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In 1940, Britain faced critical aircraft shortages. American factories could supply 
many of the needed airplanes, but normal delivery – by boat – was slow and 
dangerous.  RAF officers were curiously opposed to the most obvious solution – 
flying them across. This, they decided, would be impractical, especially in winter.  
 
 
We often hear mention of Ferry Command flying aircraft across the Atlantic - but 
it is not necessarily a well known fact that it was ordinary civilians and NOT the 
military who got the show on the road. It basically involved three parties. 
 
 
The first actor was the British Ministry of Aircraft Production, headed in 1940 by 
Lord Beaverbrook (in fact a Canadian newspaper man and financier, Max Aiken).  
The recently retired general manager of Imperial Airways, Woods Humphery, 
assured Beaverbrook that he could do the job, if he could have some of his "old 
Atlantic team" and as long as some existing organization looked after the 
administration. This was settled with a call to Sir Edward Beatty, president of the 
Canadian Pacific Railway and, apparently, an old friend of both Beaverbrook and 
Woods Humphery. 
 
 
The second driving force was the Air Department of the Canadian Pacific 
Railway, which was assembling the elements of what would later become 
Canadian Pacific Airlines. The Atlantic Ferry Operation (ATFERO) consisted of 
ground crews, supplies and administrative support provided by the Canadian 
Pacific Railway, while management and aircrews were the responsibility of the 
British Air Ministry. Neither the RAF nor the Royal Canadian Air Force could 
spare any aircrew, so civilian volunteers would have to be recruited.  
 
 
By August the pilots leading the operation had set up shop CPR's Windsor Street 
Railway Station in Montreal.  A proper transatlantic ferry pilot school was opened  
with Canadian Pacific support near Montreal in November 1940.  As well, one 
source says that Hangers 21 and 22 on the RAF side in Gander, constructed by 
the Belmont Construction Company, were financed largely by CPR. 



 
 
The third group was of course the civilian aircraft crews and those who led them. 
A group of experienced British pilots was sent to Canada to inaugurate the 
service. All were men well known on the aviation world. Among them were Capt 
A S Wilcockson, Capt Donald Ross, and Capt Humphrey Page, lead by Donald 
C.T Bennett.  From the first weeks there was a steady flow in of civilian pilots 
from the USA and Canada, as well as from Allied nations and from other British 
dominions. 
 
 
American airmen learned about the operation from a clandestine organization 
lead by Clayton Knight, an American aviation artist and First World War flyer. 
Along with Homer Smith, a Canadian-born businessman, he established offices 
in major U.S. cities to cultivate contacts in the aviation community. The objective 
was to identify instrument-rated pilots with more than 300 flying hours and to help 
get them hired on.  
 
 
By the end of November 1940, 380 American pilots were sent to Canada. The 
sixty-two who survived the careful initial scrutiny and testing of Bennett and 
Wilcockson then trained at St. Hubert, southeast of Montreal, on the Lockheed 
Hudson, chosen to make the first experimental delivery flights.    
 
 
Four months of intense effort were crowned on 10th November 1940. That 
evening the first seven Hudsons took off from the snowbound airfield at Gander. 
Ten and a half hours later and 2,100 miles farther east all seven put down safely 
in Ireland.  
 
 
Bennett led the initial group himself. His co-pilot came from the US and his two 
radio operators from Britain and Canada. The other six Hudsons each carried a 
crew of three, a pilot, a copilot, and a radio operator. All the pilots and co-pilots 
were either British or American. Six of the radio operators were Canadian. The 
last group had all been working as ground radio operators with DOT and had 
answered a call for volunteers. Few had ever flown and none had made a long-
distance flight. In the end, many spent the entire war ferrying aircraft around the 
world. Like their crewmates at the start of the ferry service, all were civilians. At 
least 75 of these civilians lost their lives doing this job. 
 
 
The attached magazine article is indicative of the times and the CPR role. 

 
 
 



 

 
 
 

The general contribution of CPR to the wartime effort is underlined above. The 
2nd to last paragraph refers more specifically to its role in ferry and training 
operations. 
 

 
 

 
This is from an unidentified Canadian magazine from 1943.  From the page size 
and style, I think it could most likely be "Mcleans”.  Any other info would be 
appreciated. 
 
 


