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The end of 1939 saw the final construction and paving of Gander’s first four runways. The airport was 
officially considered completed as of Oct. 3, 1939. These runways were brought into being via a well-
sequenced plan. The basic operation was: 

º deliver crushed stone from Hall's Quarry by train   
º any other required on-site crushing or washing  
º asphalt delivered in railway tank cars from the COLAS plant in Clarenville,  
º transfer this liquid asphalt by truck to on-site mixers  
º bring this asphalt mix to the spreaders. 
 

These runways did well their job up until the end of the war as a point for massive RAF and USAAF ferry and 
return operations to and from Europe. 
 
However, the end of the war and the start of civil operations brought new requirements that at first officials 
refused to recognize. The St.John’s Evening Telegram gave the following editorial opinion on 30 May 1950; 
(zoom as required) 

 



The Telegram went on to say on 16 September 1950 that the question was now settled and the decision 
had been made by Ottawa to lengthen the runway.  They were not shy in taking the credit for getting the 
ball rolling! 

 

 
 
 
 



What the newspaper report did not reveal is that the question had already been brought up by Pan 
American Airways in talks with officials in Ottawa.  A memo from operations staff to Juan Trippe, the 
president of Pan Am, dated 23 May 1949, explains the first salvo:  
 

 
 
 

A high-level internal Pan Am discussion explains what was hoped for in April 1949: A letter to Pan Am VP 
Ingalls in May of 1949 summarised well the situation:  

º Present runways permit Stratocruiser take-offs with 61 passengers and normal  cargo only 65% of 
the time  

º Goose Bay will have to be used on eastbound flights when winds in Gander prevent takeoff with 
full weight (Goose can be used with full weight under any wind conditions.)  

º Agreements with Canadian and Nfld goverments permit the use of Goose only if Gander is "not 
operational". If this includes wind conditions, there is no problem. An interpretation is being sought.  

º Movement of Pan Am B-77 Stratocruiser operations to Goose is not desired because Gander has 
better services. DC-4s and Constellations already use it.  

º The best alternative would be the extension of a runway to 9500 ft, especially if a "high-density" 
Stratocruiser is used (98-100 passengers). A minimum for the actual 61 passenger planes would be 
7500 ft.  

º An extension to the basically east-west runway 14-32 is recommended.  

 

There was a fair amount of discussion over next months, but on 14 April 1950, the Pan Am manager in 
Gander, Frank M Slyvester, sent a note to VP Strieffler, mentioning that the Canadian Parliament had 
reduced the 1950-51 DOT budget from 75m$ to 50m$. The Gander operating budget was reduced by 



500,000$. The best that could be hoped for was drainage on runway on 07-29 to reduce problems of spring 
thaw and to give it better lighting.  

 
 

At one point Pan Am suggested in collaboration with the other airlines to advance the money required to 
pay for the extension, with corresponding reductions in future landing fees. Alas, Canada being a 
parliamentary democracy, an action of this nature would in fact amounted to trying to get around budgets 
and laws voted by the legislature.  

Another problem related to the runway extension was the cost of hauling gravel, as Halls Quarry and related 
transport facilities no longer existed.  It was expected that this would be alleviated in 1951 by the planned 
construction of a new road, connecting Gander further east and west.  

It seems that many groups tried to have a say in runway extensions. It was the IATA this time which gave 
the following information on 14 February 1951: 

 

 



Once again, the Telegram was a bit trigger-happy. On 23 January 1951, the Telegram announced to the 
world that the basically north-south runway 07-29 would be extended to the north, requiring displacing the 
railway tracks correspondingly to the north.  It would appear that ideas such digging down and lowering 
the rail-bed and constructing the runway over it were not considered. 

It is hard though to blame the Telegram.  The Western Star six days later publish an article where Gander’s 
airport manager, H.A.L. Patisson, explain exactly the same plan of extending runway 07-29. 

 

The 07-29 solution did not happen. The cost of moving the railway line made it impossible. Finally, it was 
runway 14-32 that was extended to Pan Am's satisfaction. Survey crews and ground testing crews were 
reported to be in operation just before the end of April 1951. This extension as far as can be ascertained 
was carried out by the North Shore Construction Company, bringing runway 14-32 to 8900 feet. 

While this solution meant that the railway line did not require any changes. It did mean changes to the 
‘’circular road’’ going around the perimeter of the airport.  The following sketch map shows the railway line, 



the two runways mentioned above and the old circular road around the ends of the runways, each with 
lights to warn of low-flying aircraft. 

 

The extension of 12-34 (later corrected to 13-31)  changed the circular road as shown below: 

 

 

To accommodate bigger aircraft, Gander built an even bigger runway.   On the above map, one can 
see a runway heading pretty well due south. The biggest change is to the very short runway known 



as 05-23 . Known now as 03-21, it was extended, with a very slight change of angle, from 4575 ft 
to 10200.  Probably due to experience In Gander and having men and equipment in situ, North 
Shore Construction continued on to do this latest extension.  

It was from this runway, that took off a McDonnell Douglas DC-8, Arrow Air Flight 1285, 12 
December 1985, carrying men mostly from the 101st Airborne Division's 3rd Battalion, 502nd 
Infantry Regiment.  The plane crashed shortly after leaving the ground. All 248 soldiers and the 
plane's eight crew members were killed.  

This runway extension had unexpected consequences. Firstly, it ran out over the original 
transmission site with its very high radio towers. 

 

 

 

 

Because it was not worth the time and money to collect up and/or sell the more or less antique 
6´ft radio equipment, it and spare parts were left in place.   It happened that in Gander, the young 
fellows were getting interested in ham radio, amplifiers, old radios and the like. Many ‘’raiding 
parties’’ came back with cardboard boxes of tubes and small parts for all manner of projects.  This 
extension surely motivated a generation of young scientists! 

Another facet of this runway extension had to do with the topology of the land.   

Just next to the transmission tower was a small pond, known in the early years as ‘’Transmitters 
pond’’.  After the war, the British Overseas Airline Corporation took over the old artillery site just 
north of the pond.  They called it Caledonia Pond, that somehow never got fished out.  



 

 

The runway extension wiped it out, as can be seen in the article below. It is from the ‘’Observer’s 
Weekly’’ of 03 December 1953.  (Zoom as necessary) 

 

 

 

 



Sadly, commercial aviation activity soon took the same route as fish in Caledonia Pond. The aircraft that 
these extended runways were planned to accommodate were soon able to overfly Gander and hardly use 
this new asphalt at all.  

Apparently, they call this progress. 
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