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1 – Introduction : the military and political forces at play
As one drives through it today, except for an aviation museum along
the Trans-Canada Highway, there is little to indicate that Gander was
once a highly defended base, with thousands of military personnel.
Getting in and out and moving around was strictly controlled and
weapons of many kinds were ready for immediate use.

This photo is from the Aviation Museum website
https://northatlanticaviationmuseum.com/#

In principle, defending a given locality should be fairly straightforward.
You figure out as best possible the nature of the threat and put in the
appropriate forces to counter it. But in real life, it may not work out
that way. There may be an absence of consensus about the threat.
The forces available may be insufficient due to dangers elsewhere.
Politics can get in the way. Simply put, to understand the defence of
Gander – by whom and with what tools - we have to have a quick
look at the context and the actors.

The first mention found of the defence of Newfoundland in general
was a secret memo from the Nfld Commissioner for finance to the
Private Secretary, Government House, St. John’s, dated 04 May
1936. He explained that Sir Murray Anderson (governor of Nfld 193236) had informed him that in early 1934 that the Dominions Office (in
England) “had requested that he would prepare, or have prepared, a
Defence Scheme for the Island”. Not much progress had been made.
The “defence forces” of Nfld at this point consisted of 255
constabulary and 50 Rangers, with obsolete weapons and no military
training, and two unarmed government bi-planes.
At the end of 1938, though the 2nd World War had not yet started, the
defence of Nfld became an increasingly important consideration and
proceeded on two parallel tracks. On one side were steady attempts
to develop a “home grown” militia, while on the other, the willingness
to see Canadian forces in Nfld increased with the approach of war.
(The militia was in fact later used mainly at the Bell Island iron mine in
a guard and anti-sabotage role.)
The first mention found of the defence of Gander itself comes in a
memo from the Dominions Secretary in London to the Governor of
Nfld, 26 June 1939. It was strangely based on local civilians and will
be explained later.
But even after the declaration of war, economy and politics had
already started to affect how – and by whom - the defence of Gander
would be carried out. In a telegram of 06 November 1939, the British
Dominions Secretary expressed to the Governor of Nfld his strong
hesitations concerning the possible arrival of the RCAF in Gander.

In 1940 the Canadian implication in the defence of Gander became
more pressing. In a telegram of 06 June 1940 to the Dominions
Secretary, the Governor of Nfld described the visit of two senior
RCAF officers, Air Vice Marshall Croil and Air Commodore Anderson.
While their mission was strictly limited to the collection of information,
in Croll’s personal opinion “as things are now the Newfoundland
Airport may become a positive menace because it is not out of the
question that the enemy might capture it by a landing party and
planes from a raider”. The telegram went on to say that Croil would
hopefully transmit this view to appropriate Canadian authorities.
At this juncture, it would appear that the modus vivendi between
Britain, Canada and Nfld could be summed up as Canada being
welcomed to participate in the defence of Gander – but not to
exercise control.
By now the Americans, while ostensibly neutral, became more
interested in operations in Gander, with arrangements already having
been made to made start accommodating them. In the bigger picture,
in the same way that there were British objections to Canada being in
control in Nfld, Canada was becoming worried about it falling under
US control.
During a meeting in Ogdensburg, NY, on 17 August 1940, Prime
Minister Mackenzie King and President Roosevelt agreed to
increased collaboration and as a result the Permanent Joint Board on
Defence (PJBD) was created.

PJDB in Gander September 1940

Ten of their first twenty recommendations, as well as most of the
discussion during the first meeting, concerned this paramount
problem, namely, the defense of Newfoundland and eastern Canada.
But the focus turned quickly to questions of coordination.
The different war plans developed in 1940 via the PJBD all proposed
notably that the United States should have command and strategic
direction of all Canadian and American forces in the Maritime
Provinces, Gaspé and Newfoundland. Military forces in each region
would be under American overall command with a Canadian subcommander under him in charge of Canadian forces.
It was also evident that the Americans intended to incorporate
Canadian forces in their regional operational commands. The
responsibility for strategic direction would be vested in the Chief of
Staff of the U.S. Army who was to consult the Canadian Chief of Staff
before issuing orders to Canadian sub-commanders.
This type of proposal never had a chance of getting off the ground in
Ottawa and the mode of action became one of simple cooperation
and mutual adjustment. However, it continued to colour the way
operations were carried out, with a certain suspicion about possible
American ulterior motives.
A case in point comes from a meeting of the Canadian War Cabinet
on 05 June 1941 (“airport” here means Gander).

At the same time, we see that Nfld’s Government House is becoming
much more amenable to having Canadian forces on her soil, as can
be seen from the minutes of a War Cabinet meeting on 29 October
1941.

2 - The real or imaginary threat

The decisions concerning how many and what types of forces were
required in Nfld in general and in Gander in particular were
necessarily based on two fundamental questions:
º why was it important to defend Nfld in the first place?
º what forces could the enemy apply in an effort to capture or
neutralise Nfld?
As far as the importance of Nfld was concerned, this what the
Canada-US Permanent Joint Defence Board said in mid summer
1940.

On 17 June 1940, the Air Officer Commanding, Eastern Air
Command, wrote to Officer Commanding, Gander Airport, saying
that: “A review of the Air Defence of Newfoundland has been made
and it is considered expedient to take every precaution to prevent the
possibility of the Enemy seizing undefended air bases in that colony
with the object of conducting air operations against important
objectives on the Atlantic Coast and shipping of the Atlantic Coast”.
He went on to say that: “Enemy possession of the Newfoundland
Airport or the Seaplane Base at Botwood would bring enemy aircraft
within 283 miles of Sydney, N.S. and 451 miles of Halifax. Enemy
aircraft would also be able to attack and destroy our shipping through
the Strait of Belle Isle and Cabot Strait”.
After a meeting with ministers of the War Cabinet, the US
representative to Canada, Jay Pierrepont Moffat, confided in a
dispatch to Washington on 29 June 1940, with respect to Gander:
The Canadians are definitely worried about the possibility
of an air raid. They understand that Germany has a
vessel capable of carrying about 40 aircraft and if this
should escape the British blockade, particularly if
accompanied by a cruiser, she could do great damage.

Over and above these general statements, there were several, more
specific, reasons why it was important to keep Nfld out of enemy
hands. One reason was the necessity to maintain in Allied hands the
point of land closest to Europe in order to facilitate the eventual
transfer of aircraft. A second was to provide bases for the antisubmarine effort. Another was that Bell Island in Conception Bay was
unique source of iron ore used in the smelters of Nova Scotia. As
well, the under-sea trans-Atlantic telegraph system terminated in Nfld
and its loss would have considerably hampered inter-Allied
communications.
The real question is therefore is to ascertain if Nazi Germany had the
means to occupy Nfld or even to interfere with Allied operations. The
answer to this depended essentially on two things:
º the progression of the war in Europe
º the internal or external nature of the threat

With respect to the war in Europe, in the mid-30s, Canada’s defence
plans were based primarily on a possible need to send fairly small
units to the UK to support British efforts. In Nfld it was largely
presumed that support to Britain would be basically on an individual
basis. Little thought was given to defending North America itself.
When the war became more possible, the defence of North America
and Nfld took on a different aspect.
It was possible in the early 40s that German forces attack and take
over the British Isles, leading to loss of the Royal Navy, the first line
of defence in the Atlantic. Given that the Royal Canadian Navy was
down to several destroyers on the east coast and that the US had to
concentrate on the Japanese threat in the Pacific, a well-planned
German attack on the East coast might have met with some success.
Hitler would however have been very hesitant to attack anywhere in
North America before the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 07
December 1941. While it was becoming clear that President
Roosevelt was inching his country slowly but surely towards aid to
Britain, Hitler did not want to push the US out of its official isolationist
stance if all possible.
However as the war proceeded, the German threat receded, leaving
one almost to wonder why Canadian troops were left almost inactive
in Nfld. It should be noted however that the assessment of defence
needs in Nfld did not always follow a linear path!
The first analysis of the threat was made by the joint UK-Nfld
Commission Government on Nfld in 1935 after a request by the
Dominions Secretary (before the construction of Gander Airport). The
first observation was as follows: “The distance of the Island from all
possible centres of aggression is such that hostile bombing
operations from a land base could not in the present state of the
science be carried out, nor would the value of any military objectives
in the Island warrant the employment of aircraft on any but the
smallest scale. It is highly improbable that ships carrying any number
of aircraft would have occasion to be in the neighbourhood of the
Island”.

It went on to say that in case of attack by “Raiding Forces landed
from Enemy Ships, with a view to Destruction of Vulnerable Points, It
is considered that the scale of attack would not be likely to exceed a
raid such as could be conducted by one or two cruisers, with a
maximum landing force of 200-300 men”.
This was somewhat similar the Canadian "Defence Scheme No. 3" as
revised in 1938, containing “careful estimates of the "forms and
scales of attack" to which the various Canadian coastal ports might
be considered exposed. The heaviest attacks which it was
considered any port had to apprehend were as follows: by sea, a
bombardment raid by one capital ship; by land, attack by raiding
parties of up to 250 all ranks landed from naval vessels (it was
considered that no port was exposed to the risk of a landing in force
aimed at the capture of the defended area); by air, attack by one
airship or an maximum of twelve ship-based aircraft.”
The earlier Nfld analysis did have one main difference when it said:
“the type of aircraft carried by cruisers is not suitable for bombing
purposes, and it seems unlikely that aircraft carriers would ever be in
the vicinity. Therefore attack by this means is unlikely.”
As time went on, other appreciations were made. On 01May 1941,
the Chief of the General Staff in Ottawa wrote to the General Officer
Commanding in Chief, Eastern Command, as follows:
“lt is
considered that even though the United Kingdom were overrun by
Germany, no large scale attack on the North American continent with
a view to invasion is a contingency that needs to be anticipated or
planned for. Therefore, while the scales of attack would remain the
same with the additional risk in regard to Airport it might be
anticipated that raids and/or bombardments on the scale laid down
would become more probable and more frequent, if the worst
contingency happened.”
A key to understanding why certain troop levels were maintained was
not only the risk of raids, but a completely different reason. During a
meeting with the Nfld Commission of Government on 18 June 1941,
the Chief of the General Staff stated that “The Canadian Government
had approved the despatch of another Battalion which would
probably be centred around the Airport, but rather more for political
than military reasons.”

Given that the deployment of Canadian troops in Nfld in general and
in Gander specifically had both military and political overtones, what
in fact was the nature of the German threat?
In terms of land based airplanes, only the Fock-Wolf 200 could have
made it but would have had to decrease its bomb load for extra fuel
tanks. It would not have been able to return home in any case.
Germany had planned in 1943 to convert to two heavy cruisers to
aircraft carriers but the work was never completed. It had no smaller
escort carriers and the only naval aircraft available was the
reconnaissance seaplanes carried on the heavy cruisers.
The heaviest cruisers could carry three reconnaissance planes,
known as the “Arado 196”, roughly the size of a De Havilland
Norseman bush plane. These planes had two 20mm canon in the
front and one 7.92 mm machine gun in the rear for self-defence. It
had shackles for carrying a grand total of two 50 KG bombs.

It is certain that these planes had little offensive value, though if St
Johns with its wooden buildings had been unprotected, three Arados
bombing and strafing would have caused quite a psychological effect.
The battleships and heavy cruisers carrying these reconnaissance
seaplanes were very limited in number at the start of the war in
September 1939 and pretty much absent by mid-war:
Battleship

“Pocket”
Battleship

Heavy cruiser

Bismarck
Tirpitz
Gniesnau
Scharnhorst
Graf Spee

sunk 1941, ironically after being spotted
by a Gander radio-direction operator,
Jack Dempsey,
confined to Norway as of 1941
confined to the Baltic as of 1942
confined to the Baltic as of 1942
sunk off Montevideo Dec 1939

Deutschland

confined to the Baltic as of 1942

Admiral Scheer
Admiral Hipper
Prinz Eugen
Blucher

confined to the Baltic as of 1942
confined to the Baltic as of 1942
confined to the Baltic as of 1942
sunk April 1940

While a dozen rounds from the 11-inch guns on a heavy cruiser
would have wrecked havoc at the flying boat base of Botwood, it be
most unlikely that Hitler would risk loosing a capital ship for such
small gain. Even risking a U-boat to debark limited raiding forces,
which would have been on an unsupported mission, would hardly
have been worth it. Such forces would not have lasted long in an
attack on Gander and any destruction accomplished would have
been quickly repaired.
There was still however an “internal” risk in Gander, that of sabotage,
of which a number of cases were suspected. The case that usually
comes to mind first is the crash of the Hudson bomber carrying Sir
Frederick Banting to England. His plane crashed near Musgrave
Harbour, around 40 miles from Gander, on 20 February 1941. It had
flown without problems from St Hubert, so at the time some
suspected the problem might have been sabotage in Gander.

“Banting” Hudson bomber

There have been a number of other sabotage-related stories that
have come to light. One of these is reported by Eileen (Chafe) Elms
who grew up in Gander during the war. Eileen and Mickey Ratcliffe,
her best friend, once met a civilian construction worker who
befriended them and the Chafe family. It turned out that he had been
caught in his room with a radio transmitter-receiver capable of talking
with submarines. He was sent to an interment camp for suspicion of
being a spy. Mickey Ratcliffe was the son of Squadron-Leader Frank
Ratcliffe, head of RAF Ferry Command Signals, who would have
been aware of the information.
As well, Frank Tibbo, a prize-winning historian in Gander, has written
about “Lord Hawhaw” (William Joyce) who acted as an Englishspeaking radio propagandist for Hitler, broadcasting from Germany.
On a number of occasions Lord Hawhaw described conditions in
Gander that could be known only to someone actually living there. It
was apparent that there was a source on the base. (There is however
one other possibility, namely the interrogation of aircrew who went
through Gander, especially those held over due to weather, but got
captured on the other side. German interrogation data bases, known
to be well kept, could have been used to find information to feed Lord
Hawhaw if it was not too out of date.)
There was one well known case of sabotage, as described by Cecil
Edison who worked for Shell Oil. “They had been losing a lot of B25's in mid-flight and no one seemed to know why. In order to refuel
the cabin tanks of the B-25's, one had to crawl over the pilot’s seat to
get at them. On one particular day, Edsel Langdon and Pierce
Bartlett of Shell had to leave the cabin because the fumes were
coming back from the fuel pipe, instead of going out the vent pipe.
They found that a cork plug had been inserted into it. After the plane
had flown a certain distance, the fuel in the wing tanks would be used

up, and the captain would then switch to internal tanks for the final
leg. The plane would show no signs of trouble until the auxiliary tanks
were switched on, in which case the cork plug would cause a vapour
lock and the plane would go down. This usually occurred well out
over the ocean.”
A person at Dorval was suspected to be responsible for putting the
plugs into the fuel lines. (The RCMP subsequently investigated this
event and an article about it will be published shortly.)
During the war, anyone in Gander with a German name was suspect.
There were several cases particularly in 1941. As an example, an
Austrian-born Canadian Max Stein was singled out and his employer,
Atlas Construction, was questioned whether they were deliberately
attempting to defy the prohibition regarding aliens of enemy birth or
parentage. In this case, the president of Atlas himself explained that
Stein had come to Canada in 1908, had been naturalized in 1911 and
had worked from Atlas since 1915 and irreplaceable as a senior
engineer. The Nfld secretary of Justice grudgingly let him stay.
3- The forces used to defend Gander
The first mention found of the defence of Gander as such comes in
the previously mentioned memo from the Dominions Secretary in
London to the Governor of Nfld, 26 June 1939.

This one should go into the “hair-brained” category. The civilian radio
operators, weather personnel, plumbers and electricians might want
to be doing something else than operating Lewis guns in case of
enemy attack. As far as providing 30 guards in case of emergency is
considered, if they weren’t already in Gander, they wouldn’t get there
in an emergency. They could try to get them there on the “Newfy
Bullet” say from Grand Falls - but by then, one way or the other, the
emergency would be over!
At the start of 1940 the military planning and its implementation
became much more serious. Two Hudsons arrived 10 February
carrying senior RCAF officers for a preliminary assessment of the
situation. In early 1940 Canadian Army Engineers arrived to set up
camps for the infantry and anti-aircarft artillery required for airport
security. On June 17 1940 five aircraft of 10 Bomber Reconnaissance
Squadron, operating Digbys, arrived with a mission of both anti-sub
operations and temporary airport security. June 22, 1940 saw the
arrival in Botwood of the 1st battalion, Black Watch of Canada, with a
strength of 800, with a rapid move to Gander to take over airport
defense.
The objective of the next sections is therefore to describe in greater
detail the “friendly forces” deployed in the defense of Gander.
3.1 The Air Defence of Gander
Gander was the permanent or temporary home of a huge number of aircraft
types, which can be placed in four general categories:
º Ferry effort : aircraft being ferried across to England, such as B-17 Flying
Fortress, B-24 Liberator, B-25 Mitchell, Hudsons, and DeHavilland Mosquitos
º Submarine defence : airplanes being used in the anti U-boat effort such as PBY
Cansos and radome-equipped B-24s. They would have belonged to “Bomber
Reconnaissance (BR)” Squadrons, notably the 5BR and 10BR Sqns with
occasional back-ups from units such as 116BR and 162 BR Sqns
º Utility aircraft: such as Lysander, Fox Moth, Harvard and Norseman
º Air defence of the airport, based on modern Hurricane fighters

This section concentrates on this last aspect. Shown below is the iconic and
probably best known photo representing the defense of Gander.

Infantrymen of the Lincoln and Welland Regiment, in a Universal Carrier,
talking with F/O OK Morgan, standing front of a Hawker Hurricane XII aircraft
of No.127(F) Squadron, R.C.A.F., Gander, Newfoundland, May 1943.

There were three RCAF Hurricane fighter squadrons that operated successively
out of Gander. It should be noted that they could have been used not only for
defense against aircraft, but also in a ground attack role should raiding parties be
found en route to Gander or some other vulnerable point. These squadrons were
activated after the war had started and there is precious little known about them
from, for example, squadron diaries.
These squadrons were:
º No 126 Fighter Squadron: It had no badge or battle honours from previous
service. It was authorized for duty on 27 April 1942 and was disbanded on 30
May 1945. It flew on air-defense operations under the “Eastern Air Command”
which included the Maritimes. The actual dates of operation in Gander were July
1943 to May 1944.
º No 127 Fighter Squadron: this squadron was in Gander from Aug 1942 to
July 1943. The Shearwater Aviation Museum offers the following additional
information:

No. 127 Squadron formed as a fighter unit at Dartmouth NS on 1
July 1942 and was equipped with Hurricane aircraft. The squadron
flew from Dartmouth, Gander NF and Pennfield Ridge NB on East
Coast air defense. In late 1943 No.127 Squadron was selected as
one of six home fighter units for duty overseas; it was renumbered
No. 443 (Fighter) Squadron at Digby, Lincolnshire, England on 8
February 1944. Flight Lieutenant "Wally" McLeod, No. 127
Squadron's last Commanding Officer and No. 443 Squadron's first
CO, became the RCAF's second highest scoring pilot during the
Second World War with 21 enemy aircraft destroyed before he
was killed over Holland on 27 September 1944.
º No 129 Fighter Squadron: the description of this squadron is pretty
much a cut/paste of the 126 squadron. It was in Gander from June to 30
September 1944 when it was disbanded.

Despite the absence of operations against the enemy, these
Hurricanes were often in trouble, as shown in the following table of
accidents.

Date
y/m/d

Serial
no

Damage

Remarks

3.3

43/02/22

5497

Forced to land “in a swamp in
Gander Lake”, 16 kms from the
airport. Possible cause icing.

Not repaired. (I was told
by my late father Calvin
Pelley that he remembered a
Hurricane which crashed
somewhere near Kings Point on
Gander Lake.)

3.6

43/10/27

5496

This aircraft collided in mid-air
with a USAAF A-20C Havoc, no
41-19224, during dogfight
practice

Scrapped by no 19 SubRepair Depot.

3.7

44/02/03

5668

3.8

44/02/20

5494

3.10
3.11

44/03/11
44/04/07

5714
5476

3.12

44/05/01

5658

3.13

44/07

5709

3.14

44/07/20

5708

3.15

44/08/02

5653

3.16

44/08/19

5665

Crashed approx. 50 kms S of
Deer Pond
Category B crash on a runway.
Unspecified crash
Crashed into Botwood Hbr
approx. that date
Crashed at sea. Was used at
both Gander and Dartmouth but
departure airfield not given
Possibly crashed during a
dogfight – however information is
very tentative
Undetermined crash damage
Category A
Undetermined crash damage
Category A
Crashed during practice dogfight
due to camshaft failure. Crash
site approx. 50 N of airport

Salvaged for parts, beyond
repair
Written off after
inspection
Scrapped in Gander
Was recuperated and
sent to no. 4 Repair
Depot, Scoubuc, NB

Written off at Scoubuc NB
Written off at Scoubuc NB
Written off

There are a number of other damage reports that were not mentioned
because the aircraft was repaired.
While they were not actually used in local combat, the presence of
these Hurricanes were in and of themselves a deterrent and an
excellent training platform for replacement pilots and the 127 Sqn
headed to Europe.

3.2 Anti-aircraft defense
On 19 September 1940, Colonel CS Craig, Royal Canada Artillery,
came to Gander to reconnoitre AA gun positions – but there were few
weapons to put in them.
Shortly after Dunkerque, and even as the United States was sharing
its meagre reserves with the United Kingdom, Canada turned to the
United States for help with its needs for weapons of many types,
including anti-aircraft weapons. At the Ogdensburg meeting on 18

August 1940, Prime Minister King presented President Roosevelt
another "List of Urgent Requirements Which It Is Understood May Be
Available", including one hundred and fifty 3-in AA guns.
Thirty-six 3-inch US antiaircraft guns were reported to be available,
but it was found they were so obsolete as to be virtually useless and
had no ammunition. More modern guns were in short supply in the
United States, and as the US was not yet at war, their transfer would
have been in violation of the law. Fortunately, the U.S. Army was at
the time sending its initial garrison of troops to defend the new base
at St. John's, and this garrison was to include a battery of anti-aircraft
artillery. On 6 December 1940 the US Chief of Staff approved the
recommendation that the equipment of this battery be augmented by
the balance of the equipment for an antiaircraft artillery regiment.
The additional equipment, which included eight guns, twenty .50caliber machine guns, ten searchlights, ammunition, directors, and
other auxiliary equipment, was loaned on arrival to the Canadian
Army "for training" but technically remained in the custody of the
handful of U.S. soldiers that accompanied it.
Some of these heavy AA guns ended up in Gander but were not the
only weapons used. The following description gives in a nutshell AA
in the fall of 1942. It was made by a pilot of the 303 ”Hell’s Angels”
Heavy Bomber Group held over in Gander due to bad weather:
“Coming back (from Gander Lake) we stopped and operated
some 3" anti-aircraft guns installed near the field. Ease and
rapidity of operation was a surprise. Watched 40 mm. AA guns
practice firing at sleeve towed by Westland Lysander, a slow Br.
observation and sea rescue plane.”
The first AA weapons were Lewis machine guns that probably came
in with the first RCAF anti-submarine forces and shortly thereafter
with the Black Watch.

A short video of how these work can be see here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ene6LievhIE
On June 17 1940, five aircraft of 10 Bomber Reconnaissance
Squadron, operating Digbys, arrived under command of S/L
Carscallen. One of their jobs was airport defense.
On the same date, the Air Officer Commanding, Eastern Air
Command, sent to the Officer Commanding, Gander Airport, the
following instructions concerning the placement of Lewis guns.
“Lewis Guns for Anti-aircraft Defense of the Newfoundland
Airport are to be placed so that complete control of the
runways can be effected at all times. The high ground in
the centre of the runway “V” opposite the administration
Building is particularly suitable for this purpose. Gun
positions are to be dug in and protected by a wall of sand
bags. They are also to be camouflaged so as to give no
indication of their location from the air or the ground until it
becomes necessary to bring the guns into action.
Premature disclosure of these Anti-Aircraft Defense
positions to any attacking enemy aircraft is to be avoided,
since by so doing while the enemy is still out of range will
effect no useful purpose and will give away the position to
the enemy so that he can put it out of action by bombing. It
would appear advisable to withhold tire until the enemy
aircraft is in the process of landing and then only those
guns nearest the aircraft should open tire, the remainder to
stay concealed to deal with any other enemy aircraft that
might attempt to land on a different part of the runways”

These Lewis guns went replaced shortly after by 50 calibre machine
guns (MG), “lent” by the Americans in St John’s. These MGs were
basically the same as the ones we played with as kids in Gander in
the 1950’s, which came from the bomber crashes around the area.

A light anti-aircraft (LAA) battery was therefore made up of artillery
gunners from east coast Canadian Districts 6 and 7. After training by
US soldiers in St John’s, this 16th LAA (MG) battery deployed three
troops of four MGs each to Gander in the spring of 1941. This LAA
battery was disbanded in the summer of 1942, with most of its
personnel absorbed by other batteries arriving from mainland
Canada.
Manning these pillboxes was dull and even dangerous as shown in
this photo of a pillbox fire in June 1942.

Lewis and 50 caliber machine guns were placed very close to the
runways and on occasion planes and pillboxes did not mix. A good
example was a B-17 bomber no 41-24530 that clipped a pillbox on 24
October and had to abort. It was listed as salvaged which means it
was no longer flyable after the accident.
These 50 caliber MGs were replaced largely by heavier weapons.
The foundation of Gander’s anti-aircraft defence was the Canadian
Bofors, modelled on the Swedish Bofors 40MM Antiaircraft Gun. The
design provides for a rapid fire, recoil operated, automatic
mechanism, with a maximum cyclic rate of approximately 160 rounds
per minute. “Cyclic rate” refers to the rate of fire if the gun was
continuously feed. The actual rate was slower but a trained crew
could easily get off a hundred rounds a minute.
The photo below shows a Bofors similar to that used in Gander.
Seated on each side would have been the aiming crew, one for the
height of the enemy plane and the other for direction and speed.

The next photo gives a good idea of a 40 mm round, as compared to
a man’s arm.

There were 15 Bofors positions around Gander. I have been able to
locate the exact position of ten of these, as shown on the map below.

From conversations and bribes of information from here and there, it
would appear that there were also Bofors :

º just south of Cobbs Pond
º somewhere along the railway line east of Gander, but not
necessarily visible from the tracks
º somewhere along Radio Range Road
º south of the airport, along the road leading to the marine base on
Gander Lake
º along the railway line west of Gander, where it crossed the Gander
– Glenwood road, then under construction
Given the shortage of accommodations in Gander after the war,
many of these Bofors emplacements were converted to civilian use.
Utilisation
Apartments DOT
Removed
Private enterprise

Bofors emplacement number
1, 2, 3, 4,10, 12, 14 and 15
5, 7, 8, 11 and 13
6 and 9

During the war there were also a number of fake wooden Bofors gun
emplacements around the airport. The objective was double. Firstly
the idea was to give the impression to the enemy that the airport was
defended by a greater number of weapons than were actually
available. Secondly, in case of actual attack, the enemy planning
would have been based on false information and enemy airplanes
would have wasted their munitions on the wrong targets.
After the war, a few of these survived for a short while. One in
particular, not far from the Protestant school on what was the old
RCAF side, was a full-size toy for the kids. It was just off the north
side of the road that went around the west end of the runways
between the Army side and Airforce side. This was near the old
airplane dump and very nicely situated because kids could see
“enemy aircraft coming to bomb us from almost out to Twin Ponds”.
Another fake Bofors was located between the railway tracks and
Pattison Road, near the road going to the Army side. This one was
presumably set up to give the appearance that it covered the runway
18-36 and was located therefore just off its north end.

By the end of 1941 bigger guns were deployed to Gander airport. The
RCAF daily dairy of 19 December says that “The 7th A/A Battery,
RCA, arrived today with eight, three-inch guns under the command of
Major Walsh, total strength 150 officers and other ranks.”

th

7 AA 11 January 1942

There is little available about the history of this unit. It was not listed
as a constituted unit in military records in November 1935, nor later in
August 1959. It was however, shown on 03 September 1939 as part
of the Non-Permanent Active Militia. Based in Stellarton, NS, it
belonged to the Military District No 6 which had its HQ in Halifax.
Officially designated as the "7th Anti-Aircraft Battery (Type H)", its
tour of duty in Gander was from 17 Aug 41 to 02 November 1942.
Three 3-in gun sites were reportedly in these areas:
º the South side camp, as mentioned previously in the 303 Bomb
Group item
º Radio Range road
º the “New Gander-Lewisporte road”. This would have been where
the old railway line crossed present day Memorial drive. This was
also a wonderful example of “swords to plowshares”. As shown
below, the main building on this site was moved after the war to the
RCAF side to become the United Church manse on Foss Avenue!

By 09 April 1942, the strength of AA personnel, from both “heavy”
and “light” units, was 13 officers and 319 other ranks. Normally a
Heavy unit would have had 3-in or 3.7 in guns, while a light would
have Lewis MG, 50 caliber MG or Bofors. However it is not easy to
follow the goings and comings of the different AA units. In some
cases, the information is simply missing. It other cases has to be
deduced from a name here or there. Quite often it is hard to see if
reference is made to Nfld in general or Gander in particular. As well,
batteries frequently changed unit number.
One of the first non Machine Gun units was the 5th LAA Battery,
which had trained on Bofors in Debert, NS, and arrived in Gander
around the end of March 1942. On 01 Sept 1943 it was renamed the
105th and somewhere around the end of October, it became a
French-speaking unit with gunners from Quebec.
Equally, the 7th HAA Battery turned over its role to the 17th HAA
Battery, another French-speaking unit in November. By July 1942,

their 3-inch guns had already been replaced a British model,
Canadian-built, 3.7 HAA guns especially designed for AA work rather
than being a modified field artillery model.
It was becoming obvious that the command and control of these guns
needed coordination. In May of 1942, the Gander area, which
included Botwood and Lewisporte, came under the 26th AA
Regiment, commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel IB MacCallum.

The existing 7th HAA and 5th LAA. were joined in the late fall by the
56th HAA and the 57th LAA. The fire of these AA batteries needed to
be coordinated in case of enemy action. This was done by the 26th
AA Regiment’s s no 4 “ Gun Operations Room (GOR)”.

In July 1943, this regiment again increased its strength with the
addition of the 28th LAA Battery in Botwood and the 29th LAA troop in
Lewisporte.
Another photo from 11 January 1942. of a 3-in heavy anti-aircraft
gun, is seen below. This one belongs to the 7th HAA.

There were other artillery batteries in Gander over time. The following
notes are offered as general information.
º A colonel JE Harris Miller commanded units in Cap Spear, in Torbay
and the 56th HAA in Gander.
º On 03 January 1943, the officers of the RCAF held a farewell dinner
for the PEI Highlanders and the 9th AA battery

º Among the officers present at the Gander Security Intelligence
Officers meeting held on 27 January 1944 (in the Aircraft
Identification room on the Army side) were the following AA
representatives and their unit:
Officer
Lieut-Col J Plamondon, Commander
Lieut. GE O’Neil
Captain L Fortin,
Lieut V Bouhours
Lieut Lahaye

Unit
26 AA Regiment
17th AA battery
52 AA battery
60th AA battery
4th AA battery, (Gun Operations
Room)

The Canadian artillery source book gives the following summary :

One of the keys to the job of the Gun Operations Room in controlling
anti-aircraft fire was to know the whereabouts of friendly airplanes.
Therefore radio and telephone links were set up with RAF control
tower. As well, friendly aircraft, both inbound and outbound, had to
follow extremely limited flight patterns, as can seen from the following
excerpts, dating circa Nov 44 to the end of the war.

The lighting system helped maintaining a strict course as planes got
closer to the airport (though no doubt turned off if there was an actual
attack.)

Quite a few AA batteries therefore went through Gander or were
under its control. An enemy force would have meet quite a bit of
resistance had it tried to bomb Gander or send in parachutists as it
did in Crete.
An annex to this article gives an absolutely vivid description of the
“standard operating procedures” of the 7AA.
3.3 Target tugs
Having all these guns around Gander would have given a certain
degree of protection, but any hunter knows that to be and stay a good
shot, you need to practice. Anti-aircraft guns would logically have to
practice shooting at aircraft - or at least a suitable substitute thereof.
This is where the Lysander airplane came into action. Though rather
an ugly duckling and somewhat hard to fly, it had many uses that
many other aircraft couldn’t even dream about.

One of them was “artillery spotting”. When a big howitzer fires shell
10-15,000 feet out, it is hard to see where it lands, so it can be
corrected on to the target. In this case, a Lysander would go out past
enemy lines, weaving in and out around the tree line. If the shell took
say 50 seconds to land and explode, at 45 seconds or so, the
Lysander would pop up above the tree line, have a quick look, call the
correction and, hopefully dive down and scoot away until the next
shot.
A Lysander having a stalling speed of only 65 mph, its
exceptional short-field performance enabled daring clandestine
missions. These are ones we usually see in World War ll movies,
using small, unprepared grass fields behind enemy lines to place or
recover agents, particularly in occupied France with the help of

the French Resistance, hoping of course that the 3-4 flashlights
indicating the field weren’t in fact held by Nazis.
Another very important job for Lysanders was as a “target towing
tug”. These Lysanders came equipped with a winch in the rear seat
that let out a fabric target some distance, so that fighters or antiaircraft guns could shoot at it. While no photo could be found of a
Lysander towing a target, the photos below show two other planes
and the surprising short distance between them and the target:

The first mention found of target tugs in Gander was from a report of
Permanent Joint Board on Defence on 02 October 1940 where
mention is made of space for their eventual arrival:

It is not clear what a “flight” means in this particular context, but
generally it refers to four planes. No airplane serial numbers have
found for Lysanders in Gander with the exception of one, this being
#460, used as a prototype for the installation of a Grumman winch. It

belonged the RCAF from 13 January 1941 until 11 September 1946
but the dates of use in Gander are unknown. However the first
mention found of Lysanders actually present in Newfoundland were
those arriving in Torbay in April 1942. There is also evidence
however of Harvard aircraft having been used in the same role or,
due to their speed, as a tug for Hurricane targets.
Target-towing Lysanders were painted with very large yellow and black
stripes to distinguish them from the target, as can be seen below. This
is a Lysander rebuilt by Canadian Warplane Heritage Museum.

The rebuilding of this airplane can be seen here and quite a job it
was:
http://www.warplane.com/aircraft/collection/details.aspx?aircraftId=37
Anyone interested in seeing this multi-facetted plane in different
actual wartime roles can go here and open the first of the two photos.
http://www.royalaviationmuseum.com/533/war-plane-sample/
I am not sure however that I would want to be in a Lysander with one
of the Gander AA batteries shooting at me. The RCAF daily dairy of
01 January 1943 mentions the 5AA battery Orderly Officer reporting
that the Orderly NCO had been shot at. An inquiry discovered the
Orderly NCO tried to shoot himself – and missed....so much for
artillery accuracy!
3.4 Radar support
During the later part of the war, Gander was home to the No 19
Radar unit. This was a GCI unit, meaning “Ground Control Intercept.”
which could have scrabbled aircraft if an enemy threat were spotted.

Gander was not the only place to have modern radar. In fact there
was a one time a radar network of nine stations under the RCAF
control, while the American had its own separate system. Each had
its own “filter section” to compile and relay information. Logically, the
two systems should have been integrated in some way. However
each country wanted to keep its independence.
The Permanent Canadian-American Joint Board on Defense looked
at the problem and on 13 May 1942 agreed that the United States
should install and man its 5-station net, at Fogo Island, Elliston, Cape
Spear, Allans Island, and St. Bride's, until such time as the RCAF
could make Canadian sets available.
In mid-1944, the United States, needing personnel for service in more
active theatres, was ready to transfer their stations to Canadian
control. By the end of the year, Canada gradually assumed global
control under an arrangement whereby the U.S. equipment was
retained and the United States supplied the spare parts needed.

Quite a few of these stations stayed open for a certain time after the
war. They were used as part of the search and rescue effort and
helped in the air traffic control during that period when hundred of
airplanes were hurrying back from Africa, the Middle East and the
European theatre of operations.

Due to their fairly short range (apparently 50-75 miles), they became
obsolete early in the Cold war and were dismantled.
3.5 Infantry protection
While, as explained earlier, there was in fact very little threat from the
enemy, the danger of attack seemed highly possible at the time.
While the viability in the medium and long term of flight operations in
Gander would not have been in doubt, small raiding parties could
have a very high nuisance value in the shorter term.
For example, there were inter-connected fuel dumps on the American
and RCAF sides and fuel off-loading or storage sites near the Army
and RAF sides that would have would have been prime targets, as
the explosion of any one of them would have severely hampered
operations for while.
There were other soft targets such as the “Receiving Site”, very
isolated several miles west of Gander, and the “Transmitting site” to
the east which, if knocked out, would have caused a major transAtlantic communications problem until brought up again.
There were also a number of key structures such as the
Administration Building, the control tower and the ops centre which
would have made inviting objectives, not to forget the aircraft
themselves, which could have been damaged or sabotaged. Blowing
the railway track might also have caused some disruption. Loosing
the Glenwood bridge however would have been a major event, as it
would have cut the delivery of aviation fuel, coming in exclusively
from the port of Lewisporte.
Not only Gander Airport was huge as airports went at the time, the
countryside around it was basically a no-man’s land. Theoretically
there were four ground routes to Gander:
º a seaborne landing of some sort moving in from the Freshwater
Bay-Hare Bay-Gambo area. The distance using the railway line as a
guide is only about 35 miles. A good infantry unit could follow the

track but stay as much as possible inside the tree line and might
never be seen.
º a similar move on foot from Botwood or Lewisporte, though the
distances were longer. The main problem here would be getting
across the fast flowing Gander River.
º using the train surreptitiously to bring in a number of troops from
some point along the track from where little warning could be given.
The only way in that context to fight enemy troops is to some of your
own on the ground. The ball got rolling with orders from the Chief of
General Staff at National Defence Headquarters to the commander of
the 1st battalion of the Black Watch. These orders are not long, but to
a military commander, nothing else need be said:

The 1st Battalion, Black Watch of Canada, was training in Valcartier
and took a steamer from Quebec City. On 22 June the SS Antonia
docked at Botwood and disembarked 900 men, under the command
of Lt.-Colonel K. Blackadder. Two companies, comprising close to
two hundred and fifty men, under Major Ibbotson remained to protect

Botwood, while the balance of the battalion under L-.Col Blackadder
entrained for Gander.
To guide him, the battalion commander had only an Imperial Oil
tourist map (though it is hard to imagine tourists in Gander at that
time!).
Despite the mosquitoes, blackflies and terrain that was a mix of bog
and rock with poor run-off, they quickly settled in, with the men in
tents slightly east of the train station and the Officers in the
Administration Building. This arrangement lasted until Allied
Construction Company had the time to build proper hutments, mainly
on the Army side.

As mentioned above, the infantry had to take on both close-in airport
security and intrusions from “the no-man’s land”. Each of these tasks
was looked after a company with three platoons of roughly 35-40 men
each. A third company took care of general camp duties while getting
in as much training as possible.
On 26 July 1940 a memorandum from the Director of Military
Operations and Intelligence to the Chief of the General Staff
mentioned that the Black Watch had a shortage of officers and
NCOs, with eight officers on courses in England. As well, they had a
need for more ammunition, especially for training purposes. These
requests were refused for simple reason that the Black Watch was
about to leave Gander, for deployment to England.

The Queen’s Own Rifles of Canada, then stationed at Camp Borden,
Ontario, had already been warned on 22 July of a possible move.
The trip was made by boat. The route taken was through the Straits
of Belle Isle to Botwood. Twenty-four hour rations were issued to all
ranks just before the ship dropped anchor at 0800 hrs, 10
August. The basic set-up was the same as that of the Black Watch,
with two companies in Botwood (under Major Bryan), and the
remainder of the battalion going to Gander under the commander, LCol MacKendrick. The only difference was command group that was
large and unwieldy and therefore divided into a Support Company
and a Headquarters Company. The infantry companies rotated
regularly between Botwood and Gander for morale porposes
By 1350 hrs, 10 August, 1940, the two trains transporting the troops
and some supplies had arrived at Gander. By 1450 hrs, the QOR had
taken already over the outposts. The Black Watch, with loud and
fervent exclamations of relief, pulled out on the same trains that had
brought in the QOR.

A month and a half before, the Black Watch had started from nothing,
so a main task for the QOR was to create decent accommodations
and facilities. The unit Pioneer Platoon and a platoon of hard-rock
miners proved invaluable because, given the rocky terrain, dynamite
had to be used constantly.

Soon the kitchens were improved and hot showers provided along
with the requisite garbage disposal system. Floors were laid in all the
tents and a rifle range up out Radio Range road, then a short way in
along the road to Union East.
Though initially crowded, on 01 October 1941, the unit moved into
permanent quarters.
The QOR stay in Nfld is luckily fairly well documented, with a number
of photos that now appear to be in public domain.

Staged photo QOR on outpost duty

The next photo shows a unique sport, unlikely to be found in modern
magazines on hunting and fishing:

Bayonet fishing in a shallow stream near Gander

Two guards QOR, Nov-Dec 1940, near Hangar 20

On 10 November at 1900 hrs, the first flight of seven Hudson
bombers took off for England. All arrived safely. On this first flight a
rather amusing touch was supplied by the QOR band which, unable
to read their music in the darkness, decided to play a hymn they all
knew from memory - "Nearer, My God, to Thee” - which could have
been taken a number of ways!
In mid-November 1940 news arrived that the battalion was to return
to Canada in the near future. On 6 December they left to join the 3rd
Infantry Division in Camp Sussex, New Brunswick. Their replacement
was the Royal Rifles of Canada, itself stationed at Camp Sussex.
This regiment, though it has an English name, originated in Quebec
City on 28 February 1862 and eventually amalgamated 22 February
1965 with a present day militia regiment, Les Voltigeurs de Québec.
When the battalion arrived at Botwood on 25 November aboard the
SS New Northland, they apparently did not have a very favorable
impression of the town and wondered how the QOR was able to
tolerate such conditions. For morale purposes, as did the QOR,
companies were rotated between Botwood and Gander regularly, as
the Botwood detachment was able to proceed on pass to Grand Falls
and Bishop's Falls, where the locals made them welcome. Gander on
the other hand was pretty much isolated except for rare railway
excursions.
The Royal Rifles did basically the same job as the QOR, which
included nine specific sentry points such as guarding aircraft.

It is very difficult to discover much about the RRofC, as any Internet
search using the regimental name and the name Gander will
inevitably lead to the story of the regimental mascot, the dog
“Gander”, that accompanied the unit when it got wiped out in Hong
Kong.

In the annals of military history, this is “the” dog story of all time,
especially as the dog Gander received the Dickin award. Information
on this story, really worth reading, can be found here:
http://bobsganderhistory.com/be.html

Army hutment, Royal Rifles of Canada
Note the very welcome oil heaters in the center and at each end

During the stay of the other regiments, there were separate battalions
in Gander and Botwood along with sub-units covering notably
Lewisporte, Norris Arm and Gambo. A separate Mobile Airport
Defense Platoon (du Régiment de Chateauguay) was added. They
were equipped with “Universal Carriers”, better known to soldiers as
“Bren-gun Carriers”.
The photo below was taken from the Admin Bldg and shows three
carriers on Patisson Road, moving west toward the junction of the
road that goes down behind the three white buildings in the
background towards the Army side.

These ground troops were set up on what was appropriately as the
“Army side”, a name that lasted well into the civilian era, in fact until
“Old Gander” was torn down.

The Army side photo above is looking north, with the wet-and-dry
canteen on the right. This became the Salvation Army church –
another case of swords to plowshares?

There is very little of great note that happened during these periods.
Here however is a list of the infantry units that served in Gander.
Date
22 June - 10
Aug 40
10 Aug - 6 Dec
140
6 Dec 40 -28
April 41
28 Apr - 4 Aug
41
4 Aug 41 -17
March 42
17 March 42 –
02 March 43
02 March - 10
Sep 43

Unit
1 bn Black Watch of
Canada
1st bn Queen’s Own
Rifles
Royal Rifles of Canada

Commanding officer
Lt-Col K Blackadder

1st bn Victoria Rifles of
Canada
1st bn Lincoln and
Welland Regiment
Prince Edward Island
Highlanders (*note)
Pictou Highlanders

Lt-Col Eakin

st

Lt-Col McKendrick
Lt-Col WJ Howe

Lt-Col Muir
Lt-Col CC Thompson
Lt-Col JA Adamson

(*note) On the night of 13/14 October 1942, the Newfoundland
Railway ferry, S.S. Caribou, was sunk off Port-aux-Basques by the
German submarine, U-69. Among the passengers that night were 9
members of the Prince Edward Highland Highlanders.
3.6. Engineers
The infantry companies, anti-aircraft batteries, aircraft squadrons and
other units could hardly get the job done without help of other units to
get themselves settled in.
Firstly, Allied Construction Company was able to construct the
barracks, hangars, stores, towers and specialized buildings required.
As mentioned earlier, in 1940 a small group of Royal Canadian
Engineers helped the Black Watch on their arrival.
Also as mentioned, the Queens Own Rifles had their own “pioneer
platoon” which was able to carry out minor projects from carpentry to
creating defensive positions with barbed wire and mine fields. The
QOR also came with a platoon of hard rock miners.

On 01 March 1942, the No 3 detachment of the 5th Fortress Company
was assigned to Gander under the command of Captain RP
Nicholson. An engineer unit has all the trade and personnel required
to do just about any heavy job required, such as camouflaging gun
positions. Depending on the type of equipment available, they can go
so far as building a bridge under enemy fire.
The units in Gander were therefore well supported from beginning to
end.

4 - Conclusion
By the end of 1943, it became clear that Hitler had lost the war in
Africa and Italy and was becoming quite burdened with the failure to
knock out the Russians on the Eastern Front. England had been
saved and with the build up of Allied forces in the British Isles, there
was no danger of any German attack there, unless Hitler came up
with new surprise weapons. Furthermore the German fleet was
bottled up either in some Norwegian fiord or in the Baltic; the Royal
Navy was again master of the Atlantic Ocean.
There was really no longer any danger of an enemy attack on
Gander. Therefore the relatively trained soldiers in Nfld were sent off
as units or sub units to more active fronts (generally Europe with the
exception of the Royal Rifles of Canada to Hong Kong) and the level
of forces was reduced.
In Gander the Pictou Highlanders returned to Canada and were
replaced in August 1943 by 1th Air Defense Company, augmented by
a rifle company frcm Botwood. In October, 6 Corrpany, specially
trained and equipped for this duty, took over the job as part of the
Regiment of Chateauguay, recently designated Air Defence Battalion
(East Coast).
Almost as soon as the war started, it had become obvious that more
troops were needed in Europe. The government therefore brought in
conscription, via the National Resources Mobilization Act (NRMA) on
21 June 1940. For political reasons the act did not extend to
obligatory active service outside North America. As well. personnel
conscripted under this law were limited to defense duties. Units
conscripted under NRMA could therefore be deployed to

Newfoundland.
Even by mid-war, it became increasingly clear that the threat to Nfld
tended toward zero, but that more troops were urgently needed
overseas.
Nontheless, Canada maintained considerable forces in Nfld until the
end. To do this, they replaced “regular” troops by NRMA units,
especially from Québec which figured that the federal government
had broken its promise on conscription.
The reason they keep all these troops in Nfld obviously was not
because of danger from enemy forces. It was rather because of
danger from friendly forces. The troops were kept there not to keep
out the Germans - but rather to keep out the Americans!
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Annex : 7th Heavy Anti-Aircraft battery

The following pages are from the Daily Diary of the abovementioned
AA battery, using 3- or 3.7-inch guns. The 1st page is the standard
“Weekly Intelligence Report” for 30 April 1942, sent to St John’s, to
the General Officer Commanding, Canadian Troops in Nfld.
The three other pages describe the “Defense Scheme”, in other
words, the Standing Operating Procedures (SOPs).
These pages were done with an old typewriter and are hard to scan,
so you may need your zoom.

