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RCAF Torbay History and

Aviation Mysteries of Newfoundland & Labrador
Lisa M. Daly & Nelson J. Sherren
A HISTORY OF AVIATION IN NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR
The St. John’s Airport near the town of Torbay, originally Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) Station Torbay, was built as a military aerodrome in 1941. As the Second World War escalated, concerns were raised about the safety and protection of Newfoundland, and how those concerns impacted North America. As the United States were building bases on the colony, Canada determined the need for an RCAF station near the capital. U-boat activity around Newfoundland highlighted the hazards of crossing the Atlantic and pushed the need for a Canadian airbase.
St. John’s Airport near the town of Torbay, which later came to be called RCAF Station Torbay, was built as a military aerodrome in 1941.
At this time Newfoundland and Labrador was not a part of Canada but was administered by a Commission of Government under the chairmanship of the Governor of Newfoundland, Admiral Sir Humphrey Walwyn, who was appointed by the Government of Great Britain. With the outbreak of war in 1939, Canada was immediately concerned with the defence of Newfoundland and Labrador.
INCLUDES


  the Second World War history of the Torbay Airport, from construction, through the war era, to commercial aviation.
  the 14 February 1945 crash of a B-24 near Gander carrying top secret equipment. - The American Overseas Airlines 03 October 1946 crash near Stephenville on what is now Crash Hill.


  the mysterious disappearance of The Dawn in 1927 en route to Harbour Grace, carrying Frances Grayson who hoped to be the first woman to fly the Atlantic.


  The search by Sidney Cotton into the disappearance of the Oiseau Blanc.


  and more!
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This book is dedicated to my family who served in various capacities during the two World Wars and were able to assist me with information about their service.

High Flight

Pilot Officer John Gillespie Magee

No. 412 Squadron, RCAF, from Washington DC, USA

O, I have slipped the surly bonds of earth

And danced the skies on laughter-silvered wings;

Sunward I’ve climbed and joined the tumbling mirth

Of sun-split clouds-and done a hundred things

You have not dreamed of-wheeled and soared and swung

High in the sunlit silence. Hovering there

I’ve chased the shouting wind along, and flung

My eager craft through footless halls of air.

Up, up the long delirious burning blue,

I’ve topped the windswept heights with easy grace

Where never lark, or even eagle flew-

And while with silent lifting mind I’ve trod.

The high un trespassed sanctity of space,

Put out my hand and touched the face of God.

This poem was found in Gillespie’s personal effects after he was killed on 11 December 1941 and has since become a mantra to all airmen. He is buried in Scopwic, Lincolnshire, England.
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INTRODUCTION
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There are many reasons for recording this history. The main reasons for me are remembering those who served and died here flying from RCAF Station Torbay, the general lack of information about the building of RCAF Station Torbay, and why it was necessary. Geographically, our province, or as it was then a colony of England, is located in the mouth of the St. Lawrence River. Airbases and other military establishments were strategically located on the routes between the United States, Montreal, Goose Bay, Gander, Torbay, Greenland, Iceland, Ireland, and England. The Colony of Newfoundland was one of the closest points to England and the continent, connected to the British Isles.

The story of the air conquest of the Atlantic Ocean goes back to the 1919 race to conquer the Atlantic by air. It started the construction of the airport in downtown Harbour Grace for the Handley Page, in Lester’s Field in St. John’s for the Vimy, Hawker and Grieve’s field in Mount Pearl for the Sopwith Atlantic, and the airport at Quidi Vidi Lake in St. John’s. It is well-known that Alcock and Brown were the first to fly non-stop from St. John’s to Clifden, Ireland. Later, there was the construction of the airfield in Harbour Grace that saw many aviators stop on their way across the Atlantic. All of these moments and achievements are part of Newfoundland and Labrador’s great aviation history that led the way for the military bases during WWII.

With Hitler’s rebuilding of the German military and air force in the 1930s, there is no question that our military and aviation planners realized the important part aircraft would play in the future. This understanding would have been on the minds of British planners when the Newfoundland Airport was started in 1936 at Gander. At that point we only had a few positive aviation experiences to go on as those attempting to cross the Atlantic in the 20s and 30s had more failures than successes. At that time too, it was thought that flying the Atlantic, even in summer, would be a difficult operation at best. The efforts of Lord Beaverbrook, Churchill’s Minister of Aircraft Production, was behind the flying of seven Hudsons from Gander to Aldergrove in Northern Ireland in November 1940. These fearless pilots’ efforts would have been deemed a success if only three of the seven had made it. Thankfully they all made it by sucking oxygen from a tube and sheer guts. They were the start of a Royal Air Force Ferry Command which saw many thousands of aircraft delivered from North America to England and then world-wide during the Second World War.

The Second World War demanded that the industrial might of North America, combined with our Eastern Bases and the Northern or Crystal Route, be developed. Charles Lindbergh, although initially against the Second World War, and his wife Ann, were partially responsible for surveying this route and recommending its construction. Remember, Lindbergh was against war with Germany until Pearl Harbor and the Japanese-German alliance. For many of our countrymen and the Canadians that worked on this route, the names of the bases, Goose Bay, Crystal, Greenland, and Iceland, became household words.

I have always been interested in seeing that the World War II history of those from the Colony of Newfoundland, as it was called then, is well recorded. Please bear with me if I meander as I find it difficult to leave out things that should be recorded for posterity. The history of the Torbay airbase, and later airport, and the daily lives of the people who served there should be properly understood. Those who served were mostly civilians, doing their bit for the war effort or working for the military. The survivors rejoined the peace after serving. The 150 Royal Canadian Air Force (North Atlantic) Wing of the Air Force Association of Canada display that is now on the ground floor at the St. John’s International Airport was moved downstairs to give it better visibility so that all who came to the airport could see it, not just passengers who went through security. 
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​Figure 1: A section of the memorial Nelson helped to create at the St. John's International Airport (formerly Torbay Airport). Photo by Lisa M. Daly 2023.
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We also remember our airmen from the Colony who served and died overseas and others who served and died here while waiting to go overseas. Airman James Robin Stick, from Newfoundland, was the only casualty from RCAF Torbay.

I have also included some of my family military history, of which I am quite proud. I have made many trips to England, Europe, the US, Asia, Turkey, Korea, Japan, and some Pacific battlefields visiting memorials and graves. Since starting this book, I have been able to participate in and complete The Royal Artillery Park in Pleasantville, which contains examples of the ordinance and some equipment used by the 166th Regiment of Field Artillery and 59th Heavy Regiment, Royal Artillery from Newfoundland and Labrador.​[1]

While I write this history, I think about my family. They served in various capacities during the two World Wars and were able to assist me with information about their service. Their written and verbal histories, as well as my own research and observations, have shaped this book. This book is dedicated to them and their service.

My father, Rev. John F. Sherren B.A., was a United Church Minister who acted as a chaplain to the British, Canadian, and American servicemen, and those of many nations who served with Ferry Command during WWII. I travelled with him to some of the bases in Newfoundland during his work. I was with him at home in Curling on the morning he received the news of the sinking of the S.S. Caribou. He went to Port aux Basques on the relief train from Humbermouth to assist with the survivors and recover casualties. He died just after VJ Day in August 1945.

My mother, Rowena Mary Sherren (Baggs), was a member of the Women’s Patriotic Association, a mother, a teacher, and a friend who endured and helped us all. 

My uncle, Corp. Nelson L. Sherren, No 2458 Royal Newfoundland Regiment, was wounded and taken prisoner at the battle of Monchy-Le-Preux. He was wounded in the throat by German machine gun fire on 14 April 1917 and died on 7 May 1917. Several of his relatives, including myself, my oldest son Keith and his family, and my youngest son Reg and his wife, have visited his grave in the Douai Communal Cemetery in France. He is buried in the same grave as another soldier of the Essex Regiment, Lance Corporal George Hurrell No. 28805

Another uncle, Pvt. Abram Roberts, RNR No. 2766, was taken prisoner with Nelson. Abram was machine gunned in the legs and survived. He tried to talk to Nelson while the boy lay on a German Hospital floor at Douai, but to no avail. Nelson remained unconscious and died shortly afterwards. There is a memorial to him in his hometown of Point Leamington where we held a memorial service to Nelson and the other 183 plus prisoners of wars from Newfoundland and Labrador. I brought back a quantity of ground from Nelson’s grave in France and spread it in the area of the memorial in Point Leamington during the service. Abram named a son after Nelson and said when Nelson tried to join the service in WWII that he would rather shoot him himself than allow him to join. Abram had been a prisoner of reprisal, meaning the Germans placed them in the British line of fire. Abram was repatriated through La Soldanel, Switzerland. The memorial service was conducted by the late Hon. Col. Rev. Ray Cole CD and myself, and also attended by Major Si Thompson CD, with a detachment of the RNR Reserve from Grand Falls, who fired a salute of three volleys.

Wing Commander Percy Clark Sherren, Military Medal and Bar, Royal Flying Corps served in the Royal Flying Corps in the First World War. He served with The Flying Elephant Squadron No. 127 in England, France, Italy, and the Indian Frontier. He was killed in a flying accident during the King’s Cup Air Race at Scarborough, England in 1937. He was from Crapaud, Prince Edward Island. I refurbished an 8 mm Spandau machine gun that came from a German aircraft he helped shoot down. The German fighter came down behind the British lines; Percy recovered the gun and returned it to his home in PEI. After much research I received it from his brother Fred who had it hanging in his barn. The gun remains with Percy’s nephew, George Sherren, in Crapaud, PEI.

Capt. William Douglas Sherren, MBE, Royal Canadian Engineers was wounded in Holland just prior to the end of the war in 1945. His transport reportedly ran over a mine. He was also from PEI and died shortly after VE Day. He is buried in Holland. The Most Excellent Order of the British Empire (MBE) was awarded for the design of the Sherren Plotter, an aid for artillery mapping. 

Regimental Sargent Major Eric Baggs, Military Medal, 166th Regiment (Newfoundland) Royal Artillery, died at St. John’s in 2009. He was a cousin and President of the Royal Artillery Association. The Royal Artillery Park was a dream of his and I was certainly glad to help with this realization. 

Lt. Roy White, Commanding Officer of No. I Platoon of 32 Company of the Canadian Rangers (recently deceased), who was a great friend in the mining industry in Labrador, a Masonic Brother, and member of the Legion of Frontiersmen. His reputation as a radio operator and technician with the Canadian Rangers is unsurpassed.

I apologize if I have left anyone out. I am very proud of my family’s service and no doubt they all contributed to my interest in our military history through the years. 

Nelson John Sherren, CD
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​Figure 2: This book is for Nelson Sherren, you are so very missed. Photo provided by his family.
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Nelson gave me a copy of his manuscript a few years ago, and I went through it one weekend at the cabin. A few months later, he asked me to go over it again. He had proposed it to a local publisher who said it needed more focus, and he asked me to help with that. This was just before I started a new job in another province, and I could not dedicate the time I wanted. I would work on a page here and there, but could not give it the focus it deserved. When I said this to him and suggested he find someone else to help, he said to take my time and work on it when I could.

For a variety of reasons, I quit that job and moved back to Newfoundland. My plan was, after being home for a couple of days, to contact Nelson and visit him. The day after I returned home, I found out Nelson had passed away. At the funeral home and again at the funeral, people spoke of his book about Torbay, and I knew that I had to finish his work and get it out to the world.

I have tried to keep Nelson’s words his own. His original manuscript did sometimes veer away from Torbay, but I hope to compile some of that work into another book. Sometimes, Nelson included works by others, and I have worked to secure permissions, especially for photographs, as well as a few other topics he touched on but did not explore. The footnotes are my efforts to elaborate or clarify points. I have tried to keep the focus on Torbay for the first part of this work. The next two parts are areas where Nelson helped with my own research, or was involved in a site in some way long before I ever started researching Newfoundland and Labrador’s aviation history. In the future, I hope to explore more of Nelson’s work; I have boxes of documents and books I have yet to explore. 

Nelson, I am sorry I did not get this book out for you to see it, but know that you have been an important part of my life and my research and I will always appreciate your respect and support. Thank you.

Lisa M. Daly, PhD 
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PART 1: A GENERAL HISTORY OF RCAF STATION TORBAY
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The St. John’s Airport near the town of Torbay, originally Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) Station Torbay, was built as a military aerodrome in 1941. As the Second World War escalated, concerns were raised about the safety and protection of Newfoundland, and how those concerns impacted North America. As the United States were building bases on the colony, Canada determined the need for an RCAF station near the capital. U-boat activity around Newfoundland highlighted the hazards of crossing the Atlantic and pushed the need for a Canadian airbase. 

St. John’s Airport near the town of Torbay, which later came to be called RCAF Station Torbay, was built as a military aerodrome in 1941. Many people from the old town of Torbay worked on the airport during its construction and there were even some Canadian Army personnel who were stationed in the town.

At this time Newfoundland and Labrador was not a part of Canada but was administered by a Commission of Government under the chairmanship of the Governor of Newfoundland, Admiral Sir Humphrey Walwyn, who was appointed by the Government of Great Britain. With the outbreak of war in 1939, Canada was immediately concerned with the defence of Newfoundland and Labrador. Speaking in the Canadian Parliament on 8 September 1939, Prime Minister Makenzie King declared that the “integrity of Newfoundland and Labrador is essential to the security of Canada”, and in contributing to the defence of Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada would not only be defending Canada but also assisting Great Britain.
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CHAPTER 1: THE ESTABLISHMENT OF AN AIRPORT
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The question of establishing an airport near St. John’s was first raised by Sir Edward Emerson, Commissioner for Justice and Defence for Newfoundland and Labrador, in Ottawa on 29 February 1940, when he met with officials of the Department of External Affairs to discuss the protection of the Bell Island Mine and the ore boats that used the area near the island against raids by German submarines. At that time, 30% of the iron produced in Canada that was smelted at Sydney, Cape Breton, was from ore obtained at the Wabana Mines on Bell Island in Conception Bay, very near St. John’s. The defence of Bell Island presented a special problem of direct interest both to the Government of Newfoundland and its local defense force, the Newfoundland Militia​[2], and the Government of Canada. The Militia maintained a force on Bell Island; however, as was learned later, the guns they operated on Bell Island could not be lowered in sufficient elevation to be effective for firing at submarines in Conception Bay. Their fall of shot, when they were used at maximum deflection, crossed the water and fell on land, in what is now the town of Conception Bay South. After the Americans arrived, they set up a mobile artillery site on Cherry Lane, also in Conception Bay South, but this was not operational when the ore boats were sunk. The Militia’s .303 Enfields, Lewis Guns, Piats, and grenades were not effective against Axis U-boats, and the US Army’s portable artillery at Holyrood and Signal Hill and other Canadian guns on the Avalon could not be brought into action to be effective. 
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​Figure 3: Newfoundland Militia recruits drilling at Fort Townshend. From The Rooms, PANL, GN 181, Item A 54-146.
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Captain “D” (Destroyers) in St. John’s ordered up a British submarine, P-514, to exercise warships in Conception Bay against U-boats. HMS P-514 was a Royal Navy (RN) R-1 submarine which arrived in St. John’s on 17 May 1942. From St. John’s, the submarine participated in exercises off Harbour Grace during that month before moving to Argentia to participate in further exercises. On 20 June, P-514 left for Bell Island, but no escort could be provided. At 0300 near Cape Pine, the Canadian minesweeper HMCS Georgian spotted P-514 across the bow and, as A/Lt. Cdr. A.G. Stanley, Royal Canadian Naval Reserve (RCNR), was unaware of any friendly submarines in the area, rammed and sank P-514. Prior to attack, Stanley gave the submarine an identification challenge, which was not answered by Lt. Walter Augustus Phillmore, RN, in the vessel. A rescue mission was immediately sent, but no survivors were found. Only the body of N.C. Bennett, RN, was found and subsequently buried in the Non-Denominational Cemetery in Ferryland. The convoys involved were out of place due to delays and the Georgian’s captain might have been suspicious that the submarine was friendly; this combination of factors led to his exoneration. The story was not released until 1946 when both the Canadian Press and Reuters announced it on the same day. In fact, it was not common knowledge in Newfoundland until the daughter of a British seaman showed up after the war looking for her father’s grave.

Even with all of that, the main justification for Torbay Airport was Canada’s interest in Newfoundland’s iron ore. Newfoundland wanted it because in addition to helping with the war effort it provided local employment and revenue for the government. Emerson raised the question of establishing a Royal Canadian Air Force Base for reconnaissance aircraft at St. John’s.

A report from 4 October 1940 of the Canadian-American Permanent Joint Board of Defense (PJBD) set out the spheres of responsibility for the defense of North America. In this report, one of the activities to be undertaken by Canada was to provide a fighter aerodrome near St. John’s. During the last part of 1940, convoys on the Atlantic carrying vital supplies and materials to Great Britain were endangered because of Axis U-Boat operations and the very lifeline of Britain was in danger of being cut off. Air protection for the convoys became of prime importance and to give this type of protection it was essential to have an airport near St. John’s from which to operate.

The aviation role played by Torbay was extremely vital to the protection of convoys prior to entering the area of the “the black pit” as indicated on the map. This shows the range of the Hudson aircraft, about six hundred miles from Newfoundland, Iceland, and Ireland. This situation existed until B-24 aircraft became available to provide convoy escort in this area. This sort of coverage increased the ability to battle U-Boats in that area of the North Atlantic. A B-24 from Gander (BR 10) even destroyed two U-Boats between Iceland and Gander.
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​Figure 4: Map showing the limitations of aircraft early in the war. From the files of Nelson Sherren.
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On 13 March 1941, the Secretary of State for External Affairs informed the Governor of Newfoundland​[3], Walwyn, of Canada’s intentions to develop an aerodrome at Torbay to accommodate RCAF operations. On 17 April 1941, the Government of Newfoundland agreed to this on the understanding that all expenses of development would be borne exclusively by the government of Canada and that the aerodrome would be used as civilian airport only with the consent of the government of Newfoundland and Labrador. It was agreed that the Canadian Government could purchase privately owned lands​[4] and that Crown lands were to be placed at the disposal of the Government of Canada free of charge either as an outright grant or on a lease for a period commensurable with the capital investment as may be agreed to in due course. These two principles applied to all lands required for the Canadian Forces in Newfoundland and Labrador.

On May 20, 1941 the government of Canada informed the government of Newfoundland and Labrador of its intention to construct an airfield near St. John’s. After making an intensive study of the weather, topography, and access to the site, an area near the picturesque fishing village of Torbay was selected for the air base. The site was just a few miles from Lester’s Field where Alcock and Brown took off on the first non-stop flight across the Atlantic on 14 June 1919, and from Quidi Vidi Lake, where other aviators attempted the trans-Atlantic hop. 

The Department of Transport was asked by the Aerodrome Committee to submit an estimate for two 4000 ft by 150 ft runways, taxiways, aprons, hangars, and related facilities. This was a joint committee of the Department of National Defence and the Department of Transport. They decided on aerodrome sites and construction plans for RCAF and BCATP aerodromes. An estimate of $1,436,000 was submitted and approved by the committee. Clearing and boundary marking for the base started soon after. Surveyors braved the frozen bogs, deep snow, and heavy underbrush to develop the boundaries for the station. Once the plans were laid out, McNamara Construction Company, the successful bidder, began construction on 28 April 1941.
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​Figure 5: The housing area at Torbay after a snowstorm. From Hoodspith 1944.
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Workers lived in small, unpainted shacks. Within three weeks, 450 men were living and working on the construction site, working as tractor and shovel operators, truck and grader drivers, rock drillers, carpenters, technicians, and cooks. Work focused on the construction of the runways, and work continued night and day to flatten the land and build the runways. Surprisingly, even with the Newfoundland weather, construction stayed ahead of schedule. Once surfacing of the runways took place, another company, G.M. Cape Co. started construction of the RCAF buildings.
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CHAPTER 2: WAR ERA OPERATIONS
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The first landing at Torbay took place on 18 October 1941, while the runways were still under construction. Three United States Army Air Force (USAAF) B-17s and one RCAF Digby landed after circling the airport numerous times as a signal for trucks and construction equipment to vacate the runways. The landings caused some concern and annoyance to the Department of Transport, which was supervising runway construction. Such unofficial landings were a danger to both construction crews and crews of the aircraft involved, especially when they were made without notice or permission, as was the case with these three aircraft. Another, and more dramatic, landing was made on 31 October 1941, during a weather emergency. The BOAC Liberator AM-262, flown by Capt. S.T.B. Cripps on the return Ferry Service between Preswick, Scotland, and RAF Ferry Command headquarters in Montreal, was enroute to Gander with a crew of five and fifteen passengers. Two of the passengers were the Honorable Colonel Ralston, Canadian Ministry of National Defence, and Major General Crearer, the Chief of the General Staff. By the time the aircraft had passed the point of no return, an early snowstorm, which Gander had been experiencing during the day, became worse, making landing at Gander impossible. The bad weather extended all along the eastern seaboard, thus preventing a landing east of Montreal. Because of the critical range of the aircraft, the situation became an emergency. The senior controller of the RAF control office in Gander, T.M. McGrath called RCAF Group Headquarters in
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