
coffee. 
 
The Commanding Officer's name was Group Captain C.L. Annis. He was one of the most respected men 
ever to be stationed at Gander. 
 
Clare Annis was born in Highland Creek, Ontario, on January 22, 1912. He graduated from the University 
of Toronto in 1936 with a degree in engineering, specializing in thermo-dynamics and refrigeration. On 
graduation he turned down a job in the industry because he wanted to fly with the RCAF. 
 
The August-September 1943 issue of ά¢he Gander" (RCAF Gander magazine) notes that in June 1937 
Annis flew with the first RCAF Squadron to make a cross-country trip in formation; in June 1940 he made 
the first landing of a Canadian military aircraft on Gander.  On October 25, 1941, while stationed at 
Gander, he was the pilot of the first aircraft to make an attack on enemy U-Boats in North American 
waters.  
 
His service in Gander was as a Squadron Leader (1941), Wing Commander (1943) and Group Captain 
(1943/44). In 1943 he was made an Officer of the British Empire (OBE).  Later when he was asked why he 
had received the honour, he laughingly said, "For singing." He then went on to explain that it was the 
men and women under his command who deserved the honour and that he had only received it on their 
behalf. He was later promoted to Air Marshall. 
 
An interesting entry in the RCAF log is as follows: 

Nov. 1, 1941  

Under direction of S/L Annis, Command Armament Officer, F/L Walton, Station Armaments 
Officer conducted an experiment with Mk.LL 250-lb. depth charges. An aircraft was fitted with 
one today and flown at a height of 70 feet over Gander Lake, the mechanism set to detonate at 
100 ft. below surface, and observers on shore timed the explosion as being 12 seconds after 
release. It was considered possible to arm a Digby aircraft with 10 depth charges instead of four 
600 lb. bombs and give greater damaging power. 

 
Another interesting RCAF log entry concerns radio station VORG. It is a memo to the chairman of the 
Gander Broadcasting System from G/C G.L. Annis, dated February 8, 1944. 

"The main control room shall remain in the basement of the C.O.'s residence; it shall be known as 
the radio outlet for the Gander Broadcasting System; the transmitter for VORG will be located in the 
RCAF transmitter area and will be remotely controlled from the main control room in the G.B.S. 
(Gander Broadcasting System)" 
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Wedding Bells  

The following is an excerpt from the Gander RCAF Diary: 
 

Nov. 23, 1941:  First wedding. Nursing Sister Jean Owens of the hospital staff and P.O. Maltby (10BR) 
Squadron were married by F/L Dunlop, the protestant padre. 

 
In a later entry it was noted that P.O. Maltby was promoted to F/O December 16, 1941. 
 
Civilian weddings did not occur until after the war. 
 
In the December 31, 1996, trivia section of the Gander Beacon, I had reported that Elizabeth Hiscock of 
Wareham and Harold Hippern of Heart's Delight were celebrating their 50th wedding anniversary and 
that they were married on Gander December 30, 1946. The Hipperns, who reside in Bedford, Nova 
Scotia, advised the Town by letter that they were the first civilians married in Gander. I was very quickly 
corrected by readers that the Hipperns were not the first. 
 
Patrick Walsh, originally from St. John's, and Effie Champion (Botwood) were married by the RCAF RC 
chaplain Lt. Karmer on April 7, 1946. I now have them listed as the first civilians to be married in Gander. 
 
Eric Wicks and Marie MacDonald were the first civilians to be married by the late Fr. J. P. McCarthy. The 
wedding took place on July 20, 1946, in the Chapel that was shared with the Anglican and United 
Churches.  Eric was born in Poole's Island (1921).  His father who was a businessman moved to 
Valleyfield and then to Gambo (Marie's home-town) where he owned a hotel. Marie was one of the first 
two girls hired by the Americans to work in the U.S. hospital. 
 
There aren't very many people who can say they had a celebrity provide free entertainment at their 
wedding reception. Hank Snow just happened to be in Gander when Eric and Marie were married and 
heard about the reception to be held at Deadman's Pond Log Cabin. He volunteered his services and 
provided an unforgettable evening of entertainment for the happy couple.  
 
Des Griffin, who was the best man, still can't figure out how Eric swung that deal!  
 
Mike Delaney and his late wife, Hazel Penney of Seldom-Come-By, were married on August 9, 1946. 
Mike, who grew up in Northern Bay, lived in the family home on Fitzmaurice Road. They were the first 
couple married in Gander by the late Father J.P. McCarthy in the R.C. chapel on the Army Side. 
 
In summary: 
 
Nov. 23, 1941 Maltby/Owens: The first wedding in Gander. 
April 7, 1946 Walsh/Champion:  The first civilian wedding. 
July 20, 1946 Wicks/MacDonald: The first R.C. civilian wedding performed by Fr. J.P. McCarthy. 
August 9, 1946 Delaney/Penney: The first R.C. civilian wedding performed by Fr. J. P. McCarthy in the 
chapel on the Army Side. 
Dec. 30, 1946 Hippern/Hiscock: The first civilian protestant wedding. 
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A Spectacular Crash 

Many aircraft have crashed at Gander and a good many of these were war-time occurrences. One of the 
most spectacular crashes was that of a Liberator that crashed smack in the middle of the airport's 
residential area. The amazing thing about it is that no one was killed. 
 
Despite the fact that it crashed in the middle of a residential area, it struck only empty buildings or 
buildings used for storage. 
 
The following is from a microfilm tape which contains formerly classified military documents: 
 

On 20 Feb, 1945 B-24M 44-50427 crashed immediately after take-off from Runway 36 at 0500 
GMT at Gander, Newfoundland. The aircraft took off with a gross weight of 61,744 lbs in the 
early morning hours. 
 
The crew of B-24 was completely baffled as to the cause of the crash. They stated that during 
preparations for take-off in the early morning that they had removed the wing covers and that 
a slight film of frost formed on the wings and that they had removed this with brooms. They 
said further that perhaps while they were in the aircraft waiting to take off the frost might 
have formed again, and that this might have been the reason for the crash, other than that 
they had no idea what had happened. 
 
After striking one house and demolishing another, B-24M 44-50427 hit the ground, slewed 
around in a culvert and finally came to rest. 
 
After the first contact with the wire by the railroad the B-24M continued to hit things and the 
pilot was much too busy keeping the wings level to pay attention to anything else. The co-pilot 
covered his head and ducked and the engineer said, "The plane continued to hit things and 
came to rest, and I climbed out."  
 
The crew quickly piled out of the aircraft once it was on the ground. Amazingly the plane did 
not explode and burn upon impact and highly unusual was the fact that only the bombardier 
was seriously injured. 
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Beat 'Em Up Bobby 

It was called a Court of Inquiry. The central figure was a fellow I'll call Bobby. Both the Canadians and 
Americans operated from Gander during the war and there were numerous crashes, but I think this 
story takes the cake! 

The following is a summary of the contents of Bobby's files that were the subject of the Court of Inquiry. 

No. 1 During the latter part of September 1941, five Digby captains got into a Digby together to 
take turns in routine practice of take-offs and landings. Bobby's turn was first. It was only 
when he was well along the first take-off run that Bobby realized that he had forgotten to 
order the external control locks removed. (The locks were placed on the aircraft while it was 
not in use in order to immobilize the elevator and rudder and prevented the rudder and 
elevator from flopping around in high winds while it was parked.) Despite everything he 
could do, the aircraft ran off the end of the runway into a five-foot drainage ditch, causing 
the pistons and cylinders which actuated the landing gear to be driven backwards through 
the web of the main wing spar on both sides. The aircraft was written off. No injuries. 

No. 2 Ten days later, Bobby's name appeared on the roster to captain a convoy-escort mission. 
Take-off time was for just after daybreak. There was no way he was going to forget the 
control locks this time. Off they came! The aircraft had been parked outside all night and a 
coat of frost had formed on the wings. Bobby had never been told, or had forgotten to 
remember, the dastardly way hoarfrost could affect lift. He took off without having the frost 
cleaned off. Somehow he got the heavily-loaded Digby about 75 feet into the air. But it 
began to settle inexorably down to the tops of the intensely thick mat of 30-foot-high fir 
trees. It came to rest about 200 yards beyond the west of the runway sitting as pretty as you 
please about ten feet above the ground. The only damage the crew received was scratches 
while climbing down the trees. The aircraft, unfortunately, did not fare as well. The pistons 
and cylinders of the undercarriage were driven backwards through the webs of the main 
wing spar, (sound familiar?) and ς you guessed it ς another write-off. 

No. 3 The squadron was flying long hours, and there were not enough pilots. So, a few days later 
Bobby's name was on the sheet for another operational flight. This time, he not only made 
sure the control locks were taken off, he also ensured there was no frost on the aircraft! He 
took off without incident towards the west, passing over his most recent crash as he went. It 
was still suspended in the trees while a road was being cut through the woods to get it back 
out to salvage any usable parts. He was gone about twelve hours or so, and while he was 
gone the weather changed. A front went through; it started to rain and, as usual when a 
front passes, the wind changed. When Bobby returned, however, he failed to notice that the 
wind had changed despite the fact that it had begun raining. He decided to land on the same 
runway from which he had departed. Now, what Bobby didn't realize was that he was going 
to land downwind. (I'm not making this up!) Therefore, he landed downwind in the same 
direction he had taken off, and the wet surface combined with a higher touch-down speed 
meant that he couldn't stop the aircraft before he met the end of the runway. He skidded 
into the drainage ditch across the end of the runway with the inevitable result of his third 
write-off.  
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Now, if Bobby had been a German, he couldn't have brought more havoc to his squadron. I'm still 
looking through files to find out what they did with him ς probably sent him to prisoner-of-war camp!  
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Donald Clifford Tyndall Bennett C.B. C.B.E. D.S.O. 

It is questionable whether enough thought was put behind the naming of some Gander streets. It is too 
bad that all of the streets don't fit in the same category as Bennett Drive. It was one of the best names 
that could have been selected. 

Bennett's connection with Gander came with the challenge of getting bombers to Britain by flying them 
across the Atlantic. In 1967, Gander acquired an aircraft now envied by aviation museums all over the 
world. The aircraft, a Lockheed Hudson Bomber, now the property of the North Atlantic Aviation 
Museum, Gander, has the same paint scheme as the first one delivered overseas by Bennett.  Bennett 
was the pilot, navigator and leader of a flight of seven. 

Bennett was an Australian who, like his fellow countryman Harry Hawker, immigrated to England. He 
had joined the Australian Air Force in 1930; however, after completing his initial flying training, he left 
for Britain on transfer to the RAF. His first posting was No. 29 (Fighter) Squadron flying the Armstrong 
Whitworth Siskin. His next assignment was to No. 210 flying boat squadron whose Commanding Officer 
was Squadron Leader A.T. Harris (later wartime Commander of Bomber Command). 

He was said to have a phenomenal memory ς a factor which helped make 
him a whiz at navigation.  He became a lecturer at the Navigation School at 
Calshot and later an instructor at the Flying Boat Training School. He 
seemed to have an insatiable appetite for anything connected with flying 
because he also studied radio and engines becoming a qualified radio 
operator as well as a ground engineer. In 1935 he left the RAF and the 
following year joined Imperial Airways, becoming captain of Short Calcutta, 
Kent and Empire flying boats on the Brindisi to Alexandria leg of the air 
route to India. 

Don Bennett was hired by the major British airline, Imperial Airways, and 
was soon doing double duty on week-ends as a flying instructor for the 
airline ς voluntarily ς without pay. 

Capt. Bennett became interested in transatlantic flight and was selected by Imperial Airways to fly the 
'Mercury,' a small seaplane, launched from atop a large airborne flying boat 'Maia,' flown by Capt. A.S. 
Wilcockson. This was one of the experiments designed to increase the range and payload of aircraft. 
According to the Guinness Book of Aircraft Records Facts and Feats, Bennett holds the record for 
distance in a straight line for seaplanes. It was established by Bennett and First Officer I. Harvey in the 
Short-Mayo Mercury during 6-8 October 1938 at 5997.5 miles (9652 km). The flight which began in 
Dundee, Scotland, ended at the Orange River, South Africa. It also lists another record for Bennett: the 
first commercial ς piggy-back flight across the Atlantic. 

He re-joined the RAF in mid-1941 and was given command of No. 77 Squadron, which flew AW Whitleys 
in Bomber command. In 1942 he was given command of No. 10 Squadron equipped with the Handley 
Page Halifax. 

Lord Beaverbrook, Canadian-born press magnate William Maxwell Aitken, Churchill's minister of aircraft 
production, was front and centre during the time when the British desperately needed bombers during 
World War II. 

Figure 23:  Donald Bennett  
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The idea of getting planes across the Atlantic by flying them across was NOT a popular idea. Bennett 
wrote in his memoirs that Air Marshall Sir Frederick Bowhill, when he was in charge of Coastal 
Command, had been emphatically denouncing the idea of the creation of the Atlantic Ferry 
Organization. He maintained that it would be absolute suicide to fly aircraft across the Atlantic from the 
American continent in winter. The Air Ministry and the RAF consistently fought against the creation of 
the Atlantic Ferry. Bennett wrote, "It was the Beaver and the Ministry of Aircraft Production who 
established it." 

Beaverbrook knew of Bennett, now one of BOAC's foremost captains, and called him to his office. "Can 
you air-ferry planes from Canada to Britain?" asked Beaverbrook. Bennett didn't take long convincing 
Beaverbrook; then Beaver put him in charge of organizing the transportation of American and Canadian 
aircraft to Europe. (BOAC ς British Overseas Airways Corporation was formed from the former British 
Imperial Airways.) Bennett asked for three other BOAC captains, A.S. Wilcockson, R.H. Page and I.G. Ross 
to be sent to Canada to set up the aircrew training program while he headed for Lockheed's plant in the 
USA to supervise modifications to Hudson Bombers that would give them extra range. Bennett told 
Beaverbrook he needed pilots and suggested that he recruit them in Canada and the U.S. Beaverbrook 
asked Trans Canada Airlines to engage 100 civilian pilots from North America between the age of 20 and 
35, with not less than 350 hours of flying experience. 

Bennett set up the Atlantic Ferry Organization (ATFERO) headquarters at St. Hubert in Montreal with 
bases established at Gander and Aldergrove in Northern Ireland. 

The first group of Hudson aircraft were being prepared for the risky experiment. There were no extra 
navigators; therefore, Bennett decided that he would be the sole navigator in the lead aircraft and the 
other six aircraft would follow him. He also personally tested all of the pilots and radio operators ς he 
was determined to prove Air Marshall Sir Frederick Bowhill wrong and justify the Beaver's (Lord 
Beaverbrook) confidence in him. On November 10, 1940, the seven Hudsons departed Gander led by 
Captain D.C.T. Bennett, and they arrived safely the following day at Aldergrove in Northern Ireland after 
a flight of 10 hours, 17 minutes. Of the 878 gallons of fuel in Bennett's tanks at take-off time, 250 gallons 
remained. The six other Hudsons of the flight followed Bennett ς all landing safely in Ireland. 

That small fleet composed the first of thousands of military aircraft to pass through Gander during the 
war years. The Hudson which Bennett flew on that first mission was christened 'Spirit of Lockheed-Vega 
Employees.' The final formation (four Hudsons) to Aldergrove was led by Capt. Bennett, arriving on 
December 29 in T9465, "The Spirit of Lockheed and Vega." By then more navigators had been trained 
and single-ferry flights were made, and the destination was changed to Prestwick due to its better 
weather record and the proximity to the preferred transatlantic air routes. 

Bennett wasn't finished his heroics yet. The British, and everyone else it seemed, had an atrocious 
record of bomb accuracy, or at least they were not destroying very many targets. The solution was to 
have a good navigator lead the bombers to the target and then drop parachute flares on the target. 
Bennett's reputation as a top-notch navigator made him the prime candidate for the job, and he got the 
nod as the leader of the new RAF unit called the Pathfinder Force (PFF) based at East Anglia. The PFF was 
a group of skilled navigators flying stripped, unarmed machines which could race ahead of heavy 
bombers to pinpoint and mark target areas. Pathfinder became No. 8 Group in Bomber Command, and 
Bennett led the first bombing run on August 18, 1942, in a raid on a German submarine facility at 
Flensburg. 
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He was awarded the DSO after being shot down while leading a bombing attack on the German 
battleship Tirpitz in Aasfiord on the northernmost Norwegian fiords on the night of April 28 and 29, 
1944. His aircraft was shot down by anti-aircraft fire, but he managed to evade capture and reach 
neutral Sweden, returning to Britain a month after being shot down. The strike force made up of 
Barracuda bombers of the Fleet Arm (Royal navy) scored fourteen hits and put the huge ship out of 
action for three months. By war's end the Path Finder force had expanded to a strength of 20 squadrons, 
equipped with the highly effective four-engine Avro Lancaster and twin-engine DH Mosquito. The force 
had flown a total of more than 50,000 operational sorties and had marked over 3400 targets for the 
main force. 

Air Vice Marshall D.C.T. Bennett of the British Royal Air Force retired and entered politics for several 
years, but later he returned to civil aviation.  In 1948 he was involved with the Berlin airlift. Bennett died 
September 15, 1986, one day after his 76th birthday. 
 

 
Figure 24:  Hudson Bomber 

 
The Hudson Bomber, T9422, located at the North Atlantic aviation Museum, civil registration CF-CRJ, 
was obtained from Kenting Aviation of Oshawa, Ontario. Kenting had been using it for photographic 
purposes.  It arrived in Gander on May 14, 1967, flown by Captain Marsh B. Jones and co-pilot 
Hyderman. It was mounted on a pedestal near the end of Runway 09 as a memorial to Ferry crews. The 
Hudson Bomber was hoisted onto the pedestal by Ches Pittman operating the "Paul Bunyan."   
 
The Hudson Bomber was there for 23 years until it was removed from the pedestal July 1990.  It 
underwent extensive repairs and is now located at the North Atlantic Aviation Museum.  
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The inscription on the plaque: 
 
 ATLANTIC FERRY 
 PILOT MEMORIAL 
 AIR VICE-MARSHALL 
 D.C.T. BENNETT, C.B. C.B.E., D.S.O. 
 WAS THE CAPTAIN OF A LOCKHEED HUDSON BOMBER 
 WHICH DEPARTED GANDER 2233 GMT ON THE NIGHT 
 OF NOVEMBER THE TENTH, 1940, AND LANDED AT 
  ALDERGROVE IRELAND, 0845 GMT THE NEXT MORNING 
 
 THE AIRCRAFT HERE IS IDENTICAL TO THE ONE THAT 
 MADE THIS FLIGHT WHICH WAS THE FIRST SUCCESSFUL 
 TRANS ATLANTIC CROSSING FROM GANDER. 
 IT IS MOUNTED HERE ON THIS SITE IN COMMEMORATION 
 OF THAT EVENT AND THE MANY THOUSANDS OF MEN 
 AND AIRCRAFT WHO HAVE FOLLOWED SINCE THEN 
 
 BETTER BE NOT AT ALL THAN NOT BE NOBLE 
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Gander's Antiaircraft Gun Manual  

The defence of the Gander Air Base during the war was given a high priority and conducted in a top 
secret mode. One of the WDs (Women's Division of the RCAF) tells about a surprise inspection of her 
barracks one day when everything was "turned out." She lost her Brownie camera and some 
photographs and received a reprimand for having the camera and the pictures. 
 
Things were much more relaxed after the war was won ς to the point where some of the military 
personnel kept top-secret documents as souvenirs. Only two copies of the highly secret Antiaircraft Gun 
Manual existed on the base for the use of the Anti-Aircraft Battery.  One of those two copies has been 
presented to Mrs. Eileen Elms of Gander who says it will be donated to the North Atlantic Aviation 
Museum.  
 
The cover looks like this: 
 
 ANTIAIRCRAFT GUN MANUAL 
 
 RESTRICTED 
 
 SECRET  
 
 TM 9-2655 
 
 War department 
 
 Technical Manual 
 
 Instruction Guide Director, M4, January 26, 1942 
 
(The following was typed on a label which was attached to the cover of the manual.) 
 
 Gander 
 Instrument Workshop 
 for use of 
 O.M.E. (Instruments) 
 Armt. Artificers Inst. 
 Instrument Mechanics. AA 
 only 
 1st. Copy Issued 
 
The following was on the first page in the Manual: 
 

This document contains information affecting the national defence of the United States within 
the meaning of the Espionage Act, 50 U.S.C., 31 and 32. Its transmission or the revelation of its 
contents in any manner to an unauthorized person is prohibited by law. 
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The manual starts thus: 
 

ANTIAIRCRAFT FIRE CONTROL PROBLEM.  
 
a. The problem of antiaircraft defence is to destroy hostile aircraft or to force them to a higher 
altitudes, thus making their mission more difficult, or to cause them to turn back without 
accomplishing their objective. As a result of the high speeds of bombing planes, only a short 
interval of time is available for effective antiaircraft firing. This can be seen clearly by a study of 
figure 1, which serves to illustrate the time limitation for various ammunitions. Figure 1 is based 
on a target speed of 250 m.p.h.., and any higher speed will further decrease the time permitted 
for effective firing. 
 
b. The necessity for an automatic system of fire control by which the firing date is mechanically 
computed and transmitted instantaneously to the guns is apparent from an analysis of the 
antiaircraft problem. Antiaircraft is capable of movement in any direction in space and at various 
speeds. The vital area of the target is quite small, which imposes a requirement for great 
accuracy. An antiaircraft defence battery may be located at many strategic points in the ground 
situation; therefore it is desirable that the system be universal so that it may also operate as a 
field battery under conditions of horizontal fire against raiding forces consisting of speed boats, 
armoured cars, or tanks. 
 
c. Fire control in its most complete sense implies ability to direct the fire accurately and 
continuously at fixed or moving targets located on land, sea, or in the air. A typical antiaircraft 
system includes a height finder or position finding unit, a director, a battery of guns, a power 
plant, and a data transmission system. For operation at night it is necessary to add sound locator 
equipment to detect, and searchlights to illuminate the target. 
 
THE DIRECTOR. a. The M4 Director is an instrument which computes the data for directing the fire 
of antiaircraft guns. This Director is also capable of controlling the fire of guns used against land or 
water targets. The computed data, consisting of angle of train, quadrant elevation, and fuse 
setting, are electrically transmitted to the guns. The Director may be used with different types and 
calibres of ammunition by changing the ballistic cams and associated dials. 
 
b. The Director requires four operators to match three dials when an external tracking instrument 
is used, or when it is not used, to match two dials and to track the target by means of two 
telescopes, one in elevation and one in azimuth. The weight of the Director is under 750 pounds; 
it can be placed in position by eight men, using bars. 

 
The document contains approximately 200 pages of technical explanations, formulas, charts and 
diagrams. 
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William (Bill) Heat  

Residents of Gander are aware that one of their streets is called Heath Crescent, but few know much 
about the man for whom it is named. When I came to Gander he was the Officer-in-Charge of Gander 
Aeradio (Signals); and when I bought my first house, I remember getting him to sign a document in his 
official capacity as Justice of the Peace. 

William H. Heath was born in the small English farm 
market town of Newbury in Berkshire on October 1, 
1899. When the Great War started Heath was fifteen, 
and he knew his father had served in the Boar War.  
Now Heath was anxious to serve his country. At sixteen 
Heath was robust and strong; so when he applied to 
join the Royal Navy, they didn't bother to check his 
birth certificate. He joined as student telegrapher and 
was assigned to the Engadine in the English Channel. A 
few months later he became part of a scheme to give 
the navy air surveillance capability. The Royal Naval Air 
Service was being formed, and Heath was among the 
first to pass tests to qualify for radio operator training 
at Pulham St. Mary in Norfolk. 

It is interesting to note that when the Royal Naval Air 
Service was formed it became the second air arm, the 
first being the Royal Flying Corps. The British 
government later combined these two arms into one: 
The Royal Air Force. 

Following six months of training, Heath was posted to a 
seaplane base in Dunkirk. Five months later, he was 
transferred to Polegate, England ς the base for aerial 
ǇŀǘǊƻƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ /ƘŀƴƴŜƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ IŜŀǘƘΩǎ 
flying service was aboard cigar-shaped, propeller driven, gas-filled balloons called Blimps. The big gas-
bags were primarily used for aerial observation; in other words, trying to see what the Germans were up 
to. 

 On one such mission, their own propeller almost did them in. It is not clear how it happened, but a 
propeller pierced the Blimp in which Heath was a crew member. There was no such thing as getting it 
repaired in flight, so the big bag of gas started to deflate. The captain ordered every expendable thing 
out ς bombs included. The Blimp responded to the loss of weight and temporarily stopped its descent; it 
even gained some altitude. But calamity was not far away. It soon resumed its inevitable and inexorable 
journey to the cold English Channel. The crew was lucky; a destroyer plucked them out of the water. 

After the war was over, Corporal Bill Heath remained in the RAF for another two years and spent most of 
that time assigned to the rigid airship base at Pulham. His biggest disappointment was being dropped as 
the radio officer for the Airship "R-34" because of a bout with the Spanish flu. The trip that Heath missed 
was indeed historic; the R-34 became the first to accomplish a two-way crossing of the North Atlantic in 
July 1919. 

Figure 25:  Bill Heath 
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Following his departure from the RAF, Heath returned to his Newbury home. He discovered, however, 
that farming no longer held his interest, and he left home again in search for more adventure.  

It was his connection with Blimps that brought Bill Heath to Newfoundland. The Newfoundland 
government obtained six war-surplus Blimps from the British government to be used for forest surveys 
and seal spotting. Heath was searching the newspapers for aviation-related jobs, and he saw a 
newspaper advertisement by the Aerial Manufacturing Company of Canada looking for crews. He quickly 
applied, was accepted for a position, and told he would be going to Newfoundland. He sailed from 
Liverpool aboard the S.S. Digby and arrived in St. John's on November 14, 1920.  From there it was on to 
Botwood where the operation was to be based. In the meantime, the war-surplus materials were 
shipped to Botwood on the S.S. Cranley a vessel owned by the Anglo-Newfoundland Development 
Company. A short time after, Heath and the other men arrived in Botwood, but the deal started to go 
sour.  The men, with the exception of Heath, returned to England. 

Mary Aiken of Botwood, the lady whom Heath married, had a definite influence on Heath's decision to 
stay in Newfoundland ς a decision he never regretted. 

Enter Major Sydney Cotton (for whom Cotton Street, Gander, is named) on the scene.  Cotton, an 
Australian, had formed the Aerial Survey Company.  He had entered on a commercial venture to provide 
aerial seal spotting for sealing vessels. He needed a wireless operator, and someone told him about Bill 
Heath. Cotton made him a job offer which included a standard monthly wage plus 5 cents for every mile 
flown. 

Cotton's company had limited success. Although Cotton eventually became involved in several other 
endeavours, his entire Newfoundland venture folded in 1923. Heath then found employment as a time-
keeper working on the Deer Lake to Bonne Bay Highway and later became night foreman in the machine 
shop at the Corner Brook paper mill. In 1924 he returned to Botwood to work in a similar position with 
the A.N.D. Company and held this job for 13 years. He was eventually made machine shop foreman. 

In 1936 Squadron leader H.A.L. Pattison was in Newfoundland overseeing the preliminary preparation of 
a landing field near Hattie's Camp. Pattison found Heath's name through an application he had placed 
with the British Air Ministry for employment following his discharge from the RAF. He contacted Bill and 
offered him a job as a radio operator.  

"I enjoyed my early days in aviation, so I decided to return even though the job offer held no 
security. It was explained to me in very clear terms that I would be let go if I proved too rusty 
for the job. The pay offered was $182 per month, which was $7 more than I was getting with 
the A.N.D. Company. I accepted Pattison's offer and commenced work on April 1. After two 
weeks or so of brushing up, I was as good as new." 

Construction on the new Gander Airport was progressing rapidly, and the station was moved to Gander. 
Though Health was first stationed in Botwood, Heath moved to Gander on November 30, 1938. When 
Heath arrived here Gander was in a primitive state. A collection of makeshift huts plus a few finished 
structures built around the newly-asphalted runways was all that existed. 

In October 1940, the airport was placed on a military basis, and all airport staff were placed under the 
jurisdiction of the British Military aircraft production organization which maintained headquarters at 
Montreal. Later this organization became the Atlantic Ferry Organization, then the Royal Air Force Ferry 
Command, and finally the RAF Transport command. At the conclusion of military jurisdiction in April 
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1946, the Civil Aviation Division of the Newfoundland government once more assumed control of 
Gander Airport. In 1949 the airport was taken over by the Department of Transport. 

Bill Heath finally retired on September 30, 1965, following an extensive career which took him into 
practically all of the varied fields of aviation. At the time of his retirement, he was officer-in-charge of 
Gander Aeradio. 

Heath moved to Moncton in 1979 to live with his daughter Felicity and her husband Jack Austen, a 
former manager of the Royal Bank in Gander. Heath died in Moncton, NB, on August 3, 1982. 

 

 

 

"Misappropriated" Beer  

From the RCAF Station Diary: 
 

On the night of Thursday 15 February 1945 five cooks, employed in the civilian mess in Gander, 
were instructed to lock up some 50 cases of beer left over from a squadron "B" party. Instead 
the five cooks removed the beer, some 32 cases and 9 bottles, to their quarters. They are at 
present being held on a $200 cash bond each. 
 
A shake-down inspection the following day by Lt. Clement G. Maloney, Asst. Provost Marshall, 
recovered 32 cases and 9 bottles. About eight cases had been consumed.  
 
The case is scheduled to be tried by the Newfoundland Constabulary on 26 February, 1945.  
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Frank Ratcliffe  

The former military cemetery in Gander, which is maintained by the Commonwealth War Graves 
Commission, has many markers. Plot 6, Row 14, Grave 12 has the following information: 
 
RATCLIFFE, Sqdn. Ldr. FRANK LATHAM, 172923.  RAF (V.R.).  1st May, 1945.  Age 42.  Son of Mrs.  M.J. 
Ratcliffe, of Wallasey, Cheshire, England; husband of F. Margaret Ratcliffe, of Wallasey. 
 
Ratcliffe Street, Gander is named to honour Frank L. Ratcliffe who lost his life on May 1, 1945, in the 
crash that also claimed the life of Joe Gilmore. The body of Mr. Gilmore is also interred at the 
Commonwealth Graves Cemetery, Gander. 
 
There are four streets in the Town of Gander that are named for the same persons as were streets in the 
airport residential area. Ratcliffe Row was a street located on the RAF Side. The other streets are 
Elizabeth, Pattison and Wright.  MacDonald Street was on the airport side, but it was not called after the 
same person as is MacDonald Drive in the Town of Gander. 
 
Ratcliffe Row on the airport residential area and Ratcliffe Street in the Town of Gander were named to 
honour Squadron Leader Ratcliffe, RAF. Ratcliffe was the officer in charge of the Communications 
section of RAF Ferry Command. He was killed when the Norseman aircraft, in which he was a passenger, 
crashed en route from Gander to Montreal. 
 
Ratcliffe came to Botwood, Newfoundland, with the British Air Ministry in the mid-1930s to establish a 
base for flying boats. At the outbreak of WWII he came to Gander with the Ferry Command (RAF) and 
was granted the rank of Squadron Leader. Except for two short term transfers, once to Montreal, and 
the other to the Bahamas, he remained in Gander. 
 
He, his wife and son lived in a duplex on Chestnut Street. Mrs. Ratcliffe and son Michael returned to 
England in 1945 and later settled in Australia. They made a trip to Gander in 1978, and Mike returned 
again in August 1992. 
 
From the notes of Tom McGrath: 
 

"The RAF Ferry Command took over the ferry organization in July, 1941, and on October 7, the 
RAF also took over the radio station from the Air Ministry, (with F.L. Ratcliffe as officer in 
charge) as well as the transatlantic control unit." 

 
From the Notes of F.G. Chafe: 
 
άIt is worthy to note that prior to the arrival of these planes the first plane to land on the new 
runways was the Gypsy Moth owned and operated by Mr. Douglas Fraser. The second plane to 
use the runways was a Beechcraft owned by Dupont Chemical Works of the USA and was the 
first to try night flying from the airport. All the Feil lighting had been installed at that time and 
was placed in operation. Squadron Leader Pattison and Mr. F.C. Jewitt were taken up on the first 
flight and Messrs. Ratcliffe, Bailey and the author (F. Chafe) on the second.έ  
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From: The Propagander [Published quarterly at the U.S. ARMY AIR BASE Gander, Newfoundland ς FALL 
1944] 
 

"Early in 1937 Squadron Leader F.L. Ratcliffe and Flight Lieutenant C.M. Brant engaged the 
local staff, among the first of which were Vince Myrick, Art Pittman, and a little later, Bill 
Heath, Charlie Blackie and Bill Lahey. In a short time the radio station was ready for operation 
with facilities for direct communications across the Atlantic. 

 
"In February, 1939, Chestnut Avenue, named after Mr. Chestnut the engineer, was built with 
its comfortable houses. Squadron Leader and Mrs. H.A.L. Pattison, Squadron Leader and Mrs. 
F.L. Ratcliffe, Mr. and Mrs. Ron Hayden of Shell Oil and Mr. McTaggert-Cowan, meteorologist 
of the Department of Transport, Canada, were among those who established homes." 
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The Fox Moth 

One aircraft that is an integral part of Gander's history is the Fox Moth, but most know precious little 
about the little aircraft that was the first to land at Newfoundland Airport. 
 
One of the first roads named in Gander was Fraser Road. The decision to name a street after Doug 
Fraser was an easy one since, on January 11, 1938, he was the first to land an aircraft here. That aircraft 
was a D.H. 83C Fox Moth with registration VO-ADE. 

 
 
The Fox Moth, built by de Havilland of the United Kingdom, first flew on 29 January 1932. The famous 
aeronautical company, de Havilland, described it as being primarily a family transport but emphasized 
that it was equally suited for joy-riding and with some conversion could be turned into an ambulance. It 
could also be adapted for aerial survey and carrying freight. With the seats removed, the space for 
carrying freight was 1.42 m3 (50 cu ft). 
 
The de Havilland Company also made other aircraft and liked the Moth name. For instance, they had the 
Giant Moth, Tiger Moth, Puss Moth, Genet Moth, Moth Minor, Moth Major, Moth Trainer, Hawk Moth, 
Leopard Moth and the Hornet Moth. The company made many other aircraft including the famous 
Mosquito. Gander residents will remember that Mr. Royal Cooper, a former Mayor of Gander, who was 
also the Chief Pilot with Eastern Provincial Airlines, was one of the first pilots to shoot down a flying 
bomb during WWII. He was flying the famous de Havilland Mosquito. 

Figure 26:  Fox Moth 
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The Fox Moth was a small version of the Giant Moth, a biplane with cabin accommodation for four 
passengers with the pilot occupying an open cockpit aft. 
 
It seems odd now to read about the many aircraft that were made of wood and fabric and how strong 
they were. The Fox Moth was made of plywood and a valuable feature of the aircraft was that it was 
largely composed of standard de Havilland components, large quantities of spares that were already 
available all over the world. The wings, for instance, were exactly the same as those used on the Tiger 
Moth, the tail was a combination of Puss Moth and Gipsy Moth parts, and the nose was identical to the 
Puss Moth. 
 
It had a Gipsy Moth III or Gipsy Major inverted engine that gave the aircraft a respectful speed of 100 to 
110 m.p.h. 
 
The Fox Moth was approximately the size of the small flying club aircraft seen around many airports 
today. Of course it looked a bit different because it was a bi-wing (two wings, one above the other). The 
wing span was 9.41 m (30 ft. 10 ½ in.) and it was 7.83 m (25 ft 9 in) long. 
 
The maximum take-off weight was 952 kg (2,100 lb), and the range varied from 605 ς 1,207 km (375 ς 
750 miles). 
 
Prior to WWII, de Havilland built 98 of the popular Fox Moths, and they were used in Britain and abroad 
on feeder routes and communications work. Brazil and Spain bought them for training in navigation, 
aerial photography and surveying. 
 
After WWII, de Havilland's Canadian plant built 52 D.H.83C Fox Moths for the specific needs of bush 
operators. The Canadian Fox Moth was basically the same as earlier aircraft, but it was equipped with a 
104.5 KW (140 hp) Gipsy Major Ic engine. The new version also sported a variable-pitch propeller. Other 
refinements included a sliding Plexiglass canopy over the pilot's cockpit. The Canadian version also had a 
larger cabin door for loading freight and a larger baggage capacity.  The cold Canadian climate made it 
necessary to improve cabin heating and ventilation.  
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Sir Frederick Banting  

Gander airport was the operations centre for a massive aerial search. The Royal Canadian Air Force had 
diverted some of its Digby Bombers from regular submarine patrol to search for a missing Hudson, and 
Ferry Command had made the unprecedented decision to dispatch Hudson Bombers from their 
Headquarters at Montreal to aid in the search. The reason for all the concern was the passenger on the 
missing Hudson. Ted Henley (Henley Place, Gander), former RAF pilot who worked in Gander with 
American Overseas Airlines and Pan American Airlines, picks the story:  

"Three days earlier, Major Sir Frederick Banting of the Royal 
Canadian Medical Corps arrived Gander on a Hudson aircraft T-
9449 en route to England. He was engaged in a special medical 
research for the air force and since he was engaged in such a 
mission of extreme importance he was flying to England on this 
Hudson being delivered by ATFERO the Atlantic Ferry 
Organization, forerunner of the Royal Air Force Transport 
Command. He was the second man to be so carried on an 
Atlantic ferry. Sir Frederick Banting had arrived Gander on 
February 17, 1941. About thirty minutes after departure the 
aircraft requested a bearing from Gander. After that time 
nothing further was heard from him. Routine was carried on as 
usual at Gander and no one thought more of T-9449 carrying 

its crew and its important passenger, one of the greatest and 
most revered scientists in Canadian medicine. 

In wartime with its secrecy and its ordered dispatch aircraft landed and took off again, mere 
official numbers with impersonal crews. However, when the aircraft failed to arrive at its 
destination on schedule, routine again took over and a search was organized from Gander to cover 
the area between the airport and the coast. Weather conditions were unfavourable but the next 
morning three Royal Canadian Air Force Digbys stationed at Gander carried out a search.  

The following day they were joined by Hudson aircraft dispatched from Montreal to aid them. The 
Royal Canadian Air Force provided additional aircraft and an intensive search was carried out for 
three days over the snow-covered and often desolate terrain of trees and small ponds. At last, on 
February 24th, a Hudson, piloted by Captain Allison reported finding the wreckage 40 miles north-
east of the airport and ten miles inland from Musgrave Harbour. On flying over the scene one man 
was seen to be alive and he tramped out in the snow the message: "THREE DEAD" and signed it: 
"JOE". 

Joseph Mackey was the pilot of Hudson of T-9449 for which they were searching. Food and 
supplies were dropped and the message was dropped: MUSGRAVE HARBOUR, REQUESTING A 
GROUND PARTY TO PROCEED TO THE SCENE". Some trappers who were close by were attracted to 
the scene by the search aircraft. The survivor, Captain Mackey, pilot of Banting's aircraft, was then 
taken to Musgrave Harbour by dog team. 

The other occupants of the downed Hudson, Pilot Officer Byrd, Royal Air Force, the navigator, and 
Radio Officer Snailham and their passenger, Sir Frederick Banting, were all dead. Their bodies were 

Figure 27:  Sir Frederick Banting 
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brought to Musgrave Harbour that same evening. Flight Lieutenant Irwin, the Royal Canadian Air 
Force Medical Officer at Gander, was flown to Musgrave Harbour on February 26th to attend to 
Captain Mackey's injuries. Subsequently, the survivor and the unfortunate victims were flown back 
to Gander on February 28; and the bodies were later flown by Royal Canadian Air Force aircraft to 
Canada for burial.έ 

Now what happened on that snowy overcast day which snuffed out these three lives? What cruel 
mischance of weather or mechanical failure had taken from the world a man whose genius had 
prolonged the lives of so many diabetics, and whose devotion and skill had helped thousands and would 
doubtless have benefited thousands more were he to have continued his research.  

The story of the crash obtained from Captain Mackey was as follows:  

The aircraft developed engine trouble shortly after passing over the coast and Mackey decided to return 
to Gander. He was unable to maintain altitude; as it was snowing at the time, he instructed his crew and 
passenger to don their parachutes and abandon the aircraft. After allowing them sufficient time to do 
so, he attempted to carry out a forced landing on one engine despite the snow storm and the darkness. 
He had instructed the crew and passenger to bail out previously because he considered the forced 
landing operation too dangerous to risk the lives of the other occupants of his aircraft. The aircraft did a 
belly landing in the snow but hit a large rock with the port wing and was badly wrecked. Mackey was 
unconscious for several hours. On regaining consciousness, he was horrified to find that his passenger 
and crew had not abandoned the aircraft as instructed and were still aboard. The crew members were 
already dead and Sir Frederick Banting was severely injured and unconscious. Sir Frederick died two days 
later. 

Canada's first Nobel Prize winner died in the woods ten miles from Musgrave Harbour. Many have 
questioned whether his death was an accident or the result of sabotage. 

Captain Mackey was hoping that, despite the darkness, he would see something on which to make the 
crash landing. He knew Newfoundland had a lot of lakes, and he might be lucky. He wasn't lucky enough. 
The rough landing, at 9:25 p.m. in the black winter night, knocked Mackey unconscious. Crew members 
Snailham and Bird were killed on impact, and Banting suffered severe head injuries. (The autopsy stated 
that a fractured rib punctured his left lung.) 

When Mackey regained consciousness, he revived Banting; but the severe injuries had rendered the 
physician delirious. By noon on Saturday (21st), Banting had fallen into deep unconsciousness. Mackey 
decided to search for help and set off. He soon knew he wasn't getting anywhere in the deep snow and 
followed his tracks back to the aircraft. When he reached the aircraft, he discovered Banting had gotten 
out of the aircraft and had died face down in the snow. 

The National Archives in Ottawa contains hundreds of documents concerning IRA and Nazi sympathizers 
in Newfoundland and eastern Canada. One letter warned officials at Gander that the chances of 
sabotage were increasing, and "it is requested that you will do all you can to guard against it."  An 
excerpt from another letter: "The important sabotage targets in Newfoundland, Gander and St. John's, 
are both fairly accessible from the sea and not a great distance apart." 

At a civilian enquiry, an airport worker said that the fuel and oil supplies were secure. In retrospect, one 
would have to wonder how valid that statement was. Months later, the security of gasoline was still 
being questioned by government officials. 
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An airport official stated in a memo to the Newfoundland government, "The petro is stored in the open 
and the possibility of sabotage is present." Once the fuel was put in the Hudson, the possibility of 
sabotage increased. Airport engineer, Jerome Coulombe, in charge of checking the aircraft for 
mechanical safety testified at the civilian enquiry, "To my knowledge, there was no special guard put on 
this machine." He added, "I can't say whether the machine was in the hangar the first night it arrived or 
not." 

The enquiry also determined that mechanical checks were performed on the Hudson and determined 
the Hudson was airworthy.  However, no one signed the inspection sheet and no certificate of 
airworthiness was completed. 

The civilian enquiry found so many holes in airport security that Canadian Pacific Railway, contracted to 
manage the ferry operation, hired a new maintenance superintendent and reorganized its inspection 
system. 

Banting seemed concerned with the lack of security. He wrote in his diary: "An agent could certainly play 
the devil with the final checking, the hangar is overcrowded and planes have to be left outside and there 
is continual moving of planes." 

Newfoundland Airport was an ideal place for sabotage, and Banting presented a prominent target for 
Nazi sympathizers. 

It did not seem that anyone considered it worthwhile to keep confidential the fact that Canada's Nobel 
Prize winner was rushing to England on a Hudson Bomber. Banting was one of the very few people in 
Canada important enough to hitch a ride on a ferry plane. On January 31, 1941, Air Marshall A.A.L. Cuffe, 
made the necessary arrangements. The fastest way to England was by air, and the Hudson was chosen 
because several were scheduled to be ferried. 

First of all, Banting was a Nobel Prize winner, an influential physician and scientist. An illustration of his 
influence came after he addressed a group in London concerning the fact that Germany had 80 
decompression chambers, critical to aviation research, while Canada had one. Within 37 days, 
Londoners had raised enough money to deliver a decompression chamber to the University of Western 
Ontario. Secondly, as Mackenzie King, Prime Minister of Canada, said at the time, Banting's trip was of 
high scientific importance in the war against the Nazis. Banting had served in World War I and had seen 
the effects of mustard gas. It was because of this experience that he became involved in scientific 
research concerning poison gas. 

Magistrate Malcolm Hollett conducted a civilian inquiry shortly after the crash. The inquiry revealed 
flaws in security at Newfoundland Airport and determined the cause of death. In Banting's case it was 
attributed to concussion and shock. The inquiry into why the engines failed was left to the military. 

A three-member military enquiry, chaired by Air Commodore George Walsh of the RCAF, met in Gander 
in early March 1941 and concluded their work on March 22. The military ensured right from the start 
that only innocuous bits of information would be released. An excerpt from the minutes of the meeting 
of the Commission of Government of Newfoundland dated April 2, 1941, stated:  

"The Commissioner will issue a Press Communique stating that the report has been received and 
that its findings relate to purely technical matters which it is not in the public interest to make 
public." That statement was, no doubt, dictated by the military brass. 
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The military enquiry's official dispatch was printed in the Evening Telegram:  

"The report of the Court Inquiry has been received and examined. It has been decided by this 
government that publication of the contents of the report would not be in the public interest. The 
findings of the court deal exclusively with purely technical considerations affecting the immediate 
and underlying cause of the accident." 

Researchers from England to Toronto have searched for the past 60 years but have been unable to find a 
copy of the military report.  Four official copies of the report were made: two for the Canadian 
government, one for the Newfoundland government and one for Canadian Pacific Railways.   

This conjures up all kinds of questions.  What happened to the reports?  Does the report contain 
something sinister?  How did all four copies become lost?  How many copies did the military keep for 
themselves besides the original?  Did the military lose their copies also?  Did they destroy the reports?  
Were they stolen?   

In my opinion, the four copies that the military acknowledged passing out did not become lost ς nor did 
the military lose their copies.  Maybe an ordinary report could get lost by three different entities. But a 
report concerning the death of a Nobel Prize winner ς one of the world's leading scientists did not get 
lost.  Nobody is gullible enough to believe that!  The missing report leads one to subscribe to the 
sabotage theory ς one the military was not going to acknowledge. 

Innocuous bits and pieces of the military report were released stating that the port engine failed due to 
mechanical failure while the starboard quit due to carburettor icing. 

There was one report of grass and rocks and a piece of cloth an inch wide inside the cylinder. The Globe 
and Mail on March 23, 1941, reported that sand and grass was placed in the oil supply. 

Dr. Patrick McTaggart-Cowan, renowned chief meteorologist stationed at Gander, had a theory about 
the oil coolers. He said that new square oil coolers were being put into the Hudsons, replacing the older, 
rounder ones. According to McTaggart-Cowan, the new coolers were too weak for cold weather starts 
and were rupturing.  

Bob Banting, grand-nephew of the great scientist, is the manager of information technology security at 
Atomic Energy of Canada. He has spent years accumulating data about the crash. He calls the oil-cooler 
theory "utter nonsense." Banting's research found that Lockheed never changed its round coolers to 
square ones. He did discover that engineers replaced the air induction units that sucked air into the 
engines. He thinks Mc-Taggart got the two confused. 

Bob Banting also takes issue with the mechanical failure cited by the military. In short he has demolished 
the reasoning the military gave for the port engine failure. Banting also disagrees with the military 
theory that the starboard engine failed due to carburettor icing. 

The Hudson could not get across the North Atlantic unless an extra fuel tank was installed in the cabin. 
All of the fuel flowed to the engines through a single pipe; there was no alternative route. If that small 
pipe clogged, it was game over. Someone intent on having the aircraft come down over the Atlantic 
could introduce sufficient dirt into the fuel tank to eventually clog the fuel filter.  

Military documents in the National Archives of Canada indicate that one method used by saboteurs was 
to put sugar into the fuel tanks. Eventually, it would mix with the fuel, get into the engines and seize the 
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cylinders. Bob Banting thinks the Hudson was a victim of sabotage. He thinks the most likely method 
used, and one used quite often by saboteurs, was placing sand in the oil. The sand would jam the oil 
cooler, inhibiting oil intake to the engines.  

It was a tragic, costly and unnecessary loss. It makes one question why Dr. Banting's trip was not kept 
secret. The lack of security is surely reprehensible and not at all indicative of what should have been 
done. The military would be most irresponsible to release a report that would indicate a lack of security 
during the war. However, 55 years after the war is over would seem to be a fairly safe time to "find" the 
military report. 

In 1999, Canadian scientists named Sir Frederick Banting as the greatest scientist of the twentieth 
century. 
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Gander's First Baby  ɀ Marilyn Rideout  

Marilyn Rideout has an extra name because of her mother's appendectomy. No, the extra name is not 
"appendectomy" or "appendix." 
 
The first few days of March 1942, were a bit hectic for Ralph Vincent, a 
teacher in Musgrave Harbour. His 34-year-old wife Violet had almost 
reached full-term in her second pregnancy; and their two-year-old son, 
Carl, was keeping his parents on the hop. (Carl Vincent is a historian and 
author who lived in Ottawa.)  
 
It would soon be time for the mid-wife; however, she was never called. 
Had this been Mrs. Vincent's first pregnancy, she may have associated 
her sudden severe pain with the pending arrival. Ralph Vincent knew his 
wife was not the type to panic; she had won a dog-team race while 
teaching in St. Anthony and had flown with Arthur Sullivan ς maybe the 
first Newfoundland woman to take to the air. 
 
Musgrave Harbour, like hundreds of other Newfoundland communities, was isolated. A visit to a hospital 
in St. John's meant several hours in boat, followed by many more in a train with an unpredictable 
schedule. 
 
Ralph Vincent wasted no time. Randolph (Dolf) Abbott, the community guru, collaborated with the 
school teacher; and before long, a telegram was on its way to St. John's for assistance. The official 
receiving the urgent message knew the only chance of a quick response was through the RCAF Base in 
Gander. The commanding officer, Group Captain R.H. Foss, authorized a flight to pick up Mrs. Vincent 
but was told there would be a wait of a few hours before a pilot was available. 
 
Foss was well aware that time is critical in a medical emergency. He sent an order to have the station's 
small Fox Moth rolled out of the hangar and readied for flight. Within a half-hour the Commanding 
Officer was heading for the shores of Musgrave Harbour. 
 
Group Captain Foss circled the little community and picked a likely landing spot on the shore ice. Ralph 
Vincent and Dolf Abbott had a horse and sleigh ready. They bundled Mrs. Vincent up and hurried to the 
waiting aircraft. Foss wasted no time and in a few minutes, he was away and headed for a St. John's 
hospital. 
 
It was not to be. The weather in St. John's was deteriorating to the point that Foss was forced to turn 
back and head for Gander. The RCAF hospital, that had been renamed the Sir Frederick Memorial 
Banting Hospital on February 20 of the previous year, had never had to deal with the birth of a child. The 
staff was in for a surprise. 
 

Figure 28:  Marilyn Rideout 

(Gander's First Baby) 
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The RCAF Station Diary had this entry noted on March 2, 1942: 
 

Clear, cool, and bright sunshine, wind W. at 18 mph. Patrols and local flying were carried out. A 
signal was received from Group Headquarters advising that a woman was dangerously ill with 
appendicitis and later pregnancy. Air transportation was requested by the Nfld. Government 
and the G.C. flew the Fox Moth to Musgrave Harbour, landed and brought the woman, Mrs. 
Vincent, to Gander where she was admitted to the station hospital with later pregnancy and 
acute appendix. 

 
The attending physician soon realized that the cause of Mrs. Vincent's pain was appendicitis. This 
combined with pregnancy was a cause of considerable concern. Would an appendectomy have to be 
performed before the baby was born? The answer came two days later, March 4, 1942, when Gander's 
first baby was born.  
 
The military medical personnel were quite aware of the fact that history had been made; and Mrs. 
Vincent and her new baby received lots of attention. Mrs. Vincent was confined to hospital for two 
weeks, after which G/C Foss flew Mrs. Vincent and her baby girl back to Musgrave Harbour, appendix 
still intact. The appendectomy was performed several weeks after Marilyn was born. 
 
The Vincents had selected names for the new baby; and if it was going to be a girl, the name would be 
Marilyn Kathleen. Mrs. Vincent, in appreciation of G/C Fosse's action, added "Foss" to her baby's names.  
 
Marilyn Kathleen Foss Vincent Rideout, the first person born in Gander, lives in Mt. Pearl. 
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U.S. at War Before Pearl Harbour? 

The Americans established a military presence in Gander seven months before they declared war against 
the Axis powers. Their activities are well documented, and I was surprised when I first discovered what 
the Americans were doing.  
 
The first few American military personnel arrived on April 20, 1941, in a B-18A aircraft. On May 5 the 
initial contingent was complemented by five officers and 70 enlisted men who arrived by rail from 
St. John's. 
 
During the four days beginning May 7, other contingents arrived increasing the personnel strength to 
181 enlisted men and 5 officers. Most of the first arrivals were members of the 21st squadron's ground 
echelons, who had left McDill Field and Miami, Florida, April 26 and proceeded to St. John's by way of 
the Brooklyn Port of embarkation. Five B-18A aircraft and their crews arrived May 26 and spent the 
remaining days of the month making familiarization flights. 
 
Although the first troops already had arrived and assumed their duties, it was not until May 9 that the 
Newfoundland-United States Army Air Base was officially established with Major J.V. Crabb as 
commanding officer. 
 
The U.S. was not yet at war, but the U.S. Army's mission was to defend Newfoundland. The U.S. forces at 
Gander were ordered to co-operate with the British, Canadians, and the U.S. Navy task force at Argentia 
in defending Newfoundland and the adjoining coast line of Newfoundland and Labrador and Canada. An 
area for patrol was designated, and German or Italian land or naval forces encountered in that area 
were to be destroyed. 
 
As the U.S. air corps ferrying command was restricted by neutrality, the delivery of combat planes to 
Europe was entirely in the hands of the Royal Air Force Ferrying Command, which was successful in 
keeping a small flow of tactical planes moving through Gander to the United Kingdom during the winter 
months of 1941. The Americans continued to operate a trans-Atlantic shuttle service for diplomatic mail 
and passengers; and the Air Corps Ferrying Command had a control officer, office space, and the use of 
aerodrome facilities at Gander. 
 
After the arrival of the U.S. 21st Reconnaissance Squadron, the Newfoundland Army Air Base grew 
rapidly, and reinforcements of specialized units were assigned to the new base. 
 
Among the units to arrive before Pearl Harbour were the 21st and 41st Reconnaissance Squadrons, the 
Air Base Detachment, Quartermaster Detachment, Chemical Warfare Detachment, Air Corps 
Detachment, Weather; Air Detachment, Communications; 1st Aerodrome Platoon, 466 Ordinance 
Company, 1st Signal Platoon and Medical Detachment. 
 
In the seven months between the establishment of base and the bombing of Pearl Harbour, the strength 
of the base grew from the original 181 enlisted men and 5 officers to 627 enlisted men and 57 officers. 
 
Until war was declared, the Americans at Gander were considered to be operating a defence outpost; 
tactical missions were reconnaissance, anti-submarine and convoy patrol, and search and rescue. 
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It makes one wonder, however, how the Americans considered their status. On the one hand, they were 
neutral; while on the other, they were trying to sink German subs. The British and Canadians were 
delighted that the Americans considered it in their best interest to defend the convoys headed for 
Britain. German submarines were making bold attacks on Allied shipping, and many submarines were 
sighted off the coast of Newfoundland. For example, during October a German submarine was reported 
to be using Conception Bay ς only a few miles from St. John's, ς and five others were lurking not far off 
the coast. 
 
The Americans worked closely with the RCAF, the planes of the 21st. Reconnaissance Squadron began a 
regular schedule of patrols in June making patrols on Monday and Thursday of each week. 
 
When the 21st Reconnaissance Squadron was relieved late in August, the 41st Reconnaissance 
Squadron, equipped with B-17s arrived and continued the anti-submarine and patrol missions. The first 
recorded encounter with an enemy submarine was on October 26, 1941. A plane of the 41st 
Reconnaissance Squadron, while on a co-operative search mission with the RCAF, sighted and attacked 
an enemy submarine. The plane released one 300 lb bomb as the submarine began to submerge but 
missed the target by an estimated 125 feet. The early anti-submarine operations proved effective as 
enemy submarines began avoiding the patrolled areas. 
 
Intelligence Officer George W. Johnson made an interesting remark in connection with sub-hunting.  He 
said: "I have not been able to get complete details of the position locating device used by the navy called 
"radar," but information I have indicates that it would meet our present deficiency in submarine 
hunting." 
 
A typical day's operation of the early period was November 22, when five aircraft carrying depth-charge 
bombs were on patrol. Three planes searched for submarines due east of St. John's, and two patrolled 
the area along the coast of Notre Dame Bay, Belle Isle Straight, and Cartwright. No submarines were 
sighted, but several convoys were given protection against possible attack. 
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Douglas Cowan Fraser  

1903 ς 1990 

ά²Ŝƭƭ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΣ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƛǘΚ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ȅƻǳ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƘŜ ground until you got back down again...έ 
5ƻǳƎ CǊŀǎŜǊ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǎƛŜǎǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿΣ ōǳǘ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŘŜǇŜƴŘ ƻƴ ŀ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΦ 
The foregoing quote was made to a reporter who asked him if there were any problems when he was 
flying. 

Despite the problems encountered by Fraser, he 
had a remarkable aviation career. Consider the 
fact that he was made an Honorary Doctor of Laws 
by Memorial University in 1982 and inducted into 
the Canadian Aviation Hall of Fame in 1987. 

Fraser Road (one of the first streets in Gander) and 
the Fraser Mall (first mall in Gander) were both 
named in his honour. Fraser ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ 
fact that the town shortened Fraser Road when 
Airport Boulevard was realigned. But even though 
his street was made shorter, the Council assured 
him that he had a special place in its history. 

His parents, Dr. Nutting Stuart and Maude Cowan Fraser, sent their son to be educated at Bishop Field 
College, St. John's, then to England to further pursue his studies and later to Sir George Williams 
University in Montreal. It was while he was studying at Suffolk, England, that his interest in aviation was 
kindled after he was taken on his first flight. 

Upon completion of his education in England, Fraser returned to Newfoundland.  While Fraser waited 
for classes to begin in Montreal, he worked for the Newfoundland Butter Co., a local bank and Bert 
Hayward's automotive garage. 

He seemed to gravitate to anywhere an aircraft existed and soon found himself working as an aircraft 
mechanic with the Curtiss-Reid Aircraft Company of Montreal. It was while he was with the company 
that he obtained a Private Pilot licence (No. 526) and a year later a Commercial Pilots licence (No. 720). 

Lƴ мфол 5ƻǳƎƭŀǎ CǊŀǎŜǊ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƛƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƴŜǳƳƻƴƛŀ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŀƭŜǎŎŜΦ 
While Fraser was recovering, he was visited by Arthur Sullivan (Sullivan Avenue, Gander) who wanted to 
form a company called Newfoundland Airways. Sullivan ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ fly but had sufficient money to 
purchase an aircraft. Fraser went to Toronto with Sullivan to ferry a Gypsy Moth, CF-AGL, back to the 
island. They departed Toronto on November 4, 1930, and arrived in Mount Pearl on November 19.  The 
flight turned out to be a historic one for Newfoundland because it delivered the first foreign mail to 
Newfoundland. Despite the fact that the journey lasted 15 days, the aircraft spent only 21 hours and 55 
minutes in the air. On the trip back, Fraser gave Sullivan flying lessons.  He continued to tutor Sullivan 
while they were in Mt. Pearl.  

Newfoundland Airways was the first aƛǊƭƛƴŜ ƻƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǊŜŀ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊΦ CǊŀǎŜǊΩǎ 
many five dollar trips enabled Sullivan to get the financing to purchase floats for the Moth. 

Figure 29:  Douglas Fraser 
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In 1931, Fraser went to Montreal and purchased a Curtiss-Robin float plane. He arrived on Quidi Vidi 
Lake on May 19 and immediately established his own aviation company, Old Colony Airways. 

Fraser is credited with several ΨfirstsΩ in Newfoundland aviation history, among which was providing 
'shore-to-ship' mail service when he air dropped newspapers to the S.S. Nova Scotia 16 km off St. John's.  
It was in 1931 when he made the first flight to Parsons Pond on the Great Northern Peninsula. That flight 
was to carry geologist G. Hopkins of Imperial Oil to a drilling site. 

Lƴ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ /./ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜǊΩǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƘŀŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƳŜƳƻǊŀōƭŜ ŦƭƛƎƘǘǎΣ CǊŀǎŜǊ 
said, άWell, one was over Baccalieu Island. I got an oil-pipe leak and a break in the oil line. Oil was going 
over the windshield everywhere. I managed to get back to Quidi Vidi. That was hair-rising because I 
ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ L ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƻǊ ƴƻǘ.έ  (Fraser, 1988) 

When ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ, one is bound to get called on for transportation during medical 
emergencies. Just about every flight in the 1930s must have been memorable and survival cannot be 
presumed.  

On November 1, 1931, Fraser was flying one of many mercy flights. It was good news for the patient but 
not so for the aircraft. He flew from St. John's to Middle Arm, White Bay, to evacuate a man who was 
suffering from blood poisoning. He landed at Bay Roberts to pick up Dr. Pritchard. They were forced to 
put the plane down at Burlington, Green Bay, due to a snow storm. The next day the weather cleared, 
and they went on to Middle Arm where the patient was treated. The plane experienced fuel problems 
on the return trip, so they were forced to land on Wigwam Pond.  Pilot Fraser and Dr. Pritchard were 
obliged to walk the 16 km to Grand Falls.  Fraser returned to the Pond with fuel several days later but 
the pond had frozen. There was no way he could get the aircraft off the ice because it was equipped 
with floats. 

On December 7, Douglas went back to Wigwam Pond. This time he had a mechanic, Bert Clayton, and 
skis for the aircraft. The floats were removed and skis were fitted.  Lǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƴŘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǿŀǘŜǊ 
or ice take off. During the attempted take-off, the plane went through the ice.  Both men managed to 
get out but the plane was wrecked. The only thing recovered was the engine.  Fraser was without an 
aircraft and Old Colony Airways was disbanded. 

In June 1932, he participated in a search for his friend Arthur Sullivan who disappeared near St. Anthony 
on May 30 after he had taken off for a sight-seeing trip with Dr. Kuehnert, a dentist from Germany who 
worked for the Grenfell Mission. 

Douglas Fraser formed a second airline company (Fraser Airways) on July 10, 1932, when he bought 
another Curtiss-Robin from a flying school in Massachusetts.  

General Italo Balbo (Balbo Street) led a group of aircraft on a publicity tour in 1933, and one of the stops 
was Shoal Harbour. While the fleet was there, Fraser flew Lt. John Aorisi to meet General Balbo on July 
29.  Fraser also carried mail from Italy's Fascist Premier, Mussolini, to Balbo. 

On July 12, 1933, Fraser met Charles Lindbergh (Lindbergh Street) when the American hero landed on 
Quidi Vidi in his Sirius aircraft. He had been contracted by Pan American Airways to chart a 30,000 mile 
survey. Lindbergh said, "I taxied in to the head of the lake and as we were on our way to Big Pond, Fraser 
pointed out Bay Bulls Big Pond on the map."  Lindbergh was told that he would have to fly to Bay Bulls 
Big Pond for his fuel ς a distance of about twenty miles from St. John's. 
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In 1934, the Newfoundland Commission of Government approached Doug Fraser with the idea of 
purchasing his company.  Part of the deal was that Fraser would be employed to fly what, up to this 
time, was his own aircraft.  Fraser agreed.  Imperial Airways of Great Britain then got into the picture. 
Plans were underway for transatlantic flights, and it was essential to develop sites in Newfoundland for 
the aircraft to refuel.  Imperial Airways leased the company from the Newfoundland government, and 
Doug Fraser came under the employ of the airline.  The airline purchased two Fox Moths and Fraser 
made his first flight for Imperial Airways on November 3, 1934. 

Doug Fraser was soon sent out on forest-fire patrols; road and bridge construction inspections; timber, 
geodetic, geological and meteorological surveys; and mercy missions to all parts of Newfoundland. 

In June 1935, he participated in a geodetic survey of Canada to determine triangulation points for the 
purpose of aligning Newfoundland on the map with the rest of North America. It was also about this 
time that Mr. Edgar Baird flew with Doug Fraser. Mr. Baird was the Chief Forester for the Newfoundland 
government and was flown around by Doug Fraser and Cliff Kent. 

In August 1955, he was given specifications needed to establish an airport on the island and set about 
finding a suitable site. That was the genesis of Gander. 

άYou must remember that I was given the specifications from England where they wanted to 
locate an airport, and the specifications were pretty hard to meet in Newfoundland. You 
ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊŜŀ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ Ƴƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ƻǊ Ƙƛƭƭ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǎƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ƳƛƭŜǎΣ ŦƛǾŜ L ǘƘƛƴƪ 
it was, of over four hundred feet. This was the only area that filled the bill.έ  (Fraser, 1988)  

In retrospect, it appears that the primary reason for Imperial AirwaysΩ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ bŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ 
select an area suitable for flying boats and land-based aircraft to refuel. Had a suitable area existed near 
Botwood, it would have saved millions of dollars. There would have been savings in many areas, but the 
major savings would have been in the transportation of fuel from Lewisporte to Gander. 

Fraser was listed as the chief pilot for Imperial Airways in Newfoundland when he was sent out to do 
aerial surveys which led to the establishment of Newfoundland Airport (later named Gander). It seems 
that he also had influence in the selection of Botwood as a seaplane base. Clifford Kent (Kent Place, 
Gander) also flew for the airline, and the two pilots flew Fox Moths VO-ABC and VO-ADE. A sudden 
storm in September 1935 extensively damaged both aircraft. VO-ADE was repaired but the other aircraft 
was too damaged to restore. 

It is not clear whether Fraser requested a transfer to England but in any case he got one. He was given 
instrument training and made a co-pilot flying a Handley on the company's London-Paris route. The 
following January (1936), he flew as co-pilot on a DeHavilland 86 Rapide on the London-Brussels route 
and later on the London-Liverpool-Ireland-Scotland route.  

LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǿƘȅ CǊŀǎŜǊ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ bŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ мфос ōǳǘ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƘŜ ŘƛŘ.  The airline referred to 
him thereafter as Captain Fraser. The airline bought a Fairchild 71 float aircraft in February 1936, and 
Fraser was sent to Montreal to ferry it to Newfoundland.  ¢ƘŜ ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘ 
meteorological data. The flights were conducted at altitudes of up to 16,000 feet; however, it was not 
equipped with oxygen. In later years he said: άay health is against me because we were doing trans-
Atlantic (test) flights for air to 16,000 ft. every day in a rarefied atmosphere without any oxygen ς killed 
my lungs ς ǎƻ LΩƳ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ.έ 
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Data gathered in the flights were used to aid the meteorologists in the quest to provide reliable 
forecasts for the new transatlantic service. The same aircraft was used in calibrating the wireless 
direction-finding stations at Botwood and Gander. A radio operator with the Newfoundland Civil 
Aviation was sent along on the flights to operate the calibrating equipment. Messrs. W.J.G. (James) 
Strong and James Dempsey were two of the operators involved with the calibration.  

Then on January 11, 1938, it happened. One would like to think it was planned and a big ceremony 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǇƭŀƴƴŜŘ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦ 

This is what Fraser said about the event:  

άI can remember it quite well. I think it was five people who met me. It was a day like today, blue 
sky and not a cloud in the sky. I had been commissioned to take a doctor to Lethbridge ς that 
ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ǘƘŜƴ ς and on my way back I touched in at Gander.  WƘȅ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΣ ōǳǘ L Ƨǳǎǘ 
put down for a few minutes.έ 

άOh no, no, it was very smooth according to my memory. Just the very first touch and you stayed there. 
Snow was lovely to fly on because there was always a cushion to absorb the shock.έ Doug Fraser was 
describing the first landing at the Newfoundland (Gander) Airport on January 11, 1938. 

A name too often forgotten is engineer George Lace who accompanied Fraser on that historic flight. 

CǊŀǎŜǊΩǎ ŀǾƛŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ Imperial Airways continued; and in late 1940, he was their pilot when the 
United States government contracted the airline to do aerial surveys of Argentia and Stephenville as 
potential sites for military airports.  

Fraser warned the Canadian government about establishing the RCAF base in Torbay because of the 
frequent fog.  He recommended Cochrane Pond but the Canadian government went ahead and used 
¢ƻǊōŀȅΦ CǊŀǎŜǊ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ŦƭƛƎƘǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘŜǎǘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŘŀǊ-defence system that had been 
installed at Torbay Airport. 

On February 22, 1941, Doug Fraser assisted Air Vice-Marshall D.C.T. Bennett in recovering military 
documents from a Hudson Bomber that crashed a few miles from Musgrave Harbour after departing the 
Newfoundland Airport.  Sir Frederick Banting, co-discoverer of insulin, was killed in that crash.  It was 
believed that Banting was secretly working on the effects of high level flying and G forces on fighter 
pilots. 

In 1942 Imperial Airways advised Fraser that he was being transferred to Sierra Leone, Africa.  However, 
Fraser said, άbo thanksέ and quit. 

When he retired from flying, he became the owner operator of Cloverdale Farm in St. John's.  Following 
that he became Managing Director of Sunshine Dairy in St. John's. 

During the summer of 1967, Doug Fraser was a special guest of the Department of Transport when a 
Lockheed Hudson bomber was dedicated in tribute to pilots of the RAF Ferry Command. 

He was honoured again in 1972 and was the guest of honour at the opening of Gander's Fraser Mall, 
which was named for him. 
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His last visit to Gander was on January 11, 1988, when he helped the Hon. John Crosby unveil a plaque 
on the occasion of the airport's 50th anniversary. 
 
On June 5, 1987, Captain Douglas Cowan Fraser was inaugurated into the Canadian Aviation Hall of 
Fame with the following citation: "His exceptional flying abilities coupled with scientific interest in 
aviation have made him an honoured member of Canada's flying fraternity and earned him a prominent 
place in Newfoundland History." 
 
άDander will always be in my heart because I was the one who picked it for her, actually 
pinpointed it.έ 

 
I never had the opportunity to interview the late Doug Fraser, but I think I know enough about him to 
know what he might have answered to some of my questions ς so here goes! 
 
άar. Fraser, how extensive was you flying career, how long did you fly?έ 

¢ƻƻ ƭƻƴƎΦ CƛŦǘŜŜƴ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ мфол ǘƻ мфпр ǿŀǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘƛǊǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ǘƻŘŀȅΦ ²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ ƘŜƭǇ 
when we got up there. We were on our own. You had to fly by the seat of your pants. 

 
άWhy did you learn to fly in Canada?έ 

BŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ bŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ȅƻǳǊ ƭƛŎŜƴŎŜΦ ²Ŝ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƴȅ 
department of aviation or anything like that, and besides I was working there with the Curtiss 
Company and they had a flying school.έ 

 
άWhat was Gander like when you landed?έ 

²ŜƭƭΣ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ DŀƴŘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ƛǘΚ  ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ DŀƴŘŜǊ [ŀƪŜ ŀƴŘ DŀƴŘŜǊ .ŀȅ ŀƴŘ DŀƴŘŜǊ 
River but the airport was called Newfoundland Airport. Some people referred to it as ΨCamp 24', 
L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƳŜ ŦǊƻƳΦ !ƴŘ ǘƘŜn some called it IŀǘǘƛŜΩǎ /ŀƳǇ and still others 
called it Milepost 213Φ hŦŦƛŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ bŜǿŦƻǳƴŘƭŀƴŘ !ƛǊǇƻǊǘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛƎƴ ǎŀƛŘ ŀǘ 
ǘƘŜ Ǌŀƛƭǿŀȅ ǎǘŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴ ȅƻǳǊ Ƴŀƛƭ ς the post mark. 

 
άSorry, sir, I meant to say Newfoundland Airport. Can you remember what it was like here then?έ 

²ŜƭƭΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƳǳŎƘ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƴƻǿΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǳǊ Ǌǳƴǿŀȅǎ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ 
pavement laid except for an experimental bit on one of the runways. The runǿŀȅǎ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ 
ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǳƴǘƛƭ hŎǘΦ омκофΦ ¢ƘŜ Ǌǳƴǿŀȅǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ 
some reason ς L ŎŀƴΩǘ ŦŀǘƘƻƳ ǿƘȅ ς they called them numbers one, two, three and four instead 
of by their magnetic bearings. I landed on Runway No. 1. That was actually Runway 14-32. It 
was only 4,500 feet long but, of course, the Fox Moth could land in a few hundred feet. The 
strange thing about it is that the runway was 600 feet wide and today most runways at big 
airports are only 200 feet wide. 

 
ά5o you remember anything about the other three runways?έ 

The other three runways were 36-18, that was called no. 2.  Runway no. 3 was 27-09, that was 
the real wide one, it was 1200 feet wide. The other runway, No. 4 was 23-05. 

 
άWere there any buildings here then?έ 
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Not many. The Administration building, near where I parked the aircraft, was nearing 
completion, you can see the scaffolding around it in the picture that somebody took of me. 
There were a few buildings in that vicinity, one was a power plant and a few other buildings and 
some small shacks. 

 
άDo you know the names of any of the people who were here then?έ 

Well, Fred Chafe was here. He was in charge of the electrical section. Bobby Mercer, Bob 
Moores, Jack James and Mike Woodford were here ς all electrical people. The Station Agent was 
Bert Stone, and there was a fellow by the name of Johnny Johnson who they referred to as the 
Admiral. He was an Englishmen ς engineer I believe ς in charge of erecting the radio facilities, 
the transmitters and receivers for Marconi. They tell me he was here from 1936 to 1939. 

 
άWere there any radio facilities here then?έ 

bƻΣ ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ L ƪƴƻǿΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŀŘƛƻ ŀƴŘ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛƴ .ƻǘǿƻƻŘΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ 
here until November 30th of that year. 

 
άOne final question, sir.  What do you think of the decision to put the RCAF airport in Torbay?έ 

Well, as you know, I recommended an area near Cochrane Pond which has very little fog. What 
Řƻ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴΚ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ŀ ōǳƴŎƘ ƻŦ ƧŀŎƪŀǎǎŜǎ! 

 
άThank you, sir, on behalf of the Beacon.έ 
 
άThe Beacon? ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ Beacon?έ 
 
 
WINGS AWARDED BY THE CURTISS REID FLYING SCHOOL TO THE 526th PERSON TO HAVE A CANADIAN 
PRIVATE PILOTS LICENSE  
SOLO February 2/1930 1.00 PM ς TIME IN THE AIR 15MIN. 
. 
 Canada  No 526 

File No. 1020 F-76 

 Air Regulations 1920   
 
 PRIVATE AIR PILOTS CERTIFICATE FLYING MACHINES 
 
This certifies that Douglas C. Fraser whose address is 437 Prince Albert Ave., Westmount, P.Q. and 
whose photograph is attached is authorized by the Air Board to act as an unpaid Pilot of Flying Machines 
not used for commercial or state purposes. This certificate is subject to the conditions printed below and 
to cancellation at any time for cause. 
 
Dated this 4th day of December, 1929 
 
 
Douglas Cowan Fraser died on March 5, 1990.  
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The First Ferry with Tripp  

It was November 10, 1940, and seven Hudson bombers were in Gander for the first attempt at ferrying 
military aircraft across the Atlantic Ocean. 
 
The military band turned out in their honour. Only ten minutes elapsed between the departure of the 
first and the last of the seven Hudsons.  The purple flames from the exhausts leaped from the silhouette 
of each formation, each in touch with Captain Bennett's leading Hudson where Bennett himself was 
checking navigation.  Bennett recalls the experience: 
 

"It was a dark night, and the weather en route was rather a mixed bag ς as one might expect on 
such a long leg. With the help of formation flight, the whole group managed to keep with me, in 
spite of passing through broken cloud layers. Eventually, however, we had the bad luck to run into 
the top of a very virile warm front; and we were forced to break formation at 18,000 feet and to 
spread out to avoid risk of collision. I went up but I was still in quite heavy snow and turbulence at 
20,000 feet, so all had to continue on their own. All arrived safely and without incident." 

 
Beside the safety and lack of incident so tersely noted by Bennett, there was a feeling of adventure and 
excitement which all the crews shared in this, the "Big Trip." Riding in Hudson T-9468, piloted by Captain 
Ralph E. Adams, with Flying Officer Dana Gentry as co-pilot, was Radio Officer C.M. ("Curly") Tripp. He 
kept a record of his first crossing. 
 

"For the first hour there seemed to be planes all around us, and which one was the leader was the 
question. Ralph turned the ship over to Dana and with the torch began to check over the ship and 
found oil leaking badly from the starboard tank. I passed a message to the leader, Captain 
Bennett, that our oil tank had ruptured, but we were watching closely and would keep him 
advised. Out Skipper, being in some doubt as to whether to go or not, held back. Finally, he 
decided the oil flow was diminishing; and deciding to go, we found ourselves quite alone. Then my 
radio blew up by shorting in the Antenna switch box and giving us all a good scare. Ralph hollered 
to meΣ ϥ{Ƙǳǘ ǘƘŜ ψψψψ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƻŦŦΗΩ but I had beat him to the gun. With that load of gas, it isn't 
pleasant to have fire skipping around the cockpit; and the corona from that transmitter was really 
something. 
       
When the Skipper decided to go on, we climbed up to 16,000 feet, which afterwards proved a 
smart move as we gained on the rest right from there. At 00.13 G.M.T. Captain Bennett figured his 
position at Lat. 50.58N, Long 48.38W. 
 
At 02:03, while I was trying to take a bearing on Captain Bennett, the indicator on the radio 
compass broke and I really felt up the creek without a paddle. No transmitter or compass and out 
over the Atlantic Ocean. I didn't have the heart to tell Ralph the compass was on the bum, but 
from then on I couldn't sit there and do nothing, so asked permission to go to work on the 
transmitter. 
 
At 02:07 we all got a scare when our bomb bay tank ran dry and both motors started cutting out. I 
was not expecting it, and even if Ralph and Dana were, the way they went for that hand pump and 
gas valve made me think they didn't like it any better than I did. I don't think anything ever 
sounded as good to me as hearing those big Wrights hit their stride again and settle down to a 
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steady drone. From then on the Skipper didn't need to watch any gauges. I could tell him every 
minute how much gas was left in whatever tank he was on. He got quite a kick out of this, and I 
took some kidding afterwards ς Dana calling me the 'human gas gauge.' 
 
At 02:25 G.M.T., we were at 18,000 feet; and we must have looked funny sitting there with a 
rubber tube struck in our mouths. I sometimes get scared when I think how we started out that 
first trip with one little tank of oxygen and nothing but a rubber tube to suck it through. Ralph did 
the regulating, and knew what he was doing, as none of us suffered any ill effects.  Although at 
one time, I felt my stomach would cave in, and Ralph got down in the nose and had trouble getting 
up. I didn't know until afterwards why he turned the oxygen on for a few seconds. 
 
At 03:40 I felt very pleased to be able to tell the skipper we had a transmitter again and I think it 
was a load off his mind although he said nothing. At 04:40 Captain Bennett reported at Long. 
25.50W, and we knew we were doing well too.  
 
At 05:00 the Captain spotted what appeared to be a light off out starboard bow, and Columbus 
himself could not have looked more longingly at North America than we did at that light. We were 
sure it was one of the other planes, and when it proved to be a star, we couldn't help feel a bit let 
down. The skipper had been losing altitude, and when he couldn't get contact at 2,000 feet, he 
pulled back up to 6,000 and stayed there. We were in rain cloud off and on; after the cold of 
18,000 feet we were forced to take off our heavy clothing as it was quite warm. Even cutting off 
the heat didn't seem to cool the plane off, and for a time I was in my shirt sleeves. 
 
All was quiet on the air, as we were keeping W/T silence east of 20 west. Control was trying to 
pass Met traffic but no one could read him through the rain static. Once W/T silence was broken, 
it became a wild scramble. The Skipper casually mentioned that he could use a bearing, but after 
listening to the static realized it was hopeless. 
 
At 08:00 we started to descend, and at 5,000 feet came contact. Dana was down in the nose, and I 
don't know who was most surprised when he casually stuck his head up and said, 'Say Captain, 
there's land down there.' It was a big moment. Ralph stuck her nose down to get a better look and 
reached for the map case ... We were over land but there was water in the distance. It was a tense 
moment when Ralph pointed to a little spot on the map and said, 'That's it over there, Catlin 
LǎƭŀƴŘΦΩ It didn't take long to prove him right. It was only a few minutes until we came over Lough 
Neagh which was really beautiful in the morning light. Suddenly the Captain let out a roar and 
shouted. ΨThere's Aldergrove right over there.Ω With that he shoved the throttles forward and the 
way that Hudson jumped was like a horse coming down the home stretch. After one circuit we 
were down at 08.50 G.M.T. We were third in." 

 
All seven aircraft landed safely. It heralded the beginning of the biggest aircraft ferry operation in 
aviation history 
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RAF Ferry Command  

It was November 1940. Seven aircraft departed Gander as a precursor of the critical role that Gander 
Airport was to play in one of the most significant chapters of World War II. That role was to provide a 
jumping-off spot for warplanes being ferried overseas.  
 
The history of Gander Airport is rife with references to ferrying aircraft eastward across the North 
Atlantic during the last five years of WWII. The first references, to what is now Gander, were to Hattie's 
Camp. Air Commodore Griffith Powell wrote the book Ferryman and in the section concerning the initial 
strategy he writes, "The plan was to leave Montreal individually when ready and assemble at Hattie's 
Camp for the group departure."  
 
To address the lack of accommodation he wrote: "I went therefore to St. John's and arranged with the 
railway company to station a number of old sleeper carriages plus a restaurant car on the Hattie's Camp 
siding." 
 
"The site now known as Gander was, before the war known as Hattie's Camp. Its importance to the Ferry 
Service was as a refuelling point for flights from Montreal, and later from such points as Presque Isle, 
Maine." (Watt) 
 
άBy 1938, this site, named Hattie's Camp, had been completed with three runways, an administration 
building with a control tower on top, a large hanger, radio communication and navigation aids." (Berry) 
 
On May 10, 1940, Winston Churchill took over as Great BritainΩǎ Prime Minister from Neville 
Chamberlain.  Four days later on May 14, 1940, Churchill appointed Lord Beaverbrook as Minister of 
Aircraft Production to organize the purchase, supply and transport of aircraft built in North America. 
Beaverbrook was given the moniker "Beaver," partly because of the beaver in his name but also because 
he was a Canadian. 
 
There was an urgent need for aircraft, but Beaverbrook was told the only practical delivery method was 
by ship. There were two major problems with that method: one was the phenomenal loss of ships to 
German U-Boats and the other was the four months transportation time.  Beaver had heard about the 
exploits of British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC) Capt. D.C.T. Bennett and sent for him.  Beaver 
asked Bennett if he could air-ferry planes from Canada to Britain.  Bennett told him not only could he do 
it, but that he could also cut the delivery time from four months to less than two weeks. Everything went 
into high gear from there. 
 
The air ministry anticipated that the loss rate would be as high as 25 percent. In retrospect, it is 
incredible that the loss rate was kept to less than one percent. (Seventy four aircraft were lost en route 
out of the total 9,340 delivered by the RAF.) 
 
Beaver made calls to some fellow Canadians. Morris Wilson was president of the Bank of Canada, and he 
accepted the top job of the British Purchasing Commission in New York.  Jack Bickell agreed to organize 
the receiving end of the Atlantic Air Ferry organization. Lord Beaverbrook then obtained the services of 
Sir Edward Beatty of Canadian Pacific Railways and Mr. Woods-Humphreys, former managing director of 
Imperial Airways, to take charge of dispatching the aircraft from North America.  
 



Early History of Gander ï © 2014 Frank Tibbo Page 140 of 409 

Beaver was not shy in using his influence when it came to the war effort.  He requested the four of them 
work for one dollar a year, they did. Canadian Pacific Railways was asked to manage the operation and 
formed Canadian Pacific Air Services for that purpose. It was up and running in July 1940. 
 
Of course it could not run without aircraft and pilots to fly them across the Atlantic. In early August 
BOAC released some of its technical staff and flying-boat pilots who had experience flying the Atlantic. 
Four senior captains, D.C.T. Bennett, (Bennett Drive, Gander) R.H. Page, I.G. Ross and A.S. Wilcockson 
(Wilcockson Crescent, Gander) were sent to Canada to set up the aircrew training program. Bennett was 
made flying superintendent. 
 
According to Funk and Wagnalls New Encyclopaedia, Sir Winston Churchill was Great Britain's greatest 
20th-century statesman. One of the smartest things he ever did was appoint Lord Beaverbrook to his 
cabinet and make him Minister of Aircraft Production in 1940.  
 
Beaverbrook was born William Aitken in Maple, Ontario, in 1879.  He made a fortune in the cement 
business.  Beaverbrook immigrated to England in 1910 and made another fortune in newspapers. He 
was elected to the British Parliament and became extremely influential. Beaverbrook knew how to get 
things done ς fast ς and if necessary in an unorthodox way. 
 
With Lord Beaverbrook in charge, things got off to a fast start. He made arrangements to purchase 
11,000 aircraft from the United States.  He knew at the rate the Americans could turn them out he 
would need ferry pilots ς lots of pilots. Beaverbrook asked Trans Canada Airlines (TCA) to hire 100 
civilian pilots between the age of 20 and 35 who had at least 350 hours of flying experience. 
 
A further search recruited radio operators and navigators to crew the aircraft. The shortage of radio 
operators was overcome when the Canadian Department of Transport arranged to release volunteers 
from their stations across Canada.  
 
Five Gander operators volunteered to fly with Ferry command.  Sadly, all but one died on air duty. Frank 
Ratcliffe also lost his life in Ferry Command, though not on a regular flight. He and pilot Joe Gilmour died 
when their Norseman aircraft crashed in May 1945.  Of the five Gander volunteers, Francis W. Coughlan 
of St. John's survived 16 crossings.  William B. Collins, Cyril H. Small of St. John's, Harry T. Moores of 
Blackhead, Conception Bay and John Joseph MacDonald of Nova Scotia were killed. 
 
In the summer of 1940, Gander was designated the main staging post for delivery of bombers to Britain. 
The Atlantic Ferry Service (then Canadian Pacific Air Service) set up in October 1940. Squadron Leader 
Griffith Powell, RCAF, had served with Imperial Airways as a transatlantic flying boat captain.  He also 
had been operations manager of the Bermuda base.  Powell was ordered to Gander in September to set 
up the required ferry terminal operation. He joined P.D. McTaggart-Cowan, the legendary North Atlantic 
meteorological forecaster. 
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Griffith Powell wrote in his book, Ferryman: 
 

"In spite of the massive investment of $4 million, permanent buildings and accommodation 
hardly existed and on my arrival there was only a small hangar, a control tower and a few staff 
houses with some temporary accommodation for construction workers. There was no means of 
housing the sort of aircrew flow that we had in mind. I went therefore to St. John's and arranged 
with the railway company to station a number of old sleeper carriages plus a restaurant car on 
the Hattie's Camp siding. Each sleeping car had eight double compartments plus a small cabin at 
the end normally used by the railway staff but strategically situated next to the coal-burning 
stove that heated the whole coach. It was in one of these cabins that I set up our Gander 
headquarters. The name Gander was adopted at about that date and was taken from the nearby 
Gander Lake; the old name Hattie's Camp faded from the record. Energetic steps were taken 
from Montreal to remedy the accommodation problem and a wooden, partly prefabricated, 30-
room transit hotel (Eastbound Inn) was started at once." (Powell) 

 
The Gander personnel who were involved with the flying boat service for three years were exactly what 
was needed to staff the ferry organization. It soon became evident, however, that additional staff would 
have to be hired and trained to keep up with the anticipated increase in traffic. 
 

"By the end of October I was able to report that Gander was ready. Six aircraft were flown up to 
Gander by the first week of November and in spite of minor problems they were ready to go 
when Bennett came up on November 10th with number seven. At a preliminary briefing McFog 
(McTaggert-Cowan) declared a good forecast, or at least good for the time of year." (Powell) 

 
November 10, 1940, is the most significant date because even though work had begun several months 
earlier, it was on this day that the first aircraft departed Gander for the long perilous journey across the 
treacherous North Atlantic. 
 
"The decision to go that night was great news for the waiting crews, some of whom had been there for 
ten days." (Powell) 
 
The news quickly spread. The 1st Battalion of the Queen's Own Rifles of Canada, who had been sent to 
guard the airport, had a band. The commanding officer, L/Col. McKendrick, offered to help make a 
proper ceremony of the first departure by having the band play. 
 

"We lined the aircraft up for the quickest possible take-off sequence to avoid the first machines 
off having to circle unnecessarily. We warmed up all the engines just before dark, topped up the 
tanks, positioned the aircraft in line abreast on the wide main runway and when the great 
moment arrived the band struck up. Miraculously all aircraft started without trouble as the 
starter trolley moved down the line. In that cold Christmas-tree setting the Hudsons were played 
away by the pipes in front of our small group of well-wishers. It was a relief to get the news 
through the night of the safe arrival of the nine Americans, six British, six Canadians and one 
Australian who made up the group." (Powell) 

 
The captains of the seven Hudsons on the first ferry mission were Bennett, Adams, Smith, Rogers, 
Andrews, Lyons and Cripps. 
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Flying Officer "Curly" Tripp was the Radio Officer on Hudson T-9468, piloted by Captain Ralph E. Adams. 
He kept a written account of the journey.   
 

"At 08.00 we started to descend, and at 5,000 feet came contact. We were over land but there 
was water in the distance. Suddenly the captain let out a roar and shouted, 'There's Aldergrove 
right over there.' We landed at 08:50. We were the third in."  

 
(Aldergrove is the airport just west of Belfast, Northern Ireland.  The water was Lough Neagh, the 
largest lake in Great Britain.) 
 
The original plan was for groups of nine but the number was kept to seven. The group leader was to be a 
pilot with a first class navigator's licence, and he would have with him two radio operators because of 
the work load and the long period of duty. The deputy leader would have to be an experienced 
pilot/navigator or have a navigator with him. The plan was to leave Montreal individually when ready 
and assemble at Hattie's Camp for the group departure. 
 
The second group of seven departed Gander on November 28 led by Capt. Page.  Capt. Store led the 
third group on December 17.  Subsequently, the groups of seven was dropped and aircraft departed 
Gander as soon as conditions permitted. 
 
Ferry Command was assigned an area at the southeast section of Gander airport, which has been 
referred to ever since as The RAF.  A rush order was given to construct a building for the ferry crews.  
The Eastbound Inn (a 30-cubical wooden building) was ready in December 1940. The Inn cost $15,000 
and had $4000 worth of furniture that arrived from Montreal. The British Air Ministry also authorized 
the construction of two hangers and staff accommodations. The two hangars survive to this day, yet all 
of the U.S.A.A.F and R.C.A F. hangars are long gone. 
 
In May 1941, the ferry operation came under the control of the Ministry of Aircraft production.  Wing 
Cdr. Powell was Operations Controller.  He replaced Wing Cdr. Bennett, who had returned to the U.K. to 
form the RAF Bomber Command "Pathfinder" force. 
 
The decision of President Roosevelt to assist the supply and delivery of aircraft to the RAF under the 
Lend-Lease Bill of March 11 led to the next change. The United States insisted that they would only turn 
the aircraft over to a military operation. As a result, the ferry operation was taken over by the RAF on 
July 20, 1941, and the operation was then referred to as RAF Ferry Command. On October 7, it also took 
over the radio station from the Air Ministry, with F.R. Ratcliffe as officer in charge. The Canadian 
Department of Transport continued to supply meteorological service under P.D. McTaggart-Cowan. 
 
To meet the growing needs of military transport, the Royal Air Force formed Transport Command on 
March 25, 1943, and Ferry Command became No. 45 (Atlantic Transport) Group under the command of 
Air Commodore Griffith Powell. 
 
The commanding officers of the ferry command at Gander were Captain I.G. Ross of the British Overseas 
Airways Corporation, Group Captain Cottle, Group Captain Anderson and Group Captain Brown. 
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A plaque is erected in the War Museum in London: 
 
 1940 1946 
 
 IN COMMEMORATION TO THE MEN OF 
 ROYAL AIR FORCE FERRY COMMAND 
 WHO UNDER DIFFICULT AND ADVERSE CONDITIONS 
 FERRIED AIRCRAFT TO THE UNITED KINGDOM 
 THUS GREATLY HELPING TO ACHIEVE FINAL VICTORY 
 
 THIS PLAQUE IS ALSO DEDICATED TO 
 THE MANY WHO GAVE THEIR LIVES 
 IN THIS SERVICE FOR THEIR COUNTRY 
 
 WE TRUST HEAVENLY FATHER 
 THEIR LAST FLIGHT WAS SUCCESSFUL 
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McTaggart -Cowan 

! ƴŀƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ DŀƴŘŜǊΩǎ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ McTaggart-Cowan. He was a man who was 
held on a metaphorical pedestal by thousands of airmen whose very lives depended on his predictions. 

Jeffrey Davis, in an article called Ψ!¢C9whΥ ¢ƘŜ !ǘƭŀƴǘƛŎ CŜǊǊȅ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǿǊƻǘŜ, άacTaggart-Cowan 
was possibly the most important person in an organization that depended so much on weather.έ 

Born in Edinburgh, Scotland, in 1912, Dr. Patrick Duncan McTaggart-Cowan MBE, OC, was a Rhodes 
Scholar, director of the Canadian Meteorological Service.  After the war, he became the first president of 
Simon Fraser University and executive director of the Science Council of Canada. 

The next few pages are based on an interview with Dr. McTaggart-Cowan in his home at Bracebridge, 
Ontario, by Mr. Robert Banting, nephew of Sir Frederick Banting. The interview was conducted one week 
prior to Dr. McTaggart-/ƻǿŀƴΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΦ 

In discussing meteorology he said:  

άWhen I went out to Newfoundland, there were a few observing stations around the coast but 
nothing else. So we had to put that together (weather service). At the same time the 
telecommunications side was equally being developed. British Marconi came out to do the 
telecommunications side of Botwood and then at Gander. The installation was finished in 
Botwood by the end of 1937. Admiral Johnson of Marconi was in charge of that. He went back to 
England after he was finished and the Air Ministry took over. The chief telecommunications 
officer was a man by the name of Fever. He was recalled to Britain during the war because he 
was a very experienced man and Frank (Ratcliffe) took over. He was acting radio operator for 
Gilmore (when both men were killed). We lost two good men on that silly junket. Frank was in 
charge of the receiving equipment and staff and Morley Brant was in charge of the transmitters 
ς ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎƳƛǘǘŜǊ ŜȄǇŜǊǘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƛƭƛǘƛŜǎΦ 

L ƘƛǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƎǊŀŘǳŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ȅŜŀǊΩǎ ŎǊƻǇ ŦǊƻƳ aŜƳƻrial. I trained them to take weather 
observations and to plot weather maps ς ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎƛŀƴΩǎ ǎǘǳŦŦΦ bƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǳƴŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜƭȅΣ 
had enough education to become professionals. They were busy taking weather observations, 
radio operators were busy copying weather reports from Greenland, the Azores and England 
and anywhere I could scratch them up ς and the States, because there were no land lines you 
see. The railway had run on the old sounder, but there was nothing you could put a teletype on, 
so that everythƛƴƎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴ ōȅ ǊŀŘƛƻ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇƭƻǘǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ƳŀǇǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 
know what was going on in the hangar so anything they have written about (outside of their 
work) could be questionable history. 

The first land-line operation we were able to mount was in the early days of the war. The British, 
ŦƻǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘŀōƭŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎΣ Ǝƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƛŜŘ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜŎǊŜŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŜƴŘ 
their weather observations to us and yet we were having to send aircraft over (the Atlantic) ς we 
needed to know what was going on and at that time they learnt how to multiplex the 
transatlantic cable and we got a meteorological channel on that multiplex. Up until that time 
everything came by radio. We would copy the Canadian and American data that were broadcast 
out of Arlington on a U.S. Navy channel and then the Danish government had a broadcast out of 
Greenland ς a very poor one ς and then we picked up one from Iceland and from Britain. We 
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had a huge staff of radio operators ς 24 hours a day. Most of the weather was broadcast on a 
scheduled basis, and if you missed it you missed it. 

At Gander we would intercept signals going to the U.S. Navy in Washington who then decoded 
them and sent up to us and my cypher team would have them deciphered and plotted on the 
map before we got it back ŦǊƻƳ ²ŀǎƘƛƴƎǘƻƴΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǊŘ ǘƻ ŎǊŀŎƪΦ 

Hugh Bindon was a meteorologist who came out to Norris Arm first to begin these upper-air 
όǘŜǎǘǎύ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǳǇǇŜǊ ŀƛǊ ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƛƴŘ ǎǇŜŜŘ 
and direction were in that part of Newfoundland. He preceded me by about eight months. I was 
still with the task-force in Britain and he went out and started these upper-air (tests) with the 
Fox Moth. (We operated with) floats in the summer and skis in the winter, and in Gander it was 
wheels in the summer and skis in the winter.έ 

One may wonder why such a prominent forecaster was asked to go to Gander in 1937. The answer of 
course is because of the experimental transatlantic flights. Accurate weather was essential if the 
operation was to succeed. The Canadian government had agreed to provide the meteorological service 
and wanted the brightest person on their staff to take on the job. 

άNewfoundland had a few reporting stations ς just weather reporting ς largely for fishing and 
coastline shipping. Then under the U.K.-Canada-Newfoundland Agreement, Canada undertook 
to provide the meteorological service on the western half of the Atlantic for the experimental 
flights. The same way as the British undertook to provide meteorological service, not only in U.K. 
but also in Ireland and the first thing that happened was I was offered the job to join the task-
force in Britain and if everything was approved the respective governments to end up in 
Newfoundland to develop the service there. A counterpart of mine, who was also on this task-
force, was to go to Foynes, Ireland and a third was to go to Poole in southern England, which 
was the starting point. The flying boats would go from Poole, to Foynes, to Botwood, to 
Montreal or New York depending on whether they were American or British.έ 

In discussing the lack of weather observations on which to base his forecast, he told how he had pressed 
to get weather ships stationed at points across the Atlantic during the war. 

άThe British assigned two elderly freighters, I think their top speed was eight knots. So they 
ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ƻƴ ŀ ŎƻƴǾƻȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƪŜŜǇ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾƻȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 
ŀǊƳŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜ ƎǳƴΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ŦŀǊ ŀǎ L ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƎǳƴƴŜǊ ƻǊ ŀƳmunition. The gun 
was just for show. They took up station about 500 miles east-southeast of Cape Race, which 
was a position that gave us the best help to get a handle on storms that came up between 
Bermuda and North America and developed very quickly when they got over the cold waters of 
the Labrador current and the warm waters of the Gulf Stream. I knew what was going on in 
Cape Race and I knew that if I had something 500 miles away at least it would give us a start. 
One of the ships would do about a month on station before being relieved by the other. They 
ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ {ǘΦ WƻƘƴΩǎ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŦƛǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƭƛŜǎΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ŀ ƳŜǘŜƻǊƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ ƻƴ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴŘ 
they were supposed to take their observations every six hours and broadcast them and then 
change their position to try to avoid the subs. It lasted about eight months. The end was 
predictable, the U-boats got them on the change over, and they got both of them the same 
night. We must have sent 50 B-24s down over the area but there was no sign of debris or 
anything. 
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Just after that there was a U.S. Admiral who came through (Gander). I held his aircraft up for 
about a week because of weather. Well, this fellow had never been held up before by a civilian, 
and he was getting angrier all the time. Finally we got to know each other, and he finally got to 
appreciate what my problem was. At the end he said, ΨLŦ L ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ǘǊƛǇ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ 
ǎƻƳŜ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ǎƘƛǇǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΦΩ {ƻ L ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŦƛƴŜ; ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ IŜ ŘƛŘ ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪ 
safely; and within a few months, we had four stations manned with Coast Guard cutters armed 
to the teeth with every antisubmarine device that the U.S. Navy had. They never lost one to 
enemy action, and by the end of the war we had 20 ships on station across the Atlantic. 

I had a fair staff of highly competent meteorologists but I elected to do the daily briefing myself. 
The crew that was scheduled out the next day would come in and I would give them the run-
ŘƻǿƴΦ CƛǊǎǘ L ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ ǎƻƳŜ Řƻǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƻƴΩǘǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ !ǘƭŀƴǘƛc because these 
ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǊŜǎƘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΦ LΩŘ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ ŀōƻǳǘ ƛŎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŦƻƻƭƘŀǊŘȅ ŀƴŘ 
if anything went wrong to turn around and come back, because they were all gung-ho young 
pilots. So they got a lot more than the weather after listening to me for about an hour and then 
the following morning, of course, they would get the actual flight forecast.έ 

Dr. Sir Frederick Banting, a Canadian Nobel prize winner, spent his last night at Gander and was hosted 
ōȅ DŀƴŘŜǊΩǎ ŎƘƛŜŦ ƳŜǘŜƻǊƻƭƻƎƛǎǘ.  McTaggart-Cowan recalled the following: 

άThey ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƴƛƎƘǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ L ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜΦ {ƻ {ƛǊ 
Frederick came up and spent the night with us. Banting told me that evening while at my house, 
Ψ̧ ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ LΩƳ ǎŎŀǊŜŘΣ L ƪƴƻǿ LΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŀǘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘȅ LΩƳ ǎŎŀǊŜŘΦ LΩǾŜ ƴŜǾŜǊ 
ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǎŎŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ƭƛŦŜ ōŜŦƻǊŜΦΩ L ǘƻƭŘ ƘƛƳ ό5ǊΦ .ŀƴǘƛƴƎύ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜ όǎŎŀǊŜŘύ ς 
I told him how that the reason for the crash was defective oil coolers. ΨLƴ aŀŎƪŜȅΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ 
oil cooler went as he crossed the Newfoundland coast and after he turned around the second 
one failed. I got this from Mackey himself. We had quite a talk, because part of my responsibility 
was that the weather back at Gander was good enough for anybody that had to come back, so I 
ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǊƻƭŜΦ IŜ ǎŀƛŘΣ ΨbƻΦΩ IŜ ƪƴŜǿ ǿƘŜƴ 
the second one went as far away from Gander as that, that his chances of getting back to 
Gander ǿŀǎ ȊŜǊƻΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ōŀŎƪ ŀŦǘ ŀƴŘ ƧǳƳǇΦ IŜ ƪƴŜǿ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 
ƻǾŜǊ ƭŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ōŜ ƧǳƳǇƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻŎŜŀƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŜ ǘŀƛƭ ƻŦ 
the aircraft go up and said, ΨCƛƴŜΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǎŀŦŜ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǿ L ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ŘŜŎƛŘŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ ŘƻΦΩ {ƻ ƘŜ 
decided to try to get it down. At this point he was an overweight glider and he thought he had a 
sporting chance of getting down, and he did a good job of getting it down, the only trouble is he 
ran out of lake. 

After he landed, he (Mackey) was shocked to see three bodies, he was convinced they had 
jumped safely. Now I heard from Mackey, and he said when reconstructing it himself that all 
three had been standing. The rear door had been jettisoned which is the first step to jumping, 
and that all three had been standing at the rear door, that the radio operator and co-pilot had 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǊŀŎƘǳǘŜǎ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ {ƛǊ CǊŜŘŜǊƛŎƪΩǎ ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀŎƪΦ IŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŀƛŘ ƛƴ ƘƛƴŘ-casting that if all 
three had been sitting on the floor with their back to the bulƪƘŜŀŘ ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ŀŦǘΣ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ŀƭƭ ōŜ 
alive. The bulkhead stayed put, ς the bulkhead is just behind the pilot ς they would have been 
shaken up but they would have been alive. Why the three were standing there no one knows.έ 

McTaggart-Cowan said of his time in Gander:  
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άWe had a central building which housed the meteorological, control and communications 
offices and in which we ate and slept. And along side of that we had a power house, just a few 
feet away and a house for central heating. There was the railway station and the transmitter site 
buildings and two houses, one that the Pattisons lived in and the one that we lived in. H.A.L. 
Pattison was the airport manager; he had been a Squadron Leader in the RAF and was sent out 
by the RAF to be the Operations Controller at Botwood and then at Gander. He was a pilot of 
distinction from WWI, but unfortunately had a wife who was a complete alcoholic, when I say 
complete I mean 24 hours a day. Between the wars, she had followed him.  He had a squadron 
in India, and then was posted to Saudi Arabia in the desert to do patrols there. Their house (in 
Saudi Arabia) was an old aircraft packing crate. They used to pack aircraft up in crates and send 
them to various places in those days. The heat got to her, as one would expect, and the water 
supply was (sparse) and she began drinking gin. They had two lovely children, one of them 
ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƳŜΦ tŀǘǘƛǎƻƴΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ όƛƴ DŀƴŘŜǊύ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ ŀ ƎǳŜǎǘ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǾƛǎƛǘƛƴƎ ŎŜƭŜōǊƛǘƛŜǎ 
so Margaret (Mrs. McTaggart-Cowan) was the hostess of choice.έ 

IŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ǎƘȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΦ /ƻƳƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǿƘȅ ǘƘŜ 
runways at the Newfoundland Airport were so wide. 

άThe reasons are shrouded in mystery. The design was done in Britain and they had no concern 
ŀōƻǳǘ ǎƴƻǿ ǊŜƳƻǾŀƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƘǳƳǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ Ǌǳƴǿŀȅ ƛǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 
ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊΣ ǿƘƻ ŎŀƳŜ ƻǾŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΣ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ƭŜǾŜƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ Ƨǳǎǘ 
knew he had to do a lot of excavating, and he kept on excavating until he had removed far too 
much. Then the British ran out of money (which they had assigned to the project) and they 
ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ Ǝƻǘ ƻƴŜ Ǌǳƴǿŀȅ ƎǊŀŘŜŘ ǇǊƻǇŜǊƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŜƳōŀǊǊŀǎǎƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ 
the British sent an emissary over to talk to C.D. Howe to say, Ψ²ƛƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǇƭŜŀǎŜ ōŀƛƭ ǳǎ ƻǳǘΚΩ 
because someone has to take this thing on that knows something about it. Howe agreed but said 
ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ Ǉǳǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ƳŜƴΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǿƘŜƴ WŜǿƛǘǘΣ ǿƘƻ had been a divisional engineer on 
ǘƘŜ ²ŜƭƭŀƴŘ /ŀƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ŘƻƴŜ ŀƴ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ƧƻōΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŀŘ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ IƻǿŜΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ ǿŀǎ 
ǘŀǇǇŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƛŦ ƘŜΩd go down and straighten out this mess. Jewitt agreed 
but insisted that Chestnut come as his inside man and Bradley as his outside man. So the three 
of them came down. When Bradley got his level on these runways, he just blew his top. I think 
they were 20 feet below the level they should have been so Jewitt called a meeting of the 
airlines with C.D. Howe as well and said to them, ΨHow much of a hump can you live with 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ŏƻǎǘ ŀ ŦƻǊǘǳƴŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǘǳŦŦ ōŀŎƪΦΩ {ƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀƎǊŜŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ 
to how much of a hump they could live with. 

Jewitt said, Ψ²ŜΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƘƻǳǎŜǎ ƘŜǊŜΦΩ ²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Administration 
Building and I said, ΨL ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ŦƛŀƴŎŞ ƛƴ ±ŀƴŎƻǳǾŜǊ ǿƘƻ LΩŘ ƭƻǾŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƘŜǊŜΦΩ {ƻ ƘŜ Ǝƻǘ 
permission from the British Air Ministry to build a house for the airport manager and me and 
three duplexes for the senior radio operators, Brant and Wilcox and their lieutenants. And the 
cheapest place to put them was near the end of the runway where it would be easy to connect 
the services. The Canadian government paid the shot. The Shell Oil built a house near the end of 
the row for their man, Ron Hayden; they had the contract in Newfoundland for Botwood and 
Gander to provide all the fuel.έ 

Lǘ ǿŀǎ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŀǘ DŀƴŘŜǊΩǎ IŀƴƎŀǊ нл ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ƻƴŜ-piece door in the world.  
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άIn Gander at that time we had the famous green hangar with the tremendous one-piece door ς 
the whole front of the hangar lifted up as one door. It was there before the war broke out. We 
had done all of our experimental work with the flying boats and that was limited to the spring 
and summer ς we ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ do it in the winter. The British were developing the Albatross which 
was an airplane capable of flying the Atlantic, and the French were developing the Farman. So 
we were all set up at Gander to continue our experimental flights using land planes ς this is 
before the war broke out.έ 

IŜ ƘŜƭŘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǊŜǘƛŎŜƴǘ ǿƘŜƴ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǾƛŜǿǎΥ 

άDilmore (Gilmore Place, Gander) was our chief engineer. I ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘƻ ǇŀƛŘ Ƙƛǎ ǎŀƭŀǊȅΦ It 
would either be Canadian Pacific Railroad ς Canadian Pacific Airlines ς or Ferry Command as it 
evolved. He certainly behaved as if he was on staff. The reason he died was because he was 
trying to save the neck of the C.O. (Commanding Officer) who had put our small airplane in the 
drink. This silly-ass Englishman had gone fishing with a float (sic) plane but the ice was soft. He 
had no right taking the airplane out fishing to start with, ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ Ǉǳǘ ƛǘ ƻƴ ǎƻŦǘ ƛŎŜΦ 
Gilmore went and fished it out, got it back to Gander, repaired it to where he thought it was 
airworthy; and he and Frank Redcliff, who was head of radio at that time, elected to fly it back to 
Montreal where they would do a complete rebuilding. They got as far as Prince Edward Island. 
We were worried enough that there was a PBY riding herd on them. They went into a cloud over 
P.E.I. and went straight into the ground. There was just enough turbulence that something 
rotted that had been in the salt water and gave out. It was a stupid thing to do. Gilmore nor 
Frank should have gone near the damn airplane.  It should have just been written off. He was 
just trying to save the neck of the silly C.O.έ 

IŜ ǎǇƻƪŜ ƻŦ {ƛǊ CǊŜŘŜǊƛŎƪ .ŀƴǘƛƴƎΩǎ ǘǊŀƎƛŎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ ŀ IǳŘǎƻƴ ōƻƳōŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŦŜǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ 
Kingdom: 

άThe Hudsons as they were first delivered had round engine oil-coolers in the wings and they 
were efficient; and the Hudson had a good reputation ς a rugged airplane.  Then for military 
purposes, they decided to hot-up the engines; ŀƴŘ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ. I 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘ ŀ ōƻƻǎǘŜǊ ƻƴ ƛǘΦ  Anyway for combat purposes, they felt they needed a 
greater amount of air-cooling ability; and some silly-ass felt that instead of a round cooler they 
could put an oblƻƴƎ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ŎƻƻƭŜǊ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƎŜǘ ŀ ƳǳŎƘ ōƛƎƎŜǊ ŎƻƻƭŜǊ ŀǊŜŀΦ LǘΩǎ ŦƛƴŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳ 
(Lockheed) to talk about engineering specifications; but during the war, the specification listing 
the changes usually came six months after you got the change.  

And once Ferry Command took over, we had one unit in Dorval whose job it was to crawl all over 
every airplane that came on line before it was (cleared) for delivery and find out what changes 
had been made. Then a number of us had the job of assessing that to find out whether we 
should put additional limits on the conditions that had to exist in order to deliver it. I remember 
one had a gigantic oil cooler out in front which in our conditions just manufactured carburettor 
ice, and the quick fix I came up with there was to get pieces of plywood and covered the damn 
thing. The American-built aircraft were all underpowered compared with the German aircraft. 

I think the first seven aircraft came with the round oil coolers; and after that they came with the 
square. The round oil-coolers did a lovely job.  There was no problem, winter, summer. The 
square coolers came along and Gilmore spotted them right away (they were on during the first 
winter). The air was getting cold enough in Montreal. The oil is circulated by a pump and the oil 
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is heavy, the stress goes to the corners of these damn oil coolers; ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΩǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ, so 
they fractured any one of the four corners. And they were bound to. Anybody who knew 
anything hydraulics and the temperatures they were getting in Montreal, or Newfoundland or 
Winnipeg ς well if you started them cold, that oil cooler was going to fetch. Gilmore got a whole 
stack of them, and he automatically changed both oil coolers on every Hudson as soon as it 
arrived at Gander to get it ready for the overseas flight. The standing instruction was that if the 
oil pressure dropped at all during the first hour after take-off, they were to turn around and 
come back.έ 

Donald Bennett C.B. C.B.E. D.S.O. led the first squadron of bombers across the Atlantic during the war. 
Air Chief Marshall Sir Arthur Harris, Royal Air Force Bomber Command, said, "Bennett is the most 
efficient pilot I have ever met." McTaggart-Cowan also thought highly of Bennett: 

ά.ennett was absolutely brilliant, not only as a pilot, but as a navigator, and as an engineer. The 
only problem was that he thought everyone should be as smart as he was, ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 
make allowances for people. When he was running British West Indian Airlines, it was a disaster 
because he expected everybody else to be as capable as he was ς ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘΦ !ƴȅǿŀȅ, I 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ όƻƛƭ ŎƻƻƭŜǊύ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ Ǝƻǘ Ǉŀǎǘ .ŜƴƴŜǘǘΦ IŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƎƻƴŜ 
over his airplane with a fine-ǘƻƻǘƘ ŎƻƳōΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜƭƛŜŘ όǎƻƭŜƭȅύ ƻƴ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ 
manuals. They were to follow Bennett but after a while they ran into cloud and had to separate 
ς just as we expected (forecast). Bennett was the only navigator. But we had worked out what 
we considered was a fail-safe detailed flight plan of exactly what they had to do, so when they 
separated the six reverted to the flight plan.έ 

Civilian ferry pilots were paid well, but McTaggart-/ƻǿŀƴ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭƭ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘΥ 

άLƴŎƛŘŜƴǘŀƭƭȅΣ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ Ǉƛƭƻǘǎ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƎƻƻŘΦ ¢ƻ ǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƛƴǘΣ L ƘŀŘ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǘƻ hǘǘŀǿŀ ŀƴŘ 
coming back I got on one of the delivery Hudsons; and I fŜƭǘ ǿŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǎƻ L 
went up to the sharp end to see what the pilot was doing and he said, ΨhΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƎǳƭŦΦΩ 
This was about five hours after he left Montreal. I said, Ψ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻ ǿŀȅ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ DǳƭŦΩ ς 
there was lots of ocean. And I looked back and way on the horizon ς there were a couple of little 
pimples of islands and I said, ΨI think those are the Grey Islands, ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 
!ǘƭŀƴǘƛŎΦΩ !ƴŘ ƘŜ ǘƘŜƴ ŀŘƳƛǘǘŜŘ ƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ; so I said, Ψ[ƻƻƪ ǿŜΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ 
to head due south, and ȅƻǳΩǊŜ going to contact Gander to see if they can DF (Direction Finding) 
ȅƻǳΦΩ  

We had long range DF which was reasonably good and we had short range DF which was 
marginal. So he tried to get Gander but his radio oǇŜǊŀǘƻǊ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘ ŜƛǘƘŜǊΦ IŜŀŘƛƴƎ 
down over White Bay you get into a very difficult area for radio communications. We flew due 
south long enough and picked up the railway, and I told him he was to stay on the railway until 
he got to Gander. By the time we got to Gander, ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ ŦǳŜƭ ƭŜŦǘ; and Gander, 
of course, was frantic and thought we were down in the Atlantic somewhere. So they turned 
that fellow around the next day and sent him back to Montreal; and going back to Montreal, he 
lost his way and parked the aircraft up in the Laurentians (Laurentian Mountains) somewhere. 
{ƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Ŧƭȅ ŀƎŀƛƴΦ Iƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƛƴ aƻƴǘǊŜŀƭ, I 
ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΦέ 
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Dr. McTaggart-Cowan died October 11, 1997, at Bracebridge, Ontario, shortly after this interview.  My 
sincere thanks to Mr. Bob Banting, nephew of the late Sir Frederick Banting, for allowing me to use his 
taped interviews. Mr. Banting taped the interview a week prior to Dr. McTaggart-/ƻǿŀƴΩǎ ŘŜŀǘh. 
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Robertson  

Robertson Street in Gander was named to honour the Robertson brothers. Five Robertson brothers 
served during World War II, and the Robertson family was devastated by the loss of three of them. 
 
Clarence Edward (Ginger) Robertson was born on March 8, 1914. He joined 
the Newfoundland Ranger Force (No. 17), but as soon as World War II 
commenced, he resigned and enlisted in the Royal Air Force (53021). He 
graduated as a navigator and was promoted to the rank of Flying Officer. 
One of his tours was flying with Coastal Command to Iceland as a member 
of 512 Squadron. He died on March 21, 1944, when his aircraft crashed. It 
is interesting to note that when the first aircraft of the RAF Ferry Command 
left Gander for England, the navigator aboard the aircraft was F/L Clarence 
(Ginger) Robertson. 
 
Maxwell (Buster) George Robertson was born on August 28, 1917. He went 
overseas with the Newfoundland Foresters but transferred to Royal Air 
Force. He rose to the rank of Flight Sergeant (1063077).  He was rescued 
and survived the first time his aircraft was shot down. However, he was 

reported missing in action in May 1941 when for the second time his 
aircraft was shot down. 
 
George Macklin Lacelles Robertson was born on February 7, 1923. Like his brother Max, George became 
a Flight Sergeant, except Max joined the Royal Canadian Air Force (79264). George, a tail-gunner, died 
on April 17, 1942, as a result of an aircraft accident. He is buried in Stratford-on-Avon. 
 
William Henry (Harry) Robertson, the eldest of the five brothers, was born on July 24, 1909. He had gone 
to work in the United States prior to the war and joined the United States Army Air Force. He survived 
the war, and after it was over returned to the United States. He died in Texas on April 13, 1970. 
 
John (Jack) Wilson Penney Robertson, born on May 21, 1912, came to Gander following his service with 
the Royal Canadian Air Force as a wireless instructor. He played a pivotal part in the formation of the 
town of Gander. He became not only the first mayor but also probably the most popular mayor that 
Gander has ever had. 
 
Jack had worked with Canadian Marconi at St. John's prior to World War II. At the cessation of hostilities 
he obtained a position at Gander with the Newfoundland Civil Aviation Branch. He eventually became 
director of the radio transmitter facility. 
 
Robertson took an aggressive role in the development of Gander as a permanent community. He was a 
past master of Gander Masonic Lodge, a founding member of the Gander Consumers Co-operative 
Society, very active in community affairs and elected mayor of Gander when it became an incorporated 
municipality. 
 
Members of the first council described Jack Robertson as the most optimistic, enthusiastic supporter of 
Gander they have ever known. 

Figure 30:  Mayor Robertson 
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Jack Robertson became the first member of Gander's municipal government to become president of the 
Newfoundland and Labrador Federation of Municipalities (NLFM). 
 
Later he resigned from the employ of the federal government and accepted the position of manager of 
Hotel Gander. He later ran for the Liberals for the Gander district but ran headlong into the Tory tide. He 
was appointed to the Public Service Commission by the Newfoundland Government. 
 
Jack Robertson died on October 14, 1974. 
 
The Robertsons also had a sister Vera who served as a nursing sister with the American Air Force in 
Argentia. Altogether, six Robertson siblings served during WWII. 
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They Jumped Out! 

One of the most intriguing war-time items I have read about is mentioned in the RCAF Gander Station 
Diary on June 20, 1943. 
 
The following two diary entries contain errors marked "(sic)" but give the general story: 
 
May 8 A Ventura aircraft of the R.A.F.F.C. arrived on the station at 2018 hrs. G.M.T.  ς En route to 

Gander the aircraft engines caught fire (sic) and the captain instructed the passengers to don 
their parachutes (sic). Through a misunderstanding, or other reason, four of the passengers 
jumped while flying over water (sic) and have not been found. The fire (sic) in the engine was 
extinguished. 

 
June 20 Corporal (Eric) Butt (RAF) and Mr. (John) Hogan ς a civilian Forest Ranger, who bailed out of 

an aircraft about the first of May, 1943, along with two other men, when the aircraft caught 
fire (sic), were brought to the station by air from Port Saunders. The two men had spent 49 
days (sic) in the bush of Newfoundland, subsisting on snared rabbits and herbs. They were 
suffering from malnutrition ς in addition, Corporal Butt was taken to the hospital suffering 
from frost-bite and exposure. 

 
Now let us see what really happened. 
 
The Captain's name was Sheldon Luck. Incidentally, in October 1980, Sheldon Luck was inducted into the 
Canadian Aviation Hall of Fame.  In June 1981, he was invested with the Order of Icarus, a Canadian 
award that honours persons whose flying has greatly benefited aviation. 
 
This incident occurred during the period when Luck was ferrying aircraft overseas and anywhere else he 
was sent. 
 
On this particular day he was flying a Ventura AJ164 from Goose Bay to Gander with passengers and 
military cargo. The twelve passengers were issued parachutes. 
 
There was no engine fire. In the vicinity of the Strait of Belle Isle while cruising at 12,000 feet at 230 
miles an hour, he detected a slight odour as if something was burning. The crew then saw smoke. The 
captain instructed co-pilot Tommy Mahann and radio operator Johnny Berton to check it out. Radio 
operator Berton went to the cabin to see if any passengers were smoking. 
 
Before the radio operator returned to the cockpit, Luck saw smoke coming up between the rudder 
pedals. He immediately suspected the cockpit heater located in the navigator's position below the 
cockpit. The compartment contained airmail bags and little else because there was no navigator on that 
flight. 
 
The co-pilot opened the hatch in the cockpit floor and went into the navigator's compartment to check 
the heater, which sent heat to the cockpit through duck-work. Light smoke was coming up around the 
mail bags but nothing seemed to be burning. 
 
The radio operator returned and reported that no passengers were smoking. 
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The northern coastline of Newfoundland slipped by nearly three miles below, and the bomber was well 
inland by now. 
 
Then a shock wave went through the Ventura. 
 
Luck knew exactly what had happened but not why. The passenger cabin door had been flung wide 
open, hurtled into the 230-mile an hour slipstream, smashed into the fuselage and was ripped off by the 
force of the blast. 
 
Manufacturer's specifications indicated the door could be opened in flight to permit parachute drops, 
but not until the airspeed had been 
reduced to safe operating limits. 
Opening the door in flight at that speed 
could have killed everyone. 
 
Sheldon sent the radio operator back to 
see what was going on. 
 
He returned bug-eyed to the cockpit. 
 
"For God's sake, Skipper, they're 
jumping!" he yelled. 
 
Stunned at this revelation, Sheldon 
screamed back, "Christ! Stop them! Stop 
them!" 
 
Sheldon reduced power and pushed the 
nose down as fast as he could, hoping 
the force would hold the remaining 
passengers down on the floor and 
inhibit any further motion back there. 
 
In the meantime, he still had the smoke 
problem to deal with. As a precaution, 
he had closed the switch on the cockpit 
heater but the smoke still lingered. 
 
When the Venture was put into a fast 
dive, all passengers were plastered 
securely to their seats or the floor and 

couldn't jump. 
 
Finally back on level flight, Sheldon handed the controls over to the co-pilot and went back to 
investigate and try and find out exactly what happened. He was told that the trouble started after the 
radio operator, who had come to the cabin to ask if anyone was smoking, returned to the cockpit. A 

Figure 31:  The Jumper 












































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































