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Christmas in Old Gander was certainly unlike Christmas in most other places. For 
example, Santa got to Gander not in a sleigh but in a much more modern contrivance. 
Christmas services for the longest time were held in a church where the backs of the 
pews were mobile. The backs leaned toward the east end of the church when the 
Catholic priest performed his canonical duties in the west end. The backs swung the 
other way around and faced east when the United Church and the Anglicans were using 
it.  
 
Gander's Christmases were influenced by its mix of military and civilian personnel. Their 
country of origin, be it Nfld, Canada, the US or Britain, also had it effect on how 
Christmas was celebrated. Another crucial element is that when Gander became, in the 
40s and 50s, a bustling modern community, most of the construction crews and 
residents come from Nfld outports. 
 
 
The earliest photo found that appears to a Christmas party is from 1938, during the early 
construction: 
 

 
 

Back row: W Brown, S Janes, E Rendell, J Hannon, ? Gosse 
Front row: C Warren, W Collins, W Sellars 



A year later, the new airport started to look more and more like an armed camp. As they 
moved to Gander, the Royal Air Force, the US Army Air Force, the RCAF and the 
Canada Army had their usual military ways of celebrating Christmas. Even before the 
construction of proper churches, services were held in hangars. In the mess halls, 
Christmas was special, usually turkey with all the trimmings, served by the officers. Army 
soldiers on guard duly, on and off camp, were rotated whenever possible, so that 
everyone partook of the festivities, 
 
Other than the construction crews in their work camps, there were few civilians, but they 
were well taken care off, especially the kids.  This first "·kids" photo shows a group of 
girls in the RCAF sergeants' mess in 1943. 
 

 

 
 
 

The kindness shown to the children of Gander families was extended outside the base. 
One reason was to show a certainly empathy and good will toward Newfoundlanders. 
Another reason was simply that were few children in Gander. So bringing in a few more 
from other areas gave them for a few moments new play-mates. This was decided in 
1944. 
 
Eileen Elms, among the very early residents of Gander, remembers the RAF sergeants' 
mess bringing in, via the Newfy Bullet train, a group of kids from Gambo, about 30 miles 
east of Gander. The Bullet picked up other kids along the way, several hundreds all told. 
They were first taken to the RCAF theatre (later known as the Globe) to meet Santa and 
receive a gift. They then went to the sergeants' mess where the music was provided by a 
Wurlitzer jukebox, playing "O, what a beautiful morning". Apparently the kids were 
having too much fun to wonder why the music was not all Christmas. The Officers' and 
Airmen's messes also contributed their fair share.  
 



Here are two photos from that 1944 party: 

 

 
 



 
It should be noted that while the Canadian took care of Christmas, the RAF was more 
active on Guy Fawkes Day, while the Americans did their thing on the 4th of July. 
 
 
The following is a building on the American side, probably mid-50s. Could bldg 70, 
occupied by Allied Aviation, which the skills to get it done. A good job was done on the 
centre section, complete with a guiding star, the three wise men and a manger scene. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
As Gander became more of a civilian town, the population grew and proper schools 
were open for Ganders children.  Every Christmas there was a school play.  In 1954, 
The Hunt Memorial Academy started practising in November for a school play called 
"Frosty the Snowman". Unfortunately it did not turn out as happy event. In early 
December it gets dark early. As he walked home on the road around the runway closest 
to town, one of the young cast members got killed when he was hit by a car.  
 
 
But despite Gander's trials and tribulations, Santa still came to visit, but not in any old 
way. Our Santa flew in by helicopter no less.  His landing zone was just south of the 
former RCAF drill hall, which later became the rink, the original Gander Gardens.  

 



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
There were two choices for kids who went to see Santa Claus in those days, though 
Mom or Dad may have already decided. He could wait outside to see the helicopter fly in 
and land, which was always a bit tricky because of the power lines, trees and steam 
pipes going through the area. 
 
 
 
The other choice was to try to go right into drill hall and figure the best place to stand to 
make you sure were among the first to get your candy.  Some young kids with dastardly 
intent would get there early and sneak around a second helping.  But there was always 
enough for every one. Santa's gift, probably made up in the Goodyears store just south 
of the drill hall, was a paper bag full of candy, with emphasis on Purity company 
peppermints and molasses and peanut butter kisses. 
 
 
For someone waiting outside, this what he might see: 
 
 



 
 º 12 December 1953 
 

 
 

º 1955 

 
 



º Two from 1956 

 
 

 
 
 
 



 
This is a inside scene from 1948-49, typical of the late 40s, early 50s.  Santa is on the 
bottom of the photo, handing out his bags of candy. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Christmas means many things but one of the most visible is of course the tree. Luckily 
Gander is surrounded by forest, so in principle going out to cut a tree should have been 
a simple proposition....well yes and no!  Fir trees in Nfld in those days were not at like 
the cultivated beasts we have today, with perfectly formed and copious branches, in 
perfect proportion from top to bottom.  Nfld trees are rather cantankerous creatures, 
sprouting the limbs off in any old direction, caring only about the best position, given the 
prevailing wind and the presence of competing trees. One could even wonder if they 
don't do so on purpose. 
 
Given the respect Ganderites had for members of the clergy in those days, one would 
expect that the head of a local church - who might even receive the visit over the 
holidays of an archbishop - would have one of the best trees around, really worthy of the 
season. 
 
We will let you be the judge with this tree in Anglican rectory, proudly shown by Rev 
Moss with family and friends: 



 
 
 
Back in those days Christmas cards were normal fare.  Here several official ones: 
 

 
 

 

  
 

Left to right, top to bottom¨ 
Nfld Airport 1939.  RCAF 41,  RCAF 42,  RCAF 43,  RAF 42-43 

 



 
Another very important part of Qld Gander traditions was a direct importation from the 
Nfld outports. This of course could be nothing less than "Mummering". 
 
 
 
Mummering is a house-visiting Christmas tradition practiced in Nfld and typically involves 
a group of friends or family who disguise themselves and visit homes within their 
community during the twelve days of Christmas. When they arrive at a house, the usual 
question is "Is mummers 'lowed in?"    If the answer is "yes by" or "yes, me son", and the 
mummers are welcomed into a house, they often have to do a variety of informal 
performances including dance, music, jokes, or recitations. The hosts try to guess the 
mummers’ identities before offering them food or drink. They may poke and prod the 
mummers or ask them questions.  
 
 
To make this a challenge for the hosts, the mummers may stuff their costumes, cross-
dress, and change their voice. Once the mummers have been identified, they remove 
their disguises, spend some social time with the hosts, and then travel as a group to the 
next home.. 
 
 
Here are a few examples of modern day mummers where we see certain flashes of 
mummer excellence, such as good use of a lampshade. The use of unmatched oven 
gloves is a sign of great fashion consciousness. Even poor folk can get by with a good 
quality paper bag. Some mummers also carry an "ugly stick", which is a broom handle 
attached to small piece of wood jammed down into a rubber boot. It also has bottle tops 
and other noise-makers and notches that can be scraped, so that stomping the boot 
supposedly makes a great rhythm.  It might also be a useful for self-defense if a fellow 
mummer got recognized too often and had to imbibe more than his share of  suspicious 
liquid. 
 
 
 

    
 

 
 
In Old Gander, mummering was generally done in two stages, the first being for the kids. 
The idea usually was that if a child could hid his identity for a certain time, he would get 
candy or biscuits with a soft drink. In most cases the child's identity was obvious - but 
any adult who didn't play along would be forever damned! 



 
The second stage was adults only and instead of a glass of Purity strawberry syrup, 
something more substantial was offered. But no matter - in Old Gander, things were 
close together and cars were not needed. In fact, when a single apartment building 
might contain ten families and these buildings were 200 feet apart, for some, the second 
stage might not last very long! 
 
   
So all in all, Christmas in Old Gander had is own flavor, a special mix of modern society, 
American, British and Canada tradition, all neatly wrapped up in Nfld customs.  Hard to 
get better than that!   
 
 
So, to you all : 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

------------------------------ 
Several notable sources of information: 

º wartime RCAF Magazines 
º a large group of photos from Doris (Moss) Cowley 
º a photo made available originally by Dave Miles 

º photos from the late Fred Smeaton 
º Pinterest (mummer photos) 

 
 


