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There were several streets in different parts of Old Gander 
that merit attention. On the "American" side, there was for 
example Washington Avenue that went past the Airlines 
Hotel, the US Army Air Force hospital (which became the 
radar base) and on down over "Burner Hill" to Gander Lake 
and the DOT boathouse. Going south from the railway 
tracks, just past the westerly end of the first east-west 
runway, on up to the American side, was the well-known 
Chestnut street. On the Canadian/RCAF side was Foss Ave, 
already described here: 

http://bobsganderhistory.com/foa.html 
 

The Army side had its own "thoroughfare". It went roughly 
from the south end of the residential area (army barracks) on 
north out   "in the woods". 
 

 



 
This map from the early 1950s gives another view: 
 

 
 
 



It may not look like much from a map or an air photo from 
the late 1940s-early 50s, but to many it was important. It was 
in particular a good way to get out to several creeks and 
ponds full, in those days, of lively trout. It could have been 
called Blueberry Road as a main route to these berries, 
maybe smaller around Gander than in some other places - 
but everyone knows that the best gifts come in the smallest 
packages.  A few folks knew even where to find bake-apples 
but inevitably their secret spots became known to many.  
 
 
They were things to see along way, but perhaps the best 
reason to go up the road was simply because it was a easy 
walk out in the woods. Who knows whom you might come 
across and what news you might learn. It was nature's 
equivalent to Les Champs Élysées. 
 
 
Fleet Street, on its south end, was anchored on the corner of 
Winston Rd on the bottom of the parade square, near Bldg 
30 occupied by families of Shell Oil.  It went along the west 
side of the parade square, with a row of apartment bldgs on 
the left hand side. For the names of the occupants of these 
bldgs, simply go to the Army Side section of the following 
article: 
http://bobsganderhistory.com/gene1.html 
 
 
On the north end, at the top of the parade square, where 
Fleet Street crossed Delano Avenue, was found the 
Salvation Army Citadel. 
 



 
 
 
The photo above shows this bldg, which was a wet-and-dry 
canteen during the war.  
 
 
Here's another shot, courtesy of the late Fred Smeaton. 
  

 
 
By the strangest of coincidences, this bldg, seen from the 
air, has the form of a Christian cross - so good job you did, 
whoever you are! 
 



 

 
 
 
Slightly further up the road was ....a hole. Yep, a hole!  Just 
a hole. One could legitimately wonder why a hole in the 
ground would be worth talking about. To be truthful, in the 
summer it was just a hole, a gravel pit, in fact about 10 feet 
deep, whose only purpose in life was to collect dirty water 
and make a good breeding ground for mosquitoes.   
 
But as fall started to point its nose, this simple hole in the 
ground, the pit as it was generally known, seemed to guide 
much of the non-business activity of Gander.  Late in the 
evening - and sometimes even in broad daylight - people, 
usually the young fellows, seemed mesmerised and guided 
by some unseen force. Pieces of lumber would suddenly 
disappear. Last year's dried-out Christmas trees might 
mysteriously reappear.  Anything that could make heat, light 
or smoke became a prized possession.  
 
This included even used airplane tires. The biggest heist that 
some may remember was when several not-to-be-named 
young gentleman went up near the rail station where there 
was a HUGH airplane tire in a back yard.   Like well-trained 
commandos, they snuck into the yard, dragged the tire over 



the fence and rolled it about a kilometer or more through the 
backwoods, down to the pit.  While they were doing this, the 
family was having dinner in kitchen, and the commandos 
could hear them chatting and laughing gaily while the heist 
was going on.  These young fellows had probably just come 
from watching something like the "Dessert Patrol" matinee at 
the Star Theatre, on the opposite corner from the Salvation 
Army. 
 
In fact it has been recorded that even a Salvation Army 
officer's brand new tires accidently (?) got burned in a fire. 
 
So, what was the occasion? 
It was the "Guy Fawkes "celebration. 
 
When Protestant King James I acceded to the throne, 
English Catholics had hoped that the persecution they had 
suffered for over 45 years under Queen Elizabeth would 
finally end, and that they would be granted freedom to 
practice their religion. When this did not happen, in 1605, a 
group of conspirators, lead by Robert Catesby and including 
Guy Fawkes, hoped to replace King James I with a Catholic 
monarch. They smuggled in 36 barrels of gunpowder to blow 
up the House of Lords in London. Fawkes, who stayed 
behind to check the material until the last minute, was 
arrested on 05 November and later convicted of high 
treason.  He killed himself by jumping of a wall of his prison, 
the Tower of London. Almost immediately people started 
making celebratory bonfires to proclaim the safety of 
parliament, king and country. 
 
Being governed by a Commission government and after 
having being for so long a British colony, Newfoundlanders 
naturally adopted this celebration. Had there been a 
Commonwealth bonfire contest, Gander might well have 



won. A number of airplane pilots flying into Gander in those 
days, especially after dark, called ahead to see if it was safe 
to land. But not many small places had such a variety of 
materials and so many willing commandos!  
 
When winter came and the fire gone out, this mosquito 
nursury metamorphosed into a scene of joy. The many 
inches of dirty water started to freeze, and fairly protected 
from the wind, developed a nice hard even surface. The 
Army Side Open Air Rink came to life.  This was more than a 
great place to play hockey.  Over the years, the Gander 
Flyers hockey team was often a powerhouse - many of 
Gander's best players had gone to "hockey school" in the pit. 
 
Further along Fleet street was the VOAC bldg. This was the 
center for communications with aircraft flying from, to or 
through the Gander airspace. It started as part of the RAF 
ferry operation and at the end of the war was installed, 
before Fleet Street, in hangar 21.  It was in fact the early 
beginnings of NAVCAN in Gander and about 1955 moved to 
the Air Radio bldg in Edinburgh in the new town. The first 
VOAC building on Fleet Street looked like this: 
 

 



 
It was updated later as shown in the next photo when Air 
Traffic Control (ATC) moved in on the first floor and 
"Signals" moved upstairs (NB sign in a different place). 
The name "signals" came from the Morse code used 
to send messages, as voice communications did not 
exist over the North Atlantic until later on.   
 

 
Visitor John Adams in photo 

 
Signals later became Gander Nartel (North Atlantic Radio 
Telephone) with the advent of voice communications in 
aviation. In passing, British Overseas Airlines Corporation 
was the last airline to give up its airborne Morse code 
capability over the north Atlantic. 
 
As an aside, many have wondered where the name VOAC 
came from. In 1932 the International Radio Convention 



decided that all radio stations in Nfld, both amateur and 
commercial, would start with the letters "VO" - which 
incorrectly, but very appropriately, became known as "Voice 
of".  
 
Soon after it came to power in 1934, the Nfld Commission of 
Government began to consider establishing a public 
broadcasting station. It hoped to improve the quality of the 
commercial programming and to use broadcasting to foster 
social and cultural change that would make the people self-
supporting.  In March 1939 it took over VONF, called by 
some Voice of Newfoundland, and the Broadcasting 
Corporation of Nfld (BCN) was born. The BCN opened 
VOWN in Corner Brook in 1943, and after the war, VORG, a 
station operated in Gander by the RCAF, was transferred to 
the Corporation and later became CBG.  Two of the larger 
stations, VONF and VOGY (founded in 1932) were 
amalgamated under the ownership of Newfoundland 
telephone and electric power utilities tycoon R.J. 
Murphy. There were other stations such as VOWR (Voice of 
the Wesley United Church in St.John's) and of course 
VOCM.  
 
In many instances, even retailers paid for the transmission of 
music. For example, VOAS was founded in 1931 by the 
Ayre's store in St. John's so that people thinking about 
buying a radio would have something to listen to. 
 
VOAC may have picked its call-sign or it may have been 
arbitrarily assigned, though given its importance and the 
availability, I suspect the former. In any case, it became 
generally assumed to mean "Voice of Air Craft".  During the 
war, the US equivalent was the AACS (Army Airways 
Communications System). 
 



"VO" also applied to airplanes, for example, the first plane to 
land in Gander, VO-ADE.  The first plane of Eric Blackwood, 
who started EPA, was VO-ABG. 
 
To maintain contact with aircraft, a good physical 
transmission structure was required. Therefore more or less 
across the road from VOAC was a large field of towers, 
perhaps 50-60 feet high, perhaps more. 
   
Further north along the road were several individually 
isolated bldgs in the shape of a lighthouse, from memory,  
about three stories high with a winding staircase. In the early 
50s they were abandoned. They were apparently radio 
beacons or receivers of some sort during the war, though 
they were not lined up on a runway approach. It appears that 
they were connected by boardwalks for easy access across 
the boggy ground when repairs and maintenance was 
required. 
 
Housing was very tight as Gander went from military to 
commercial aviation. A number of families, especially those 
not connected with a government department or an airline, 
therefore had to make do with what ever they could find, 
sometimes far from the airport, in conditions sometimes 
close to that of wilderness camping. 
 
There were therefore families who found housing up the end 
of Fleet Street.  In the early 1950s, Daisy (Pardy) and Lindy 
Elliott lived on the left at the end of that road, in a two-
apartment building. Tom Ivany, wife and son lived in the 
other apartment. There was also a garage, between the two 
apartments. Mr Ivany was either the owner or caretaker of 
the bldg, as it was to him that the Elliotts paid a monthly fee 
of 15-20$. 
 



One of the biggest mysteries of Fleet Street was hidden 
away in the woods, a shade north of the above-mentioned 
apartments.  It was one those secret places run by the 
United States Air Force that people only whispered about. 
 
But to be honest, there had been funny stuff up in that area 
during WWII.  An early post-war map shows the following: 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
On the right hand side can be seen the "Radio range" road 
lined up with what was then Gander's main runway, while on 
the left is a stylized sketch of Fleet Street. At the end is 
identified a "W/T" site, which means wireless telegraphy, in 
other words Morse code by radio waves. The photo below 
shows the tower set-up under the control of the AACS which 
was located in this area. 

 



 
 
 
One can also see on the sketch a hard-to-read phrase which 
says: “Beverage antenna 6000' long"”. A "Beverage" was not 
an antenna made of piled-up beer cans. It was rather a 
simple long-wire antenna which, depending primarily on the 
frequencies used and the direction of installation, could 
cover long distances by "skipping" or bouncing radio waves 
of the ionosphere as shown below. The ionosphere is made 
up of several layers which can reflect different frequencies 
over very long distances, for example from Gander to 
Greenland, over the Atlantic or up the Labrador coast, ideal 
for contacting isolated military units in Canada's north. 
 

 
 
 



 
The map below from 1944, shows the same area, where it 
mentions "Radio towers". 
 

 
 
 
So why the mystery? 
 
Three different lines of radar air defense were constructed in 
Canada during the Cold War.  One was the "Distant Early 
Warning Line, the furthest north. A bit further south was the 
"Mid-Canada Line", followed by the Pinetree line, much 
closer to the US-Canada border.  
 
The Pinetree Line, composed of 44 long range radar stations 
and six gap-filler radar stations, was the first to become 



operational, during the 1952-1953 time period. It was, more 
or less centered on the 50th parallel - with a section covering 
southern Ontario, and another extension covering the 
Labrador coast - going as far north as Frobisher Bay.   As 
part of this line, the radar base N-25 on the American side in 
Gander, manned by the 228th AC&W (Air Control and 
Warning) squadron of the RCAF, was competed over the 
period late 1953 - early 1954. 
 
Given the short response temps between a possible bomber 
attack and the scrambling of interceptors, the biggest 
headache for these radar stations was being able to 
communicate their information, perfectly and without 
interruption. 
 
The earlier, barely adequate, "long-wire" systems mentioned 
above used fairly low frequency communications, known to 
radio folk as HF/LF. To replace it, construction therefore 
began in very early summer 1954 of an UHF Ultra High 
Frequency "tropospheric scatter system", using principles 
something similar to the HF/LF previously mentioned. This 
was code-named the "Pole Vault" system, completed by fall 
1954. 
 
The difference is that microwaves (UHF and higher) normally 
only go in a straight line and generally require repeater 
stations. However they can be pointed to the troposphere 
(rather than the ionosphere), so that while there is not same 
reflection as HF/LF, there is a certain amount of "scatter" 
than can be picked up by the specialized, exremely sensitive 
radio receivers developed in the1950s. Also the distances 
are shorter, up to around 300-350 kms, but generally a bit 
more "pin-point". 
 



The Gander UHF communications set-up at the end of Fleet 
Street was operated by Detachment No 4 of the USAF 
1876th Radio Relay Squadron. Its ultra high frequency 
equipment, to the eye of a non-specialist, would have looked 
pretty much like that of a radar station, much like the set-up 
on the American side in Gander.  No photos of the 
Communications site in Gander were found but it would have 
been quite similar to the units in Saglec and Cartwright, 
shown below. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
These parabolic dishes were about 40 feet in diameter and 
the whole camp was set up as a self-contained unit with 
auxiliary power, quarters, canteens and even a theatre with 
the latest films.  There was a staff, pretty much single men, 
of about 30 or so. 
 



While this was a military operation, it was not cut-off from the 
community in Gander. Staff visited friends in town. There 
were occasional parties on the site and Gander's famous 
swing orchestra the "Solidaires" was known to play out there 
on occasion. Proof of good relations comes from the fact that 
several members were enamored by the smiles of local girls 
and married them. 
 
 
This site closed down some time in the early 70s, 
unfortunately leaving behind contaminated oil from the old 
transformers. 
 
 
Today, Fleet Street is probably viewed as just the remains of 
a very ordinary road leading out to the woods. Probably even 
back in the 40s and 50s, people didn't think much more 
about it and just took it for granted. 
 
 
But some day, if you can do it, go down the road slowly, on 
foot. Listen to the gurgle of the water flowing down a simple 
ditch. Smell the wind off the bog. Think of what have been 
the sound of four or five telegraph keys clicking away, each 
with own urgent message.  Imagine a old friend - or perfect 
stranger - coming up the road, with news you are glad, or 
even sad, to hear. Look out across the fields, now partially 
grown over, and in your mind's eye see the towers and 
antennas that connected Gander to the world.  Imagine a 
family, with kids in black sneakers or rubber boots, each with 
a pail proportionate to his size, on the way out berry picking. 
Perhaps you wonder if the dad and son going out the road, 
each with a simple bamboo pole, will catch any fish. 
 



Take to time to ponder these things and Fleet Street will let 
you capture the soul and essence of Gander in another time. 
 

+++++ 
 
(Much thanks to several people who contributed quite a few 
tidbits about Fleet Street. However a very, very special word 
of appreciation goes to Cliff Powell who was a fount of 
information, especially on VOAC and the Pole Vault 
operation.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


