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During the war, each military group in Gander had its own radio set-
up. The RCAF had a network related to the needs of its anti-
submarine work. The Canadian Army had its own system for airport 
defence, notably infantry patrols and anti-aircraft weapons. When the 
Americans arrived,  they brought  their own equipment and methods. 
 
The Royal Air Force which took over ferry operations on 01 August 
1841 needed its own communication arrangements in order to talk 
notably to St Hubert which sent the panes to Gander, to the receiving 
airports in Great Britain and, of course, to aircraft.  But the RAF Ferry 
Command did not bring out from England a signals squadron or other 
established radio unit. It was built upon the civilian  personnel already 
working on trans-Atlantic operations. 
 
The first radio organization started not in Gander, but rather in 
Botwood. Before the war, in fact before Gander's runways were 
completed, Pan American World Airways and Imperial Airways had 
begun experimenting trans-Atlantic flying boat operations.  This 
required of course ground-to-air communications to precisely guide 
the flying boats in those pre-radar days. Imperial Airways sent an 
initial group of five radio operators, headed by Frank Ratcliffe and 
Charles Brant. But this was insufficient, so experienced chaps from 
around the island were hired in early 1937, two at a time.   
 
The first pair were Vincent Myrick and Art Pittman, followed by James 
Dempsey from St.John's and Bill Heath, an English chap already 
living in Newfoundland. The next pair was Fred Lewis and William 
Lahey, with the last pair being Jim Strong and Charles Blackie.   
 
In the meantime, the land base at Gander was progressing and it 
became clear that it would soon replace Botwood. This meant that 
radio operators would be someday be needed in Gander. The first 
step to remedy this was taken by the "Aerodrome Control Officer"  
(meaning, in ordinary terms, airport manager). This was Squadron-



Leader Pattison (ret'd) was had previously run the operation in 
Botwood. In February 1939, he put in place a system to train radio 
learners (as shown in annex A).  Those accepted as learners after 
probation were paid 75$ per month, minus 35$ for messing and 
accommodation. Once accepted, they were paid 110 per month. 
 
(This by the way was the "Canadian Government Pay Scale", much 
higher than that paid by Canadian Marconi for radio stations around 
Newfoundland. This caused some friction with the government of 
Newfoundland.) 
 
The second step was the transfer from Botwood to Gander of the 
radio staff. 
 
 

 
 
 
They were put under the command of Frank Ratcliffe who became an 
active force RAF Squadron-leader. 
 
The third group of radio staff was the operators hired directly by the 
RAF. These people came generally from the "Mainland".   Item 25 of 
the table of contents to this website gives the details of the lives of 
three such people.   
 



The radio staff worked mainly from three places. The "Mainlanders" 
of Ferry Command worked generally speaking from Hangar 21 which 
held the facilities for talking to aircraft leaving or en route Gander or 
connected point-to-point with St Hubert and the UK. The 
"Newfoundlanders" tend to operate the direction-finding and receiving 
station about two kilometers west of Gander and to remotely operate 
the transmitting site two kilometers east of the runways.  They also 
maintained the non-aircraft radio equipment. 
 
According to information received directly from radio personnel, I had 
the impression that, except for particular incidents,  people in the 
radio service got along fairly well.  However this might not have been 
the case! 
 
The following is an extract from a report made after letter from 
"Jonnie" to "My dearest Olive" was picked up by the censors: 
   

 
 
 
 

I will leave it to readers to judge who was right or wrong! 



 
 

 
 



 
 
 
 

Principal sources of information. 
 
-	archives	supllied	by	Darrell	Hillier	
	
-	Defense,	Civil	avaition	and	Economic	affairs		
		Volume	1	1935-1949,	Paul	Bridle	
	
-	USAAF	review	"The	Propagander"	auutomn	1944	

  


