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Try an Internet search today for 'Crossroads of the World', and the three first things that
usually pop up are Times Square in New York City, a shopping mail on Sunset Boulevard
in Hollywood and a hotel-mall complex in Jakarta, Indonesia. But it wasn't always that way.
If Internet had existed in the late 40s and early 50s, the most prominent result would
surely have been Gander Airport.
But the Crossroads of the World could quite well have been elsewhere in Newfoundland.
Before land-based aircraft, Trepassey on the Avalon Peninsula was considered a possible
hub for trans-Atlantic flight, using seaplanes or flying boats. Trepassey lost out to Botwood
in that regard. For land based airplanes, between the two world wars Harbour Grace and
two places near St. John’s were highly-regarded candidates. On the other hand, the
meteorological staff in Botwood was sure that the ridge above the seaplane base would be
much better than Gander for weather conditions. After the Second Word War, Goose Bay
was rejected as a civilian base for political reasons, involving the future long-term
relationships between Newfoundland, Canada, the US and Great Britain.
Gander was finally chosen in the late 30s as a civilian airport and then became a great
military aerodrome during the war. However, as can be seen from the Pan American World
Airways memo below, dated 21 August 1945, Gander was not, as some might think, the
automatic choice as the great civilian postwar hub. Stephenville on Newfoundland’s west
coast could well have become the “Crossroads of the World”.

But folks in Gander had a feeling that Gander was the center of the world even before
the start of civilian air traffic. Below is a photo of a sign post from 1942 on which one can
see several worldwide destinations and the distance. This sign had of course special
meaning to Ferry Command crews. For those who don't understand the "Keep to the left"
sign, Newfoundland was at the time under British control, so everyone drove on the
"wrong" side of the road.

I have been trying to find a few iconic photos of Gander, something that clearly shows the
break between past and future. While there are many more in existence, three come to
mind. The first one below shows three piston-engine airplanes along with a single jet,
which almost seems to be trying to force its way into the portrait, as jets did in real life.
Even more interesting is that this photo, showing the old RAF Ferry Command hangars
and first civilian terminal, was taken from the 2nd floor of the new terminal, almost like a
changing of the guard.

The second photo shows an older TWA Constellation at the new terminal. What is striking
about the airplane is that it is not on the tarmac in front of terminal on the runway side. It is
tucked away in behind the terminal, almost as though they were afraid to show it in this
world of modern jets.

Another photo of a time about to disappear is this one showing three prop-driven aircraft
on the tarmac of the new terminal, as though they were huddled together for mutual
support.

The largest of these airplanes is an Air Canada Vanguard. Also on the ramp is an Eastern
Provincial Airways DC-3, a work-horse from the early days of aviation. The one mostly
hidden from view looks like an EPA Dart Herald. They were soon replaced by jets, which in
turn soon looked down in scorn from 30,000 feet.
It is almost impossible to put a date on the start of the decline of Gander as Crossroads of
the world. One important date was however February 21, 1951, when a Royal Air Force
Canberra landed in Gander to complete the first non-stop transatlantic jet crossing,
covering 1800 miles from Aldergrove, Northern Ireland, in four hours 37 minutes.

The photo below shows the Canberra on the ramp in front of Hangar 20, the first built in
Gander and the largest in the British Commonwealth at the time. (Completely to the left is
the corner of the Administration Bldg, while the two round roofed buildings are respectively
the power plant and diesel plant. The two one-story buildings in the background is in fact a
single H-bldg, which was used as a civilian mess hall during the war and then by
Goodyears Hardware and Dry Goods after the war.)

On October 4, 1958, BOAC beat its Pan American rival to Atlantic jet services by just
three weeks in a bold and unexpected, simultaneous operation of east and westbound
Comet-4 services between London and New York. Comet G-APDB flew non-stop from
New York in a record time of 6 hours, 12 minutes while Comet G-APDC flew westbound
via Gander (for refueling due to head winds) in an overall time of 10 hours, 20 minutes. It
was effectively the start of modern jet passenger service as we know it today.

On October 26, 1958 Pan American entered the jet age with a B707-121 named Clipper
America, registration NC711PA, as shown below. It flew from NY to Paris with 111
passengers and 11 crew-members in 8 ½ hours, including an unscheduled fuel stop at
Gander.

But it should be realized the nonstop trans-Atlantic flights bypassing Gander would
have happened anyway, even if jets had not been invented. This trend had started with
the Douglas DC-7C, and the most senior of the Constellation family - the Lockheed Starliner,
the L-1649A. An Air-France Constellation set a record in November 1955 on a ParisMontreal flight. The fight time was 12h 05 minutes, compared to an average flight time of
15h 30 minutes. The airplane did the run without any stopovers.
In fact, on at least one occasion a civilian aircraft overflew Gander well before this 1955 Air
France Constellation. As explained on the webpage entitled “Lucky Gander was fogged in”,
on either 01 September or 06 January 1947, an airplane, apparently TWA, flew nonstop from
Washington, DC to Shannon, Ireland.
As an example on the military side, the Convair B-36 "Peacemaker" was a six engine
strategic bomber, operational as early as 1949. With a range of 16,000 kms and a maximum
payload of 33,000 kgs, the B-36 was the world's first manned bomber with an intercontinental
range. (A B-36 crashed with the loss of 23 crew in the Clarenville area (Burgoynes Cove) on
March 18, 1953 on a nonstop Atlantic crossing. The crash site is open to visitors.)

Simply put, jets added speed and payload rather than distance - so Gander would have
eventually lost out anyway.
One well-known reference to Gander as the Crossroads of the World was this sign from
the early 1960s on the Gander Bay Road, a short ways north of the present College of the
North Atlantic.

It has now been replaced by a very modern and more elaborate sign, a piece of art, made
out of stone and metal, that reflects even better and more permanently that great time
when Gander was indeed the cornerstone of aviation between North America, Europe and
places well beyond.

