
 

 
The WPA, the USAAF and  

the women of Gander 
 

 
 
During the Great War of 1914-18, many Newfoundlanders enlisted for 
"King and country". Those who could not wanted just the same to 
contribute as best they could, helping to provide for the physical and 
social welfare of the troops overseas and, if necessary, the bereaved 
at home. 
 
One way of doing so was to participate in a Patriot Society. There 
was a Men's Patriotic Society, made up basically of businessmen and 
prominent citizens from St.John's. It was also known as the Nfld 
Patriotic Association,  It did apparently a good job but was, by its very 
nature, a bit of an "Old Boy's Club". 
 
The female counterpart, the Women's Patriotic Society (WPA), was 
based more or less on what might been called "home economics". It 
was therefore open to a broader group of women. 
 
The WPA did a lot. For example (in St John's): "For the first three 
years of the war, Government House became the centre of women’s 
war work. Two upstairs bedrooms were used four days a week as 
cutting rooms, which by spring 1917 had turned out 2,150 khaki 
flannel shirts, 400 pairs of pyjamas, 494 nightshirts, 1,532 mufflers, 
1,654 bags for hospitals, and seventy-six pillowcases. The ballroom 
was filled with tables, sewing machines, and seats for fifty; work 
groups met there four days a week. WPA leaders called the billiard 
room their “war office.” (Note 1) 
 
In May 1921 the WPA executive disbanded the organization and it 
became the Child Welfare Association (CWA),  
 
Lady Eileen Walwyn, wife of Governor Sir Humphrey Walwyn, revived 
the WPA on 11 September 1939. Its mandate was to support troops, 



assist the Red Cross and other charitable organizations, and provide 
for the country's poor. 
 
Gander was in a peculiar position at that moment. It was neither a 
town nor a village. It was newly-minted airport - with no aviation.  The 
population was pretty much all construction workers from the outports, 
eager to get back home. It was un unlikely place  to  talk about the 
WPA! 
 
But there were women living in Gander and they weren't wall flowers. 
They soon had a small branch of the Newfoundland WPA up and 
operating.  When it got properly organized, the ladies would meet 
every Tuesday at the Administration Building  to carry out a project. 
 
It would appear, notably from a note of 18 August 2017 from Eileen 
Chafe, who grew up in Gander during the Second World War, that the 
WPA was active in helping two groups in particular. The first was the  
Banting Memorial Hospital, where they would for example sew 
pyjamas and mend bedsheets. Drapes were also made for an RC 
chapel.  But It would appear that there may have been a closer 
relationship with the Americans of the United States Army Air Force.  
The photos below are from the American Base magazine, called the 
"Proppaganda", from April 1944. 
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In the next shot, they are making what the magazine calls a "storm 
flag". 
 

 
Seated around the table are Peggy Lester, Mrs Carr, Mrs Joe 
Gilmore, Phyllis Locke, Emma Barnes, Vera Dempsey and Maude 
Rogers. In the rear is the dining room staff.  
 



 

After the war, ithe Newfoundland WPA continued to supply hospitals 
and visiting ships with medical supplies and woolen items until it 
eventually disbanded in 1948.  

It would appear that Gander WPA disbanded about the time the 
airport was turned over by the Royal Canadian Air Foorce to civilian 
authorities in 1946. 
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Notes: 
 
1. LeMessurier, Mabel: A Visit to the Headquarters of the W.P.A., in: 
The Distaff, 1917, pp. 4-6, Queen Elizabeth II Library, Memorial 
University,  
 
2. Many thanks to Sean Gilmore for the names on the flag photo. 
 
 


