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Though this website concentrates on 1935-59, the present article is a
logical step after the last one about Gander’s Ground Observer Corps
during the Cold War. This pan-Canadian group, which watched the
skies for the possible intrusion of Soviet bombers, was closed down
in 1960.
Human eyes and ears were replaced by sophisticated electronic
systems. The first was the Distant Early Warning line. This was a
chain of 57 manned, early warning radar stations that stretched
across the northern part of the continent from Alaska to Greenland,
roughly about 200 to 300 kilometers north of the Arctic Circle.
A second line was the Mid-Canada Line, located roughly at the 55th
parallel. The MCL proved largely useless in practice, as even flocks
of birds were sufficient to overwhelm signals from incoming aircraft.
The third line was the Canadian-US Pinetree Line running from
Newfoundland to Vancouver Island, just north of the Canadian
border. Those familiar with old Gander may remember Fraser-Brace
Construction redoing the site of the American hospital as a radar
base in the mid-50s.
These EW lines did not reach out over Canada’s eastern and western
oceans. This was done partly by “picket boats”, each of which moved
around a designated area of the ocean.
But the real work was done by a particular type of aircraft, the EC121. This was a military version of the Lockheed L-1049 Super
Constellation, often seen in Gander as a commercial airliner flown by
TWA, BOAC, Pan American, Air France and several others.

Below is a photo of an “ordinary” KLM Constellation at the old
Terminal in the early 1950s.

The militarized version used two large radomes, a vertical dome
above and a horizontal one below the fuselage. They were also
loaded with a multitude of antennas, as shown below, to give a rough
overview of the plane that crashed in Gander.

All military aircraft have an alphanumeric abbreviation, like the
Canadian CF-18 fighter. These radar planes were originally given the
designator PO-1A, which was changed to WV-2 in 1952. They
became known as Willy Victor 2 from the phonetic alphabet of the
time and the name stuck, referring both to the plane and to
squadrons.
The following extract from a USN manual show the facilities and crew
positions of a normal 18-man crew. At times, to maintain operations
over a long period, crew could go up to 31.

In spite of the frequent sub-zero temperatures out over the Atlantic,
the WV-2’s cabin had to be air-conditioned to compensate for the
heat given off from the five tons of electronic equipment she carried.
This is what it typically would have looked like inside:

The radar flights out over the North Atlantic operated from Argentia
and in the early 60’s were part of a United States Navy squadron WV13. Here is the squadron patch:

Argentia is well known for its frequently foul weather. The principal
alternative for Argentia was Gander. Given that alternates such as St
John’s or even Halifax could be fogged in and fuel could be low,
these aircraft could be forced to use Gander even if the weather was
not good. Therefore USN crews often did practice runs through
Gander to make sure they were familiar with the approaches.
Pilots did this through a technique called “touch and go”. The airplane
would come in for a normal landing but rather than continuing to the
ramp, the pilot would add power and take off again. Aircraft VW-2,
military number 141329, was doing just this on 30 June 1963.
For an airplane to fly, it needs a minimum speed. This is why it likes
to take off and land into the wind. If the minimum speed for take-off is
100 mph and the plane heads, for example, directly into a wind of 30
mph, it will be able to take-off at 70 mph or in a much shorter
distance. Similarly, in case of landing, a head wind will let you come
in a slower speed and/or distance.
If however the airplane is headed in the same direction as the tail
wind, it has to first “catch up with the wind” before it can take off. If it
normally needs an air speed of 100 kph for take off and there is a
tailwind of 30 kph, it will require a speed of 130 mph to get off the
ground. (A tailwind in flight, after take-off, is however a good thing as
the speed is combined.)

By the same token, landing requires an air speed of 130 kph, rather
the normal 100. Pilots don’t like doing this unless they really have to.
But that was the training plan of WV nº 329 on runway 22.
The plane successfully did a number of circuits but on one of them, it
finally ran out of asphalt. Its nose wheel dug into mud at the end of
runway and the plane skipped across a ditch and skidded across a
main road. Hugh Williams, who was working as Air Traffic Controller
that day, explains that during this last attempt at a touch-and-go, the
propeller pitch control failed, and they were neither able to stop nor
take-off. When this situation was realized, the crew reportedly headed
for the back of the aircraft, and the Tower Controller pressed the
crash alarm button.
The sketch below, from a 1950s map before the runway extension,
shows the approximate crash area.

This map, thanks to Hugh Williams, is a more exact representation of
the crash area.

The following photo shows the general location of the accident area
with respect to the runways of the mid 50s.

The next sketch with today’s runways shows the general crash area
by a blue star.

In the early history of the airport, the road blocked by the crash was a
main, heavily travelled route. It went from the “American side” in the
“V” opposite the accident area, past the “Canadian/RCAF side” NW of
the runway, the “Army side” north the centre of the runways and on
down to the “RAF side”.

That was where the international terminal was located during the
period 1945-59 until the new one was built in the area of the old
American side. It goes without saying that if this road had had the
earlier level of traffic, this aircraft accident might have had different
consequences.
The photo below shows that the road still had a certain amount of
traffic in 1963, enough to warn people to keep their eyes open. They
however probably did not expect however that planes would be flying
that low !!

The next shot shows the plane from the new terminal area, effectively
blocking the use of a main runway.

The two following photos give a better idea of the situation very
shortly after the crash, as well as near the end of the recovery of the
wreckage.

Just of the end of the runway was a small building known as an ILS
shack. This was one of a number of small buildings (possibly four
given the runways in use) where the electronic equipment required by
the Instrument Landing System was located. This was used to bring
in airplanes even in the most miserable of weather conditions.
This one was just a hop, skip and a jump off the end of the runway and directly in line its very centre. The roar of aircraft engines must
have been very loud as planes landed and took off a short distance
above it.
On that particular day, the ILS electronic equipment in the shack was
acting up. Jim Dempsey, a highly respected, veteran radio specialist
from the early days of Gander, went out to the shack to get it back in
order. Jim was the sort of person who paid attention to details. For
example, during the war, his patient listening to radio traffic over the
North Atlantic led him to locate the German battleship Bismarck that
had up to then evaded Allied pursuit.
Once again his hearing came to his help. The big radar Constellation
roaring overhead on touch-and-go always seemed awfully close
every time it went around and finally figured he had had enough if
that! He got permission from Gander tower to drive his pickup across
the runway and skeedadled back to the terminal – and not a moment
too soon.

Jim Dempsey
early 1960s

The photo below shows what was left of the ILS shack after the
EC121 had a go at it. Only one corner remained standing.

The next shot shows the ILS shack from another angle:

The news soon got around that a plane had crashed into the ILS
shack on the road to the RAF side. The terminal building, as the
centre of aviation operations, was buzzing with the story. Jim’s
daughter Patricia was touring the terminal with a group of Girl Guides
and leaders from Prince Edward Island at the time. As they passed
the Air Canada ticket counter, she overheard airport workers talking
about the crash and that it looked like her father had sadly been
killed.
Here is a photo of WV2, EC121, no 141329, on operations. It was
taken possibly in Greenland or Iceland, rather than in Argentia.

All in all, this crash could have been much worse. The road around
the airport toward the RAF was much less busy than a few years
before. The aircraft carried a crew of only seven on this trip, as
opposed to 18 or even 31 on an operational flight. Of these seven
there were no fatal casualties, only one wounded.
And Pat’s father lived - to add another “war story” to his collection.
-------------------I’d to express my heartfelt thanks to Jim’s daughter,
Jane, for her help with this story.
Also much thanks to Hugh Williams
for the precisions about the crash area.
Some photos provided by the late Fred Smeaton.

