"First Day Cover" from Gander time to clear up some confusion
American ground, air and naval forces could be found all
over Newfoundland during the Second World War. But how
come they were here? They didn't wake up some morning
and say to themselves "Not much happening here in the
States, so let's head up and see what's on the go on the
Rock."
Many think that all this American deployment can about
because of a sneaky little deal called "Lend-Lease". This is
not true.
After the defeat of France in June 1940, the Britain and the
Empire
were
the
only
forces
engaged
in
war
against Germany and Italy.
The British had managed to
save a lot of its army from the beaches of Dunkirk but
without its weapons. The Royal Air Force was being ground
down by assaults from the German Luftwaffe. The Royal
Navy was spread out over the seven seas and well under
strength. Even worse, Britain had been paying cash for its
weapons of war and was running out of money.
Britain needed help and the only nation which might be able
to do so, the great United States of America, wasn't
interested.
British Prime Minister Churchill pressed US President
Roosevelt for American help. But after a decade of
neutrality, Roosevelt knew that the change to Allied support
must be gradual, especially since German-Americans were
the largest ethnicity in America at the time.
After
considerable discussion, with the "Destroyers for Bases
Agreement" on September 2, 1940, fifty US Navy

destroyers were transferred to the Royal Navy from
the United States Navy in exchange for land rights on British
possessions. To operate this difficult transfer, which some
Americans considered illegal, these ships were declared
surplus and an American admiral (on advice from the
President!) announced they were not required after all by
the US Navy. Forty-three went to the Royal Navy and seven
to the RCN.
As far as Newfoundland was concerned, this "Destroyers for
Bases" agreement permitted to US to set up shop in
St.John's (Fort Pepperell), Stephenville and Argentia.
"Lend-Lease" as such came along six months later. Building
on the previous destroyer-bases agreement, the lendlease policy, formally titled "An Act to Promote the Defense
of the United States", was enacted March 11, 1941. It was
a program by which the United States supplied Free France,
Britain, China and later the Soviet Union, and many
other countries, with food, oil, material and weapons
between 1941 and August 1945.
The envelope below is interesting for a number of reasons.
Firstly it was never addressed and had no enclosure. It was
obviously stamped for only souvenir purposes.

The date is hard to read but says 21 July 1941. The PO
number 801-C indicates the American side, Gander.
Even more interesting is that, contrary to a common
misconception, Gander was never included in the
"Destroyer-Bases" agreement, nor in Lend-Lease. In fact,
the last thing the British government (which ran
Newfoundland before Confederation) would have wanted
was any America claim on what was then the most modern
airport in world. Britain wanted to keep control of Gander for
future civilian trans-Atlantic travel in the great battle to
come between British Overseas Airways Corporation and Pan
American World Airways.
As the war progressed and it became clear that Britain could
not support the cost, the Canadian government, eyeing
Newfoundland as a possible future province, made sure that
the Yanks maintained a status strictly as visitors only.
For a more detailed discussion of Canadian and military
forces in Gander, see:
http://bobsganderhistory.com/DefGander.pdf

