
 
 

Torpedo bombers in Gander 
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There	were	many	kinds	of	military	airplanes	 in	Gander	during	 the	Second	World	War,	
everything	from	heavy	bombers	going	to	Europe,	to	Hurricane	fighters	for	local	defence,	
not	to	mention	anti-sub	Canso	flying	boats	and	Liberators,	among	many	others.	
	
Torpedo	 bombers	 were	 NOT	 among	 the	 lot.	 	 They	 came	 about	 25	 years	 later	 and,	
though	my	website	normally	covers	roughly	from	!935	to	1959,	it	is	too	good	a	story	to	
be	put	aside.	Many	people	who	live	in	present	day	Gander	might	remember	them.	
	
Back	in	the	late	1960s,	much	of	Newfoundland	was	hit	by	an	ugly	little	beast	called	the	
"hemlock	looper".		It	got	the	name	"looper"	apparently	from	the	way	it	"loops	along"	as	
it	eats	everything	in	its	path.		
	

	
	
The	name	of	what	it	attacks,	a	"hemlock,	"	can	mean	two	quite	different	things.	The	first	
is	 a	 low-lying	 poisonous	 bush,	 the	 type	 used	 to	 do	 away	with	 the	 Greek	 philosopher	
Socrates.	That	was	a	long	time	ago	and	not	really	the	hemlock	that	interests	us.	
	
The	second	meaning,	"Hemlock	Tree",	is	from	the	evergreen	conifer	classification.	There	
are	up	to	ten	species	of	the	tree,	the	most	common	being	the	Eastern	Hemlock	and	the	
Western	Hemlock.	It	was	given	the	genus	name	tsugan	by	Stephen	L.	Endlicher	who	was	
a	botanist	from	Austria	-	which	somewhat	strange	because	"tsuga"	is	the	Japanese	word	
for	hemlock.		Another	strange	fact:	in	Canada,	it	is	present	in	Ontario	and	all	provinces	
to	the	east	except	Newfoundland	and	Labrador.	
	
So	why	all	the	fuss?	
	
The	 hemlock	 looper	 is	 a	 bit	 like	 the	 Newfoundland	 seagull,	 which	 eats	 anything.	 The	
looper's	second	choice	after	hemlock	is	balsam	fir,		followed	by	larch/tamarack,	spruce	
and	trembling	aspen.	When	times	are	bad,	it	will	eat	deciduous	trees	and	even	resort	to	
cannibalism.	



	
This		1969	map	is	revealing	(the	1968	map	being	roughly	similar):	
	

	
	

With	isolated	trees	in	urban	situations,	the	standard	way	of	saving	a	tree	was	to	spray	it	
with	cold	water	under	pressure.		When	the	trees	are	out	in	the	countryside,	the	choice	
of	 weapon	 and	 delivery	 must	 be	 different.	 	 The	 weapon	 was	 an	 insecticide,	 most	
likely	 	Bacillus	 thuringiensis,	 variation	 kurstak	 (BtK).	 	 The	 delivery	 system	 was	 an	
airplane,	which	had	to	rugged	and	fairly	inexpensive	to	procure	and	to	maintain.	
	
An	 ideal	 plane	 to	 do	 the	 job	 was	 the	 TBM	 Avenger,	 a	 nimble	World	War	 ll	 torpedo	
bomber.	A	total	of	9839	had	been	built.	Some	were	used	by	the	Royal	Canadian	Navy,	
which	 obtained	 125	 former	US	Navy	 TBM-3E	Avengers	 from	 1950	 to	 1952	 to	 replace	
their	venerable	Fairey	Fireflies.		They	soon	realised	the	Avenger's	shortcomings	for	Anti-
Submarine	Warfare	and	in	1954	Grumman	S-2	Tracker	started	to	replace	them.	
	
Many	of	these	aircraft,	with	their	1920	hp	engines,	were	bought	by	civilian	enterprises	
as	 crop	 sprayers,	 insecticide	 sprayers	 and	 fire	 bombers.	 One	 of	 the	 best-known	
companies	 was	 "Fire	 Protection	 Ltd	 (FPL)"	 with	 started	 with	 12	 ex-RCN	 Avengers	 in	
1958.		An	excellent	summary	of	spraying	operations	in	eastern	Canada	can	be	found	at	
the	following	website	which	was	a	main	source	for	the	photos	used:	
	

TBM	Avengers	&	Forest	Protection	Limited	–	New	Brunswick,	Canada	
Information	Archive	

https://nbavengers.com/history-of-the-spray-program-in-new-brunswick-2/tbm-teams-
and-pilots-in-the-aerial-spray-program-1958-to-1993/	

	



In	1969	a	fleet	of	19	Avengers	worked	out	of	Gander	and	Deer	Lake,	with	about	one	
third	of	them	generally	in	Gander.	This	photo	shows	six	of	then	lined	up	on	the	northern	
end	of	the	old	runway	18-36,	July	1969.	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	

	
Location	on	today's	map	

	



This	next	photo	shows	an	Avenger	being	"bombed	up"	for	the	next	mission.	Insecticide	
is	being	pumped	into	the	tank.		Two	Eastern	Provincial	Airways	planes	can	be	seen	in	the	
background.	
	

	
	
Here	is	a	shot	of	three	Avengers	waiting	for	the	next	operation.		This	was	identified	by	
one	source	as	being	Gander,	though	it	could	be	elsewhere.	
	

	



There	was	a	 reason	why	 these	photos	 show	 three	or	 six	aircraft,	 as	 they	 sprayed	 in	a	
formation	of	three,	as	shown	below:	
	

	

	
	
	
TBM	 Avengers	 did	 fly	 outside	 of	 this	 formation	 when	 used	 as	 water	 bombers.	 	 Two	
Avenger	were	stationed	on	standby	in	Gander	in	this	role	in	July	1969.		
	
This	 Avenger	 torpedo	 bombers	 are	 probably	 best	 known	 for	 their	 action	 against	 the	
Japanese	fleet	during	the	battle	of	Midway,	flying	off	American	aircraft	carriers.	 In	the	
Royal	Canadian	Navy,		it	flew	off	the	venerable	HMCS	Magnificent.	The	following	photo	
shows	a	painting	 I	did	 some	years	ago,	 showing	 the	Avenger	AB*P	 flying	over	a	dawn	
patrol	over	the	"Maggie".	
	
	
	

	
	



This	 particular	 aircraft,	 AB*P,	 became	a	part	 of	 the	Navy's	 881	 squadron	 in	 1950	 and	
was	modified	for	RCN	operations	by	the	Fairey	Aviation	Company	in	Nova	Scotia.	 	This	
plane	was	sold	in	1958	and	started	insecticide	spraying	in	1963.		In	1989,	after	a	4-year	
restoration,	it	was	made	operational	again,	this	time	with	the	markings	of	an	original	US	
torpedo	bomber.		It	is	found	actually	with	the	American		"Commemorative	Air	Force"	in			
Grand	Junction,	Colorado.		
.	
	
Eastern	Canada	 in	general	and	Gander	 in	particular,	were	very	 lucky	 to	be	able	 to	call	
the	services	of	these	old	craft	before	they	were	restored	to	their	old	markings,	crashed	-	
or	were	ingloriously	sold	for	scrape!	
	

---------------------------	
Other	important	sources	of	information:	

	
	
º	Shearwater	Aviation	Museum	
	
º	Warbird	dépôt:		http://www.warbirddepot.com/aircraft_attack_tbm-cafrm.asp#	
	
º	Canadian	Government,	Natural	Resources:			
https://tidcf.nrcan.gc.ca/en/insects/factsheet/8846	
	
º	Wikipedia	-	Tsuga	canadensis:		https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tsuga_canadensis	
	
º	REPORT OF MEETING OF THE INTERDEPARTMENTAL COMMITTEE ON FOREST SPRAYING OPERATIONS 
West Memorial Building, Wellington St., Ottawa  October 29, 19 70. 

	


