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Introduction
When we talk about radiocommunications in "Old Gander", we have to consider three
different aspects:

° "Official” communications including those used in the early prewar construction days,
wartime radio including RCAF anti-submarine operations and army units, controlling
trans-Atlantic ferry flights, radio interception and post-war radio such as air traffic
control.

This aspect has been covered on this website, notably in the following articles found in
the table of contents: 14, 17, 25, 61, 164 and 172.

http://bobsganderhistory.com/tablecontents.html

° Commercial broadcast radio which in Gander's case started in a basement room of an
RCAF station commander which led to CBG Gander. This story will be told later.

° Amateur radio operators. Their story will be told in the following pages.

Amateur Radio Operators

Funny thing about amateur radio operators. Some liked to be called "ham operators"
or just "hams" — but some did not, one of them being Mr Roly Peddle, who wrote the
book used as main reference for this article.

They all speak a strange language that only the initiated can understand. They use
all kinds of radio equipment from the lumpy-looking homebrew sets, soldered
together from bits of wire and left-over parts, to the sleekly sophisticated.They talk
blithely about Art-13s, ARC-5s, Hallicrafters S-40s and Hammarlund "Four 20s", etc,
which are radio receivers or transmitters of the « old days ».

The following photo is of Hubert Russell of Gander with an elaborated collection
of vintage equipment in the early 1950s. This appears to be a ham set-up of good
quality but could be that of a military/civilian operator.



A more modern « radio shack » would be more like the one shown below. This
photograph, from 1989, is the shack of the late Roly Peddle VO1BD, author of the book
(R.C. Peddle, 2022) which was a main source of information for this article.




These folks sometimes talk in a strange code, using three-letter abbreviations. Some of
the more common Q-codes might be:

- QTC | have a message for you

- QRS send Morse code more slowly,
- QRZ who is calling me

- QRA identify yourself

- QRT silence

When they have made radio contact, they like to send each other "QSL cards", usually
the size of a small postcard, to prove it. Collecting QSL cards is a big deal - the more
locations you contact and having the rarest are things to be proud of. Here is a typical
QSL card sent by a Gander ham in 1949.
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The fellows and ladies who operate ham radio are a bit like jail prisoners - they all have
their own number. These are their individual call-signs, which rarely - but sometimes -
changed. In Newfoundland they all start with VO (which was also applied to pre-
Confederation airplanes).

There is another problem with these hams. They manage to chat with people all over
the world - but seldom talk about themselves. They seldom left much of a trace. But
certainly back in those days when Gander's communications with the outside were
limited, they were doing more than just having fun. Though information is limited, this
article hopes to do honour to their efforts and dedication.



Giving call-signs along with the names can quickly become fastidious for the non-ham
reader, so, generally speaking, they will be left out of the main article.

It should also be repeated that the website is dedicated to « Old Gander », from 1935 to
1960, and therefore, though they still do valuable work, « modern » hams will not be
covered except in exceptional circumstances. The main exception to this rule is the
Arrow crash.

Scope of the article
Before going any further, thanks must be given to two people in particular :

° Dave Miles of Gander who mentioned wartime radio in an email quite some years
ago, which gave me the initial idea of an article on ham radio. While his father Joseph
was not a ham, his story will be explained as he aided many of Gander’s hams along the
way.

° Derek Peddle of Lethbridge, Alberta (born and raised in St. John’s, NL) whose late
father, Roly Peddle VO1BD was writing a book about the history of amateur radio in
Newfoundland and Labrador at the time of his death. Derek very kindly made
available from the draft book all the information he could extract pertaining to Gander.
There are so many small references that it would be hard to note them all. Given that
the book is not yet published, each individual reference will not be referenced
separately except in exceptional cases. However, that book (R.C. Peddle, 2022)
should be considered the main source of information.

A good place to start would be to look at the earliest period up to the end of the war in
1945 and other more recent military related ham radio.

Early days of military-related hams

During the earliest days of Gander, the « receiving station » was about three kilometres
to the west of the airport, so as not to be interfered with by the transmitting station and
towers just to the east of the airport. This became what everyone called the « Navy
site » after the war. It was basically a communication monitoring station. There was a
group called the Gander Naval Amateur Radio Club with the call sign VO1DR that
operated from 1958 to 1961. From memory there were no naval cadets in Gander at the
time, so it would appear that this group was from the Navy site.

There were however air cadets in Gander. There were two squadrons, the 517 and the
537. It would appear that both had their ham radio station. One group with several call
signs was in operation from March 1950 to March 1968. The other cadet ham station
operated from 1961 to 1963. The prime mover of the air cadet ham set-ups in those
days was Carl Carlson, a ham whose day job was with the Scandinavian World Airlines
System.



According to Roly Peddle’s book, there were no active amateur radio operators in Gander
during the war. This of course is perfectly understandable under wartime conditions,
as operations were not permitted by law. Mail was censored so that no tidbits of
information about units, missions, destinations, names of personnel and the like could
fall into enemy hands. One could imagine the difficulty of censoring ham operators
whose transmissions could be heard anywhere in the world — including by the enemy’s
listening posts.

While there were no active American hams in Gander during the war, they did operate a
large military communications set-up. The “Army Airways Communications System”
(AACS) arrived in Gander in 1941. From 01 to 07 May 1991, a celebration was held in
Gander to honour the 50" anniversary of that event. The pivot of this event was the
radio shack of Gordon Gosse (whose own story will be mentioned later). A special call
sign VO1ACS was created for the duration of the event. Among those attending were
three members of the original American contingent, namely Julius Wenglre, Frank Toon
and Joe Peppi.

A special QSL card was designed for the occasion.
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Figure 8.23: Reverse side of the VO1ACS QSL

Post-war events
Over and above the military connection, hams were involved in post-war situations. A
first typical event was of a marine nature, while the others were aviation-related.

Mr Peddle tells a story about an event that had the potential of becoming dangerous.
On 12 April, 1957, a fishing boat went adrift off Bellburns, situated along the coast of



the Great Northern Peninsula, about halfway between Corner Brook and the Strait of
Belle Isle. Mr Peddle at the time was an Emergency Coordinator for the “American Radio
Relay League (A.R.R.L.)", using the 75-meter band. A number of hams in Newfoundland
participated including Leo Hickey VO1EC of Belle Isle, EM Biggins VO1DC of Port
Saunders as well as Ernie O'Hara VO1BU and Bill Stratichuk VE3CIP/VO1 in Gander. It
ended well, as the boat ended up going ashore and the occupants walking to the nearest
village.

As a first aviation event, a Sabena Airlines DC-4, registered as OO-CBG, left Shannon,
Ireland, en route from Brussels to New York. The plane was carrying 44 people and was
scheduled to land in Gander early morning September 18, 1946.

The approach weather was far from ideal with low visibility and turbulence. Hoping to
spot the runways, the pilot lowered altitude, but the plane hit the forest below and was
ripped apart 35 km south of Gander, on the other side of the lake. Twenty-seven people
were killed in the crash while sixteen passengers and one crew member survived. This of
course led to a major rescue operation, including the use of American helicopters
disassembled, flown to Gander and reassembled.




It would appear that a small number of hams may have participated actively in
this rescue.

Mr Peddle refers to the name of a Russell T Mack, VO2RM, who did some work "passing
messages about the crash". Itis unknown who he passed messages to or from whom he
got them. He may have been at the crash site, at the lake area, at the hospital or
elsewhere but one would presume that the military would have taken care of that.

On the other hand, some years ago gossip had it about a chap who had been acting as a
link between Gander and outside news media, believed to be in New York, on the 75-
metre band. This Mack fellow might have been doing that.

On 12 December 1985, Arrow Air Flight 1285 crashed just minutes after take-off, having
stopped to refuel in Gander. The DC-8 plane was bound for Fort Campbell, Kentucky. All
256 on board people were killed, including 248 American soldiers who were returning to
the United States following a peacekeeping mission on the Sinai Peninsula in Egypt. The
other eight people were crew on the charter aircraft.

There were a number of theories about this crash. An aviation weather report said that
winds were light, light snow had fallen and that there had been minor freezing rain a
few hours earlier.

This led to speculation that icing may have been a problem, especially since aircraft
loading weight was based on a civilian passenger weight of 170 Ibs, as compared to the
220 Ib planning factor for military personnel. Other sources claimed that this aircraft
had been checked before take-off and within weight limits, arguing that something
untoward must have happened.

While the cause of the crash may be unknown, the participation of hams not only from
Gander, but also elsewhere in Newfoundland, has been well documented by Mr Peddle.
Rather than repeat what he wrote, his description is copied in annexe 2.




Another incident, known internationally, where hams were able to help was during the
“9-11” arrival of 39 unplanned airplanes that landed in Gander in 2001. This terrible
event caused the F.A.A. in the U.S.A. to prohibit the landing of any other airliners on
American soil. This meant that hundreds of flights, already in the air, had to be
diverted to the nearest airport. People in Gander, and many outlying towns, offered
their homes, schools, churches and clubs to house the passengers.

In 2001, cellphones and computers were of course becoming increasingly available, so
ham radio was less needed. No information has been as to the names of the hams
involved. However, activities such as transporting for passengers who went to outlying
towns needed coordination. One case has been mentioned of a ham set-up to organise
trips from some town to a wharf (possibly near Lewisporte), so that passengers did not
waste their time waiting for a small boat that gave them a short trip around the coast.
While hams were not required in the same manner as the 1985 Arrow crash, they did
apparently get a chance to practise their skills in a real-life situation.

Some interesting "radio people” in Old Gander

A first point to note is that some of the persons mentioned may not have themselves
been hams but they are known to have been of great help to other Gander hams,
either by helping them set up and maintain their radio shack or helping them learn
Morse code, which has kept many from becoming ham operators.

A second point is that because information on the subject is scarce, there is a danger
that some important figures have been left out. If any other info comes to light, it will be
with pleasure be added along the way.

To make sure that history keeps a trace, a list of all known Old Gander, (1935-1960) ham
operators will be listed in an annexe.

One well-known Old Gander ham was Gordon Gosse. Little information is available,
except that he served during World War Il in the Royal Navy and became a ham (VO1CU)
shortly after. He worked for the federal Department of Transport.
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Gordon Gosse ¢1970. Photo credit: R.C. Peddle (2022)



A DXer in ham language is someone who can “work listeners” over long distances. Mr
Gosse was considered as the DXer with the most countries worked in central
Newfoundland (and some say all of Newfoundland).

In 1976, he began handling Canadian Forces traffic from many parts of the world where
they served, from the Arctic to the Golan Heights. He was given the Base Commander's
Commendation at a parade in Gander, on July 21st,1992. It was given to him for
his untiring work with the Canadian Forces Amateur Radio Service (CF.AR.S.), and had
never before been given to anyone outside the military.

Another well respected DX-er was Will J Stoyes. He was known earlier as Reverend
Brother Stoyles who left the Roman Catholic Teaching Order sometime during WWII, to
pursue a career in telecommunications. After the war he operated from Gander as
VO2W. Below is a QSL card from 1947 Gander Naval Amateur Radio Club.
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Mr Stoyle’s QSL card is interesting because today VO2 is from Labrador. The prefixes
VO1 to VO6 were used in Newfoundland and Labrador from 1935 to 1957. During that
period, the district that included Gander used the prefix VO2 (Labrador used VOG6), thus
this Gander VO2 from 1947. In 1957, the island became VO1, and Labrador VOZ2.
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Another person who deserves mention is Joseph Miles. It is not certain if he was a ham
operator or not but his name comes up for having helped many people in their attempts
to learn code. The importance of code can not be overestimated, especially when radio
conditions are bad, with a lot of interference and static where voice gets scrambled but
the dots and dashes always get through. But even if he was not a ham, his story is great.




He served with the Royal Navy during the Second World War, and had a most unique
experience of any Newfoundlander. In September 1941, Joe sailed for overseas service
on the S.S. Baldrover as a member of the 18th Contingent. He trained at three Royal
Navy shore bases.

As a wireless operator he transferred to the Free French Navy and his first ship was the
Free French ship, CDT Dubock on which he served with distinction from May 12, 1942 to
February 23, 1943. His ship did convoy duty between the Azores and Cape Town, South
Africa, and patrol duties in the South Atlantic. In fact, the Duboc was a submarine chaser
and sank one sub, and in that action, Joe was decorated with the French Lorraine Cross.
Later he was transferred to H.M.S. Afrikander, Simonstown, South Africa as a wireless
operator KOMNITJIE radio station. What is unique about his service is that while being in
the Royal Navy he never served on a British seagoing warship. Although he served at sea
in all kinds of actions, he never served under the White Ensign at sea during all that time.
Below are his medals with the Croix de Lorraine on the bottom.

Another well-known person in the radio world was Leo Shea. Mr Shea may or may not
have been a ham operator himself but he was known to have helped Gander hams
along the way. He worked for Trans-Canada Airlines after the war and was most likely
involved in some way with TCA’s radio set-up. TCA operated a station at least as early
as July 1943 with the call sign VOAH, transmitting on a frequency of 5612 kilohertz with
an output of 5000 watts. This was probably used to control movements of TCA
flights through the Maritimes.

Below are typical documents of the period.
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It is a strange quirk of fate that the certificate above was signed by a certain Roly Peddle,
However it was not the Mr Peddle who wrote book used as our main reference — it his father
who had the same name . A small world indeed.

Another well-known name of radio circles in “Old Gander” was that of Walter Reginald
Rockwood. In ham radio circles, a senior experience operator who acts as a mentor for

beginning or less experienced hams is called an “Elmer”. Mr Rockwood was certainly an
Elmer for many hams in Gander, including his own son Art who was equally well known.

Walter got on the air as VO1AG in December of 1947, following service in the Royal
Navy during World War Il, having enlisted in the first contingent of 200. In early 1954, he
became VO2AG in Gander, and, in April 1957 (when call signs went from six call-areas to
two, he reverted back to VO1AG.



Walter Rockwood (From book by Roly Peddle)

He was known to have used many big, bulky pieces of radio equipment over the years,
but his favourite transmitter was a smaller unit, made by the Hammarlund Company,
a “Four 20” of only 20 watts. But Walt knew how to get the best out of it!

Radio in Old Gander was not the realm of just adult ham operators. It would seem that
in Old Gander the influence of the hams, Gander’s relative isolation and other
circumstances meant that many of the younger generation wanted to learn more about
amateur radio.

Firstly, Gander had a very powerful AM radio station which was great for the use
of crystal radios. These radios were a work of miniaturisation before the time. In
fact, the container of choice was a matchbox. Because CBG was at close
quarters, no tuning device was necessary, so the crystal radio could be very
simply made. Basically it needed a wire for an antenna, another wire for the
ground (being attached to a wire fence, a radiator or the center screw of an
electrical outlet would do fine), a simple earphone and a crystal diode, usually a
“IN34A”.



These little radios needed no batteries and were in great demand during the Stanley Cup
playoffs — especially by the fellows wise enough to wangle a seat by the radiator at the
start of the school year. The antenna was a couple of turns of wire hidden under the
belt, the ground wire went down the arm closest to the rad, while the earphone
wire went down the other arm with the earphone concealed in the hand. It was
therefore very easy to look earnest and concentrated while listening to the sports news.

Another good thing was that we were in the post-war period which gave access to a
lot of surplus gear — and that the airways were not as regulated as they are today.
Some fellows would listen to the aircraft out over the Atlantic on an old Halicrafters
receiver, get the frequency and then try to contact them with a war-surplus ART-
13 transmitter, inventing a new call sign each time so they wouldn’t get caught. They
gave up calling airplanes when someone said it might cause a problem if ever an
aircraft was in trouble and needed to make an emergency call. Some turned to ham
radio from then on.

Everyone was very pleased when Eastern Provincial Airway decided to update a large
part of its avionics. The easiest thing to do when they pulled their old sets was to simply
give them away. The adults got the really good stuff but the younger folk managed to
get a fair amount just the same... and the trickle-down effect got them more later, as
the adults found the money to replace the EPA gear.

As a conclusion, many factors lead to interest in ham radio in Old Gander. Firstly,
Gander’s isolation from the rest of the world, in the forest of central Newfoundland
meant that radio communications were matters of prime importance, if not of survival.
At the same time the constant need to communicate with other airports meant that
excellent, high-power transmitters and receivers were in constant use. During the war,
the ferrying of over 10000 aircraft to Europe implied a constant use of radio
communications.

As well, just after the war, very many of the men working in Gander had experience in
the military where the use of radio and codes was second nature.

It is hard to know who were all these ham operators in Old Gander (1935-1960) and
even harder to discover their stories. However their memories will be kept alive as well
as possible in the list attached. It should be noted again that Roly Peddle’s proposed
book, with material as supplied by his son Derek, has been instrumental in making up the
list.

Reference:

Peddle, R.C., 2022. Marconi to the Mobile Age: A History of Amateur Radio in Newfoundland
and Labrador — Volumes | and Il. To be published by Radio Amateurs of Canada [R.A.C.]
and KDP Amazon. © Roland C. ‘Roly’ Peddle VO1BD VEGRL ex-VO1D FP8AY (SK). Edited
by Derek R. Peddle. 832p book in two volumes.



Annexes:

° Annex 1: List of known hams in “Old Gander”
° Annex 2 — Hams during the Arrow crash

Any new info received will be included with pleasure.

Name Call sign Date Remarks
Cliff Herlihy VO1ll
Eric Wicks VO1FA
Fred Wicks VO1IT
Ronald W Estes VO2AI 1947-52 Naval Radio Station
Capt John F Power | VO2CH 1947-49
Name unknown VO2KJ 1946 RCAF
Russell T Mack VO2RM 1946-47 RCAF
Solomon Smith unk 1946-48 Later VO3C and

VO3L

James Guppy unk 1950-55 DOT employee
Carl Carlson VO1DF 1953-57 Scandanavian AS
James F Angel unk 1950-52 Addr: Airlines Hotel
James R McKenna | VO1DK 1955-57 RCAF
EA Urquhart unk 1952-53 Ex-VE10L
Raymond unk 1947-50 Bell Telephone, ex-
Melbourne VO6AG
Gerry Doyle VO1DS 1955-57
Cyril Middleton VO1DU 1946-49, 55-57
George C unk 1952 TCA, ex-VO6N
Coulombe
Hebert “Hap” Chafe | VO1CW 1940-57 DOT employee
John Hann VO2JH circa 1949+
William J Stoyes vVOo2w Circa 1947+ “‘Reverend Brother”
Ernie O’Hara vVO1BU Circa 1957
Bill Stratihuk VE3CI'/VO Circa 1957
Walter R Rockwood | VO1AG 1947-1957+ VO2AG 1954-57
517 Air Cadet Sgn unk 1950-68
537 Air Cadet Sgn unk 1961-63
Gander Naval VO1DR 1958-61
Amateur Radio Club




Annex 2

Arrow Air crash - Ham radio support

*kkk*k

Note 1: This account is a precis of an article by Don Blackmore VO1GE, published in the
March 1986 issue of The Canadian Amateur (C.A.R.F.), pages 27 and 28, as reported by
the late Mr Roly Peddle on pages 405 and 406 of the draft book he was writing on
amateur radio in Newfoundland and Labrador (R.C. Peddle, 2022).

Arrow Air disaster, Gander, December 12th., 1985

"Early in the morning of December 12th., 1985, an Arrow Air DC-8, carrying a passenger
load of American servicemen enroute home from active duty (presumably for Christmas), had
just taken off from Gander Airport, when it suddenly crashed.

First news of the crash came at 7.35 a.m. (N.S.T.), when Eric Wicks VO1FA ‘phoned Don
and Isobel Blackmore VO1GE and VO1PV advising what had happened. Don, who was co-
ordinator, assisted by his xyl Isobel VO1PV, immediately contacted A.R.C.O.N. members.

Eric Wicks VO1FA and Fred Wicks VO1IT proceeded immediately to the crash site, and
returned to the hospital, where they were joined by Kader Brown VO1DB, David Wicks
VO1CC, and Louis Dawe VO1EK, for assignment to the medical teams. While Eric VO1FA
provided communications at the hospital, the others went with the medical teams to the crash
site. A.R.C.O.N. members were at the hospital by about 8.45 a.m., ready to provide direct
communications as soon as the medical teams arrived at the site.

It soon became evident that there were no survivors, and preparations were made to set
up a temporary morgue in Hanger 21, with David VO1CC, re-assigned to this area, to be
joined by Gordon Gosse VO1CU a short time later. Brian Shaw VO10T was assigned to
replace David VO1CC at the crash site, and we now had a communications line from the
hospital to the site and to the hanger.

This was the pattern laid down and followed throughout the day and until almost midnight,
using Fred VO1IT, John Dyke VO1DC, Derm Jackman VO1DF, and Bob Smith VO1NK as
relief crews, while Howard Baker VO1KG provided stand-by maintenance and kept the
necessary supply of Ni-cads charged for the hand-helds.

Early the next morning, A.R.C.O.N. members were on the job again and provided
communications between the hospital and the morgue until about mid-day, when commercial
facilities were made available. At about 1500 N.S.T. we had completed our VHF emergency
communications work, and returned the repeater to normal operation, after about 18 hours of
emergency operation.

406
While setting up the VHF communications earlier, we received a call in mid-morning of

December 12th., from VE3GOC in Ottawa, asking that we set up an HF link with them.
Gordon VO1CU was re-assigned to his home QTH, where, within a half an hour, he had



established communications with VE3GOC on 20 metres. A short while later, a link was
made to KEM80 in Washington D.C. and KDM50 in Atlanta, Georgia. Gordon VO1CU, with
assistance from his xyl Dorothy, and John VO1DC, passed traffic to the emergency co-
ordination centre in Gander.

As a result of this link and the traffic content, we were able to use our two metre station to
gather information on hotel space, car rentals and so on, within a radius of 60 miles, using
Mac Moss Sr. VO1CE 40 miles to the East, and Jim Jackson VO1EX, Lloyd Arnold VO1Gl
and Andy Burden VO1BJ 60 miles to the West.

An interesting observation was that many amateurs on the Avalon Peninsula (over 100
miles away) were also monitoring our VHF and HF operations. Through Frank Davis
VO1HP, S.O.N.R.A. members offered to help, if needed.

As darkness fell, and 20 metres faded out, Fred VO1IT was assigned to 80 metres to carry
on the HF link with Ottawa and Washington, and this circuit was monitored until well after
midnight, with Clyde Hunter VO1BS (Grand Falls) and Maurice Gladden VO1FG (Carbonear)
as back-up stations for traffic relay.

By mid-morning of December 13th., Gordon VO1CU had again established contact with
KEM80 and KDM49 and maintained this communications circuit until about 1730 N.S.T.,
when commercial communications took over the job. A.R.C.O.N. members provided about
22 hours of HF public service, to meet a need caused, presumably, by overloading of
commercial circuits."

Although a final report had not been written at the time of writing of this article, there were
a few conclusions arising out of the operation:
1. The simulated exercises carried out just prior to this event were useful, in that they
focused attention on the potential use of VHF in emergencies.
2. Since there is a good deal of physical and mental stress involved in an operation such as
this:
(a) it is important to have relief available at intervals,
(b) spare equipment in good working order should be available,
(c) participants should be properly dressed to match weather conditions,
(d) a competent maintenance technician should be available to see that all equipment is in
good working order,
(e) the co-ordinator should know the area, the people available, and the equipment
needed for the job.

These observations echo what amateur radio emergency groups have been preaching for
over 50 years, and this operation confirms it. A.R.C.O.N. members derived much satisfaction
from what they were able to do in the face of such a monstrous tragedy. They demonstrated

the value of amateurs and amateur radio as a public service. 33

To which | would add, if | may, “a good job well done, and well documented!!”

The S.0.N.R.A. VO News, carried an account much like the above, in its March 1986
issue, on pages 4 and 5.”



