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Though the annals of Canadian aviation history are replete with heroes, 
Joe Gilmore is not a well-known person in the aviation world. Military flight 
crew like Billy Bishop and Andy Mynarski are revered. Pioneering bush 
pilots like Grant McConachie and "Punch" Dickins went on to the highest 
corporate aviation offices. Women pilots have made their mark, with 
names like astronaut Julie Payette or Maryse Carmichael who 
commanded the Snowbirds. Canada also has wonderful aviation 
scientists such as James Arthur Chamberlin who helped design the CF-
105 Arrow. 

 
But one group of “heroes” is consistently absent. Little or no thought is 
given to the ground crews who make sure the planes get into the sky in 
the first place. It is as though no one hears about – or cares about – what 
happens on the ground. 
 
However, the role of certain people on the ground can be absolutely 
critical – to a point where quality of the work they did could even 
potentially have an affect on winning or loosing a world war. One such 
person was John Joseph Gilmore. 
 

 
 
Born in Belfast on June 22, 1900, we know almost nothing of his 
childhood years but that he led a vigorous youth in Ardglass, County 
Down, Northern Ireland and had a considerable reputation in Gaelic 
football. 



 

He completed his formal education at Downpatrick Technical College. 
During his early manhood, his mechanical ability and daring nature led 
him to automobiles, motorcycles and trucks. He operated a garage, ran a 
taxi and a cartage company in Ardglass and worked in Belfast building 
aircraft engines. 

It was inevitable that he would be drawn to aviation where great 
developments were taking place, led by inventors, designers, mechanical 
innovators, adventurers and daredevils. He was all of those things.  

In 1929 the Irish Army Air Corps at Baldonnel Airport, Dublin, employed 
him as Supervisor of Aviation Overhaul. In 1932, he received Irish Free 
State pilot's license No 23 and around that time he was the gliding 
champion of Ireland.  

On April 17, 1933, at Baldonnel, he made the first parachute jump on to 
Irish soil and he did that using the newly designed Quilter parachute. This 
was followed by 14 exhibition jumps at air shows, which were very 
popular in the 1930's, attracting thousands to see daredevils risk their 
lives.  

In becoming a member of the Institute of Aeronautical Science, he said "I 
built a high wing monoplane two-seater aircraft using drawings and parts 
of crashed aircraft (manufacturers of which had ceased to exist). 
Fuselage, fairings, undercarriage and engine mount were of my own 
design. “My hours of flying in this aircraft which I used for photographic 
work were approximately 350".  

He joined Imperial Airways in 1933 as a Commercial Airline Engineer. 
Before long he was promoted to Station Engineer at Ronaldsway Airport 
on the Isle of Man and later at Poole, England.  

In 1936 Imperial Airways chose him as Engineer for an experimental flight 
to Arabia (Yemen) and return by way of Ethiopia, Egypt, Libya, Malta, 
Italy and France. This was an extraordinary move by Imperial Airways 
after only 3 years’ service.  

After attending the Imperial Airways School of Engineering and taking 
many specialized courses, Imperial Airways’ confidence in him was 
further shown when, in 1938, he was transferred to the new Atlantic 
Division. 



 In 1938/39 he went to Botwood, Newfoundland, to organize that flying-
boat base which was the important first Western stop after Foynes, 
Ireland.  That same year he was sent to Montreal, Quebec, to open and 
operate the base at Boucherville for the start of transatlantic flights by 
Imperial Airways and to service the flying boats at Port Washington, New 
York.   

His first urgent task was the planning and the arrangements in 
Boucherville, Quebec, such as refuelling, servicing, docking, and an 
alternative landing site at Quebec, for the famous seaplane, the Mercury, 
flown by DCT Bennett, which was to arrive only three weeks later, and for 
the subsequent arrival of the Empire flying boats. He was responsible for 
rapidly negotiating arrangements with Shell and TCA for fuel, Asiatic Oil 
for oil, engine platforms, employment of local engineers, and variety of 
other issues such as the building of a landing stage and terminal building 
at Boucherville, as well as with Pratt and Whitney for storage and care of 
spare engines.  During that period he also participated in the preparation 
of flying boat servicing at Port Washington, New York.  He did a first rate 
job very quickly, in a completely new environment in terms both of 
geography and aviation developments. 

A video of the Maya-Mercury experiment can be seen here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bYtazEBQ1K8 

In August of 1940 he was transferred from Imperial to ATFERO (Atlantic 
Ferry Organization). In 1940, Britain was perilously short of military aircraft 
and in danger of losing the war. Lord Beaverbrook, as a member of 
Churchill’s government, therefore approached Sir Edward Beatty, 
Chairman of CPR, to set up a trans-Atlantic ferry service, and an 
agreement was reached on 16 August 1940.   

George Woods-Humphrey, the retired general manager of Imperial 
Airways, said he could head up the effort, provided he could have some of 
his ”old Atlantic team”. This included Joe Gilmore, who was immediately 
sent to St Hubert to set up shop and oversee the preparation of the 
Hudson bombers that were to make the early trans-Atlantic flights from 
Gander, notably the first seven on 10 November 1940.  

These first flights sent out from Gander were as follows: 

T9416, pilot, Capt. Lyons,  T9418, pilot Capt. Adams,  T9419, pilot, Capt. Rogers, 
T9420, pilot, Capt. Smith  T9421, pilot, Capt. Andrews,  T9422, pilot Capt. Bennett  
T9424, pilot, Capt. Cripps 



To the uninitiated, the necessity of pre-checking newly manufactured 
aircraft may not seem warranted. But because the RAF was completely 
convinced that these aircraft were unable fly the Atlantic safely, preferring 
to ship them slowly through U-boat infested waters, a proper check-out 
was, in this case, absolutely crucial.  Simply put, if the Hudsons to be sent 
to Gander were not in perfect condition, they would not have gotten to the 
other side.  Given the very firmly negative RAF attitude, had the mission 
failed, the trans-Atlantic flying of bombers would certainly have been 
greatly retarded, with the consequent danger of considerable, if not 
overwhelming, advantage to Hitler’s Nazis.  

Joe Gilmore’s personal notes, recently provided by his family, show quite 
clearly that many of these relatively new aircraft were in fact initially unfit 
to fly the Atlantic and required an unexpectedly strict inspection and 
maintenance program to bring them up to the standard required for trans-
ocean flight. The list of problems is quite varied - from metal in oil filters to 
oxygen supply problems, from radio failure to last-minute engine changes. 
Joe did the job in a brilliant manner.  

Shown below are extracts from his personnel notebook. Some 75+ years 
later these handwritten notes are not always easy to read but they point 
out clearly the quantity of the work that had to be done, all within strict 
constraints of time. It was only with painstaking, if not nitpicky, 
maintenance that these aircraft would ever make it across the Atlantic. 

These extracts cover basically the period between October and the end of 
1940. The first ocean-crossing flight of seven Hudsons left Gander on 10 
November, with the first departing St-Hubert for Gander on 29 October.  
To be noted that the aircraft numbers all started with the number 74, so 
Joe Glmore gives only the last two numbers. 

º 26/10/40 : general notes mentioning T 16, T 17, T 18, T  21, T 20, T 22, 
reading, "shutters cracked, requires compass bracket, found metal in oil 
tank filter, antenna arm slack, ignition removed,"  and so on 

º 30/10/40  T 21 taken off list, Capt Andrews to go on T 19.  

º 1/11/40  T 19 will require fuel and check of shutters at 8 00 daylight and 
at 0200 am daylight, flying cancelled due to engine failing at 142 (?)  on 
takeoff. Starboard engine removed on T 17 and start made at removal of 
eng from T 22 Stb eng 

º 3/11/40 T 22 Check on eng. installation 



º 3/11/40  for departure T 16,  T 23,   T 22, a/s to be put in shaft,  T 23 drift 
sight lined up not finished screws. T 24 brought in for drift sight and 
shutters. T 23 requires metal work, 67 (?) fuel pressure failing 

º 6/11/40 T 22 T 23 having compass swung, pug change oil change and 
new type shutter fitter  

º 7/11//40   T 22 and T 23 out for departure weather bad. Kilfrosting not 
complete either ship T 23 aldin?  Plug  metal in .... filter, decided engine 
change 

º 8/11/40 T 22 dept, returned carb trouble,  T 23 having engine fitted,   T-
22 carb removed,   T 34 and 35 arriving. T 34 going on test of air intake 
shutters Lockheed type, Left engine hot and charging failure on T 34,   
T22 carb fitted and found cable had been crossed over (can't make out 
rest but some mention of split pin) 

º 10/11/40 Mag contacts removed and cleaned on T 23  

º 11/11/40 T 23 ok,  T 28  reported carb trouble  

º 20/11/40     Notes on T 26, T 37, T 27 being ok,  T 39,  T30,  flight test,  
T 37 cracked up burnt oil.  T 17 in hanger,  

º 22/11/40     T 67 for check oxygen eguip on ships system, fuel valve on 
T 29  (replaced in 23/11)  

 º 23/11/40 T 38 having 1809(?) compass repositioned 

º 24/11/40 T 30 radio trouble, T 33 compass adj and flying, T39 in hangar, 
T 40, check de-icing fluid, T 36 a/s removed oil seals. Removed tail tr..nat 
light from all a/c except T 33,  T 36 a/c removed to cure oil leak stb eng. 
Port engine bearing gone ( sp....ng ring) ,  T 38 no tubing for floatation, 
cancelled departure, new engine to be sent out tomorrow morning.   

º 25/11/40, T 36 engine out, new engine not located, went to Fairchild for 
tail towing gear 

º 28/11/T 36 checked out found p....stop of intake cowling,  carb removed. 

In the simplest of terms, these planes, which were supposed to change 
the paradigm, to lead the way, were just not ready to undertake the 
mission. Luckily they were under the careful eye of a superb chief of 
maintenance without whom the mission could quite likely have failed.  If 



these planes did not get across, the whole bomber transfer program 
would have been in jeopardy. Costal and Bomber Commands would have 
had much less resources and Hitler would have had a respite. Who knows 
what effect this might have had on the conduct of the war. 

After the fatal Sir Fredrick Banting crash in February 1941 (which, 
according to some, may have been a mechanical problem or sabotage), it 
was evident that aircraft maintenance and security in Gander needed a 
major jolt and Joe Gilmore was selected as the man to do the job. He 
arrived around late April - early May, with his family following in a B-24 at 
the end of the school year. 

His transfer became permanent when the RAF took over the ATFERO 
operation on 10 May 1941 and became the RAF Ferry Command. Mr 
Gilmore was named Superintendent of maintenance, responsible for the 
preparation of a great variety aircraft leaving Gander on those long Trans-
Atlantic ferry flights. He personally flew with many of these aircraft to 
Britain. Mr Gilmore was universally considered an exceptionally talented 
and dedicated chef of maintenance.  Regarding aircraft “fit for flight” 
departures, his word was final. Though thousands of planes passed 
through Gander, Joe Gilmore and his team, mainly Newfoundlanders 
trained by him, had an extraordinary safety record.  

During his time in Gander, Gilmore was extensively involved in salvaging 
crashed aircraft and returning them to service. One example occurred in 
1943 when a Norseman was extensively damaged, and considered a 
write-off after a bad ski landing. Joe Gilmore’s solution was as original as 
unexpected : take off the skis, repair the damage, put it on wheels, hack 
out a runway and fly it out, with of course himself as pilot. 

Another example is that of a Hudson that went down near the south coast 
of Newfoundland just before Christmas1944. It is no less unexpected how 
he managed to salvage a wheel-equipped Hudson that had crashed on a 
bog in the middle of winter.  This time he did the contrary, by devising a 
way to fit it with skis, way out in the bush, and get it back to Gander. 

The general story of the belly-landing of Hudson EW896 has been written 
by Mr Darrell Hillier and came be found at the following URL : 

http://bobsganderhistory.com/xmasrescue.pdf 

Just before Christmas 1944, this plane, carrying no less than the O/C 
RAF Transport Command operations in Gander, ran into bad weather 
while approaching Gander.  The pilot, F/L Narburgh, exercised his only 



option and belly-landed in the snowy wilds of southern Newfoundland, not 
far from the town of St. Alban’s.  

Normally in such cases, when an aircraft went down this far from 
civilization, the only option possible was to salvage any parts capable of 
being carried out and to sacrifice the aircraft.  But Joe Gilmore thought it 
would be much better to rescue the whole airplane. However the 
challenge was how to fly out a wheeled aircraft lying on its belly, in deep 
snow, out in the bush.  His surprising solution was that of designing and 
installing skis on the aircraft, right there out in the bush.  This was the first 
time that we know of that a Hudson was flown on skis. Two photos close-
ups below show the skis designed by Mr.Gilmore, after the aircraft’s safe 
arrival back in Gander. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

At an estimated cost of 2000$, the genius, inventiveness and dedication of Mr Gilmore, 
saved a very valuable bomber worth over 100,000$. 

 
To get this type of difficult job done takes a particular set of skills, an unusually 
high  sense  dedication and  great  inventiveness  based  on  both   theoretical 
knowledge and practical experience. Joe Gilmore was that rare type of person. 
 



Flying was not an official part of his job in Gander.  But In addition to his official 
       duties, he flew every chance he got, mainly in a Noorduyn Norseman and Fox 

Moth, the latter having been salvaged by him. Mr Gilmore flew a great number 
of rescue and mercy flights. Most of these flights were to remote, inaccessible 
settlements carrying medical supplies and bringing sick or injured people to 
hospital in Gander. Many of them were extremely hazardous, given the nature 
of the weather and terrain in Newfoundland. Some sources say he flew over 
250 hours on such missions, unpaid by the RAF, over a roughly 3½-year 
period.  While the figure might not be precise, it does give the general 
magnitude of his involvement, saving many lives while putting his own in great 
danger.  In winter, conditions could be treacherous but even during the 
summer, there were no aids to navigation and Mr Gilmore’s compass, 
incomplete maps and good judgement were the only tools available to get 
around in Newfoundland’s unpredictable weather conditions. 
 
Mr Gilmore was also a prodigious inventor. Seen through today’s eyes, some 
of these inventions might seem ordinary - but at the time they were quite 
advanced. This included the design and fitting of systems used on Hudson 
bombers flying the Atlantic, notably a carburetor de-icing system and air intake 
shutters that continued to be used in some version or other for the duration of 
the war. In addition, he designed the fuel dump system used on British 
Overseas Airways Corporation B-24 ferry aircraft.  He also came up with 
improvements to airplane tires and applied for numerous patents. 

With respect to ground operations as such, he also invented a number of 
pieces of specialized equipment that were quite remarkable for the day. This 
included, for example, two models of mobile generator-battery-pack to assist 
aircraft in start-up and get them off the ground much more quickly. 

 



 

- tow-bar with shock absorbers to reduce aircraft rear-wheel damage 

 

 

- special attachment to push back aircraft without risk to the 
undercarriage 

 



 

- Mobile hydraulic jack to raise airframes..  
 

 

 

One person who had an extremely high regard for Joe Gilmore was 
Joseph R Smallwood, who later became Newfoundland’s first premier.  
This respect, if not affection, for Joe Gilmore can be quite readily seen in 
Smallwood’s book “I choose Canada” and in various articles in 
newspapers across the province.  A Smallwood article in the Daily News 
of St.John’s in 1945, repeated in the Corner Brook newspaper “The 
Western Star”, said of him : 

"Ever since his arrival at Gander, the servicing of every aircraft making 
the long hops has been his personal responsibility, so that thousands of 
planes of many types has passed through his hands.  With this vast 
experience, with 8 Atlantic crossings of his own, it can safely be said that 
chief engineer Gilmore has unequalled qualifications in the handling of 
aircraft in the North Atlantic. ….. As for Mr. Gilmore himself, a strong case 
can be made to support the claim of numerous veteran transatlantic pilots  

His contemporaries were equally vocal.  For example in an article in the 
Canadian Aviation History Society volume 51, no 2 of summer 2013, it is 



stated that the very well-known RAF ferry pilot, Don Mcvicar, was very 
appreciative of Joe Gilmore’s mechnical genius, calling him “the best 
maintence man in the command”. 

Mr Mcvicar also mentioned him in his book “North Atlantic Cat”. He had 
had a previous problem with severe power loss on B-26 bomber that even 
the factory reps could not fix and now he had a lift-off problem on a 
completely different PBY Catalina. Says Mr Mcvicar,  

 
“ Gilmour (sic) was the tops with me because he’d been the only one 
who had been able to diagnose the spark-plug trouble on a B-26 I 
had taken to Scotland just a month before. He was a slightly built 
man with piecing blue eyes, tremendously able”. 
 

 
 

Even ordinary citizens were quite aware of his capacities. Mr Cecil 
Edison, a motor mechanic with Shell Oil, spoke highly of him in a short 
autobiography published in the Gander Beacon, 27 July 1977, as shown 
below: 

 

 
 

In the 1942 the World Wide News Service sent a correspondent to do a 5-
part series on Ferry Command, entitled “Highway to Britain”.  He had an 
enormous choice of subjects and it is interesting to note that one of them 
was Joe Gilmore.   
 
The following text and photo are from the files of the Chicago Tribune. 

 
 



 
 

 
 

 



 
In summary, John Joseph Gilmore was internationally known at the time 
for his leadership, his inventiveness, his mechanical knowledge and his 
great ability to get the job done – and always with a smile. 

 
In 1945 as the end of the war became predictably close to ending, he was 
actively engaged in negotiations to set up a commercial flying service in 
Newfoundland. To that end he was in discussions with Transport Canada, 
and had arranged a flight test for his Canadian Commercial pilot’s licence. 
However, his death occurred before this was accomplished. 

On a flight from Gander to Montreal on 1 May 1945, the Norseman that 
he was piloting crashed in foggy conditions near Peake's Station, Prince 
Edward Island, and both he and his passenger, W/C Ratcliffe, were killed. 

The best possible testimonial for Mr Gilmore would certainly have to be 
the King of England himself. One must have performed exemplary service 
to King and country in order to be made a Member of the British Empire. 
There is no doubt that he was indeed a worthy recipient of that high 
honour.  On July 1, 1946, "His Majesty the King appointed the late Mr. 
Gilmore a Member of the Civilian Division of the Order of the British 
Empire for meritorious service with the ground staff in Canada of the 
R.A.F. Transport Command." 

Two points should be noted: 

- This award was given a year after his death and a year after the war. 
There was no imperative for it in terms of maintaining morale or to 
support the war effort, as was so often the case. 
 

- The fact that it was given to a former member of the IRA makes it all 
the more remarkable. 

A copy of the letter to Mrs Gilmore from the Governor-General, Alexander 
of Tunis is shown below, along with other contemporary documents 
describing not only the great work he did but also the highly competent, 
respectful and cheerful manner in which he went about doing it. (Use your 
zoom if necessary.) 



 

 
 
 
With respect to his death, the now defunct St. John’s Daily News on 
09 May 1945 gave a glowing epitaph. 
 

 



 
The St John’s Evening Telegram, a competitor, described Mr Gilmore 
in the same terms. But it would appear that he might be better known 
in Northern Ireland that in Canada. Below is the plaque installed in his 
memory at 20 High Street, Ardglass, Ireland: 
 

 
 
 
 

But perhaps the biggest compliment ever paid to Joe Gilmore is that he is 
the only civilian buried in the Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery in 
Gander. At the time of his death the cemetery was in principle officially 
closed with military burials transferred to St John’s, That Mr Gilmore was 
allowed to be buried there along with W/C Ratcliffe is in and of itself a 
mark of the very highest esteem. 

The photos below are from the funeral ceremony and procession: 

 



 
(The boy looking back is Noel Barnes, with brother Stirling on his left) 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 
 



Mr Gilmore’s gravestone is shown here, with his “rank” given simply 
as “pilot” rather than that of an RAF member: 

 

 
 
 

A marker for a man who was truly a designer, 
a builder, an innovator and a daredevil. 

 


