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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




Ferry Command delivered thousands of aircraft across the North Atlantic during the Second World War, aided in no small part by the men and women of Gander. What began as an odds-against experiment with seven aircraft in November 1940 quickly evolved into something extraordinary. Indeed, in addition to delivering much-needed bombers to Britain, Ferry Command opened the transatlantic skyways and accelerated the growth enjoyed by commercial carriers in the immediate postwar years. The ferry organization and its aircrews were trailblazers, pioneers in the truest form, and Gander was in the middle of it – an Atlantic crossroads as it were.

Those on the ground in support roles at the Ferry Command Gander unit came from Great Britain and Canada, and more still from tiny coastal communities scattered throughout Newfoundland and Labrador, or larger centres like St. John’s. It was an unusual arrangement, to say the least: a blending of civilian staff and Royal Air Force (RAF) service personnel. However, the majority were civilian, and most retained their civilian status while working under a military umbrella. A small number of them, mainly those holding supervisory positions, received special RAF commissions. Many stayed at Gander for the duration of the war and beyond, working in some capacity within the burgeoning postwar commercial aviation industry. Several of Gander’s Newfoundland-born wireless staff even joined the Ferry Command.

Canadian and American forces arrived early in the war, making Gander a very busy place. Their stories deserve telling, but that is outside the scope of this work. Nor is this a history of Ferry Command per se, except where it becomes necessary for context. For that, I recommend Carl A. Christie’s prodigious Ocean Bridge: The History of RAF Ferry Command. In light of Gander’s significance in this great endeavour, Christie gives the airfield its due credit. What follows here might better qualify as a microhistory, presented chronologically and specific to the activities at Gander’s Ferry Command unit, and more especially the work of its aircraft maintenance department, headed by the incomparable John Joseph “Joe” Gilmore. The year 1942 was particularly busy for Gilmore’s men. In the interests of better narrative organization, their efforts for that year only are described in a separate chapter.

Many people deserve recognition for making this book possible. First, I wish to thank those who were there and lived the Ferry Command experience. The late John Murphy, confidential secretary to each successive unit commanding officer, graciously and without fail answered a plethora of emails and questions. It was a privilege to continue our conversations in person when he made regular pilgrimages from Arizona to his birthplace, St. John’s, Newfoundland. Reverend James Reid kindly shared his stories of the maintenance section, and Eileen Elms and Dr. Peter Blackie recounted theirs as children growing up on a busy, multi-national air base. Sean Gilmore reviewed my manuscript and shared many reflections on his father, Joe Gilmore, and some boyhood stories of his own. Thanks as well to his late brother Pat, who provided details on his father’s career and set me on my way some years back.

Robert Pelley, Gander historian and administrator of Bob’s Gander History website, gave unfailingly of his help, often going to great lengths to flush out answers to my questions. He did not stop there and kindly agreed to read my manuscript, and afterwards offered many constructive suggestions. Aviation researcher, blogger, and Quebecer, Diana Trafford, went “above and beyond,” so to speak, giving freely of her time to review and copy documents at the national archives in Ottawa, and then to read and reread my manuscript and provide invaluable editorial expertise. Her uncle, Bruce Watt, was among the pioneers of Ferry Command, serving with them from October 1940 until May 1945. Doctor Sean Nicklin at the University of Ottawa made available a wealth of research material specific to his dissertation on North Atlantic civil aviation. Rob Teteruck shared photographs and information on his grandfather, Ferry Command pilot Vladimir Kabin. Verne Scouten shared biographical details on family member and ferry pilot A.F.J. “Bud” Scouten. I am grateful to the family of Flight Lieutenant John Narburgh, in particular, Beverley Narburgh, who thoughtfully provided a copy of his delightful unpublished autobiography. One fateful day in December 1944, Flight Lieutenant Narburgh force-landed in the snowy wilds of Newfoundland. In an unusual twist, his wife was among the passengers. Her short story of their “Three Nights in the Snow” was equally intriguing and likewise appreciated. Such firsthand accounts of the Ferry Command Gander unit are rare gems. Narburgh’s radio operator that day was Newfoundlander Flight Lieutenant Maxwell Hutchings, and to his daughter, Phyllise Stickel, a nine-year-old awaiting her father’s return home that Christmas, I extend my thanks for her contribution.

My appreciation to the staff at Library and Archives Canada, the British Airways Museum, The Rooms Provincial Archives of Newfoundland and Labrador, the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library at the University of Toronto, and the Royal Air Force Museum, Hendon. Also to Jack Pinsent with the Gander Airport Historical Society, Gander Heritage Trails office coordinator Paddy Penney, Linda White at Archives and Special Collections, Memorial University of Newfoundland, and Nicola Hellmann-McFarland, Special Collections, University of Miami. Major Mathias Joost, Nicholas Muggeridge, and Nicolas Lamothe at the Department of National Defence, Directorate of History and Heritage in Ottawa, and Sandra Seaward, executive director of the North Atlantic Aviation Museum, provided vital assistance. Editor Joan Sullivan carefully read my manuscript and made numerous helpful suggestions and stylistic recommendations. I likewise thank the following: Bob Banting, Dennis Burke, Dr. Lisa Daly, Dr. Michael Deal, Terry Eisan, Richard Goodlet, Hugh Halliday, David Hanson, David Hebbard, Gary Hebbard, Glenn Keough, Walter Longley, Jock Manson, Errol Martyn, David Moore, Marilyn Pasternak, Douglas Pelley, Gary Rideout, the late Robert Schamper and Nelson Sherren, Heather Stemp, Robert Stitt, Frank Tibbo, and Guy Warner. Lastly, heartfelt thanks to my family and friends for all their help and support during the many years of my research, with special recognition to my sister, Denise Hillier Blundon, for taking time from her busy schedule to read and improve upon my manuscript. My apologies in advance to anyone I have inadvertently overlooked or subjected to endless prodding with questions and inquiries over the years.

The writer has made every attempt to ensure accuracy; however, any errors are of his own doing. Finally, the ferry service began and ended under different designations, but for clarity and consistency, it is hereafter identified mostly using its more commonly remembered name, Ferry Command.





ACRONYMS AND ABBREVIATIONS

 




AAFBU Army Air Forces Base Unit

a/c aircraft

A/C Air Commodore

A/C/M Air Chief Marshal

AEA American Export Airlines

AFB Air Force Base

AFHRA Air Force Historical Research Agency (United States)

AIR Air Ministry (United Kingdom)

AOA American Overseas Airlines

AOC air officer commanding

ATFERO Atlantic Ferry Organization

AVIA Air Ministry, Civil Aviation Files (United Kingdom)

A/V/M Air Vice-Marshal

BCATP British Commonwealth Air Training Plan

BOAC British Overseas Airways Corporation

BW Bluie West (as in BW-1 airfield in Greenland)

CBC Canadian Broadcasting Corporation

CC Civilian Component

CO commanding officer

coll collection

Cpl Corporal

CPR Canadian Pacific Railway

Cst Constable

DFC Distinguished Flying Cross

DH de Havilland

DHH Department of National Defence, Directorate of History and Heritage, Ottawa

DND Department of National Defence (Canadian)

Dr. Doctor

ET Evening Telegram

ETA estimated time of arrival

F/L Flight Lieutenant

F/O Flying Officer

FSgt Flight Sergeant

ft feet

gals gallons

G/C Group Captain

GCA Ground Control Approach

GMT Greenwich Mean Time

GN Government of Newfoundland and Labrador

HMCS His Majesty’s Canadian Ship

HMS His Majesty’s Ship

hrs hours

IRA Irish Republican Army

KLM Koninklijke Luchtvaart Maatschappij (Royal Dutch Airlines)

LAC Library and Archives Canada

Lt Lieutenant

Lt-Col Lieutenant Colonel

MAP Ministry of Aircraft Production (UK)

MBE Member of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire

MG Manuscript Group

mph miles per hour

NL Newfoundland and Labrador

no. number

ORB Operations Record Book

PAA Pan American Airways

P/O Pilot Officer

PU Public Utilities (Newfoundland Commission of Government)

PW Public Works (Newfoundland Commission of Government)

QDM course to steer

QRT stop sending

QTE bearing

RAAF Royal Australian Air Force

RAF Royal Air Force

RAFFC Royal Air Force Ferry Command

RAFTC Royal Air Force Transport Command

RAFVR Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve

RCAF Royal Canadian Air Force

RCMP Royal Canadian Mounted Police

RCN Royal Canadian Navy

RG Record Group

rpm revolutions per minute

SAS Scandinavian Airlines System

SASO senior air staff officer

SFCO senior flying control officer

SFTS Service Flying Training School

Sgt Sergeant

SILA Swedish Intercontinental Airlines

S/L Squadron Leader

SSDA Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs (United Kingdom)

TCA Trans-Canada Air Lines

TNA The National Archives (of the United Kingdom and Northern Ireland)

TWA Transcontinental and Western Airlines

UK United Kingdom

US United States

USAAF United States Army Air Forces

USATC United States Air Transport Command

USO United Service Organizations

USS United States Ship

VIP very important person

V-J Victory over Japan

WAAF Women’s Auxiliary Air Force

W/C Wing Commander

W/T wireless telegraphy
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Captain John Joseph Gilmore and de Havilland DH.83 

Fox Moth at Gander. Courtesy Gander Airport Historical Society.






1 | GANDER: GENESIS




Former federal and provincial politician and wartime radio broadcaster Don Jamieson remarked, “In some respects, Newfoundland’s greatest contribution to the war effort lay simply in being there.”1 Notwithstanding the contributions by its men and women civilian and uniformed service personnel, Jamieson may not be far off the mark.


Politically, Newfoundland at the outbreak of war in September 1939 was a constitutionally suspended British dominion, having witnessed in 1934 the dissolution of seventy-nine years of responsible government. With the dominion saddled with debt from railway construction and the Great War, and amid allegations of political corruption in the early 1920s and again during the harsh Depression era, the people of Newfoundland had lost faith in their government. In 1932, thousands of members of the electorate marched in protest to the Colonial Building in St. John’s, the seat of government and the home of the House of Assembly. The demonstration soon turned into a riot, with Liberal Prime Minister Sir Richard A. Squires and other government members barely escaping injury. The affray effectively brought down the Squires government. In the election that followed, St. John’s businessman Frederick C. Alderdice campaigned on a promise to examine the feasibility of having the country administered by a commission of government for a period of years until conditions improved. Alderdice’s United Newfoundland Party won an overwhelming victory. In office, the new prime minister considered a partial default on Newfoundland’s debt. This troubled the British secretary of state for Dominion Affairs, who feared a financial crisis in Newfoundland and a tarnished reputation for the Commonwealth. Canada, in turn, feared for both its banks and its dollar (in Newfoundland, the dollar replaced the pound as currency in 1865). The British and Canadian governments intervened and provided a joint loan on the condition that Newfoundland accept the appointment of a commission to investigate its political and economic affairs. The Alderdice administration did not object.2

The British government appointed Sir William W. Mackenzie, first Baron Amulree, to chair the royal commission, with a mandate to “examine into the future of Newfoundland and, in particular, to report on the financial situation and prospects therein.” The commission set to work in March 1933, travelling across Newfoundland interviewing people and collecting evidence and then meeting members of the Canadian government in Ottawa. After consultation with the British government, Lord Amulree’s exhaustive report was published late in 1933. In it, the commission recommended that “the county should be given a rest from party politics for a period of years” by suspending the existing form of government. In its place, “a special Commission of Government would be created which would be presided over by His Excellency the Governor … [and] composed of six members, exclusive of the Governor, three of whom would be drawn from Newfoundland and three from the United Kingdom.”3 The Newfoundland legislature debated the report and thereafter requested that the Crown suspend the constitution and implement Amulree’s recommendations. In February 1934, the Commission of Government was sworn in and responsible government ended.4 Newfoundland reverted to the status of a Crown Colony and remained a dominion in name only, but continued to report to the Dominions Office in London. This political arrangement lasted throughout the war years, which saw Newfoundland and Labrador, and Gander in particular, develop as a geographically strategic location for military transatlantic aviation. 

The new Commission had not long taken office when the business of aviation entered the agenda. Advancements in aircraft technology had brought commercial transatlantic flying closer to reality, and interest among other European nations soon compelled “the British Commonwealth to decide what part they were to take, and to make definite plans for the future.”5 That future would include Newfoundland as a site for a transatlantic terminal base, by virtue of its location on the proposed air route. The matter came under broader discussion at the 1935 Ottawa Conference, where the United Kingdom (UK), Canada, the Irish Free State, and Newfoundland, represented by Thomas Lodge, Commissioner for Public Utilities, sat during November and December for intensive deliberations aimed at introducing transatlantic air services for the carriage of mail, and eventually passengers and freight. The attending nation governments agreed to cooperate in a “programme of development” involving surveys, experimental flights, and ultimately the establishment of a regular service.6 Preliminary work had been ongoing for several years. At the Imperial Economic Conference in Ottawa in 1932, the same attending nations had formed the Air Communication Committee, “pledging to work together in developing a transatlantic air service over the direct or non-stop route.”7 This route via Newfoundland, as opposed to the southern route through Bermuda and the Azores, was the most attractive and practical, despite the challenges presented by weather conditions. Attendees saw the 1935 conference as a natural sequence to the work of this committee and subsequent conferences held in Newfoundland and Canada.

The day after reaching agreement in December 1935, representatives from Canada, the UK, and the Irish Free State departed Ottawa for Washington to meet with American officials and Juan Trippe, president of Pan American Airways (PAA). Lodge had been summoned to London and did not attend. Pan American was also anxious to start experimental transatlantic services, and the Washington discussions produced an understanding on reciprocal landing rights for PAA and the British carrier Imperial Airways.8 

 

Aerial Surveys and Groundwork 

 

At that time, flying boats offered the most practical means of introducing a scheduled transatlantic service. Besides possessing the necessary flight range, flying boats required no expensive land-based runways, just a relatively calm body of water. So to get things moving, a seaplane base was needed. Nevertheless, the progenitors of the conference agreement, eyeing the future, also proposed to experiment with long-range land-based aircraft, more specifically the de Havilland DH.91 Albatross, then under development in the UK. In Newfoundland’s case at least, flying boats could operate only after the bays and harbours were clear of winter ice. Land planes, on the other hand, could operate year-round, “despite the psychological disadvantages of the use of this type of machine over long sea crossings,” recognized British Air Ministry officials.9 Of course, this method of transatlantic travel required building an airfield, and it happened that preparatory surveys to fulfill such requirements had begun several months before the 1935 conference. That August, Ivor McClure, operational advisor with the British Directorate of Civil Aviation, and his technical assistant, Maurice Banks, arrived at St. John’s by ship with instructions to select suitable sites for a flying boat base and land aerodrome. During their two-week stay, the pair met with Newfoundland governor Sir David Murray Anderson and other government officials, and obtained access to four reports on air terminal facilities in Newfoundland, produced from 1932 to 1934 by Air Communication Committee member and non-member countries. The Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) had prepared two reports for the Canadian government on an experimental ship-to-shore airmail service, with aircraft collecting mailbags from passing steamers for delivery in stages to Canada via Red Bay, Labrador. Under the guidance of pioneer Newfoundland aviator Douglas Fraser, owner-operator of Fraser Airways, aviator/surveyor Robert A. Logan wrote a report for PAA in 1932, and Imperial Airways publicity manager Charles F. Snowden Gamble prepared another in 1934. 

The locations proposed by the RCAF turned out to be inadequate for the type of aircraft required for a transatlantic service, while the other reports omitted details on land aerodromes, but as pilot Fraser explained, “he had never had in mind requirements such as” those identified by McClure and Banks. The reports nevertheless saved time and included an able summary by Logan of Newfoundland’s weather lore.10 The Snowden Gamble document proved of some value, having identified possible seaplane sites near St. John’s, Argentia, Botwood, Deer Lake, Stephenville, and Port aux Basques, and on the north side of Gander Lake near Glenwood. Anything above north latitude 49.30, added the writer, held little potential, “for the whole ground is impenetrable marsh and bog land.” The only location with suitable facilities and recommended by Snowden Gamble was on the north bank of the Exploits River near the seaport town of Botwood, where Australian Sidney Cotton operated an aerial seal-spotting service in the early 1920s.11 

So, with Fraser as their pilot, McClure, Banks, and T.A. Hall, consulting engineer to the Newfoundland Commission of Government, flew “up country” for five days to carry out their own aerial survey.12 Fraser had by this time sold his airways company to the Newfoundland government, which in turn leased the operation to Imperial Airways, who then hired Fraser as one of its pilots.13 McClure and Banks set their sights a short distance from the area on the Exploits identified by Snowden Gamble and recommended Botwood itself as a principal seaplane terminal. The weather there, insisted Fraser, was “better than anywhere else on the east coast.” The harbour was of adequate size and depth for alighting aircraft, unaffected by ocean swell, and generally ice-free from June until November. Furthermore, the town was accessible by a railway branch line and coastal steamers owned by the pulp and paper industry’s Anglo-Newfoundland Development Company. McClure and Banks also recommended nearby Gander Lake as an emergency alternate to Botwood. The deep, freshwater lake with its large landing area lay close to the rail line and enjoyed similar weather and ice-free conditions. 

North of Gander Lake and adjacent to the railway, the aerial survey identified a large plateau four hundred feet high. Speaking with Newfoundland railway chief engineer John Powell, the men learned that the plateau had few ponds or extensive bogs and that “the soil was gravel covered with small boulders.” A five-mile cut made between two ponds in the area some years previous, added Powell, showed the ground to be level. Construction profiles of the railway suggested much the same. Powell also praised the weather as the best of any place along the railway on the east side of the island. Still, determining the suitability of the terrain for an airfield required closer inspection, so Hall instructed engineer Allan Vatcher, “the most experienced bushman surveyor in the island,” to carry out a detailed ground inspection. If the site proved unsatisfactory, Vatcher would focus his attention on a patch of land south of Terra Nova at railway milepost 161.14 

Having secured from the Newfoundland government a two-hundred-dollar advance and a railway ticket, and with specifications in hand outlining the desired characteristics for an airfield, Vatcher explored between mileposts 213 (Hattie’s Camp) and 216 (Cobbs Camp), the latter a flag stop on the Newfoundland Railway. The area around Hattie’s Camp offered the best possibilities, Vatcher concluded, being relatively flat and mostly bare of dense growth due to a fire some forty years earlier. The land “sloped slightly but uniformly” from west to east and north to south, which aided in drainage. “The topographical features of the site,” he observed, “made possible the location of the runways to conform with the specifications both as to their direction and relative positions.”15 In addition to its convenient location adjacent to the railway, the site, like Botwood, boasted relatively good, fog-free weather, and most importantly, lay on the great circle route, the shortest geographic air route from eastern North America to Europe.16

To maintain Newfoundland’s interest in the project, and bearing in mind its financial limitations, the UK proposed to assume five-sixths of the capital costs (excluding the cost of radio and meteorological equipment) and to allow Newfoundland to construct, own, and maintain the airfield.17 The suggested arrangement did not sit well with Commissioner Lodge, the man responsible for airport matters in Newfoundland. The opinionated Lodge, who gave Sir Harry Batterbee of the Dominions Office a dreadfully despondent view of predicted living conditions at Botwood and Hattie’s Camp, saw the endeavour as utterly wasteful, unnecessary, and extravagant, and even at one-sixth of the cost, beyond Newfoundland’s financial wherewithal. Besides, he argued to Batterbee, commercial aircraft would come to Newfoundland only because they had to, not because they wanted to, and eventually they might bypass the island altogether. “Therefore,” the commissioner rationalized, “for the time being an independent Newfoundland has something to give, not something it ought to be expected to pay for.”18 Batterbee decided to give Lodge’s views no further circulation in government circles and deferred to visiting British Treasury official Edward Hale to make the commissioner “take up a more sensible attitude.”19 In the end, Lodge’s viewpoints held little sway and the Commission of Government accepted the proposal and joint arrangement in October 1936, by which time groundwork at Hattie’s Camp was underway. The men working the site, reported Lodge, were troubled mostly by bears “which raid the stores from time to time.”20 The Newfoundland government engaged Hall and Vatcher as chief and assistant engineers, respectively (despite their having no experience in airport projects), and by year’s end, workers had cleared, grubbed, and burned hundreds of acres of land. Buildings at the rapidly developing site included a construction headquarters, workshops, cookhouses, living quarters, and dining huts. Several miles east of the airport, another group of employees was busily engaged at the former Benton Quarry, now renamed Hall’s Quarry to honour the project’s chief engineer. From the quarry’s new large crushing plant, railway ballast dump cars brought the stone to a siding at the airport to be re-crushed to the desired grade for surfacing the runways. The airport and quarry combined employed 310 men.21

 

Experimental Crossings

 

Things were progressing at Botwood too, with plans taking shape for the first experimental transatlantic flights. The agreed arrangement would see two flying boats, one each from Imperial Airways and PAA, flying simultaneously, one eastward and the other westward. The man on the ground in charge at Botwood and making preparations to receive the visiting aircraft was Squadron Leader Harold A.L. Pattison, soon to become a key figure at the developing Hattie’s Camp site.22 The British Air Ministry had sent the experienced signals officer to Newfoundland in 1936 to supervise the erection and installation of the Marconi wireless station at Botwood and to act for the initial period as civil aviation liaison officer. These liaison duties authorized Pattison to act as local representative of the Air Ministry and as the channel of communication between the ministry and the Newfoundland Department of Public Utilities.23 During June 1937, Pattison directed dredging operations and efforts to equip the seaport with concrete moorings, temporary buoys (locally made from petrol drums), motor launches, petrol, and accommodations for ground engineers and crews. The alternate landing site at Gleneagles on Gander Lake, near the town of Glenwood, was similarly equipped with moorings, buoys, a flare path, and a wharf, slipway, and boathouse for a motor launch for conveying passengers.24 Permanent staff at the shore base included a motor launch crew, one meteorological observer, and operators for the auxiliary wireless transmitter signal station. For accommodations, the Newfoundland government approached Robin Reid of the Reid Newfoundland Railway family, who operated the Gleneagles Hotel, a tourist lodge located at the selected site. When Reid could not guarantee the required lodging for twelve, the government erected its own staff house. The building provided accommodations only and Reid’s hotel looked after the meals.25

Whether Gleneagles or Botwood offered better facilities for flying boats was still up for debate. Consequently, when Air Ministry officials met late in 1936, the suggested approach was to make the decision based on the experience gained during the upcoming experimental stage and until such time, keep expenditures on permanent works at a minimum.26

On the evening of 5 July 1937, Imperial’s Short Empire flying boat Caledonia lifted off from Foynes, Ireland, maintaining an average cruising speed of 133 miles per hour (mph) and keeping “a remarkably straight course in the face of a moderate wind blowing at an average of 27 miles per hour.” Captain Arthur S. Wilcockson landed the Caledonia at Botwood the following morning after a fifteen-hour crossing. Winging its way eastward from Botwood that same night was a PAA Sikorsky S-42B flying boat named Clipper III, piloted by Captain Harold Gray. The clipper maintained an average cruising speed of 157 mph and landed at Foynes after a flight duration of twelve and a half hours. The return flights ten days later proved equally successful, with both aircraft maintaining a parallel course forty miles apart.27 More experimental round-trip flights followed that summer and fall and for the next couple of years, marking “the beginning of a new stage in intercontinental aviation.”28

 

The Airfield Takes Shape

 

Work on the aerodrome, now named Newfoundland Airport, began in earnest in 1937, with upwards of eight hundred workers employed during peak periods. “Generally speaking the artizan [sic] class is good,” reported H.A. Lewis-Dale, the Air Ministry’s deputy director of works and buildings, sent out to establish project cost estimates and advise the government on the layout and construction of the airport. Nevertheless, assistant engineer T.B. Woodyatt, having replaced an ailing Vatcher, expressed concerns about some of the unskilled labourers that poor-relief (welfare) officers with the Department of Public Health and Welfare were sending his way. Many were physically unfit and some even malnourished, which led to low productivity and several minor accidents. In one instance, eight new hires went immediately to the medical hut for treatment. Woodyatt was sympathetic and even willing to “nurse” these men for a week or two, “and in many cases they make good,” he told Lewis-Dale. Even so, with the work “being carried out under rush conditions and with a minimum of money in the Estimate,” Lewis-Dale asked that the government send only those men who could handle a pick, shovel, and axe.29

Cutting, grubbing, burning, draining, and ditching at the runway sites continued during the first half of 1937. Bulldozers and Athey wagons were in constant motion, levelling the ground and removing earth. At Hall’s Quarry, sixty thousand tons of rock were crushed and delivered to the airport. Construction began on a powerhouse, administration building, and hangar, and workers cleared land for the erection of wireless transmitting and receiving buildings. Eventually, communication cables linked the administration building with each wireless station. During the second half of 1937, the cable ship Leapin’ Lena laid cable across Gander Lake for Lorenz blind-landing navigation equipment, and railway tank cars delivered asphalt from a plant in Clarenville for paving the runways.30 The Lorenz system was purchased through British agents of the Telefunken Company of Berlin and installed by British engineers. This fuelled rumours, prevalent during wartime, that the Germans had constructed the airfield.31

The year 1938 opened with Douglas Fraser and his engineer, George Lace, making the first landing at the airport. The runways were not yet finished, so Fraser set down on the snow, piloting the Newfoundland government’s ski-equipped de Havilland DH.83 Fox Moth VO-ADE, which would become a stalwart rescue craft during the coming war.32 Some managerial reorganization early that year saw F.C. Jewett arrive on loan from the Montréal Harbour Works to replace resigning chief engineer T.A. Hall. Jewett brought with him Robert A. Bradley as assistant engineer and certain of Hall’s St. John’s staff, their office equipment, supplies, and records.33 With the airfield taking shape, Newfoundland desired to appoint Botwood’s Squadron Leader Pattison as airport manager. The British obliged and granted his release from the RAF to become the Newfoundland Airport’s aerodrome control officer.34 That fall, an electrician from Westinghouse finished installing field and runway centre lighting. All four runways were paved with a minimum width of three hundred feet, and by September, the airport was considered operational and “ready for use by modern aircraft under day conditions.”35 With the season’s work winding down and projects nearing completion, the camp population of 730 workers remained “stationary or slightly on the wane as the occasional employee who wearies for the fleshpots and passes on is in most cases not replaced,” reported Jewett. That fall, civilian visitors Alfred and Constance Wolf of Philadelphia landed their float-equipped Fairchild aircraft on Gander Lake and spent several days touring the airfield. They returned home via the Strait of Belle Isle and the Labrador coast, but not before taking airport staff aloft to view their handiwork from above, “something that we all had long wished for but had never achieved,” said Jewett.36 

As agreed at the Ottawa Conference, Canada established a meteorological office at Botwood but moved it to Gander late in 1938. The British Air Ministry operated the wireless radio receiving and transmitting stations northwest and south of the airfield, respectively. They were set apart about four miles to minimize interference from the different medium- and short-wave services and to negate any flying hazard presented by the high radio masts.37 Among the radio supervisory staff was Englishman Cecil M. Brant. For a while, his wife represented Gander’s one and only female. When the Brants first moved to Gander before the Second World War, roads were few and radio staff either skied to work or took the “Prairie Schooner,” a small, tractor-pulled house on skids containing food supplies and a coal stove. The chances of becoming lost in a snowstorm were good, so a compass was vital. One time, the pair skied to the railway station, a mere shack, for food supplies and was snowbound for four days: a lesson learned “that sufficient food supplies must be kept.”38

 

An Uncertain Future

 

By spring 1939, Newfoundland Airport (hereafter identified as Gander) boasted four hard-surfaced runways, all in excess of four thousand feet, one large hangar, an administration building complete with control tower and rotating beacon, quarters for married officials, a staff house with fifty single bedrooms, and thousands of gallons of gasoline.39 The completion of the project that year was cause for celebration, and “the entire personnel turned out in one huge spontaneous parade with trucks, brooms and shovels over shoulder, graders, pavers and every piece of moving equipment.”40 Soon, the nucleus of a small town began to evolve. The female population increased to twenty, and Gander’s first child was born to a Newfoundland member of the radio staff. There were parties and dances at the administration building, where the dining room doubled as a cinema and for twenty-five cents many Newfoundlanders saw their first movie. 

The outbreak of war in September 1939 brought on uncertainty with transatlantic commercial operations, but the civil staff was retained, although no one knew what the future held for the new airport.41 The aircraft landing register shows that the primary activity in 1939 was upper-air meteorological observation and data collection. Each day, weather permitting, pilots Douglas Fraser, Clifford Kent, and Donald McGregor took aloft the Newfoundland government’s Fox Moth or its Fairchild 71C (VO-AFG),42 measuring atmospheric properties with a meteorograph and strut psychrometer. These observations, reported the Evening Telegram, “gave the only information available on the structure of the ‘fronts’ moving out over the Atlantic, [and] the associated icing conditions and cloud systems.”43 The work of Fraser, Kent, and McGregor marked “the first time we knew anything about what went on” from ten to twenty-five thousand feet above Newfoundland, remarked Dr. Patrick D. McTaggart-Cowan, then head of Gander’s meteorological section.44 

By year’s end, the airfield had yet to receive an aircraft on the transatlantic service as the landplanes were not ready, and their construction was now halted due to the war, reported the Dominions Office.45 Nor had the airfield received many visitors, save twenty-five-year-old Swedish-American Charles Backman, piloting the first aircraft to arrive from abroad, and some curious American tourists from Delaware. The ill-prepared Backman, delivering Monocoupe 90A SE-AGM to his native Sweden, arrived with little more than a railway map. Pattison’s wife prepared and wrapped some sandwiches for the trip across, securing them from a string above the pilot’s head. It was a moment for the history books, as Backman’s fuel-laden aircraft became the first to depart the airfield on a transatlantic flight. He was never heard from again.46 

The aerial vacationers from Delaware arrived in August in a Waco EQC-6, an enclosed-cockpit biplane with United States (US) registration NC500, owned and operated by Henry B. duPont, member of the duPont chemical family and recent founder of an aircraft sales and distributorship business for the Waco Aircraft Company. DuPont stayed for a few days and took Pattison and some of the engineering and radio staff on short local flights, including the airfield’s first night flying.47 

Other aerial activity in 1939 saw two British Handley Page Harrow tanker aircraft conduct mid-air-refuelling trials in conjunction with Imperial Airways’ transatlantic flying boat service at Botwood, but even that service shut down in October. “To fly the North Atlantic later than that,” explains historian Carl Christie, “was considered too hazardous.” Indeed, “At the outbreak of war,” he adds, “transatlantic flying attracted no military interest.”48 Nor did Gander, suggests McTaggart-Cowan, having “received instructions from Ottawa to close down the meteorological section, because it wouldn’t be used.” Likewise, he claims, Ottawa sent instructions to mine the runways, lest they fall into German hands,49 putting enemy aircraft within striking distance of the Maritimes and shipping through the Strait of Belle Isle and Cabot Strait.50 “We dragged our feet” on the matter, admitted McTaggart-Cowan, and deliberately submitted “incomplete interim reports and refused to carry out orders.”51 

As it then stood, Gander was less an asset than a liability, but by mid-1940 that thinking had changed. The implications of enemy control of the airfield, railway, and Botwood seaplane base now had Newfoundland Governor Sir Humphrey Walwyn raising alarms over “the defenceless condition of this country.”52 Newfoundland could expect little help from Britain, then focussed on its own survival, but it allowed Canada to send to Gander a detachment of Douglas Digby patrol bombers from No. 10 (Bomber Reconnaissance) Squadron for general reconnaissance and local air defence. More RCAF antisubmarine squadrons followed as the war progressed, but for the time being at least, the airport remained under the management of aerodrome control officer Pattison.

 

Atlantic Air Bridge

 

 Gander’s potential for other future uses soon came up for discussion. Significantly, the air officer commanding at Eastern Air Command, RCAF, in Halifax foretold in a secret communiqué to the Canadian Department of National Defence in May 1940, the airfield could “be of paramount importance to the Allied War Effort as the main aerodrome on this side of the Atlantic from which to dispatch” aircraft for delivery by air to England.53 Early in the war, American-made aircraft purchased by the British Ministry of Aircraft Production (MAP) were dismantled, shipped by sea, and reassembled in the UK. This method of transportation created considerable delays and was impractical for the larger four-engine bombers. Additionally, there were losses caused by marauding German U-boats. To circumvent these obstacles, Minister of Aircraft Production Lord Beaverbrook, Canadian-born William Maxwell Aitken, spearheaded a scheme to fly the aircraft overseas instead. Gander airport’s easternmost location in North America made it the logical departure point. 

The first point of order was to find an organization to deliver the aircraft. Beaverbrook set that process in motion by appointing Morris W. Wilson, president of the Royal Bank of Canada, as his MAP representative in Canada and the US. Wilson contacted Sir Edward Beatty, president of the Canadian Pacific Railway (CPR) Company in Montréal, “exploring the company’s willingness to inaugurate a service.”54 Beatty was receptive, and by August 1940 a contract was in place. The man chosen to set up the organization, to be called the CPR Air Service Department, was former Imperial Airways managing director George Woods Humphrey. The contract established the initial managerial hierarchy of the air service with Beatty as chairman, Humphrey as vice-chairman, and Lieutenant-Colonel H. Burchall as general manager, assisted by Captain Arthur S. Wilcockson, previously in charge of Imperial Airways’ Atlantic division and the man who piloted the Caledonia into Botwood in 1937. From the British Overseas Airways Corporation (BOAC), created in 1939 following the merger of British Airways Ltd. and Imperial Airways, came Australian Captain D.C.T. “Don” Bennett as flying superintendent, and Captains Humphrey Page and I.G. “Ian” Ross as assistants. The new air service would handle all technical aspects of the scheme, including aircrew recruitment and training, and aircraft maintenance ten miles east of downtown Montréal at Saint-Hubert aerodrome, which would receive the aircraft direct from the Lockheed Aircraft Corporation in Burbank, California. The contract also covered ground preparations at the main ocean terminals at Gander and Aldergrove, near Belfast in Northern Ireland. What the future held for the organization was unknown, as the first series of flights were experimental and meant only to determine the feasibility of an Atlantic air ferry service.55 

Hudson bombers soon began to trickle in at Saint-Hubert, but not direct from the factory as planned. American customs and neutrality regulations made it necessary to fly the aircraft to Pembina, North Dakota, and have horses tow them across the border into Manitoba. The first two Hudsons to arrive became trainers for use by instructors Page and Ross. Meanwhile, Wilcockson had been busily engaged in interviewing potential pilots. Those selected came from varied backgrounds and included barnstormers, crop-dusters, flying instructors, Canadian bush pilots, and “throw-outs from the American airlines,” recalled Bennett.56 The Canadian Department of Transport loaned experienced radio operators and BOAC more of its captains. Qualified navigators were scarce, so the plan moving forward would see the first delivery flight dispatched in loose formation with only the lead aircraft carrying a navigator.57 At Saint-Hubert, ground engineers began preparing the first Hudsons earmarked for delivery. For new aircraft, they had their share of problems, and the resident expert tasked with addressing them was John Joseph Gilmore. He quickly discovered that some Hudsons arrived with cracked cowlings, fractured air shutters, and metal particles in their oil tank filters. Oil cooler failures happened with regularity. Gilmore and his team removed engines and carburetors, repositioned compasses, modified oxygen supply systems, and installed locally made hot-air shutters.58 The men worked tirelessly. Gilmore, praised Bennett, “turned out to be such a pillar of strength on the engineering side in the first year of the Atlantic Ferry.”59 Lockheed technicians had also fitted each Hudson with overload fuel tanks for the long overseas flight. The upshot of this was greatly increased endurance, but it also turned each aircraft into “a flying gas tank.”60

Former British transatlantic pilot Squadron Leader Griffith “Taffy” Powell headed preparations at Gander. He arrived early in October 1940 to find accommodations minimal, and certainly “no means of housing the sort of aircrew flow that we had in mind.” Powell therefore arranged to have the Newfoundland Railway bring two narrow-gauge sleeping cars and a restaurant car to a siding near the hangar. One of the sleeping car cabins became Powell’s headquarters. He soon became acquainted with some of Gander’s “resident stars,” Squadron Leader Pattison and “his two highly professional assistants,” airport operations officer Tom McGrath and wireless supervisor Frank L. Ratcliffe.61 McGrath, one of the original Newfoundland Airport staff, first arrived in November 1937 as clerk-secretary to the chief engineer of the Marconi Wireless Telegraph Company of England, which was erecting the airport’s wireless apparatus. Still, what the young Newfoundlander really wanted was a career in aviation, and when the opportunity arose, he later said, “I applied for and won the job of Junior Operations Officer” at Botwood under Pattison.62 Joined by his wife, Ruth, he soon returned to Gander as operations officer and assistant to Pattison, performing “his work with great zeal and ability.”63 Even in government circles, McGrath was making a name for himself. Following an on-site appraisal of staff and facilities, an impressed Raymond Manning, Newfoundland secretary for Public Utilities, suggested that the government send him to a large, well-organized airport to gain experience so that he might one day take charge at Gander.64 In any event, the airport’s “brightest star,” insisted Powell, was meteorologist McTaggart-Cowan. Using reports from US and Canadian sources, he drew his own synoptic charts “and developed the art of Atlantic weather forecasting to an extraordinary degree.” Countless aircrew came to value and trust McTaggart-Cowan as the weather authority at Gander and later at Dorval, a new airfield west of Montréal where he and the forecasting centre relocated in 1942. His extensive knowledge of North Atlantic meteorology even earned him an affectionate nickname – “McFog.”65

By the end of October, Powell had completed arrangements at Gander and had at his disposal a tiny contingent consisting of three labourers and two ground engineers. With the Hudsons anticipated any day, Powell pressed to have the runways constantly cleared of snow.66 The first arrived from Saint-Hubert on 29 October, with “slush, snow and water” blanketing the cockpit “in what seemed like a solid mass” as the Hudson settled on the runway, recalled radio officer C.M. “Curly” Tripp. He thought for “sure we would nose over,” but Captain Ralph E. Adams “gunned her and we stayed all down.” The slush caused considerable damage to the flaps and elevators, “but otherwise all was well.” Personnel of the RCAF’s resident bomber reconnaissance detachment helped with repairs and aided the crews in preparation for their overseas flight. On the positive side, said
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