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Dedicated to Major General (Air Vice Marshal) Gordon Ockenden, who 
passed away during the writing of this book.  
Mr. Ockenden, a World War II fighter pilot, was the first contributor to 
‘Gander, From Past to Present', and his wife Patricia gratefully contributed 
further information.  
Air Vice Marshall Ockenden, who at the age of 21 won a Distinguished 
Flying Cross, flew his Spitfire over the battlefields of Normandy, France and 
helped gather valuable intelligence information in the months after the war. 
Historical records show Gordon Ockenden destroyed thirty five German 
vehicles and downed four (officially four and a half) enemy aircraft.  
He performed various military missions in the United States, once as a 
military attache in Washington and later, the North American Air Defence 
Organization (NORAD) in Colorado.  
Upon his retirement in 1983, he moved to British Columbia, where he 
volunteered fifty hours a week as an elected councillor for his district; 
building homes for Habitat for Humanity and was an original director of 
the Okanagan Military Museum Society.  

This book is for all the men and women who serve in the military. 
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Forward 

Gander's rich military history is marked not only by the many significant 
war-time events that were associated with the forces that served in the 
area, but by the many personal stories and memories of the people that 
have worked at Gander over the years. These anecdotal experiences 
provide valued insight into life at the base, and help paint a picture of 
the changes that Gander has seen, from wartime, to the Cold War, and 
up to today's relative peacetime status. 

Even though Gander's role as an International Airport has diminished 
over time, there are still 800-900 international military flights that stop at 
Gander each year. The colorful experiences that these international 
crews have brought to Gander have helped make the town one of the 
most unique places to live in Newfoundland. Many people remark that 
Gander has a character that is very different when compared to other 
Newfoundland towns of its size, and this is in large part due to the 
cosmopolitan and transient nature of life in a military and government 
town. This has given Gander a richness in history that is often best 
reflected in works such as this one. 

The stories of mess life and of recreational opportunities at the base 
show the close link between the employees of the base and the people 
of Gander. This sharing of facilities continues today and creates a win-
win situation for the base and the Town. Personnel employed at the 
base, whether on a more permanent basis or on a transient military 
posting, have made many valued contributions to the social fabric of 
Gander. The current Mayor, Claude Elliot, has often remarked about the 
significant volunteer effort of Gander military personnel over the years, 
and this is something that we can all be very proud of.  

 

 

 

  



Despite its relative small size, Canadian Forces Base (CFB) Gander 
continues to play a vital role in the defence of Canada and in serving 
the humanitarian demands of its coastal environment through its Search 
and Rescue (SAR) work. The SAR role of 103 Squadron typifies the 
relatively unknown, but highly important and often dramatic role that 
elements of the Canadian Forces serve in our vast country. Many 
peacetime heroes can be found in the SAR environment, and they carry 
on the proud operational stamina that was established by their wartime 
colleagues-in-arms. The highly sophisticated operations at the "turkey 
farm" and the coastal radar facility point to the continued vital role that 
CFB Gander plays in protecting our sovereignty. Changes at the base 
over the next few years will see further reductions in personnel as the 
maintenance of the new SAR helicopter is contracted out to civilian 
industry and with anticipated changes in logistics operations across the 
Canadian Forces (the Supply Chain Project). However, base life will 
undoubtedly continue to be marked by colorful characters and stories of 
service that will hopefully be one day reflected in other similar works. 
Jacqueline Snow is to be commended for her efforts to preserve this 
valued history of Gander. 

LCol. Ken Jenkins  
9Wing/CFB Gander 
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L.G. Robinson 

Sergeant L.G. Robinson served in Gander from June 1962 until June 1965. 
His family address was 74 Sullivan Avenue, a house which still stands to this 
day. His wife Dorothy was employed in the Gown Department at the local 
Eaton's store and his daughters attended the local school. Robbie now 
resides in British Columbia. 

 

 

  

 

Robbie Robinson, then and now. 
 

 
  



As the Sergeant in charge of the Guardhouse, Military Police and 
Commissionaires my responsibilities were to ensure the security of the 
radar site. Other duties included enforcing Security Orders and 
upholding discipline, training non-police as a Defense Team, liaising 
with military, civilian tradesmen, local police and other military forces in 
the area.  

When I reported to the Orderly Room on the first day, I was ushered 
into the Commanding Officer's office. He was an ex- boxer, abrupt and 
terse. He gave the air of ‘one who must be obeyed'.  
"Come with me to meet Charlie, our Company Technicians Officer. You 
will be taking over for him as the District Scoutmaster and Swimming 
Instructor," he said, "Best of luck."  
That was just the start. Charlie also handed over the Armament Section 
to me.  

What was military life like in Gander? It was routine, however, I can 
remember one particular basic security guard training exercise that was 
anything but routine. Usually it was not a difficult course to teach and it 
always involved a little ‘test' of base security. The intruders to be used 
this time were Americans. Each intruder was given small pieces of 
wood in two sizes, one for a bomb imitation and several for mock 
incendiary devices. They had no firearms or other type of weapons. It 
was a typical Newfoundland winter night with lots of snow and cold 
temperatures. I led a team of four Yanks, each dressed in white. We 
had white coveralls, white wool gloves and a white toque. All of our 
faces were whitened with flour for the full effect.  

 

 

 

 

  



The ‘invasion' was to be made from the town side. My team had to 
climb over the fence and over several pipes into the actual radar 
operations area, where the ‘bombs' had to be placed. Each intruder had 
to retrace his steps and get out the same way they came in. It didn't 
work according to the usual routine. There were always sentries and 
guards posted at strategic places throughout the base as a normal 
routine. As a guardhouse staff member, I knew all of these places. That 
night, without my knowledge, the Security Officer changed these sentry 
and guard posts. My entire team was arrested. The Commanding 
Officer, who knew all about the change, let the rest of my team go free. 
To test guardhouse procedure and my own staff, I was escorted to the 
only cell in the guardhouse. I was stripped naked and locked in the cell, 
where I was kept incommunicado for an hour. I was cold, but very proud 
of my boys. 

In exchange for helping us test base security, I trained many Americans 
and members of the Royal Canadian Navy for their First Aid 
Certificates. They all passed. Over time, word spread and I was given 
time off to teach First Aid to the Eastern Provincial Airways ground 
crew. The Newfoundland government decided that certain teachers and 
trades at technical schools had to obtain a St. John Ambulance Senior 
Certificate before they could graduate. Only trouble was, I was the only 
instructor available. So off I went.  

There was only one pool on the radar base, so far as I can recall. A 
yearly Lifesaver's Course was offered to folk from places such as 
Corner Brook and Carbonear. Local people had the advantage of two 
courses a year. There were no failures. I taught Red Cross and Royal 
Lifesaving Courses during the day and many evenings. Wednesday 
mornings were devoted entirely to teaching the mentally challenged. 
For two years, that schedule never changed. 

 

 
 

  



While shopping downtown with my wife one evening, a delightful young 
lady approached us. She had a beautiful hair-do, was well dressed and 
wore spectacles. She threw her arms around me and kissed my cheek 
saying "Thanks Robbie."  
My wife tensed and asked, "Who is this?" 
"Sorry, do I know you?" I asked. 
"Oh," she said,"You don't know me with my clothes on." And I didn't.  
Turning to my wife she said, "He was my swimming instructor and I 
passed all my tests. I felt I had to say thanks in my own manner." I had 
only seen her in her swimsuit before. What a change clothes make! 
What a relief too! 

A similar experience happened at the airport. A uniformed flight 
attendant ran across the room and grabbed me. She was crying "It 
worked. It worked. Thanks a million."  
"What worked?" I asked. 
"In your First Aid course you told us of an emergency procedure that 
was not in the book but it had worked for you and it just worked for me! 
We were about to land when a pregnant lady said she was about to 
deliver. We are not equipped for such a thing so I tied her knees and 
thighs together as you suggested and told the Captain to radio for an 
ambulance to meet us. There she goes now, her water broke just as 
she was put in the ambulance. Now I know it worked, I'll tell the girls. 
Thanks again!" 

 

 
  



Corporal Mercer, a Newfoundlander by birth, lived down the road from 
us. He built a dory in his basement. I thought if he could do it, why 
couldn't I? A mail order kit was sent for and my boat was finished. I 
forgot one thing. Space. The door to the basement had to be taken off 
and the kitchen stove moved out of the way to make a path. This gave 
my wife and I about one inch for maneuvering the darned thing outside. 
With a two and a half horse power motor, we went fishing in Square 
Pond. I am still amazed as to how all the fish were on my wife's side of 
the boat. We traded rods, and the fish still stayed on her side. I would 
turn the boat around and get the same result! She out-fished me every 
time. I swear the fish she caught were all males while the females on 
my side of the boat spurned my attention.  

One of our favorite places to eat was Henry's, the only Chinese 
restaurant in town. What a character Henry was! He was the greeter, 
waiter, chief cook, bottle washer and night watchman. He slept in the 
rear of the restaurant on a straw paillasse to cut down on his costs. My 
girls started a tradition at Henry's restaurant which included Chinese 
dinners for every birthday celebration.  

 

 
  



A few doors down from Henry's was a beauty salon. On this particular 
night Mrs. Toytman was under the hair dryer with her head full of 
curlers. The fire alarm suddenly sounded and from her chair she could 
see it was her family store on fire. Out she dashed, apron flying and 
curlers intact. There was nothing she could do but cry. My wife and I 
were standing with the other on-lookers as the store burned. An 
investigation proved that there had been two strings of lights around 
both front windows and one side short circuited, which caused the fire 
and implosion. The flames ran around the whole store, up one side, 
across the back and down the other side, finally blowing out the other 
front window. The next day it was a remarkable sight. Apart from the 
mess on the floor, all the racks of clothing that were closest to the 
flames had only one sleeve burnt off. Hardly anything remained. The 
coffee bar was destroyed; packages and items were nothing but plastic 
sealed bricks of melted materials. The glass display case that held Bill 
Toytman's ‘Lucky Backpack', was cracked and damaged. His rifle was 
also burnt. The backpack was his start in business. As a recent 
immigrant from Europe, Bill sold laces, toothbrushes, combs, and other 
toiletries to contractors working on the International Terminal. With his 
permission I took them both home and then later to the Armament 
Section. The cabinet, pack and rifle were returned to Mr. Toytman all as 
good as new. Before my family and I left Gander, the store had been 
restored, stocked and was back in business. 

 

 
  



Every second Wednesday, after the local Gander paper was delivered, 
my wife would call our good friend Aunt Bea in Sandy Cove. This phone 
call would occur at precisely six PM. and my wife would then read the 
‘specials' from the various stores in Gander. Dorothy would put the 
phone down for five or so minutes while the wives of all the eleven 
families in Sandy Cove would discuss their orders over the party line. 
When Dorothy returned to the telephone Aunt Bea would then read her 
one detailed list. Dorothy would then hand the list to the store and on 
the following Friday our station wagon was filled with the ‘specials' and 
we went off as a family to Sandy Cove. The car would be parked in 
Bea's entrance, the ladies gathered, Bea distributed the goods as per 
the list, collected the money and handed it over. Not once were we 
short-changed. Such wonderful honesty is not found often in this world. 

Robbie also writes, "Most of my military life in Gander was not so much 
military but unpaid service to the public. A fact that I am very proud of to 
this day. Nothing I did would have been possible without the Newfie spirit 
of willing cooperation from the Ganderites, and of course, my 
Commanding Officers. Armed Forces ‘Military Life' is over for me now. I 
am now with the Salvation Army, a different life-style entirely. My mission 
is with the League of Mercy, working with the poor, elderly, sick and dying. 
Our Corps motto is ‘Sharing is Caring'. This too, I learned in Gander. Thank 
you one and all." 

 

 
  



Review:  
 
Look these questions up in a dictionary.  
 
1. What is an ‘Armament Section'?  
2. What is an incendiary device?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Facts About Gander  

     It was the first planned and paved airport in  
Newfoundland.  

     Its original purpose was as a refueling and service stop for Trans 
Atlantic Flights.  

 

 

 
 

  



Cecil Hobbs  

Reverend Cecil Hobbs worked in Gander during the construction of the air 
base as a time clerk and supervisor. He and his wife of forty- six years Yetta, 
now live in Carbonear Newfoundland. They have two children, Lloyd and 
Rosalyn and a granddaughter Rebecca Allison. Reverend Hobbs will always 
remember the time he spent in Gander with mixed memories. If it wasn't for 
the accident at Gander that changed his life, he may not have entered the 
ministry at all. 

 

Cecil Hobbs after his accident, in 1942.  
 

 
  



In 1942, when construction began on the Gander air base, Cecil Hobbs 
began working as a time clerk and supervisor with the Atlas 
Construction Company. One day in January, Cecil climbed the 
scaffolding of the hanger to talk to a few of the men. What he didn't 
realize was that he had stepped in oil and still had some on the soles of 
his boots. As he was beginning the climb down the ladder, he slipped 
and fell from the top of the scaffolding, a distance of thirty feet. It was 
feared that Cecil was dead. The ambulance came and rushed Cecil to 
the hospital. 

After being examined by the Gander doctors, Cecil was told that nothing 
else could be done for him and his legs may have to be amputated. The 
fall had broken both his legs and caused severe damage to his feet and 
ankles. Cecil signed the consent papers but at the last minute, two 
doctors decided to try a new medical procedure. Doctor Lackett, an 
American and a Doctor Hobbs from Canada, decided to surgically place 
extension pins in Cecil's legs and ankles. Cecil was then placed in casts 
from his toes to his hips.   

In mid-February he was flown by a Liberator plane to the Montreal 
General Hospital in Quebec for physiotherapy and recuperation. From 
there, he went on to Lindsay's Convalescent home for the remainder of 
his time in Montreal. While there, Cecil had time to think about his life. 
He remembered when he was ten years old, being asked by the 
Sunday School Superintendent what he wanted to be when he grew up. 
He answered, "A minister, Sir." That memory stayed with Cecil during 
his time in Montreal. When the casts were removed, he was fitted with 
crutches and braces and returned to his family home in Elliston, 
Newfoundland. 

 

 
  



In that September Cecil returned to Gander to work at the commissary. 
The following year, after fully recovering from his accident he fulfilled his 
dream and became a candidate for the ministry of the United Church of 
Canada. Since his ordination in 1954, Reverend Cecil Hobbs has 
served with pride and distinction in many Newfoundland communities. 
He has held some of the most important offices, including being elected 
as President of the Newfoundland Conference and Commissioner to the 
General Council, the highest court of the United Church of Canada. 
One of Reverend Hobbs' most notable feats was to procure electric 
power for the residents of Bristol's Hope, Newfoundland. He was 
presented with a Certificate of Appreciation from the residents of that 
community on October 31st, 1969. 

Reverend Hobbs will always have mixed memories of the time he spent 
on the Gander air base and applies the following phrase to his life: "It's 
an ill wind that doesn't blow some good." 

A ‘simple twist of fate' can change a persons' life, for the good or the 
bad. Before the accident, Cecil and his childhood friend, Roy Trask had 
made plans to take the Saturday train to Grand Falls. Once there, they 
intended to sign up for the Royal Air Force and begin their training for 
the War effort over in Europe. Cecil's accident occurred on the Friday 
before he and Roy were to leave on the train. Roy went ahead with their 
plans.  

On August 15th, 1944 Donald Roy Trask of the 4th Operational Training 
Unit was ‘Killed in Action'. 

 

 
  



Review: 

1. What was Cecil planning to do before his accident?  
 
2. Do you think Cecil's accident had an influence on his decision to 
become a minister?  
 

 

 

 

 

Facts About Gander  

     Gander had the first air to ground and ground to air  
radio station in Atlantic Canada. It also had the first Aviation  
and Public Forecasting office, the first radio Range Station  

and Control Tower in Newfoundland. 
 

     Aviation fuel, oil and coal were transported by rail to  
Gander from the port of Lewisporte. 

 

 
  



H. David Hanrahan 

Dave Hanrahan came to Gander as a young boy and became very active in 
the cadet movement, eventually earning the rank of Major. He and his wife 
Daphne have seen the good and bad times in Gander. Dave is also featured in 
the book ‘I Remember When...Stories of Early Gander' by Corinne Flynn. 

 

H. David Hanrahan, CD, Major (Retired)  

 

 
  



I have lived in Gander since June 1946 and have become interested 
about life during wartime Gander. Living in one of the converted 
barracks on the old base, or Canadian side as some call it, I witnessed 
the building of what is now 9Wing/Canadian Forces Base Gander and 
the present Town of Gander. I have been affiliated with the base for 
twenty five years. First when I was an Officer and later Commanding 
Officer of 537 Gander Royal Canadian Air Cadet Squadron. My father 
Jerry and my brother Gerald worked in Gander during and after the war. 
My mother, Kathleen also worked at the base. She was a telephone 
operator for over five years. 

The American Army Air Force, now the United States Air Force, had by 
far the largest section of the base. They were situated where the 
terminal building, 103 Search & Rescue Unit, and some sections of the 
present base are today. There were hundreds of buildings with self 
contained units including, ten large hangars, a large base administration 
building and accommodations for airmen, officers, non commissioned 
officers, civilian male and civilian female employees. Some of the 
support buildings included heating and electrical plants, garages, 
various shops, a parachute drying facility and a large one thousand seat 
theatre where the latest movies were shown. Bob Hope and Lena 
Horne were just some of the stars who brought their live shows to 
Gander. Also situated on the base were dining halls, game rooms, 
hobby shops, various clubs, chapels and bowling alleys.  

The American hospital is now used as an Administration Building with 
attached dining hall, all ranks mess and transient barracks. During the 
war the hospital was also used as a convalescent home for the 
seriously wounded soldiers. These soldiers would be flown in from 
Europe for rest and recovery for as long as required, prior to being 
flown out to military hospitals in the United States. 

 

 
  



The main mission of the Royal Canadian Air Force was submarine and 
shipping reconnaissance, with other duties regarding weather and 
iceberg patrols. They had to maintain the runways and keep a crash 
boat at Gander Lake in all seasons. The Royal Canadian Air Force 
Squadrons flew thousands of submarine patrols and were credited with 
the sinking of three German submarines. They were all sunk by 
Gander's 10 Bombing & Reconnaissance Squadron.  
The Canadian side had its own base Headquarters and a secret 
underground operations room, as well as The Post & Telegraph Office, 
Royal Bank, bakery, barber shop, laundry, tailor, dry cleaners, 
accommodations, theatre and canteens. Their Recreation Hall had a 
swimming pool, bowling alleys, a twenty yard underground rifle range, 
and various courts, shops and hobby rooms. To maintain all these 
buildings, carpenters, plumbers, painters, electricians, tinsmiths, and 
blacksmiths were hired. Each of these various jobs had their own ‘shop' 
on the base. 

 

 

First crash truck at Gander Airport 

 

Any policing necessary was done by the military unit to which an 
accused belonged, whether it be Royal Canadian Air Force, Army, 
Royal Air Force or United States Army Air Force. If it did become a civil 
matter then the Newfoundland Constabulary Officers would handle the 
case. Newfoundland was an independent country at that time and the 
Newfoundland Government maintained an administrative presence in 
Gander during the war. 

 



There was a large Royal Canadian Air Force hospital with modern 
equipment and a full staff. After the crash on February 21, 1941 near 
Musgrave Harbour in which Sir Frederick Banting was killed, the 
hospital was renamed Sir Frederick Banting Memorial Hospital in his 
honour. 

A civilian grocery store was located on the base. It was owned by 
Goodyear Humber Stores Ltd. of Grand Falls. It carried almost 
everything. Most of the employees lived in duplex houses on Chestnut 
Street and some of their family members held positions with the military. 
Eventually, Goodyear's expanded and Bill Toytman opened his own dry 
good store and so did Al Coady. After Confederation, an Eaton's store 
was opened. Milley's Style Shop was another store located here in 
Gander.  

 

 

Goodyear's Grocery Store (1941) 

 

There were many aircraft crashes and accidents in the Gander area. 
Hundreds of military personnel from Canada, US, United Kingdom, and 
Australia were buried in a local cemetery. After the war, all the US 
military and some Canadians, were exhumed and returned home to 
their families. Eighty Canadians, eighteen from the United Kingdom and 
two from Australia still remain in what is now the Commonwealth War 
Graves Cemetery. 

 

 
  



After the war, things quieted down. In 1952, while coming from a hike at 
Gander Lake with some friends, we noticed tractors, trucks and various 
types of construction equipment excavating near the South West side of 
the American hospital. I saw two men in uniform near the work site and 
walked over and asked what was going on. They told me they were 
Engineers in the US Army. We talked for awhile and I found out that 
they were supervising the building of a Radar Base, and that the military 
personnel and some of the contractors were living at the American 
hospital. They wouldn't give much more information as to its purpose, 
however it soon became known that the American and Canadian 
governments were concerned that war may break out between Russia 
and the Western world. Top priority was given to establishing a Radar 
network to detect suspicious aircraft heading for North America. Gander 
became part of the network of radar sites called the Pinetree Line. If, at 
any time, a suspicious aircraft was headed for North America, fighter 
aircraft were sent out to its location to determine whether they were 
friend or foe. At no time in history did hostile action ever take place 
within this radar network. 

My first visit to Station Gander was in the Spring of 1955. I was a 
member of 537 Squadron, Royal Canadian Air Cadets. Our 
Commanding Officer Squadron Leader, Doug Palmer had made 
arrangements with Squadron Leader Hal Pledge to tour the station. We 
also got to see a movie and were treated to hot dogs and coke.  

 

 

From Left to Right- Dr. James Paton, Flight Lieutenant Hal Pledge (First 
Commander of RCAF Gander), Dr. Michael McGuire (First civilian 
Dentist in Gander) and Mr. Bill Tapp (Undertaker) 

 

 
 



After the war Gander was not needed by the military as much so growth 
of the base came to a standstill. Many of the civilian employees and 
townspeople became members of the various messes on the base and 
weekly ‘Thank God It's Friday' dinners were held. Each mess had their 
own ‘Thank God It's Friday' dinner where drinks, including beer, were 
only fifty cents. Sixteen ounce T-bone steak dinners were a dollar.  

Once a month there was a dinner and a dance, and various occasions 
such as Valentine's and New Year's were also celebrated. My wife and I 
were members of the Officer's Mess and some of the best social times 
of our lives were spent there. We always had excellent food, good 
music, good company and a splendid time. At times during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis in 1962, tension between Russia and the Western world 
became so great that security became very strict and some functions 
were cancelled. Military personnel guarded the station, especially the 
main gate, with weapons. The base would go on ‘Alert' many times 
during this crisis. 

On September 5th, 1967 a Russian built IL 18D Airliner crashed on take 
off at 2:40 PM. Newfoundland time. It crashed in a bog near the site 
being cleared for the 727 Communications and Research Squadron. 
Base and civilian personnel were quick on the scene and were credited 
with saving many lives. Nursing Sister Joan Cashin of the Station, and 
the late helicopter pilot Austin Garrett, a veteran spitfire pilot of WWII, 
received the ‘Order of the British Empire' for their bravery. Of the sixty 
nine Czechoslovakian passengers and crew, thirty four survived. To this 
day, this tragedy is remembered as the ‘Czech Crash'. 

 

 
  



The worst aviation disaster in Gander occurred on a cold and rainy day. 
On December 12th, 1985 a DC8 Arrow Airliner crashed off of runway 
22. All two hundred and forty eight military personnel were killed along 
with eight crew members. The base personnel helped immensely in the 
recovery work. I was the duty shift manager at Gander Air Traffic 
Control when it happened. The Masonic Lodge, with financial help from 
others, erected the Silent Witness Memorial. Canadian Forces Base 
Gander placed a granite monument nearby with the names of all who 
were killed. It is now one of Gander's most visited attractions with 
hundreds of people from all over the world paying their respects. 

 

(Left)RCAF Comet II (July 1953)  
(Right)Canadian built AVRO CF100 (July 1953)  

 

 

(Left) Sir Winston Churchill (1954)  
(Right) Queen Elizabeth with Premier J.R. Smallwood, at the opening of 
the new International Terminal(1961) 

 

 
  



Dave also writes, "I would have loved to have been here during the war years. 
It seems so romantic and adventuresome...probably it wasn't. I gathered 
most of this information from maps of Gander as well as from men and 
women who worked or were stationed here at the time. My brother Gerald, 
now deceased, worked here with the Americans for four years. He told me 
many stories about the base. I would like to dedicate this article to him as 
well as Les Wilcox, Jerry Mercer, Bill Wells (the barber) and Nelson Grimes. 
They were a wealth of interesting information." 

Review: 

1. Name two dignitaries that visited Gander. 

2. Name one person who received the ‘Order of the British Empire'.  
 

 

 

Facts About Gander  

     Town water came from Gander Lake in the summer and  
when the lake froze over in the winter, Deadman's Pond was  

then used for the water supply. 
 

     The main supplies for the base cane in by rail from  
St.John's or Port Aux Basques. Most of the perishable items  

were flown in. There was a dairy and a plant where the  
Americans used to make ice cream. Gerald Hanrahan was  

plant manager. 
 

 
  



Alma Williams 

In 1959, Alma Smith came to Gander with a contract to stay six months. She 
has now been a resident for forty one years. She retired from the 
Department of National Defence in 1995 after working for thirty six years. 
Now married to Ross Williams, they have two sons, Todd and Tony. 

 

 

Major Pierre Coulombe presenting Alma Williams 
with the Public Service Merit Award. 

 

 

 
  



In June 1959, nearing the end of my Commercial Course at Prince 
Wales College in St. John's, a group of us graduates wrote the Public 
Civil Service examination for stenographic positions within the Federal 
government. Being successful, I was offered a job as the Commanding 
Officer's secretary at Royal Canadian Air Force Station Gander. 
Imagine being offered a position without an interview! Unheard of today, 
where three level interviews are common. Accepting this job was a big 
decision for me, since I was leaving behind a boyfriend and many 
friends. 

I knew no one in Gander. My only knowledge of Gander was hearing 
stories about its importance during the war. People talked about not 
being allowed off the train when passing through Gander. Also, the 
many coloured runway lights were much talked about all over the 
province. The closest I had been to an airplane was seeing them flying 
over Placentia Bay en route to the naval base in Argentia. 

I accepted the job with the intention to stay until Christmas. My aim was 
to gain experience, save money and then return to St. John's because 
that was ‘the place' to be during that time. The salary included an 
isolation allowance which meant I was earning more than my 
counterparts in St. John's. I arrived by train on June 30th, 1959 and 
spent the night in a hotel in ‘old' Gander. Airplanes were taking off and 
landing all night. Vibrations shook the whole building, including my bed, 
with me still in it. My first night in Gander was sleepless and somewhat 
scary, since I had never seen an airplane close up. 

Just out of training and anxious to practice my skills, imagine my 
surprise when my supervisor said "Forget everything you learned, we 
do it different here. We follow our own military style of writing." So, I 
learned the military style of policies and procedures. It was part of my 
life for thirty-six years. 

 

 
  



When I arrived, Headquarters Administration was located in Building 86. 
It also housed the Airmen's mess, Sergeants' mess/quarters, Officers' 
mess/quarters, mess hall and supply. The staff had moved there just 
weeks before, following major renovations converting the wartime 
hospital to accommodate the above facilities. I remember walking on 
planks because it was so muddy, especially after a rainfall. The 
pavement and grass came later. Incidentally, the morgue was located 
directly below the Mess kitchen and the ‘dead' or inactive files were 
moved to this area for safekeeping. How appropriate. 

The ratio of female to male workers was very low. For several years 
approximately fourteen female employees were employed. That 
included five telephone operators, kitchen helpers and 
secretarial/clerical staff. 

Other civilian trades were carpenters, plumbers, painters, drivers, 
electricians, cooks, teletype operators, janitors and power and heating 
plant operators. Jack Pinsent, the Civilian Personnel Officer, was the 
civilian advisor. He kept us informed of work related issues and offered 
personal advice to the inexperienced. Always ready with a joke or story 
about events involving the war and his early years in Gander, Jack was 
a great source of information. 

The station's first military Nursing Sister, Flying Officer J.A. Dale arrived 
in April 1961. Being the only female military person in Gander, housing 
had to be arranged. Renovations were made to a section of Building 86 
and from then on that part of the building was known as the ‘Nursing 
Sister's Quarters.' These quarters were used by future nursing sisters 
who were posted here. 

 

 
  



Popular entertainment consisted of hockey, ball games, movies and of 
course, the parties. The Station sponsored a team in the local hockey 
league and the Commanding Officer encouraged everyone to show 
support by attending the games. Even the late Maurice ‘The Rocket' 
Richard was a guest of honour at one of the games. A reception in his 
honour was hosted by the Commanding Officer and the town officials in 
the Officers' mess. During the 1960s and later, the Commanding Officer 
met with and often entertained heads of state, royalty, government 
officials and military chiefs of staff from other countries, as well as 
Canada. Yuri Gargarin, Russia's first astronaut once visited Gander, as 
well as Queen Elizabeth, Prince Philip, Abdul Nasser, and Prime 
Minister Diefenbaker. Technical stopovers for aircraft carrying 
dignitaries were very common and when they were delayed here, town, 
military and airport officials would host them. 

The Recreation Centre was officially opened in April 1960. It included 
two bowling alleys, a theatre, snack bar, pool, barber shop and a gym. 
This was a new building and the structure was quite unique compared 
to all the other buildings built by the military. Its indoor pool was a first in 
Gander. Red Cross swimming instructors, both civilian and military, 
taught numerous Ganderites to swim, including me. The opening was 
celebrated by a ribbon cutting ceremony and an all ranks dance in the 
gym. The Royal Canadian Air Force Central Command Band was flown 
in and their superb music contributed to the grand occasion.  

During the 1960s, the station mascot was a pure bred Newfoundland 
dog. Acting Sergeant Timothy Maguire proudly wore his rank insignia 
and attended all parades. His quarters were next to the guardhouse and 
his daily rations were taken care of by the guardhouse personnel. 

 

 
  



For many years the Department of National Defence bus carried military 
and civilian workers to and from work. Bus stops were located 
throughout town. Often while waiting for the bus, someone with a car 
would offer a ride, especially on cold days. Not only did you know all the 
military people, but also the cars they drove. There was no need to be 
street smart back then.  

Snowstorms were a fact of life then too. I only remember one time when 
the bus couldn't use Pinetree Road because of abandoned vehicles and 
snow drifts. We were delayed several hours in getting home one 
evening. We were made quite comfortable and were looking forward to 
spending the night. However the plow, followed by the bus and private 
cars, used the Burner Road access and made it safely into town. 

In August 1961, the surrounding area was the scene of a huge forest 
fire, but luckily the fire never approached the town. A Fire Control 
Centre was set up at the Station. Minimum manning was instituted and 
both civilian and military personnel were assigned to the fire. The Mess 
Hall provided box lunches to the fire fighters and with most of the staff 
away, those remaining behind were asked to help. At that time in my 
life, the kitchen was not my specialty, however when all was explained 
and a system set up, I rather enjoyed it. I was asked to make 
sandwiches and still remember the huge bowl of mashed eggs and the 
rows of bread slices. It was quite an experience for someone who was 
only used to making one sandwich at a time! 

 

 
  



The workplace since 1959 has changed drastically. For instance, the 
Xerox copier was a thing of the future. For many years, I used a 
gestetner machine which, by manually turning a handle attached to a 
cylinder with a paper tray, produced copies. The stencil was a white 
sheet of paper with a blue ink backing and was placed on the cylinder. 
This was very messy to handle and if the tank leaked, the liquid spread 
the ink everywhere. I spoiled many a blouse with the ink. In order to 
correct a typing error, a razor blade was used to scrape away the 
imprinted word/letter but at the same time, being careful to leave 
enough of the ink to make the typeover readable.  

Projects were completed without the help of ‘white out'. How? I'll never 
know. That, too was yet to come and make its mark on the office world. 
The typewriter erasers helped immensely, but all military 
correspondence was done in three to five copies with carbon paper. 
The first three copies were corrected without too many smudges but, 
the fourth and fifth copies were not so good. Erasing carbon typing and 
leaving the paper presentable was always a challenge. Copies had to 
be manually typed and carbon paper did not help in these situations. 
There is no comparison between today's computer keyboard and the 
old manual typewriters. Each row of keys were set at a higher angle. 
The numbers row was the highest and I always had difficulty reaching 
them. So, most of the time, your hands were pointed upward with the 
wrists resting on the space bar. A bell rang when you were nearing the 
right hand margin and then the carriage had to be moved back to the 
left side. Strong fingers were essential to hit the key with enough force 
to create a legible impression through the papers. Ribbons were cloth-
like material, heavily inked and did not reverse automatically. They had 
to be manually turned around. Another dirty job! 

 

 
  



A proud day for me was when the electric typewriter arrived. Then I had 
to adjust to not hitting the keys so hard. This was followed by machines 
with self correcting ribbons and later, cartridge ribbons (no more inky 
fingers). Improvements continued and each new machine had more 
advanced features. With the onset of computers, it was not difficult to 
envision that typewriters would be a thing of the past and the 
technology age would change the workplace as my generation knew it. 
My first encounter with a computer was in 1986. It was much later when 
they were issued locally by the Department of National Defence, but my 
boss had his own personal system. He was doing a special project and 
needed it for data inputting. Following a crash course, including how to 
turn it on, I entered the computer age. It was a big adjustment and I had 
many frustrating moments. I knew my typewriter and controlled its 
operation, but the computer seemed to be in control of itself. The end 
result was not always what I expected. No doubt the operator was to 
blame too. 

In April 1970, Canadian Forces Supplementary Radio System took 
command of administration and logistics support and was renamed 
Canadian Forces Station Gander. The Commanding Officer, Major A.E. 
Gladman, administration clerk, Corporal J. Ralph and I moved to new 
offices within the operations and telecom complex. Operationally known 
as 226 Aircraft Control and Warning Squadron, it remained under North 
American Air Defense (NORAD) jurisdiction and became a lodger unit 
of Canadian Forces Station Gander.  

 

 
  



Over the years I met and worked with many people. Topping the list are 
the eighteen Commanding Officers for whom I worked. Many friends 
were made and it was always sad when they left for new postings. I 
always remained behind. Finally, because of cut backs to the military 
involving restructuring and personnel downsizing, it was my turn to 
leave. In this restructuring, the Canadian Coastal Radar came to 
Gander. It replaced the aging equipment of the Pinetree Radar sites. 

The Gander site was one of the last Pinetree sites to shut down. I was 
asked to participate in that shut down. On August 6th, 1993 with Master 
Corporal Ches Harris, we turned the radar off at 0001Z hours 
(midnight), bringing to close nearly forty years of radar operation and 
ending yet another era in Gander's military history. 

 

Review:  
 
1. How did Alma feel when she left for her new job in Gander?  
 
2. Name one thing that has changed in the office since 1959. 

 

 
  



Harry J. Young 

Corporal Harry Young works with 103 Search & Rescue Squadron in Gander. 
Harry and his wife Brenda lived in Gander as newlyweds and returned for a 
second posting with their four children, Andrew, Allie, Elizabeth and 
Victoria. 

To quote Charles Dickens, "They were the best of times; they were the 
worst of times." I will never forget the morning my life changed. I was 
once told there would be many milestones on the road of life, some 
more significant than others. Marriage, birth of children and family 
deaths are milestones that we all experience. Then there are the 
markers or the way points, that affect the way you conceive of and 
value life. Although I do not wish to get into details, I will share with you 
the experience of having to go into the trenches.  

It was approximately 5:30 am on an icy, sleet covered December 
morning. My co-worker phoned and requested a ride to work because 
we were having a Base Recall, where all base personnel were ordered 
to the base. By the time I got dressed, the car defrosted, and the heavy 
ice scraped from the windshield, it was getting upward to 6:15 AM I was 
not so concerned, because I knew the helicopter could not fly in such 
icy conditions. It was then that I was first informed that an airliner had 
gone down at the end of the runway. 

We arrived at the hanger and found that some of my co-workers were 
busy stacking stretchers, blankets, and to my surprise...body bags. 
Normal protocol for an accident, but why so many?  

 

 
  



It was then that sketchy details of the numbers involved started to 
astound us. Shortly, we were assembled on the hanger floor. We 
automatically fell into rows of three deep around the Squadron 
Commanding Officer, who had just arrived from the Airport Manager's 
Briefing. He said that a civilian airliner with approximately 250 people on 
board had gone down in a wooded area next to Gander Lake and we 
were to immediately start a ground search for survivors. 

Few details were given, but once the Commanding Officer finished 
speaking, the Squadron Warrant Officer split the group in half. He put 
one half on the bus and had the other half organize equipment. I was on 
the equipment detail. My co-workers were gone for approximately two 
hours and all the time our supplies, or War Chest as we sometimes 
jokingly called it, was getting bigger. 

I knew I would not be home for supper, so I hastily phoned my wife. I 
prepared to inform her of what to expect in the next few days. I was 
surprised to find that she actually knew more than I did. I don't know 
why the reporters bother with official sources when they could just ask 
the wives. They can tell you all you need to know with precise accuracy. 

The bus pulled up to the hanger doors with fewer members then what 
they left with. My friends rambled off, all of them covered with soot, jet 
fuel, and the smell of burnt plastic insulation. I will never forget the look 
on their faces. White, blank, silent. 

 

 
  



What I found peculiar was that many of the members did not return at 
all. Some had just found the experience too harrowing to return to work. 
I remember backing a friend into a corner.  
 
"Mike," I asked, " what is it like?"  
"Harry," he said, "you do not want to go there."  
 
The site was burning for most of the morning. We were assigned to 
guard the road around the site in order to keep people from going down 
to have a look. There were many explosions in the fire. It was a very 
cold and damp morning. 

Around noon, we started to bring equipment to the site. The area was 
still burning, but the ground had cooled enough to walk around. We 
knew by then that this would be a recovery operation because there 
was little chance of survivors. 

By that time, the coroners were arriving and there was a rush to recover 
the victims as the weather warning was calling for a blizzard. We were 
tasked to unload equipment from a truck. We were given a choice of 
guard duty around the perimeter or volunteering to help the RCMP. My 
motto has always been that I will try anything once and twice if I like it. 

So, having the upper body strength to be a stretcher bearer, I chose the 
latter. I remember driving down in the truck and parking by the small 
brook. There was the smell of jet fuel, burnt plastic and a sweet smell, 
surprisingly not all that pungent. A sweet smell that haunts me as I 
watch bombs fall on the bunkers of Iraq or the burnt out basements of 
Kosovo as I watch the evening news. They say an experienced fire 
fighter can sniff out a building. I'm sure it is true. 

 

 
  



I remember walking in on the still smouldering rubble. The turf was 
really quite warm which felt good on my feet as they were cold from the 
previous guard duty on the frozen highway. It was then that I wandered 
upon it. My first casualty. I use the term ‘it' loosely, as one must 
disassociate oneself from reality in such a situation in order to continue 
on with the job at hand. Unfortunately, many of my friends had a hard 
time doing that. Many lost their marriages, but we will not go there. 

I remember walking up to the coroner to lend assistance. It was 
interesting to watch these professionals from the coroners office and 
the RCMP forensic unit at work. Believe it or not, I found it quite 
fascinating as we went about the grueling task at hand. I truly believe 
that good doctors and undertakers are born and no education in the 
world can make it otherwise. 

As for the victims, when I was doing this job, I could not think of them as 
people. In fact, in order to complete the task at hand, I could only think 
of them as big car tires that had to be identified by serial numbers or in 
this case, dog tags. Yet at the same time, they were treated with the 
utmost reverence and respect. 

As the evening wore on, we were down to just a chosen few. Coroners, 
RCMP and a few military members. I can honestly say I never felt so 
good about a job in my life and probably never will again. There was a 
camaraderie among this small group of individuals that one cannot 
explain. I guess that is why life sometimes seems so mundane for some 
people after such experiences. 

The greatest gift God gave me is the ability to joke about the most 
serious situations; sometimes it is not too well received by the people I 
work with. But when you really think about it, life will never be as bad as 
what those poor people had to go through on Arrow Air. 

Fifteen years have since passed. Where there was only scorched earth, my 
children often run and play among the hills and the rock overlooking the 
lake and the site that makes me so sad. Then I smile and thank God for the 
moment, then I'm happy again. 

Review:  
 
1. Do you think this experience changed Harry's life?  



 
 

 

 

Memorabilia and photos from Gander(1942) 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  



Ken Brown  

 

Ken Brown served with 10 BR Squadron from 1942 to 1945. He and his wife 
Carol live in Oosyoos, British Columbia where Ken is now retired from his 
architectural design firm. He considers the three and a half years he spent in 
Gander some of the best times of his life. 

 

  

 

Ken Brown, then and now.  
 

 
 

  



After graduating from Ground School Training at St. Thomas, Ontario in 
April 1942, we all anxiously waited to see where we were going to be 
posted. Of course everyone wanted to go overseas where the action 
was! 

When our names and locations were posted on the bulletin board, I, 
along with a dozen others, were posted to a place called Gander. 
Gander - CAPO # 4 Royal Canadian Air Force Overseas would be our 
mailing address. We had never heard of such a place but soon found 
out that it was a Bomber Squadron in Newfoundland. At the age of 
eighteen, I never realized that Newfoundland wasn't a part of Canada 
but was a British Colony off our coast. 

After many changes along the railway, we finally arrived in Sydney, 
Nova Scotia and boarded the H.M.S.Beaver heading for Port Aux 
Basques. When we arrived in the morning all we could see from the 
port hole was a wall of rock with little dwellings dotted here and there 
along the cliffs. There was not much to the village in 1942 and being the 
month of April with snow and mud everywhere, I thought it was the end 
of the world!  

  

 

Travelling through Newfoundland communities  

We climbed aboard the ‘Newfie Express' and started our trip to Gander, 
going through places like Corner Brook and then over the Topsails, 
where we finally stopped so snow could be plowed from the rails. 

 

 
  



Continuing our trip through little villages with fences, we passed through 
communities such as Grand Falls and Bishops Falls and then, finally 
stopping in Gander. It wasn't a very pleasant sight with gray skies, snow 
and mud, but here we were. We were fed at the Mess Hall, taken to the 
barracks and given a bunk. I think we all crashed out immediately and 
wondered what our first day in Gander was going to be like. 

After being given a tour of the Base we were allocated our different 
duties. There were two hangars on the Canadian side of the runway. 
One was for flight maintenance and the other for the heavy duty 
maintenance, where the aircraft were stripped down and everything was 
checked from its engine to its tail wheel. At that time aircraft consisted 
of prewar built Douglas Digby's and they had many flying hours on 
them. It was essential that they be well serviced to keep them flying for 
convoy and anti-sub patrols as well as for the safety of the air crew. 

So in general this was our daily duties and many long hours were put in 
at times to keep the aircraft continually flying. Because of their short 
traveling range, the Digby was replaced with B-24 Liberators in August 
1943. It took awhile to get to know this new aircraft and many hours 
were spent studying the manuals, but after a time it became a ‘piece of 
cake'. It was always a happy time when the aircraft came back to 
Gander after a tour on a submarine or a sinking. I think it boosted our 
war weary morale when we needed it. 

 

 

 

Various aircraft during the early days in Gander  

 

 
 

 



On the opposite side of the runway was the American Air Base, with 
more hangars and personnel. Their role was different than ours. Hour 
after hour, hundreds of aircraft would continually land, be given a 
maintenance check, refuel and then take off into the night to join other 
squadrons. This also applied to our Ferry Command with Lockheed 
aircraft. 

Life on the base wasn't all work. When we were able to get a day or two 
off, it gave us a chance to write letters, catch up on reading with books 
sent from home and enjoy a lazy day. In the summer if the weather was 
nice, a group of us would walk down to the old gravel road, not far from 
the base and enjoy a day at Deadman's Pond. There was always a 
couple of old flat bottomed row boats to use - some with oars and some 
without. At that time we had no Recreation Building, except for a small 
building where the occasional movie was shown or a base dance was 
held. We never bothered with the dances too much because most of the 
Women's Division (W.D.'s) preferred the officers or the American 
servicemen. 

Our main form of recreation was a five day pass and most of us, at 
different times, would go to Grand Falls. The first few times we stayed 
at the Cabot House Hotel, but once we met a few of the local families 
we were given an open invitation to stay with them whenever we could 
manage to get passes. We could usually manage to get a five day pass 
every couple of months or so. There was always a dance at the Elk's 
Hall and we jitterbugged our legs off with the local women until 
midnight.  

 

 
  



Recreation time. 

 
 

 
  



Ken and his friends relaxing in Grand Falls and Deadman's Pond. 

 
 

 
  



These fourteen photos show the Hangar disaster that occurred in the  
Spring of 1945.  
The fire started in the Maintenance Hangar when an extension light fell 
into the drip pan underneath the aircraft and ignited the fuel. The 
Bombay doors were opened, however it happened so fast that we 
couldn't even use fire extinguishers. With all the armament in place it 
didn't take long for the fifty caliber shells to catch fire and blow up in all 
directions.  

 

 

 
 

 
  



My friend John Piazza tried to hook up the tow bar to pull out the aircraft 
but was ordered to leave it. When the aircraft did explode, it blew me 
and a few others out one side of the windows into the snow. We had 
been trying to save some of the more valuable instruments by passing 
them out through the windows.  

 

 

  

 

 
 

  



In all these years Ken has not lost his love for airplanes and has built many 
models. Unfortunately, he is now considered to be legally blind by the 
Canadian National Institute for the Blind and can no longer complete the 
fine detailed work necessary for the completion of his models. He and his 
wife Carol have formed a support group for the visually impaired in their 
area. Ken now has a new hobby. He designs and makes ceramic sundials of 
various shapes and sizes. Despite his obstacles, Ken recently donated his time 
and energy on behalf of his local Elk's Club to erect a fifteen foot sundial in 
Cottonwood Park, British Columbia. 

Ken and his buddy, John Piazza served in Gander together and have been 
friends for fifty eight years. John and his wife now live in the same town as 
Ken.  

 
John Piazza  

They and their wives often get together for a game of cards. Conversation 
always ends with talk of Gander, and the wonderful families and people they 
met while serving there. 

Ken writes, "To this day I have never known such generous and friendly 
people as Newfoundlanders. We used to keep in touch with our ‘Newfie' 
friends at Christmas but, many have passed away these last few years." 

For anyone wishing to contact Ken regarding his and his wife's support 
group, they can be reached at (250) 495-2884. 



 

Review:  
 

1. What did Ken and his friends do on their time off?  
 

2. What started the fire in the Hanger?  
 

 

This plane, piloted by Carl Bachman of Sweden, attempted to be the 
first transatlantic flight to take off from Gander. It left on May 16th, 1939 
and was never heard from again.  

 

 
 

 
 

  



J.A.McIntosh  

Jack McIntosh began his service in Gander in 1942; he eventually earned the 
rank of Sergeant and returned home to Alberta after the war. Jack became 
active in the local Alberta provincial Government and served as a Farm 
Manager for the Alberta Department of Agriculture until his retirement. He 
and his wife live in Fairview, Alberta. 

 

 

‘The Gander' magazine  

 

 
  



In 1942, I graduated from #1 Wireless School in Montreal as a Wireless 
Mechanic or a Wireless Operator. After graduation you would wait to be 
posted wherever your trade was needed. At that time, the Air Force was 
expanding due to pressures on the convoys from German U-boats so I 
found myself posted to a new Station in Botwood, Newfoundland. 

We went by train to North Sydney, waited until dark and then boarded 
The Caribou ferry to Port Aux Basques. That particular ferry was 
eventually sunk by a submarine. From there, we boarded the narrow 
gauge railroad and arrived in Bishop's Falls on a pitch black and rainy 
night. A large truck took us to Botwood, which was just in the beginning 
stages of development. There were several barracks in the process of 
being built with lots of mud and supplies scattered around on the 
ground. There were about a dozen aircraft on site and only a skeleton 
group of tradesmen working in Botwood.  

The top end of the mechanics and operators had been formed out of 5 
and 10 Bombing and Reconnaissance Squadrons, which were 
stationed in Gander at that time. Digby and Stanraer aircraft came into 
Gander the Spring of 1942. The men that came into Botwood from 
Gander were all from the peacetime service. Sergeant Naftel, Flight 
Sergeant Lambert, Sergeant Jones, Sergeant Christal and Flight 
Sergeant LeGosse are a few I can remember. The rest of the 
maintenance crew came from Training School, as I did, or they were 
posted in from other airfields. The Squadron was always under staffed, 
but that never changed. All the Squadrons on the East coast were 
under staffed as well. There was a detailed order that stated the 
minimum number of men a squadron should have had, however 
Eastern Air Command was blind to anything like that. Eventually the two 
Squadrons, 5 and 10, were split and they formed 116 and 117 Bombing 
and Reconnaissance (B.R.) Squadrons. I became a part of the new 116 
B.R. Squadron. 

 

 
  



We stayed in Botwood until late in 1942, then went to Shelbourne, Nova 
Scotia for the winter. When the bay froze over we were sent to 
Dartmouth and then back to Botwood in the following Spring. In late 
summer our Squadron was given the maintenance duty of the Canso 
aircraft, which could fly off both land and water, so we were moved to 
Gander. At the time, the Liberator aircraft were coming in and the 
Fighter Squadron had left. 

We were billeted in a series of old, cold and single story huts. The huts 
were located at the end of one of the main runways, so we had aircraft 
roaring over our heads for most of the night. My bunk was at the end of 
the hut, against a broken window. We had to stuff rags into the pane 
because no one would come out and fix it. There were men in each hut 
who stayed up all night in order to keep the fires burning for our heat. 

While we were in Gander, civilian crews were hired to begin lengthening 
one of the main runways. One day, close to quitting time, one of the 
Caterpillar tractors got stuck in the muskeg mixture they had spread 
across the new part of the runway. Not having worked with muskeg 
before and wanting to go home, the foreman said, "Ah, leave it, we'll get 
it in the morning." In the morning, just the top of the tractor was sticking 
out of the muskeg. Apparently the crew had been expanding the runway 
over the top of a bog. Rather than waste four days work demolishing 
the newly built runway, removing the tractor and rebuilding, the crew 
packed it down with more muskeg and continued to build the runway 
over the tractor. 

The winter of 1943 was a bad one. The season started early and had 
lots of fog. One afternoon, word came in that many aircraft were flying 
into Gander. The airfield was so fogged in that each aircraft had to be 
talked down. Not one person left the airfield until the last plane was 
down safely. 

 

 
  



The Germans were busy that year and we installed 50 caliber machine 
guns on the Canso aircraft. Surface fighting was done with Liberator 
aircraft from 10 B.R. Squadron. Because they were so close to the 
action, the Liberators would sometimes come back with bullet holes in 
them. 

About that time, I was posted on temporary duty in Goose Bay. The rest 
of the Squadron stayed in Gander. Things got a little quieter when the 
Women's Division (W.D.'s) arrived. I came back to Gander just long 
enough to catch a flight to Moncton, on my way to Alberta on bush 
leave. I returned to Gander only to be sent back up to Goose Bay. 
Finally, I was sent overseas to the United Kingdom for ten months. 

"When I returned home, I married my sweetheart and got used to civilian 
life. Although Newfoundland was considered an overseas posting during the 
War and you were placed on active service immediately, no credit was given 
to the ground crew service people. However, the aircrew received the 
‘Atlantic Star' and extra pay on their service payment. Ground Crew service 
members who served five and a half years in the Squadrons received no more 
recognition than if you served in other bases like Toronto or Calgary. Of 
course, the only ones that will agree with you are the ones who were there." 

 

Review:  
 
1. Why do you think that the ferry had to wait until dark to cross?  
 
2. What was buried in the runway?  

 

 
  



This photo was taken in 1938 while clearing runways for the airport. The 
bear was always friendly and willing to be fed.  

 
 

 
  



The Heale Family 

Corporal Harry Heale and his family lived in Gander from 1965 to 1969. 
Harry and June made many friends and were very active in the local 
community. The Heale family now lives in Royston, Vancouver Island, 
British Columbia.  

 

 

Corporal Heale (left) receiving a Canadian Forces Decoration for 
completing twelve years service. The presentation was made by 
Squadron Leader C.N. Stanley, C.D. 

 

 
  



One particular day stands out in both our minds, but more so in my 
husband's. Harry, who was a Supply Technician by trade, was called 
out on what he thought was an Alert exercise. It turned out to be the 
real thing. A Czechoslovakian plane had crashed and the entire base 
was called out to contribute rescue efforts in the wake of the crash. 
Prior to joining the military, my husband had worked in a funeral home 
in his hometown of St. John's, Newfoundland. Even though he had this 
previous experience with death, helping in the air crash bothered him 
for the rest of his life.  

My husband and I were both active in the Gander Academy Home and 
School Association, where at one time I was the secretary. I used to get 
a kick out of the members at the beginning of each meeting. When we 
had to sing the National Anthem there were many people who preferred 
to sing ‘Ode to Newfoundland' rather than ‘O Canada'. The members 
finally compromised and alternated the songs at each meeting. 

One of the most positive things we got out of our stay in Gander was 
the education our daughters received at Gander Academy. We found it 
far better than that received at schools in Ontario and British Columbia. 
Our girls actually learned how to read and write in Kindergarten! 

While in Gander, I tried to help as much as I could in the community. I 
was a Brownie assistant and then later became a Brown Owl for the 
pack. I was always impressed by the friendliness of the people in the 
outlying fishing villages. We came to know some of them. They were 
genuine people and their doors were always open. 

 

 
  



‘Letter to the Editor' written by June Heale. 

 
 

 
  



‘Letter to the Editor' written by June Heale. 

 

 

Review:  
 
1. What organization were Harry and June active in?  
 
2. Why did June write to the newspaper? 

 

 
  



Kyle & Cassandra McCarthy  

Siblings Kyle and Cassandra, are true Ganderites. The children of Master 
Corporal Scott McCarthy, of 103 Search & Rescue Squadron and Cathy 
McCarthy, a freelance photojournalist, the two enjoy playing soccer, 
swimming and baseball. 

 

Kyle and Santa Claus (1996)  
 

 
  



 

Cassandra (18 months) and Kyle ( age 4) enjoying Family Day in 1996. 

 
 

 
  



Drawing of a C113-Labrador Helicopter by Kyle McCarthy, age 8 (2000) 

 

 
 

 
  



Mary Kruse 

Corporal Harry A. Kruse served in Gander in 1941. His wife Mary generously 
submitted these photos and mementos that belonged to Harry almost sixty 
years ago. 

 

Harry and Mary on their wedding day  

 

 
  



My husband, Harry A. Kruse was with the Royal Canadian Air Force 
crew in 1941 and 1942. I believe this was the time they were building 
the airport in Gander. At that time, we were engaged to be married. I 
was teaching school in Saskatchewan when Harry was in 
Newfoundland.  

One of the funniest stories I can remember about Harry's stay in 
Gander started when he offered to buy me a gift. When he offered to 
buy me a pair of nylon stockings from the American store in Gander, I 
jokingly asked him "Whose legs have you been seeing that need 
nylons?" I never got a pair of nylons and having to wear those awful 
cotton stockings for the rest of the wartime was enough punishment. I 
could have been the only woman in Saskatoon wearing silk if it weren't 
for my sense of humour.  

Stories of the cold and snow were unbelievable even to those of us who 
lived on the cold, snowy plains of Saskatchewan. During his time in 
Gander, Harry spent a couple of sessions in the hospital with 
pneumonia, due to the severe Newfoundland winters. 

Upon discharge from the Air Force at the end of WW II, my husband 
expanded on his love of machinery. Being a first class mechanic, he 
began to work in the oil fields as a mechanic for seismograph crews as 
well as working in his own garage. He also picked up mail from the mail 
from the mail headquarters in Swift Current, Saskatchewan and 
delivered it to small towns in the area. 

 

 
  



In 1963 Harry earned his private pilot's license, but unfortunately a 
massive heart attack took him from us before we could afford to buy an 
airplane. We had a great and happy life with our two daughters, Irene 
and Marilynn. 

 

Corporal Harry Kruse (1941)  
 

 
  



Crests from # 10 Bombing and Reconnaissance Squadron 

 

               

           
 

 

 
  



Margaret Harvey 

Twenty- six year old Margaret Hellard arrived in Gander from Jarvis, Ontario 
in September 1943. While stationed in Gander she met her future husband 
Flight Sergeant Vance Harvey. They married after the war and had two 
children, Janice and Jim. After the death of her husband in 1989, Margaret 
returned to Gander to be near her daughter and grandchildren and now lives 
in the Golden Legion Manor.  

 

  

Margaret Harvey in 1943 (in floral apron) and now 

 

 
  



When Margaret Hellard decided to help with the war effort, she signed 
up as a member of the Royal Canadian Air Force Women's Division, or 
a W.D. as they were eventually nicknamed. 

After completing a basic cookery course, she was chosen for the 
specialized training of hospital cookery. When her training was 
complete she was posted to Brantford, Ontario and then on to Jarvis, 
Ontario. She subsequently received another transfer and was sent as a 
member of the second contingent of W.D.'s to be posted to Gander, 
Newfoundland. 

A group of 200 women from across Canada met in Montreal and then 
traveled by train together to Halifax, Nova Scotia. The women had to 
stay at the Y-depot in Halifax for a week, where day after day, their 
flight to Gander was cancelled due to poor flying conditions. After being 
in the crowded barracks for so long, Margaret finally received a pass to 
go to the movies. When she returned a few hours later, a group of sixty 
W.D.'s had been chosen to continue the journey by train and then by 
boat. Margaret was not chosen for this trip and had to wait with the rest 
of the W.D.'s for good weather.  

The weather finally cleared. Margaret and the other W.D.'s began to get 
excited about the final leg of their journey. That excitement didn't last 
however, when thirty minutes into the flight the plane began to 
experience mechanical difficulties and had to return to Halifax. Hours 
later, on the group's second attempt to fly over the Maritimes they had 
to return to Sydney, Nova Scotia for the night because of the heavy fog 
conditions in Gander. 

 

 
  



They finally landed in Gander the next day. A few days after Margaret's 
group arrived and settled into their new barracks, the now tired and dirty 
W.D.'s who had traveled by train and boat days earlier made their own 
arrival. They had not had a comfortable trip. The train ride was loud and 
dusty and the boat had encountered rough seas and had to zig-zag 
their course because of German U-boats. All sixty women hadn't had a 
decent bath in days. Soon the women began their various jobs and 
trades and everyone contributed to the Canadian war effort.  

Despite the war being on everyone's minds, there were fun times in 
Gander. Margaret settled into the hospital routine and made many 
lifelong friendships. Margaret remembers living in the comfortable, 
steam heated barracks. While the W.D.'s usually ate their meals with 
the various sections or offices in which they worked, the weekends 
were made for relaxing. They used the steam heaters to warm cans of 
spaghetti or soup overnight so that they did not have to leave the 
comfort of their barracks on their days off. She still keeps in contact with 
many of the men and women she met in Gander.  

One time while Margaret was working, a civilian gentleman was brought 
in as a patient. He had never seen a flush toilet so the nurse on duty 
proceeded to tell him how to pull on the chain in order to flush. After 
pulling on the chain, the noise of the flushing toilet frightened the man 
so much, that he came flying out of the toilet stall with his hospital 
johnny gown flying open for all the hospital to see!  

 

 
  



Another time, while stationed in Gander Margaret hurt her back and 
was herself a patient at the very hospital where she worked. A woman, 
obviously in labour was brought in to share the room with Margaret. 
Between very strong contractions Margaret asked the woman if she had 
any other children. The woman replied, "This is my tenth." 

One day in 1945 Margaret, along with everyone else, was brought into 
the large drill hall. It was then announced that the war in Europe was 
finally over. It wasn't long until Margaret received her transfer papers to 
Hagersville, Ontario. When she attempted to clear out of the Station, 
there was no one available to sign her out. They were all celebrating the 
end of the war. 

 

Margaret's final posting was to St. Hubert, Quebec and in March 1946, she 
was discharged from the Royal Canadian Air Force Women's Division. In 
April 1946, she married Vance Harvey and began a new life.  

 

Review:  
 
1. How old was Margaret when she came to Gander?  
 
2. What is a W.D.? 

 

 

 
  



About the Author 

I never cried when I left Greenwood, Nova Scotia, my home of 15 
years. I assured all my childhood friends and all the friends I had made 
during the early years of marriage and motherhood not to fret and 
worry, the posting to Gander Newfoundland was only for three years. I 
could handle it, and each time I said it I was secretly hoping our next 
posting would bring me closer to my own family in Western Canada. 

We had heard all the conflicting stories of what Gander was really like. 
The snowstorms, the high prices, the schools and the wonderful people. 
My husband assured me that we would be close to his family for three 
years and then we could go onto a different posting closer to my family. 
My father was in the Air Force and growing up, I learned about the 
‘waiting game' for postings. I began to look forward to the move to 
Gander after we found out our new street address. 

People who had been to Gander told us it was one of the nicest places 
in town. Only six families lived out on Old Navy Site and it was in a 
beautiful location with plenty of room for our boys, Alexander and 
Jacob, to play.  

After the long drive to Sydney, Nova Scotia and a well chosen night 
time ferry crossing, we finally arrived in Newfoundland. After a few days 
rest with my in-laws in Corner Brook we then set out on the last leg of 
our journey towards Gander. When we arrived in town, we stayed at a 
local motel for four days because our furniture was going to be late. 

 

 
  



We finally ventured out to our new neighbourhood and I got out and 
stood beside the car. Looking around the neighbourhood, I noticed the 
other five houses had two vehicles with at least one being a truck. 
There were also snowmobiles, boats, campers and various sheds. 

Surrounding all three duplexes was a ten foot, barbed wire fence. 
Apparently, as we were later told, bears were very common in this part 
of town and the fence was put up to keep them out of the backyard and 
away from the garbage.  

The boys went off in search of adventure and Bernie the dog was tied 
by his leash to the deck. We didn't have the keys yet so there wasn't 
much we were able to do. After four long, hot days in a motel with two 
preschool children, a large dog and a husband who had caught the flu, I 
began to cry. I hated it already and try as they might, no one knew how 
to console Mommy. A few moments later a loud "Hello!" was heard. We 
all looked up and saw a friendly looking woman waving at us, her own 
children anxiously looking out their front window. After pulling myself 
together and trying to catch up to my boys, who were already on her 
step, I met Brenda, one of my new neighbours. 

That was two years ago and since then, I have earned my diploma in 
Business Administration-Finance, partnered in a business with a good 
friend and met many new friends.  

 

 
  



Before my student work term was to begin, a position at the Central 
Eastern Literacy Outreach Office became available. It was offered to 
me and I declined. My first impression was that it was a small, quiet and 
unassuming office. I wanted to work for a high profile company, which 
would allow me to move up the ladder of success. Well, after several 
inquiring interviews with businesses, I found out the ladder of success 
was a small, stuffy, windowless room with an adding machine. I 
reluctantly went on my interview at the Literacy Outreach Office and 
met Ed Oldford and Eileen Smith. Thanks to Ed and Eileen's persuasive 
membership drive and energetic enthusiasm, I became a member, tutor 
and now author with the Gander and Area Laubach Literacy Council. 

I look back and think the move to Gander was the best thing that could 
have happened to our family. Jim enjoys working at 103 Search & 
Rescue Unit and he enjoys taking his truck out in the fishing season on 
his time off. The boys enjoy the freedom of the large neighbourhood 
and several moose visits have encouraged them to learn about nature 
and the environment. 

I think this book is only a small piece of history and more personal 
books of history should be written before time runs out with the people 
who have stories to tell and memories to share.  

I enjoyed compiling information for my first book and it taught me many 
new things about Gander that I otherwise would never have known.  
I shared the photographs I received with the people I interviewed and found 
that some knew or knew of each other. It always put a smile on their face, or 
a laugh in their voice, even a half century later. 
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