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ABSTRACT 

 This project examines the Second World War (WWII) history of the Newfoundland 

Airport (Gander, Newfoundland), with a focus on civilian and military life on the base, and the 

potential for aviation archaeology to enhance the historical record. To accomplish this, ten 

WWII era airplane crash sites were examined archaeologically, using a variety of methods 

depending on the state of the wreck and the environment of the site. On the grounds of the 

original airbase, the Royal Canadian Air Force Globe Theatre was excavated to determine the 

viability of excavating areas of the former nearby town site and to examine the material culture 

of those living at the base. In particular, information was sought on potential interactions 

between the three main countries residing and working at Gander in WWII; Canada, the United 

States, and Newfoundland. The aircraft crash sites yielded information about the crashes 

themselves, modern reuse of sites, and the potential risk of disturbance. They also allowed for 

further development of archaeological methods to be used at other aviation sites around 

Newfoundland and Labrador.  

           A major conclusion of this study is that base life was less segregated than official 

documents indicated, and that there was a significant amount of cooperation and flow of goods 

between the three countries. A combination of archaeological, documentary and memory 

research indicated a more relaxed atmosphere to the base, but still a realization of the 

importance to the work being done and the impact of the war on those serving at Gander. This 

project has set much of the groundwork for further archaeological study in this province, where 

numerous aviation sites of historical importance and war-era aviation and naval bases have yet 

to be researched, such as the WWII and Cold War facilities in Stephenville. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

Aviation archaeology looks at the physical remains of aircraft and the infrastructure 

associated with aircraft (Ford 2006). In this project, aviation archaeology, within the context of 

conflict archaeology, is used to explore the material culture associated with the Second World War 

in Gander, Newfoundland and Labrador. 

Gander became a community because of the Newfoundland Airport. Prior to the start of 

construction in 1938, the only people who passed through the area now known as Gander were 

railway workers and trappers stopping at Hattieôs Camp, a small railway camp designed for such 

transients (Hall and Vatcher 1935; Riggs and Russell 1994; Warren 1988). As the runways grew, 

so did the community surrounding the airstrip (Pattison 1943). With World War II, the airport took 

on a greater importance as a refuelling stop for aircraft going overseas and for the protection of 

convoys, and the town was created as part of the air base (Christie 1995; Craven and Cate 1964; 

Davis 1985). After the war, the town of Gander was relocated to the west of the airport, but the 

airport remained central to the community (Tibbo 1997). Even now, Ganderôs main community 

celebration is called the Festival of Flight. In fact, the airport is central to Ganderôs sense of history 

and sense of community. 

Ganderôs identity is tied to its aviation history, a history still visible in the streets named 

for famous aviators, on the information signs on the former town site, at the international lounge 

of the airport, the Hudson aircraft outside the museum and the plane crashes in the bogs and woods 

around the town. While not everyone can access these sites, they are known and are of interest to 

much of the community. Many people in Gander remember them, have visited them and want to 
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see them preserved and protected so future generations can have a physical reminder of the rich 

aviation history that has shaped the town. 

Unfortunately, large fragments of this history are being lost. The original residents of 

Gander, those who moved there while it was still the Newfoundland Airport, are part of an ageing 

population and very few who remember the original town remain. Thankfully, some of their stories 

have already been collected, either written and published by themselves or by others. Examples of 

this include Frank Tibbo's The Best of Aviation: 101 Tales of Fliers and Flying as Published in 

The Gander Beacon (1997), John Cardoulis' A Friendly Invasion (1990) and A Friendly Invasion 

II  (1993), C. Flynn's I Remember Whené Stories of Early Gander (1999), and Rod Goff's 

Crossroads of the World: Recollections from an Airport Town (2005). Government documents are 

available on military policy, interactions between the different Allied governments and base 

construction (Brindle 1974). Many of these are housed at the Centre for Newfoundland Studies at 

Memorial University or the Provincial Archives of Newfoundland and Labrador at the Rooms. 

There are also physical remains of the war era, but these are being lost to time. Many buildings 

have already been demolished at Gander and other military bases, or are unsafe and inaccessible. 

The remains of aircraft that crashed flying to and from the airports in Newfoundland and now litter 

the landscape are under an even greater risk. More effort is needed for public education and 

protection of these sites if they are to be researched and preserved for future generations.  

This project will attempt to address two main objectives: 

1. To identify, record and analyse the history and archaeology of aviation sites in WWII era 

Gander; 
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This includes looking into the history of Gander, with focus on Ganderôs conception and role 

during World War II, the aircraft crash sites in the area, as these aircraft were all affiliated with 

the airbase, and the lives of the people living and working in the area. The Newfoundlanders who 

worked at the Newfoundland Airport went on to form the foundation of the current population of 

Gander. For the most part, their lives in Gander started on the Canadian side of the airbase and on 

the tarmac where they were in contact with Canadian, American and to a lesser extent, British 

servicemen and women. This interaction leads to the second question of: 

2. What can aviation archaeology reveal about the influence of North American (i.e., 

Canadian and American) culture on Newfoundland? 

This is addressed by examining the more personal side of Gander through interviews, memoirs 

and the excavation of the Globe Theatre on the Canadian side of the Former Town Site of Gander. 

The Globe was an area of socialization, particularly between Canadians and Newfoundlanders and 

just one of the many potential sites where Canadians, Americans and Newfoundlanders came 

together to share goods and ideas. The investigation of the Globe Theatre is also the first 

archaeology undertaken in the Former Town Site and is an experiment into the viability of doing 

further archaeological work in the area to augment the history of the current town of Gander. 

This project is of particular interest to the public, and has been punctuated with public and 

academic presentations, radio interviews and public access to safe archaeological sites to both 

promote the work being done and to share information with the community. 

Chapter 2 examines the theory behind aviation archaeology, looking at conflict 

archaeology in the First and Second World Wars, as well as aviation and related shipwreck 

archaeology. The section on memory is of particular importance to this project as the memory of 
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Gander's aviation importance is what shapes the town's identity and certain individuals have 

become keepers of Gander's history to be told through oral and published narrative. 

Chapter 3 looks at the history of World War II in Newfoundland and Labrador. It details 

the events leading up to Newfoundland becoming an active war zone, the creation of bases and the 

influx of foreign servicemen to build and work on those bases and its role in the protection of 

North America with particular focus on its aerial role. A close look at Gander follows; from the 

town's creation as an airstrip to a bustling airbase housing members of the Royal Air Force, the 

Royal Canadian Air Force, the United States Army Air Force and Newfoundlanders, and Ganderôs 

use by Ferry/Transport Command and Eastern Air Command to aid the war effort.  

The next section focuses on aviation archaeology and the specific work being done in 

Newfoundland and Labrador. Chapter 4 looks at methods used in aviation archaeology 

internationally and gives an overview of the work that has been done on the island and in Labrador. 

The chapter continues by examining the methods used in the ten aircraft crash sites in and around 

Gander examined in this project. 

Chapter 5 continues the examination of the sites discussed in Chapter 4. Each site is 

discussed individually with a history given for each site and the analysis of the archaeological 

finds within that historical context. The chapter looks at the crash site and if the archaeological 

record can add any information to the official incident reports while also researching each site to 

see if other information is available, such as rescue/recovery efforts, personal memory, reuse, 

current use, salvaging/scavenging and assessing each site for risk of further disturbance or 

destruction. 
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Chapter 6 returns to the history of Gander, looking at the social aspects of life on the 

airbase. It is here where the interactions between the representatives from the three main countries 

present on base, Canada, the United States and Newfoundland, are examined within the historical 

context. A comparison is made between the official base publications, such as The Gander by the 

Royal Canadian Air Force and The Propergander by the United States Army Air Force, and the 

memoirs of those who lived and worked in Gander to get a better idea of life at The Newfoundland 

Airport. 

The excavation of the Globe theatre on the RCAF side of the airbase in the Old Town of 

Gander is the basis for Chapter 7. The analysis of the excavation and artifacts recovered is framed 

in the history of the site as a whole as an area for socialization between Newfoundlanders, 

Canadians and heavily influenced by the American presence across the runway. This chapter looks 

at the various artifacts and their countries of origin to understand how and to what extent the people 

of these countries may have interacted or used the site for such effects to be found. 

Chapter 8 is a discussion of the archaeological work within the historical and social context 

of Gander. In prior chapters, the aircraft crash sites and the Globe Theatre are examined separately, 

but this chapter looks at how of the overall archaeological investigation can inform on the history 

of Gander and the airbase. An examination of the benefit to studying aircraft crash sites is 

discussed here to indicate how these sites have informed on the history of Gander, but also how 

the work done in Gander will be of use for the future examination of crash sites around 

Newfoundland and Labrador. This section also examines the work done in Gander as an 

archaeology of non-combatants, because even though Gander was not part of the fighting, the war 

was an ever present part of daily life. 
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Finally, Chapter 9 re-examines the importance of aviation archaeology and how it can 

inform on not only the technical history of the war, but also the social history of an area. The 

chapter ends by discussing other sites of historical significance around the province of 

Newfoundland and Labrador and, theoretically, how aviation archaeology can be used in their 

research. 

The ultimate goal of this project is to compile a more detailed history of Gander, its role 

during the Second World War, and the people who lived and worked at the airbase. While the 

sources for the project consist of documentary evidence, personal histories and archaeology, there 

is always more to learn about Gander. There are further aviation sites to be explored in the area, 

and many more residents, former residents and servicemen and women who passed through 

Gander during the war era whose memories would offer a more comprehensive history of World 

War II Gander, Newfoundland. 
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CHAPTER 2: THEORY AND METHOD  

As Gander was shaped by aviation and the war, the physical remains of that conflict became 

a historical focal point for the residents, including the aircraft remains scattered around the town 

and remnants of the original airbase. Many residents still remember early Gander. They worked 

with the Canadians and Americans or grew up on the streets of the Royal Canadian Air Force side 

of the base. The people of Gander share their memories willingly, both through stories and 

publications, and most of Gander, as evidenced by the North Atlantic Aviation Museum and the 

annual Festival of Flight, want to protect that history. 

The archaeological footprint of World War II Gander, the airbase, and related aircraft crash 

sites is fragmentary. As background research to the archaeological work at Gander Airbase a 

number of sources must be utilized. These include official documentation, such as incident reports 

and base blueprints and publications, and unofficial documentation, such as memoirs published by 

servicemen who served at Gander and airport employees who still reside in the area. Memories, 

both in primary and secondary contexts, offer a look into the mundane, the day to day operations 

at the base, as well as the larger incidents that remained with servicemen for years afterward, such 

as the first flight of the Hudsons which lead to the establishment of Ferry Command (Bennett 

1958). Those serving in Gander may not have seen the European or African war theatres, but they 

were playing an important role in the war effort in providing aircraft, supplies, personnel and 

protection to convoys and the North American coast. In fact, Canadians and Americans serving in 

Gander were classed as serving overseas. 

During and after World War II, crash sites were relocated, scavenged, and destroyed. No 

site was left untouched, whether by rescue/recovery crews soon after the incident, or local hunters, 
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trappers and collectors since the crash. To research these sites they must be viewed individually, 

but also as part of Gander and within the context of the history of Newfoundland and World War 

II. Commemoration of the crash sites can help those who were involved in the incidents, their 

children, and the community as a whole, better understand the role of servicemen and Gander in 

the larger context of the war, and allows children and grandchildren of those who perished in 

Gander to better understand the value of their sacrifices to the war effort.  

 

2.1 Conflict Archaeology 

 The study of twentieth-century military sites and material culture is a relatively new field 

in archaeology, and is better known today as conflict archaeology. Public interest in the topic is 

demonstrated by the museums that specialize solely in military history and artifacts, but much of 

what is housed in museums was collected outside of the archaeological context (Holborow 2003; 

Saunders 2004; Schofield 1999). As the participants in the world wars age and pass away, the 

study of the major conflicts of the first half of the twentieth-century have begun to take on a new 

importance (Dobinson et al. 1997). As researchers realize the important information provided by 

first-hand accounts from later wars, work has been done to preserve such history. For, example, 

research has begun on Cold War sites in Europe and the United States, many of which lack 

documentary information (as this information is often classified), and while those affiliated with 

the site are often still living and willing to share their stories (Schofield et al. 2007).  

 The archaeology of military material culture is as varied as the sites examined. The primary 

areas of focus are the major, world conflicts ï World Wars I and II, and the Cold War ï with some 

forensic work being done on the Vietnam and Korean wars. Each war was fought in different ways, 
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with different technology and different tactics, therefore each area of study has different research 

goals and methods. The archaeology of the First World War focuses on the excavation of 

battlefields, the trenches and tunnels, and the analysis of material culture such as trench art (Doyle 

et al. 2005; Fraser 2003). Trench art is rarely recovered in excavation, but that does not mean it is 

not in situ. Trench art was created by soldiers to relieve boredom in the trenches and POW camps, 

and often sent home to loved ones. These pieces of trench art often became symbols of loved ones 

lost in battle, and were given special places in the home (Saunders 2002). To own a piece of trench 

art, especially of known provenience, is a method of trying to understand and participate in a world 

shaken by major conflict (Saunders 2002). 

 Excavations have also been done to better understand the construction of, and life in, the 

trenches. The First World War is best associated with trench warfare, and traditional excavation, 

both by trowel and excavator, conducted. In some cases it is done to remove the traces of time on 

battlefield tours so that visitors will achieve a better, yet sanitized, idea of life in the trenches. In 

others it is to rediscover the homes that were destroyed during the war or analyze life in the 

trenches (Fraser 2003). The excavation of First World War trenches has given new information 

that was not recorded in the military record. For instance, the excavation of some of the tunnels in 

Passchendaele, Belgium, revealed how soldiers had stapled single strands of heavy plain wire 

across the wooden walkways in the trenches and tunnels to give slip protection in wet conditions 

(Doyle et al. 2005). Just a small detail would have been a great improvement to the lives of those 

in the trenches, but so mundane that historians may never mention it. 

 While trench warfare dominates the mythos of the First World War, the Second World War 

is remembered as heavy bombers flying overhead, air raid sirens, and bomb shelters. Perhaps this 

is one of the reasons that the archaeology and study of material culture of the Second World War 
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differs from that of the First. Alternatively, it may be that World War II is considered too recent 

for traditional excavation work, or the nature of the war does not make it feasible. In the First 

World War, the trenches were where soldiers lived, often for extended periods, and so are well 

suited for excavation, but the battlefields of the Second World War were not as trench-oriented 

and lend themselves better to survey rather than excavation. The naval and aerial warfare focus of 

World War II, and the debris left by those shipwrecks and airplane crashes has created a global 

landscape of warfare (Neyland 2011). 

 In recent years, organizations concerned with heritage have begun to see a need to survey, 

assess, and preserve elements of World War II (Cooper 1994; Dobinson et al. 1997; Holyoak 

2001). The study of material culture of the Second World War focuses on structures built during 

the war (Mallory and Ottar 1978). A notable difference between the study of the material culture 

of the First and Second World Wars is that the material culture of the First World War is battlefield-

focused whereas that of the Second is oriented towards defensive and support structures which 

may not have seen actual battle, but were part of the war effort, such as costal defence batteries 

(Holborow 2003; Holyoak 2001; Mallory and Ottar 1973). The focus of World War II material 

culture turns away from the individuals in battle to examine the architectural styles of the 

fortifications. The focus is on buildings of impressive or rare architectural styles, examples of 

buildings used for specific functions, and how buildings were altered over time, including evidence 

of renovation and upkeep (Bennett 1998; Holborow 2003). Similarly, architecture could not 

always keep up with the improvements in technology during the war, and buildings are often 

assessed for how they changed throughout the war (Holyoak 2001; Lake 2002). Granted there has 

been some discussion on how individuals modified these spaces (i.e., graffiti and how cultural 

concepts of construction or transplantation of cultural norms occurred), but overall the focus is on 



11 
 

interesting, important and rare examples of architecture that should be listed under national 

heritage protection agencies. There is strong pressure from heritage groups to record these 

structures now as they were built only to survive the war and are now rapidly deteriorating (Barnett 

et al. 1998). 

 A popular and well-publicized aspect of World War II material culture is aircraft and 

shipwrecks (Gould 1983). While shipwreck archaeology has been better documented and methods 

better refined than aircraft archaeology, the nature of the sites are similar as is the basic 

methodology (Fix 2011. Even on land, aircraft sites can be surveyed similarly to underwater 

shipwreck and aviation sites. That is not to say they are the same, as aircraft are different in 

construction and materials and need different methods for collection and stabilization (Fix 2011). 

According to Milbrook (1998, 20), a wreck is a vessel that ñhas been crashed, ditched, damaged, 

stranded, or abandoned.ò Martin (2011) adds that ña shipwreck is an essentially human event, 

caused by the failing and misjudgments [é] it is human error that causes wrecks, and human 

cognition, resourcefulness, courage and the instinct to survive that seeks to avoid them or mitigate 

their consequences.ò Martin is referring to shipwrecks, but the statement also applies to airplane 

wrecks. These sites have been of interest to archaeologists, forensic archaeologists and 

anthropologists, and World War II amateur historians and collectors. Amateur historians and 

collectors, otherwise known as military enthusiasts, refers to those who go to, and often collect 

from, aviation or shipwreck sites without any archaeological training or permits (Saunders 2004). 

Although military enthusiasts are not archaeologists, they are included in this discussion as they 

help shape the motivations of professional archaeologists. Amateur collectors are one of the bigger 

risks to aviation and shipwreck sites, next to scrap collectors who destroy sites for personal profit 

(Coble 2001). Military enthusiasts seek out sites, even those in remote locations, and remove 
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objects of great interest, such as machine guns, instruments and personal effects (Cooper 1994; 

Milbrook 1998; Webster 1998). As sites become more accessible, often due to the construction of 

roads or the greater availability and accessibility of diving equipment, archaeologists are rushed 

to record and protect a site before many objects are removed. On the other hand, it is often 

enthusiasts who can best inform researchers to the location of wrecks, as all investigations have to 

first determine where a wreck is before it can be researched archaeologically (Neyland 2011). 

 Collectors also fund recovery projects, which, depending on heritage laws, can also mean 

having an archaeologist on staff to record the recovery process (Cooper 1994). This can often put 

the archaeologist in more of a cultural resource management role rather than researcher role. In 

areas without such laws, this means the complete removal of material culture, often to be sent to 

another country (see Deal 2006a for the establishment of related laws in Newfoundland and 

Labrador). Collectors have done the initial work in establishing research methods for aircraft 

recovery, which archaeologists now build on with professional techniques and guidelines 

(Schofield 1999). Texts such as Wreckchasing: A Guide to Finding Aircraft Crash Sites by 

Nicholas A. Veronica (1992) and Aviation Archaeology: A Collectorôs Guide to Aeronautical 

Relics by Bruce Robertson (1983) are popular guides, although outdated, for the research, 

identification, visitation and collection of aircraft wreck sites. More archaeological based guides 

and discussions include Maritime Archaeology: A Technical Handbook by Jeremy Green (2004), 

Archaeology Underwater: The NAS Guide to Principles and Practice produced by the Nautical 

Archaeology Society (NAS and Bowens 2009) and The Oxford Handbook of Maritime 

Archaeology edited by Catambis, Ford and Hamilton (2011). These are dominantly shipwreck 

based, but any underwater archaeological techniques can apply to aviation sites, and Fix (2011), 

in Catambis et al. (2011), discusses the archaeology of aviation sites in great detail.  Similarly, 
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enthusiasts are often the best acquainted with the rarity of a type of craft, and have completed 

inventories of historical aircraft. For example, the Indiana Division of Historic Preservation and 

Archaeology sent out surveys to collectors and enthusiasts in an attempt to establish the availability 

of historic aircraft in the area and their significance thus relying on the knowledge of collectors to 

establish their database (Diebold 1993). Similarly, in Newfoundland and Labrador, archaeologist 

Michael Deal and historian and enthusiast Darrell Hillier, have established a list of WWII crash 

sites of historic significance (Deal and Hillier 2007). Another list, used by the Canadian Military 

and Search and Rescue groups in Newfoundland and Labrador is often used by enthusiasts as a 

guide to find sites, but as the coordinates listed were taken from the air, it is often unreliable for 

ground searches. 

 Forensic anthropologists, such as those employed by the Joint POW/MIA Accounting 

Command (JPAC), are generally only concerned with the material culture that can help identify 

and recover missing servicemen who were involved in plane crashes or shipwrecks (Howshower 

1997). JPAC methods are partially reported and the literature shows that techniques can be varied 

and depend on the specifics of each excavation. Generally, the techniques used by these operations 

focus on speedy recovery and not on detailed recording and recovery of objects on site. Material 

culture recovered by non-archaeologists (often people from nearby towns and communities) is 

important only if it leads to the positive identification and recovery of the missing servicemen 

(Webster 1998). Gridding is done, but typically in large squares which match the layout of the land 

instead of small, regular 1x1 metre squares often used by North American archaeologists and some 

trenching may be done to determine the boundaries of the site. Debris is mapped to determine the 

crash pattern and probable location of human remains (Howshower 1997; Moore et al. 2002; 

Webster 1998). Later, the analysis of material culture only goes so far as to determine if it belonged 
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to, and identifies, the human remains (Webster 1998). Personal effects are sometimes passed on to 

the next of kin or descendants, but the treatment of that material culture is not analysed in detail 

by the forensic anthropologists or archaeologists. 

 From an archaeological point of view, little work has been done on the material culture of 

WWII air crashes and shipwrecks and what has been done is poorly published (Gould 1983). 

Techniques for both land and underwater sites are similar in that it is mostly large pieces that are 

recorded, often under a large grid. In underwater sites, new imaging technology has allowed for 

the detailed mapping and recording of wrecks (Church and Warren 2008). In other cases, aviation 

sites have been recorded by mapping the debris field, and even hand excavation in areas with the 

potential to yield small and personal artifacts (Moore et al. 2002). More work could be done on 

wreck sites, such as examining the material culture for evidence of battle, repair, personalization, 

reuse and recycling (Gould 1983). This is frequently seen on aviation sites in Newfoundland and 

Labrador, such as factory graffiti (DfAo-01, see Section 5.2.3, Figure 5.23), patching (FgCb-01; 

Deal 2010), reuse (DgAo-01; see Section 4.3), and recycling (DfAp-16; see Section 5.2.6). Both 

archaeological and forensic sources agree that wreck sites are variable and often spread over large 

areas, so methods tend to be more guidelines and the specifics for recording and excavating a 

wreck site must be made on a site by site basis. 

 Finally, Cold War sites are acquiring greater interest to archaeologists. Unlike most 

military information from the First and second World Wars, much Cold War documentation is still 

classified (Schofield and Anderton 2000). This makes the historical research difficult to conduct. 

At the same time, the purpose of the Cold War sites analysed is often that of protest, or, in the case 

of the Berlin Wall, identity (Schofield et al. 2003). Work on Cold War sites rarely looks at the 

military structures, except for where protest has damaged them (Holborow 2003; Schofield and 
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Anderton 2000). The much greater focus is on camps near the military sites where protesters would 

live, and the traces they left behind. Cold War archaeology also relies more heavily on oral 

histories than other archaeologies, as often this is the only voice available. This is particularly true 

in researching the people who went undocumented, like the protesters (Schofield and Anderton 

2000). 

 Cold War studies also look at how people perceive material culture. Certainly this is done 

with all material culture, particularly that housed in museums, but Cold War places and things are 

often more controversial. For instance, the preservation of Checkpoint Charlie and parts of the 

Berlin Wall raise varied emotions from those who lived during the Cold War and remember the 

wall coming down. Some Berliners believe that it should be preserved, that it is part of their history 

and heritage and should be a reminder to the world, while others would rather destroy the wall 

completely so as to allow the people to forget that dark period in their past (Schofield 1999). These 

opinions come out in the public debates about what and how to preserve the past and interviews 

with individuals on either side of the wall. 

 A striking difference between World War II archaeology and other twentieth-century 

military archaeology is that the study of World War II material culture tends to focus on structures 

and machines, not people. Excavating trenches from the First World War explores where soldiers 

lived. It looks at their personal effects and clothing, how they moved about the space, and what 

they did in their leisure time (Doyle 2005; Fraser 2003). Cold War archaeology interviews the 

people who were affected by the site, getting personal experiences and stories, to complement the 

architectural analysis and excavation (Schofield et al. 2003). Forensic work on all of the twentieth-

century wars is completely focused on the individual, especially their identification (Webster 

1998). However, the majority of World War II archaeology studies the architecture and the 
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technological and engineering data of planes and shipwrecks of the war (Cooper 1994). Shipwreck 

and aircraft archaeology of the period is often more focused on locating notable wrecks than 

analysing the people involved in the incident (Neyland 2011). The personal side of the war is left 

for the historians to recount; the individual is absent from the archaeological research. Thus, a 

major recommendation from Neyland (2011) for the study of World War II by archaeologists is to 

examine the individual along with the architecture and wreckage. There are detailed documents 

that list who served in an area, or on a ship or aircraft. Their personal effects can be identified, 

their jobs analysed, their sacrifices honoured and in many cases, they, or at least their descendants 

can be contacted and interviewed (Cooper 1994). In many cases, personal publications can be 

found. These may recount the details rarely seen in official documents, such as common problems 

with aircraft (see McVicar 1983, 6, for common problems with taking off from Gander Lake), the 

climate (see Bennett 1958, McVicar 1983 and The Gander all dates, for talk about the weather), 

or the physical and emotional difficulty associated with search, rescue and recovery of wreck sites 

(see Armstrong 2008, for winter search, rescue and recovery). Similarly, modifications made by 

individuals can be identified, such as notations made near machinery or graffiti drawn by 

servicemen and POWs (Pollard and Banks 2008; Thomas 2003b). Such an approach brings the 

lives of individuals into focus and has the ability to better examine the mundane as well as the 

major activity of a site. The public often enjoy the individual and personal stories of a site, giving 

the potential for site visitors and possible tourism development of an area (Dobinson et al. 1997; 

Dore 2001). 

 

2.2 Recent Archaeology 
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One of the flaws in archaeological training is that it is assumed that the people and culture 

being investigated are long dead. Although it is rare for archaeologists to study a currently 

occupied site or building, it has been done (Buchli 1999). When studying twentieth-century 

material culture it is possible that the people who lived or worked in the area of study are still alive. 

The archaeology of the twentieth century differs from other eras because the material culture can 

be explained by those who used it (Glassie 1999; Pocius 2000; Saunders 2002). The recent past is 

assumed to be well-documented, and researchers and the public alike sometimes believe that 

archaeological study may not be necessary and should be reserved for the less-documented, distant 

past (Fairclough 2007; Saunders 2007). Even with the extensive documentation that can be found 

on the World Wars of the last century, there is much that is undocumented or even incorrect. Often 

the mundane objects and actions of everyday life are not documented nor are the thoughts and 

minds of most of the people who were involved in creating that past (Carman and Carman 2007; 

Myers et al. 2008). In other cases, there are periods that are assumed to be well-documented and 

may have a great deal of documentation available, but were recorded with a significant bias, with 

the result that elements are left out of the historical discussion (Fix 2011). In still other incidents, 

elements in the past can be ignored, only to be encountered in the archaeological record or personal 

memories. And lastly, the historical record may be unclear and leave room for debate (Freeman 

2001). Archaeology has the potential to find these voices in a manner that is not possible when 

examining the recorded history alone. If the archaeological methods reveal something about people 

then there is no reason for it to not be used (Myers et al. 2008). 

 Archaeologists approach the study of twentieth-century material culture in much the same 

way they approach material culture of almost any other time period (e.g., Rathje 1981). Artifacts 

are recovered from a cultural context, analysed for function and style, and interpreted. What differs 
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with twentieth-century material culture is that researchers are often more familiar with the function 

of an item, particularly those from the mid to late twentieth-century. This does cause researchers 

to put their own biases of use into their interpretations (Galloway 2006; Rathje 1981). Even objects 

whose design has changed significantly are generally recognizable. Certainly there will be objects 

that are no longer in use in the present, and their use and functionality may need to be further 

researched (Forty 1995). 

Most material culture recovered from the archaeological context is fragmented, broken, 

and not necessarily found in context with other objects to indicate alternate uses. Archaeologists 

of twentieth-century material culture have an excellent opportunity to use the techniques often 

employed by anthropologists and folklorists, and question people who have used, first-hand, the 

material in question. In this way, archaeologists can verify their own interpretations, but can also 

learn of other uses, beliefs, practices and meanings associated with the material culture recovered 

that might represent individual, cultural, or a common usage that was simply never expressed in 

the historical record. 

In many cases, there are events for which there are no survivors either due to the events 

that transpired on site, or due to time (Freeman 2001; Lees 2001). Wartime aircraft crashes may 

leave no survivors so the actual mechanics of the crash are inferred from the statements of 

witnesses and the brief investigation by rescue/recovery teams. Archaeological investigation can 

potentially reveal what actually happened in the incident or at the least add more information. This 

can apply to tactics used in battle as well, as seen by the investigation of the Little Bighorn site 

(Scott and Douglas 1995) and more recently, the Tudela site, a World War II battlefield where 

archaeologists discovered evidence for the use of pre-invasion incendiaries which was hardly 

commented upon in the written record (Bulgrin 2006). In the case of the Little Bighorn battlefield, 
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the written record for that site was an interpretation made by those who saw the aftermath, and 

who choose to ignore the testimonies of those of non-European descent who were involved in the 

battle (Scott and Douglas 1995). Looking at this site archaeologically, not only could the paths of 

individual soldiers be followed to give a different view of the battle, but following the individual 

changed the overall perspective of the battle from a general one to that of the soldiers. This 

provided an opportunity to challenge the written history by seeing the battle from the inside and 

bringing the events to a personal level (Carman and Carman 2007; Freeman 2001; Lees 2001; 

Scott and Douglas 1995). 

2.2.1 Overview of Techniques for Conflict Archeology 

 Even though shipwreck and aircraft crash sites may be different from prehistoric, medieval 

or colonial sites, the investigation should not be very different. Archaeology continues to have its 

basis in survey, excavation, landscape interpretation, mapping and laboratory analysis (Renfrew 

and Bahn 2000). From this basis, other aspects can be added, such as historical research and 

interview. Documentation of the twentieth century is extensive, and given the recent age, much 

survives. Photographs can indicate the site boundaries and indicate what survives on site 

(Schofield and Johnson 2006). Knowing what might be found on site based on historical 

documents can allow for better identification and on-site conservation, and lessen the amount of 

work needed to be done later in a laboratory setting. This is of particular importance for fabrics, 

metals and plastics, as a great deal of reinventing of these materials happened in the twentieth 

century. Of particular importance, for on-site conservation, is the identification of alloys as these 

can deteriorate rapidly when excavated and exposed to the elements (Light 2000).  
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People familiar with the site can be interviewed. Local people who have visited sites often 

also have an idea of what might be found, can give advice for reaching the site, might have personal 

stories from when the site was in use, and may have some artifacts that they, or others, previously 

removed. Interviews can also allow researchers to get to know the local people who may be able 

to help, and may be able to answer questions about the site as research progresses (Webster 1998). 

For instance, few photographs of the inside of the Globe Theatre in Gander (DfAo-12) could be 

found, but long-time Gander resident and former patron of the Globe, Peter Hoyle, described to 

archaeologists how he remembered the inside of the building (Peter Hoyle, pers. comm. 2011). 

The architecture of domestic and military sites can be researched prior to investigation. Maps and 

architectural plans will give an idea of what the structures initially looked like, and the initial 

layout considerations.  

 Architectural surveys, similar to those done by Schofield (2002) on World War II and Cold 

War sites can be done to determine architectural styles and changes in the structures. Changes may 

be deliberate acts of defiance, alterations and additions to structures, repair, or deterioration over 

time (Holborow 2003). Structures, whether a house or a pillbox, can be photographed, recorded, 

and, if accessible, the interior investigated for material culture remains, or tested to determine if 

there is a need to excavate (Schofield 2002). Twentieth-century military structures are at risk as 

structures are destroyed as they are abandoned or become obsolete, or reused (Schofield 1999; 

Thomas 2003a). In Stephenville, Newfoundland and Labrador, a Cold War scramble station is 

currently being used as self-storage units (Figure 2.1), and many of the hangars used for various 

forms of industry or shipping warehouses. In Gander, the war-era terminal building proved to be 

inadequate for the commercial flights of the 1950s and 1960s, and so the structure was destroyed 
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to make way for the current terminal (Tibbo 1997). There is a certain pressure to do large scale 

surveys of sites, and even countries, to ensure that at least structures are mapped and photographed, 

prior to destruction (Hoborow 2003; Thomas 2003a). Structures that have been destroyed would 

be approached in a slightly different manner. Such structures would be identified, their foundations 

uncovered, test pitting done to determine if there are the remains of material culture, and if so, the 

area excavated. Testing and excavation does not stop at the walls of the structure. As with protest 

sites in the Cold War, activity may be found outside of the building, or even some distance from 

the site (Schofield 

et al. 2003). 

Interviews with 

people familiar 

with the site can 

give greater 

insight into how 

the areas may have 

been used, 

sometimes 

beyond what the archaeological record can tell. Such areas may have been areas of leisure activity, 

for example, a lake or stream where people swam, or what was once a sports field. These structures 

and areas can all be assessed for their cultural significance and tourism benefits (Dore 2001; 

Schofield 2002). 

 Ai rcraft and shipwreck sites would be approached a little differently as there is no need, 

and often it is impossible, to excavate the entire site. Similarly, it is not practical to recover all of 

Figure 2.1: A cold war scramble station converted to U-Haul storage units in Stephenville, NL. 

Photo by Shannon K. Green 
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the pieces of an aircraft or ship, unless the intention was to restore the craft (Moore et al. 2002). 

Such sites can be mapped, the site thoroughly investigated, uncovering and looking under 

wreckage, and pieces or instruments of importance removed, similar to a forensic or contemporary 

aircraft incident investigation (Hacker 2006; Moore et al. 2002). 

 Once the fieldwork component is complete, the material culture and information about 

features can be analysed. Again, documentation may be necessary to identify objects and military 

museums can offer reference material. Much of the technology of these vessels has evolved over 

the years, but current aircraft engineers and mechanics can still recognize the function of older 

aircraft parts, and can greatly assist in the identification of material (Robert Mahr pers. comm. 

2010). Analysis of the maps and objects can be conducted, and members of the community, or 

informants who were alive during the period, can be asked about what was recovered, how it was 

used, and in what ways it would shape a home or be used in a work (i.e., military) environment 

(Cooper 1994). Getting the community and people affiliated with the site involved brings a greater 

understanding of material culture to the archaeologist, and generates more public interest, which 

may bring forth further information (Holborow 2003). 

 

2.3 Documentation 

Archaeology can go further than the documentation of a battle. The amount of official 

documentation for an area varies depending on the usage and importance of a site. Areas of 

strategic or logistical importance, areas which were frequently fought over, and areas which saw 

a number of battles tend to be better documented. For others, military documents might remain for 

a site, and little supplemental material may be available. Personal documents sometimes exist, 
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such as letters, diaries, and log books, and many can give insight into the day to day workings of 

a site and of the individuals there, but are not always publicly available or are published 

independently or by small publishers and so are not easy to find or access. (Schofield 2002). 

Classified material may still be secret, released, or destroyed when no longer needed. Even if a 

period or event is well-documented those documents may not always be completely accurate. For 

instance, all nationsô casualty rates for the First World War are inaccurate with numbers varying 

between different official organizations and sometimes within the one group (Price 2005). As well, 

archaeological investigation has the potential to verify the written word, or correct it, as in the 

example of the USS Arizona, which was wrecked at Pearl Harbour. The events and the aftermath 

of the Japanese attack are very well-documented, and research of the site indicated that all of the 

guns on the ship were removed soon after the attack, but archaeological investigators discovered 

three 14-inch guns still mounted in the no. 1 turret, which contradicted the documentary evidence 

(Delgado 1991). Archaeology can fill in the areas where documentation is lacking and can tell the 

smaller stories which make up the greater, more heavily documented manoeuvres of major 

conflicts (Bulgrin 2006). What is more, archaeology can trace the individuals or teams as they 

crossed a battlefield. Such research can corroborate what was recorded in history, or, as in the case 

of the archaeological survey of the Little Bighorn site, can uncover a battlefield very different from 

that which was documented (Bulgrin 2006; Scott and Conner 1995). Documents are also biased 

products, and are not necessarily true. They are a point of view and can be manipulated, whether 

intentionally or not, to tell a story which differs from what happened (Fairclough 2007). 

Archaeologists may interpret a site through their own biases, but the evidence from the sites do 

not have the same problem. Even sites or events which are cleaned up or hidden can still leave 
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traces in the material record. Therefore archaeology can tell a different story from the historical 

record (Gorman 2005). 

2.3.1 Documents as artifacts 

More information can be taken from documents if they are looked at not only from the 

perspective of what is written, but also how it is written and what may have been added (Hicks 

2003). Official instruction manuals, field manuals and operating procedures give the basics on how 

to operate a machine or site. These guidelines are generalised and are not always specific to each 

site, battalion or machine. Although there may be official rules for conduct or operations, these 

cannot always apply to every environment, location, or group of people, so there will be unofficial 

rules, or different methods based on different situations or environments. Therefore, such 

documents should be taken as guidelines for conduct rather than certainty and any notations on 

such documents should be noted as they can give the instructions needed for that specific situation 

(Gordon and Malone 1994; Passmore and Harrison 2008). Coupled with this is the training 

received prior to a conflict. Terminology may be used in written documents that need further 

explanation for those who did not have the same training experiences. In such cases, notation on 

documents, or verification with those who followed the instructions could clarify ambiguities. 

Many of these problems can be solved by consulting individuals from the period who worked or 

lived on the sites and who used the items while the resource of living memory is still available 

(Saunders 2007). 

As for actual work, the problem with the documentary record is that much that survives 

would be the official documents on how work was to be done. Procedure manuals do not always 

reflect how people actually did the work. Simply because it was the official method does not mean 
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that it was the preferred method used by employees (Holyoak 2001). Evidence of different 

procedures used can sometimes be found on or near machinery demonstrating actual work methods 

(Pollard and Banks 2003).  

 

2.4 Memory 

The major conflicts of the first half of the twentieth century, namely the two world wars, 

are beginning to fade from living memory as the veterans of these conflicts age and die. The 

preservation of these memories is not only important from a historical perspective, but also from 

a cultural one. Looking at World War I as an example, it is still considered a modern event, but it 

is now far enough in the past that it is virtually beyond living memory (Freeman 2001; Price 2003). 

Memory of these conflicts may have been altered over time, or withheld because it did not fit the 

official memory (Fairclough 2007). However, these memories still resonate not only with the 

individual that experienced them, but also with their family members who did not directly 

experience the conflict. As the original proprietors of memory are lost, the secondary recipients 

are looking to history and archaeology to better understand what they have been left with. In many 

cases, those without secondary memory, whose family member perished in the war, look even 

more for answers and the ñtrueò story which may be outside of the official documentation 

(Ashplant et al. 2004). 

The public and researchers alike may look for one true history, but such a thing does not 

exist, particularly when dealing with memory. Memories differ from person to person, but can also 

differ depending on the role, class, and gender of the person. The memories of a soldier in battle 



26 
 

will differ from that of generals, the memories of workers will differ from employers, and those of 

adults will differ from children (Walker 2003). 

There are arguments that the preservation of the physical remains of the past can delay the 

healing process of painful memory (Schofield 2002). This is particularly apparent in the 

destruction of the Berlin Wall. Objects, buildings and landscapes which recall painful memory are 

often destroyed as soon as the public has that ability, and attempts at preservation are highly 

emotional and controversial (Feversham and Schmidt 2007; Knishcewski and Spittler 2007). Other 

voices against the preservation of conflict-associated memory across generations argue that the 

physical remains have the potential to glorify war and tend to gloss over the horror (Saunders 2007; 

Schofield 2002). 

2.4.1 Living Memory 

No veterans of the First World War remain and those of the Second World War are well 

over 80 years old (Dobson et al. 1997; Saunders 2007). This means that the archaeology and the 

sites of the recent past are also highly emotive, particularly for those who experienced the events 

of the site (Holyoak 2001). 

Memory is possibly one of the more convincing reasons for an archaeology of the recent 

past. Along with written documents and material culture, the recent past is maintained through 

various forms of memory. Memory can be official, public, individual, altered, faded, and nostalgic 

and thus it may be difficult to find the story within the memory (Garton 2004). Most knowledge 

of the major occurrences of the first half of the twentieth century, like world wars, are passed on 

through history and memory, with the latter being the more poignant mode of transmission. As 

those who maintain the world wars in living memory age, the world loses those memories; this has 
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made people feel the need to memorialize the wars (Gilchrist 2003). The preservation of living 

memory is difficult as there are those who prefer to keep memory private so that it will remain 

intact for them and not be influenced by official or dominant memory (Ashplant et al. 2004). 

 One of the problems with interview is the availability of people. In the context of Gander, 

Newfoundland, there are a number of individuals who worked on the air base during the war who 

are still alive. A number of these people have also written books about theirs and other peopleôs 

lives in Gander during the Second World War. The books are a great resource, and often discuss 

leisure activities, which are rare in official histories, but they rarely talk about the more domestic 

aspects of life. Being able to interview these individuals and to ask about the material culture found 

on site will help in a greater understanding of the use and importance of objects. Such narrations 

must be used with caution, particularly when informants are relating subjective or difficult topics 

or memories.  

The author has encountered such an issue when researching a site with fatalities. In 

interviewing one individual about an aircraft accident, she refused to give the same details to 

researchers as she had given to family. The memories were painful and turned out to be too difficult 

to divulge to virtual strangers. Thankfully, in this case, a family member relayed the stories, but 

researchers could not ask questions and had to rely on this secondary memory. The histories may 

differ based on who tells the story, but are still important as they create the social history of a place 

and people (Hecht 2002; Pocius 2000). The interview resources available are primarily individuals 

who were born in Newfoundland and worked as civilian staff on the base. They then continued 

this work as air traffic controllers, radio operators, and in other civilian jobs. This perspective will 

give insight into the lives of the civilians on base, and how domestic life and leisure may have 

changed with the arrival of the Canadian and Americans but will not give the point of view of the 
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servicemen. There are servicemen that served at Gander who are still alive, but being able to 

contact them is often difficult . Most records are only available in the United States or at Archives 

Canada. As this research could only be done in Newfoundland, research has relied on servicemen 

contacting and communicating with the author. Most of these people have served in Goose Bay, 

not Gander, and only for short periods of time. However, their perspectives were found in war-era 

publications such as Progergander and The Gander, and published memoirs (such as Armstrong 

2008; Bennett 1958; Goff 2005; McVicars 1983; Torgerson 1974; Warren 1998). 

Newfoundlanders who were employees of the airbase offered invaluable information, especially 

in the investigation of the former town site of Gander (see Section 6.0). 

2.4.2 Secondary Memory 

Individual memories, unless written down, tend to change and fade over time, but 

sometimes living memory is actively passed on to subsequent generations (Ashplant et al. 2004; 

Jelin and Kaufman 2004). This is often enabled with heirlooms such as photographs or war 

souvenirs like trench art (Ashplant et al. 2004). When memories are passed on to the subsequent 

generations they can be fragmented. Certain elements may be deliberately eliminated from 

secondary memory as the primary memories may not fit into the official memory or the individual 

may be ashamed of certain actions and thus not pass them on (Ashplant et al. 2004). Those with 

secondary memories, who did not experience the world wars first hand, are becoming further and 

further disconnected from the actual events and have begun to want more information about the 

events beyond the memories passed on to them. This has resulted in pilgrimages to war sites, and 

a growth in recent conflict archaeology (Gilchrist 2003; Lees 2001). In aviation archaeology, 

descendants of crash victims often want to visit crash sites to try to better understand the tragedy. 

Sadly, given the nature of aviation sites in Newfoundland, the difficult terrain does not allow for 
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easy access. This is where aviation archaeologists can fill in the blanks left in secondary memory, 

through on-site and documentary research, and offer answers, descriptions and images of sites. In 

many cases, even if not all questions are answered, the archaeological research of crash sites can 

provide a level of closure to family members (Neyland 2011). The archaeology of a world war site 

can tell the individual stories of crash survivors and rescue/recovery teams, individuals or families 

living on bases, in trenches and on the front line. Twentieth-century conflict archaeology can also 

tell the lesser known stories of the civilians, women and minorities involved in the war effort who 

are not always featured as prominently in historical texts or official memory (Ashplant et al. 2004). 

 

2.5 Commemoration 

As anniversaries of historically important events approach, in particular the centennials for 

the two world wars, there is an increased desire to commemorate and memorialize the recent past. 

This is not a new phenomenon, but seems to occur in cycles. Soon after the world wars memorials 

were erected and battlefields preserved. Again, around the 75th anniversary of the First World War 

and the 50th anniversary of the Second World War there was a public movement to revisit the past 

and examine the need for the conservation of these periods. Currently, as we approach the 100th 

anniversary of the start of the Great War, work is being done to preserve what is left from both of 

the conflicts. In some cases, veterans of the conflicts have noticed the interest of the current 

generations in the preservation and commemoration of sites and have become actively involved in 

helping (Raivo 2004). The number of physical remains of these events is beginning to dwindle, 

and, even though they are well-represented in the written record, there is a need to conserve and 

protect these sites before they disappear (Gilchrist 2003). In many cases, archaeology is beginning 
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to be seen as a method for commemoration in its own right (Saunders 2007). The documentation, 

discovery and preservation of sites, along with long-term management, is arguably a form of 

memorialization and commemoration (Neyland 2011). 

When interpreting and presenting a site it is important to present it from various viewpoints. 

This means trying to look at a site from the official perspective, as well as the perspectives of those 

who acted on that area, and used the space differently depending on their rank or civilian status, 

their country of origin, and their individual role on the site. The public will have their own 

interpretations of the place and the landscape depending on their own history and perspectives 

(Carman and Carman 2001; Saitta et al. 2005). Official histories may only focus on one area, or a 

site determined to be of importance for one nation and may ignore the efforts made by other 

nations. For example, the Parks Canada site at Beaumont-Hamel only interprets the battles fought 

by the Newfoundland Regiment, and ignores the conflicts fought by the 51st Highland Division, 

the South Wales Borders and Border Regiment and the German divisions (Saunders 2002). These 

events are of great importance to the public therefor it is important for the presentation to be in the 

hands of the many instead of singular academic or heritage establishments (Gough 2007; Price 

2005). This is where a multidisciplinary approach comes in. A combination of archaeology, 

history, anthropology, geography and other disciplines can give a greater understanding of a site 

by bringing different academic interpretations and views (Hicks 2003; Saunders 2002; Saunders 

2003). By using only one interpretation of a site the other layers of social, economic, political and 

national history can be lost (Gough 2007).  

Returning to the USS Arizona, before the ship was designated as historically important in 

itself, objects were removed to be shipped throughout the country to instil patriotism and support 

for the war. The site was monumentalized in 1962 as a visual reminder of the war experience at 
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Pearl Harbour but in a manner dictated by the government and National Parks Service (Delgado 

1991). The monument is designed in such a way that it only tells the story from the American point 

of view, and leaves no room for varying interpretations (Aulich 2007; Delgado 1991). Contrast 

this to the Smithsonian's attempt to display the Enola Gay, the Boeing B-29 which dropped the 

atomic bomb on Hiroshima in 1945, as part of an exhibit to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the 

end of the Second World War. Politicians and the public commented that displaying the Enola 

Gay was not appropriate, and coupled with the plan of director Martin Harwit to display the aircraft 

with close up images of ground zero at Hiroshima, led many people in power, including the 

commander of the Hiroshima mission, to complain that the Smithsonian was planning a 

"revisionist" exhibit and not celebrating "technological ingenuity and human derring-do" as was 

expected (Post 2013: 15). Rather than allow an exhibit that would cause visitors to question the 

bombing of civilian targets to break the Japanese into surrendering and using the images of the 

devastation to cast doubt on the act, Harwit was fired and his exhibit never produced (Post 2013). 

 

2.6 War Dead 

One area of importance in the study of recent conflicts is the presence of human remains 

on battlefields and crash sites (Price 2005). During the conflicts, efforts were often made to recover 

all of the dead, but it was not always possible. War dead are still missing in the No Manôs Land of 

World War I battlefields, and individuals from aircraft and naval incidents are missing the world 

over (Price 2005; Saunders 2007). The discovery of the remains of victims of world wars has a 

great impact on the public, and in particular on individuals who may be related to or affiliated with 

the deceased.  
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The treatment of the war dead varies from country to country and culture to culture and so 

the excavation of these sites has the potential to allow archaeologists to explore the ethical issues 

surrounding archaeological research (Schnapp 1999). War sites are often the places of death and, 

in many cases, unofficial graveyards and must be treated as such based on the practices of the 

culture they are affiliated with. For instance, the United Kingdom and Canada choose to bury their 

fallen soldiers on or near the battlefield in the country of conflict, but would still like to identify 

them to give them proper burials (Saunders 2007). Contrary to this, the United States feels that it 

is important for war dead to be returned to their home soil for burial. As such, the Joint POW-MIA 

Accounting Command (JPAC) and the Central Identification Laboratory Hawaii (CILHI) were 

created to identify and recover the remains of missing American personnel lost in all past military 

conflicts (Holland and Mann 1996; Hoshower-Leppo 2002; Webster 1998). JPAC teams are a 

combination of military personnel, archaeologists and forensic anthropologists who work 

alongside local communities on foreign soil to identify American fatality sites and recover the 

remains and personal effects of those who died at the site (Webster 1998). The remains are then 

brought to Hawaii where they are, when possible, identified to the individual. JPAC uses a 

variation of archaeological and forensic techniques to ensure proper recovery, but are not as 

detailed as traditional archaeological or forensic investigations (see Section 3.1; Holland and Mann 

1999; Webster 1998). 

The identification of sites and recovery of war dead is also of great importance to 

individuals with affiliation to a site. Sites have taken on a new importance for children and siblings 

of those involved in a battle or aircraft crash, particularly those who perished in the event. During 

the war the events concerning the deaths of service people were often sanitized to help the 

individuals on the home front better deal with the loss. But secrecy regarding cargo and missions 
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often left unanswered questions, and pictures of ñniceò crashes often made it more difficult for 

families to accept the loss (William Dolan Jr., per. comm. 2009). Being able to view the crash site 

or battlefield gives family members a better understanding of what happened, and in some cases 

can bring closure, even if it is over 60 years after the incident (Crossland 2000; Saunders 2007). 

For others, the sight of the wrecked aircraft was not as important as the image of the physical 

marker of their burial. In the RAAF documents associated with DfAp-11 (see Section 5.2.4), a 

copy of a letter forwarded to First Officer Burrows' wife states how individuals will send in 

pictures of grave markers to be forwarded to family members. In this case, George R. Williams of 

St. John's sent photographs and a letter to the Australian Prime Minister's office to be forwarded 

to Burrows' widow in an effort to show her the care with which her late husband's marker is treated, 

even 16 years after his death (RAAF 1942). This would potentially allow some form of closure for 

the widow who would likely never be able to travel to Gander to see the site herself. 

Archaeology has also been able to discover the fate of missing battalions and field burial 

practices which often went unrecorded (Price 2005). The discovery of a mass grave at Saint-Rémy-

la-Calonne answered the mystery of what happened to French author Alain-Fournier and the 

twenty soldiers of the 288th French Infantry Regiment which he lead (Saunders 2007; Wilson 

2007). Using paleopathological techniques, researchers found that many of the soldiers died in 

combat (Freeman 2001; Wilson 2007). Even the soldiers with gunshot wounds to the head showed 

extensive injuries, indicating that the Germans shot them out of mercy rather than as an execution. 

The fact that they were buried head-to-foot by rank instead of thrown into a mass grave tells a 

great deal about the burial practices and the respect for comrades and enemies during wartime 

(Wilson 2007). 
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In 2009, a mass grave containing a number of Australian and British soldiers who died in 

a July 1916 battle near Fromelles, France, was discovered. The whereabouts of approximately 400 

soldiers had been unknown until they were discovered by exploratory excavations. The mass 

graves are being excavated and researchers hope to identify and rebury the men in individual 

coffins with full military honours in a new Commonwealth War Commission cemetery. To date, 

hundreds of Australians who are believed to have ancestors who have yet to be recovered from 

Fromelles have contacted the Australian Government Department of Defence and many have been 

asked to give DNA samples in the hopes of identifying the remains (AAP 2009; Scully and 

Woodward 2012). Over 2000 individuals came forward to offer their DNA, with Y chromosomal 

DNA collected from potential male relatives and mtDNA collected from potential female relatives. 

As of March 2012, DNA comparison lead to the naming of 119 of the 250 Australian soldiers 

exhumed, allowing their identification to be placed on their individual grave (Scully and 

Woodward 2012). This shows that although this battle is documented, there are still gaps in the 

record that the public, in particular, want filled. The public want to know where their ancestors are 

buried and want them to be identified, even over 90 years after the event. 

Although most documents from the First and Second World War are no longer classified 

and are accessible to the public, many people are unaware of the methods used to obtain these 

documents, and historical and archaeological study can bring this information to the public in a 

more concise manner than individuals having to sift through reports and documentation regarding 

specific sites (Schofield 2002; Spencer 2008). Online forums are a great help for information 

relating to specific subjects, and helpful to researchers trying to navigate foreign archives and 

documents. 
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2.7 War and the Public 

Unlike many time periods of study in archaeology, most people have some form of a 

connection to the world wars of the last century, whether it was a relative who served or the impact 

on their community, and people generally find the artifacts of World War I and II sites to be 

recognizable (English Heritage 2003; Gilchrist 2003; Schofield et al. 2007). The public tends to 

be interested in its own past, a past that is familiar and that involves their locality, community and 

ancestry (Symonds 2004). The recent past has the potential to tell us about ourselves, making it 

publicly appealing (Harrison and Schofield 2009). This can foster a greater sense of community 

within the area and will often cause local people to be receptive to further archaeological work. In 

many cases, the idea of archaeology interests the public and the approachability of the well-

documented, recent past gives the public a means to better learn about the practice and application 

of archaeology and can create an intimacy unlike archaeological investigation of other eras (Lees 

2001; Saunders 2007)  

More recent sites tend to be more newsworthy and the subject of documentaries which puts 

the actions of the archaeologists in the public eye. This also indicates that there is a great deal of 

public interest in recent conflict sites, meaning that the public is looking for more information. 

Archaeology, like many areas of research, is often supported through public funding, and the 

interests of the public can be a factor in determining which projects receive funding (Saunders 

2007). Therefore, it is not only archaeologists who can affect the views and histories presented to 

the public, but the public who can aid in determining what work should be done. In some cases, 

particularly with television shows and documentaries, the producers of the programs may attempt 

to influence the methods in which the archaeologists work, and can sometimes prevent researchers 

from publishing until after the television work has aired (Saunders 2007). Archaeologists need to 
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be careful about how their work is portrayed and, although they are being paid by those producing 

the films, must attempt to maintain their professional standards and not allow the more interesting, 

photogenic and publicly appealing finds to overshadow their research. 

Public interest can also be detrimental to the preservation and archaeology of the recent 

past. The public are interested in the world wars and tend to collect objects affiliated with the 

events. Those enthusiastic for that period of history may visit battlefields, aircraft wreck sites, and 

other areas of historical importance and remove items (English Heritage 2003; Saunders 2002). 

These sites are rarely protected under archaeological laws due to their recent age, so many 

collectors see nothing wrong in removing items (Hoshower-Leppo 2002; Saunders 2007). These 

items lose their archaeological context and, even if later acquired by an archaeologist studying the 

area, cannot contribute to the knowledge of the site as they once could. This artifact removal is a 

form of antiquarianism where those who have an interest in the past remove recognizable and 

interesting objects for their own collections, or in some cases, to sell (Saunders 2007; Schnapp et 

al. 2004; Zorich 2009). In contrast, collectors and enthusiasts may be helpful for archaeologists 

studying airplane wreck sites. In many cases, the exact location of wrecks was not recorded, and 

many that were documented are imprecise (Holyoak 2001). Crash sites near communities are often 

well known, even those that are difficult to access (English Heritage 2003). Working with the 

public will allow archaeologists to locate these areas more easily, and in some cases will be able 

to guide researchers to the sites, or at least indicate the best route to reach the site (Hoshower-

Leppo 2002; Webster 1998).  

The public can play an important role in the presentation of the recent past and 

archaeologists must work within the communities they are studying to plan, execute and present 

their work (Symonds 2004). One aspect that is common to twentieth-century conflicts is the 
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recovery of souvenirs. War souvenirs can be recovered during or immediately after a battle, as was 

often the case in the First World War, or can be recovered at a later date, as is common with 

isolated aircraft crash sites (Saunders 2007). Such souvenirs of war can be presented in different 

ways and have different meanings for the presenters. For instance, WWI trench art sent home by 

soldiers later killed can take a place of memorial in the homes of their family (Saunders 2007).  

Overall these public presentations of recent historical objects tell researchers how the 

public would like to see objects presented. Researchers and enthusiasts can work together to ensure 

that accurate information is presented in such a manner that is publicly appealing (Schofield and 

Johnson 2006). As well, it is the public who are the most enthusiastic about the history of a site, 

who bring added cultural meaning to it, and encourage community interest (Gough 2007; Wilson 

2007). 

 As seen with the sheer number of visitors to Beaumont-Hamel1 and organized travel tours 

of WWI and WWII battlefields, preservation and presentation of the recent past, especially that of 

the world wars, is a large tourism draw (Dore 2001; English Heritage 2003; Holyoak 2001). 

Communities can benefit financially and culturally with the preservation of local war related sites 

(Holyoak 2001). Even if visitors do not need to pay to access the site itself, the influx of visitors, 

based on currently developed battlefield sites in the United Kingdom, will often generate enough 

money in the community to make the cleaning, preparation and presentation economically 

worthwhile (Dore 2001; Woodward 2004). 

Even if the public has no interest in the history or archaeology of a site, some work does 

need to be done just for public safety. The archaeology of World War I tunnels are of public 

                                                           
1 Gough (2004) states that approximately 250,000 people visit Beaumont Hamel each year. 
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importance on a more practical note as many of the tunnels are poorly recorded, and it is not always 

known which tunnels were filled in. Many tunnels are supported with wooden beams which may 

now be weak and threatening to collapse. Prior to any form of construction, such as buildings or 

roads, these tunnels need to be investigated to determine their integrity, to protect surface 

structures and the public from collapse and accidents due to weak tunnels (Doyle et al. 2002). 

 

2.8 Conflict Archaeology in Gander 

 Conflict archaeology can be an important element in the memorialization of the war in the 

community. Gander already features an aviation museum, the North Atlantic Aviation Museum, 

which was updated in 2012 to better reflect the aviation history of the area from Captain Fraser's 

first landing on the airstrip to the influx of people and aircraft when American airspace closed on 

September 11th, 2001. Annually, the town has the Festival of Flight, which generally features 

outdoor activities, many with an aviation theme. A quick drive through Gander will reveal the 

aviation pride as seen through sculptures of aircraft and aviation-themed street names. 

 Aviation history is important to Gander and aviation archaeology can help uncover, 

preserve and protect it. For instance, there is a B-17 in the Thomas Howe Demonstration Forest 

(DfAp-09), a teaching forest with a set of hiking trails and a picnic area overlooking Gander Lake. 

This site was investigated as part of this project (see Section 5.2.7) in 2010. By 2011, the research 

for the site was compiled and a preliminary report was given to the THDF. It was said in 2010 by 

director Ed Blackmore that they knew very little about the aircraft site so a copy of the original 

crash report, complete with war era pictures, was given to the Demonstration Forest's collection. 

While the archaeology could not add much to the record, besides an inventory, the historical 
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research was of great value to the site, especially as a training tool for current and future staff, and 

the inventory allows for improved site monitoring. 

 Gander has a rich folklore, and as younger people are getting involved with the museum, 

some of the stories are being passed on. Similarly, many original Gander residents came to public 

talks and excavation sites with the goal of sharing information. The memories of these residents 

are of incredible value to researchers and anyone interested in the history of aviation. As their 

stories are being told, they are being passed to the next generation. For instance, there are very few 

first hand recollections about the 1946 crash of the commercial Belgian airliner, the Sabena, but 

almost everyone in the town has a second-hand story about the crash and the aftermath. 

 To achieve the goals of this project (Chapter 1), it is important to work with interested 

members of the community to better understand the physical remains of World War II in Gander. 

Through documentary and archaeological research, with the help of primary and secondary 

memory, a clearer image of the Second World War history of Gander can be created for the benefit 

of archaeologists, historians, aviation enthusiasts and the Town of Gander. 

  



40 
 

CHAPTER 3: HISTORY OF GANDER 

Gander is an airport town. Prior to the establishment of The Newfoundland Airport, it was 

a hunting camp called Hattie's Camp located at Milepost 213 on the Newfoundland Railway. 

Circumstances came together to transform this small airport, originally designed to speed up mail 

delivery, into the largest airport in the world. World War II was the catalyst that put Gander on the 

map, although not literally because the location of the airport was a military secret for a period 

during the war. With the American and Canadian governments concerned with the defense of 

North America, and the British government needing North American supplies to fight the war, 

Gander was transformed from forests and bogs to a vibrant airport community in less than a 

decade. 

This chapter looks at the government deals which lead to the establishment of the Gander 

Airbase, its development and growth, and its use for defense and transport. It discusses the 

establishment and transformation of Ferry Command to Air Transport Command and the use of 

Gander's bombers to protect the convoys and hunt U-boats. It establishes the role of Gander during 

the Second World War to better understand how the aircraft crash sites were created, the 

importance of the sites, and their impact on the base. 

 

3.1 The War Effort  

At the outbreak of the war, Newfoundland was in a difficult financial and political position. 

In 1934 Newfoundland was in severe debt and about to default on loans from Canada and a number 

of banks. Rather than allow the dominion to default, Britain acquired Newfoundlandôs debt, but 
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also suspended representative government, leaving the colony to be run by a Commission 

Government. The Commission Government was a system of three representatives from Britain, 

three from Newfoundland, and the governor of the colony, ensuring that Britain always had the 

majority vote (Neary 1988). Even with the appointed government running the colony, 

Newfoundland was in an economic depression with much of the population unemployed2 and 

living on the dole (welfare). Newfoundland did not have sufficient defence resources at the start 

of the war, as whatever funds the island had access to went to solve the social and economic 

problems (MacKenzie 1986; 2004). With Newfoundlandôs colonial status, Britain should have 

been responsible for the colonyôs defence, but, as Britain was engaged in war, the resources could 

not be spared. The other option was to look to North America, first to Canada, and later to the 

United States. 

In 1937, the Canadian Chiefs of Staff noted the lack of defence in Newfoundland and the 

suggestion was put forward that the defence of Newfoundland should be tied to the defence of 

Eastern Canada (Mackay 1974; MacKenzie 2004; Neary 1994). With the outbreak of war in 1939, 

Canada took on the protection of Newfoundland as part of its own national defence, and in part to 

assist the British war effort (MacKay 1974; Milner 2006). This also allowed Canada to dispatch a 

small number of troops to the colony and to request permission from London and Newfoundland 

for the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF) to have fly-over rights and the use of the colonyôs 

airport facilities (Bridle 1974; Mackay 1974; MacKenzie 2004; Stacey 1970). Canadian Forces 

were soon stationed in Newfoundland as part of the Newfoundland Escort Force (NEF) and 

Eastern Air Command (EAC), a means of protecting ships crossing the Atlantic Ocean from 

German U-boats. With the fall of France, Britain had no allies remaining on mainland Europe, so 

                                                           
2 In 1939, 75,144 Newfoundlanders relied on the dole (government relief) (Hillier 2007). 
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many supplies had to come from North America (Sarty 2002). U-boats patrolled the Atlantic Ocean 

in an attempt to cut off this supply route (Hadley 1985). To protect ships, a convoy system was 

put in place, where groups of ships would leave from various Canadian ports and rendez-vous with 

Royal Canadian Navy (RCN) warships departing from St. Johnôs harbour and aerial patrols 

provided by the RCAF. This was later taken over by the United States Navy (USN) and the United 

States Army Air Force (USAAF) as the United States entered the war. 

3.1.1 Permanent Joint Board of Defence and the Anglo-American Leased Bases Agreement 

In the summer of 1940, the defence responsibilities for Newfoundland changed with the 

establishment of the Canadian-American Permanent Joint Board of Defence (PJBD). The role of 

the PJBD was to ñreview and study the defence requirements of the northern half of North America 

and to make recommendations to the two governmentsò (MacKenzie 2004, 55). The Board had no 

real authority, but rarely did either government reject their recommendations (MacKenzie 2004). 

The first act of the PJBD was to establish two defence plans for North America, one purely 

defensive and the other primarily offensive. In both of these plans, the defence of Newfoundland 

was imperative. In fact, a review by the Chiefs of Staff and reported to the Cabinet War Committee 

concluded: 

Finally, the Chiefs of Staff Committee desire to make it very clear that in their opinion 

Newfoundland represents a most important outpost, and is in fact Canadaôs first line of 

defence in this hemisphere, the preservation and protection of which is absolutely vital to 

her interest (Stacey 1970). 

One of the greatest impacts of the PJBD on Newfoundland was the decision that the defence of 

Newfoundland was integral to the defence of the United States, so, without yet being officially at 

war, the United States could begin to fortify the colony and protect the convoys as part of the 

protection of American interests (Bridle 1974; MacKenzie 2004). The American defence of 
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Newfoundland became a reality with the Anglo-American Leased Bases Agreement, better known 

as the Bases for Destroyers Deal, between President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Churchill in 

1940 (Craven and Cate 1964; MacKenzie 2004; Neary 1994). This agreement granted the United 

States 99-year leases to construct naval and air bases in Newfoundland, Bermuda, British Guiana, 

Trinidad, St. Lucia, Antigua and Jamaica in exchange for fifty aged four-stack destroyers to aid in 

British defence (MacKenzie 2004; Milner 2003; Neary 1994). In Newfoundland, the United States 

acquired six leased areas under the agreement. In St. Johnôs they gained two areas at Quidi Vidi 

Lake where the army post Fort Pepperrell was established, an area on the White Hills for 

emergency landings, and a dock installation on the St. Johnôs Harbour. In addition, they obtained 

land for a naval base at Argentia, named Fort McAndrew, and an airfield site in Stephenville, 

called Port Harmon (Stacey 1970). 

When the negotiation of the Leased Bases Agreement occurred, France had just fallen and 

the threat of Britain being invaded was very real. Although the fall of Britain would have had an 

impact on the United States, it would obviously be much more dire for Britain. The United States 

had the advantage in negotiations, and using Britain's fear of losing their country to the enemy 

they pushed for greater advantages. Thus the United States ended up with a number of rights: 

The United States shall have all the rights, power and authority within the Leased Areas 

which are necessary for the establishment, use, operation and defence thereof, or 

appropriate for their control, and all the rights, power and authority within the limits of 

territorial waters and air spaces adjacent to, or in the vicinity of, the Leased Areas, which 

are necessary to provide access to and defence of the Leased Areas, or appropriate for 

control thereof (Bridle 1974, 1393-4). 

This advantage carried throughout negotiations, and set the tone for the relationship between 

Americans, Canadians and Newfoundlanders throughout the war (Neary 1988). 
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The most common complaint of the Newfoundland Commission Government was the lack 

of consultation throughout the negotiations, and the sovereignty issues raised by American 

demands (Bridle 1974; MacKenzie 2004). The Leased Bases Agreement gave the United States 

rights such as the removal of customs duties on the import and export of goods necessary for base 

construction and maintenance (duties being the main source of income for the Commission 

Government), the establishment and operation of their own postal service within leased areas, 

waived immigration laws (allowing them to bring in military and civilian employees as deemed 

necessary), and legal jurisdiction (Neary 1988; MacKenzie 2004; MacKenzie 1992). The United 

States wanted to be able to try crimes committed on base and any committed by United States 

servicemen outside of the leased areas. The legal jurisdiction was the most difficult for the 

Commission Government to accept as it was seen as a threat to the sovereignty of Newfoundland 

and had the potential to put Newfoundlanders at risk (Neary 1988). One of the few points that 

Newfoundland had the opportunity to negotiate was the issue of legal justice, and it managed to 

retain certain rights and jurisdictions to serve justice for crimes committed outside of the leased 

areas.  

 At the outset, the Commission Government expected more benefits from the Leased Bases 

Agreement. In their view, the United States was taking a great deal from Newfoundland in terms 

of land and potential revenue, and Newfoundland should be compensated for that whether 

financially, by lowering American tariffs on goods, particularly fish, or relaxing immigration laws 

for Newfoundlanders (MacKenzie 2004). The United States, on the other hand, felt that they owed 

nothing to Newfoundland, that it was the colonyôs duty to support anything necessary for wartime 

defence, and that the relationship between the two countries would be unchanged after the war 
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(MacKenzie 2004; Neary 1988). In the opinion of the United States, Newfoundland was a 

ómortgaged property,ô and they owed them nothing for the use of the land (Neary 1994). 

 Although the Commission Government was not pleased with many aspects of the Leased 

Bases Agreement, the public offered no protest. Much of this may be due to the Commission 

Government and Winston Churchill encouraging public acceptance of the Agreement as part of 

the war effort (Neary 1988). The United States did arrive under mixed feelings. The public 

welcomed them, as in the case of the Edmund B. Alexander, a troop ship, arriving in St. Johnôs to 

great fanfare, but when their presence began to impact people directly and negatively, tensions 

arose (Cardoulis 1990; MacKenzie 2004). This was most evident with Newfoundlanders who were 

relocated to make space for the bases, which occurred in Stephenville, Placentia and St. Johnôs. 

Relocation and construction began before the compensation formula was finalized between 

Newfoundland and the United States, so locals did not even know how they would be remunerated 

(Neary 1994). The process was difficult, sudden and confusing for many of the locals, particularly 

the French speaking Newfoundlanders living in Stephenville. The relocation began in winter, so 

people could not move their entire house, as was common practice in Newfoundland. The first 

home to be destroyed in Stephenville was burnt to the ground by the Americans, which upset the 

community to the point where later homes were destroyed by less dramatic means (High 2009). 

For most locals relocated during base construction, they could only remove their possessions and 

watch as their houses were destroyed (Cardoulis 1990). When compensation was finally paid, it 

was often unfair, because the United States did not understand the generations of work often 

required to make Newfoundland soil arable and the value of such farmable land. In addition, 

compensation was only for the value of land and buildings, not for the disruption in the lives of 
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inhabitants, or, as in the case of Archibald Stacey of Woodley Estates in Pleasantville, St. John's, 

a farmer and butcher who lost not just his land, but also his livelihood (Cardoulis 1993). 

 Gander was treated differently because it did not fall under the Leased Bases Agreement. 

Instead, it was a negotiation involving the PJBD. The Newfoundland Airport at Gander was 

operational prior to the arrival of the Americans and was under the control of the RCAF, but not 

leased, so ultimately belonged to Newfoundland (MacKenzie 2004). The Leased Bases Agreement 

stated that American Forces stationed outside of the leased sites would have the same rights as 

those on base colonies. With their rights assured, the United States were free to negotiate with 

Canada the ability to use the Gander airbase and to construct semi-permanent facilities there 

(MacKenzie 2004). This fact seems to have been forgotten at times by the Canadian and American 

Forces. The Commission Government of Newfoundland found it necessary to remind the outsiders 

that the airbase at Gander, like those at Botwood and Gleneagles, belonged to Newfoundland. Any 

expansion or development could not be done on those bases without consultation with London or 

Newfoundland (Bindle 1974; MacKenzie 1986). 

 The Newfoundland Commission Government was not the only government to feel as if 

their rights and needs were being ignored in the negotiations. Canada also felt that they had given 

up much to the United States Forces, particularly once the Americans entered the war (Lund 1982). 

Up to 1941, the RCAF was responsible for air support and the RCN for naval protection of the 

convoys as part of the Newfoundland Escort Force (Greenhous and Halliday 1999; Lund 1982). 

Throughout Canadian control of the NEF, the RCN often felt as though the Royal Navy would 

never accept them in terms of success and methods (Douglas 1986; Milner 2006). Although the 

RCN had supplied 82% of the escort services, when the United States Navy entered the war they 

took over with little consultation with the RCN (Lund 1982). The Royal Canadian Navy was 
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unhappy about this arrangement, but did not protest enough, as the USN saw no serious difficulty 

in their takeover of the NEF (Craven and Cate 1964). Overall, the RCN wanted to be treated as an 

equal partner with the USN in the protection of North American waters (Lund 1982). Instead, the 

Canadians continued to provide most of the support while the NEF was an American operation. 

Negotiations also took a different tone when Canada was attempting to gain the right to build an 

airbase in Goose Bay, Labrador. Newfoundland had much more say in the establishment of the 

base, and the British government did not consider the airbase to be as important for their defence, 

so many fewer concessions were made and more responsibilities were placed on Canada (MacLeod 

1986; Neary 1988). Most importantly to Newfoundland was that Canada did not own the land 

outright, thus avoiding giving Canada a foothold in the colony, which was seen as a threat to 

Newfoundland sovereignty by both London and Newfoundland. 

 

3.2 Gander ï The Crossroads of the World 

Air travel was only three decades old in 1936 when Canada, the United States, Britain, the 

Free Irish State and Newfoundland decided an airport should be built in Newfoundland. They 

could all see the potential for air travel and mail delivery that the new aviation technology provided 

(Christie 1995; Meaney 1937). Using aircraft to cover some of the distance between Canada and 

Britain was already making mail delivery more efficient (Christie 1995). In 1935, surveyors looked 

along the Newfoundland railway for a suitable spot for an airport. Railway workers at Cobbôs 

Camp suggested that they should try railway milepost 213, locally known as Hattieôs Camp 

(Warren 1988; Hall and Vatcher 1935). Hattieôs Camp was uninhabited, but was used seasonally 

for logging and rabbit hunting (Riggs and Russell 1994). The area was described by Hall as ideal 
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for an airport as the land was fairly level, had suitable gravel to support the construction of 

runways, and overlooked the surrounding country, making it clear of obstacles and maybe even 

cause less snow accumulation (Hall and Vatcher 1935). The area was large enough to support four 

runways, three 1300 yards (1189m) long and 200 yards (183m) wide, and another one 1600 yards 

(1463m) long and 400 (366m) yards wide (Meaney 1937). As well, the site was located near 

Gander Lake, a suitable area for a flying boat base (Christie 1995; Meaney 1937). In June 1936, a 

crew of 40 workmen arrived and tented at the side of the railway, clearing land to prepare for an 

airport without really understanding what an airport was (Pattison 1943). The following year, 

crews began work clearing the land and constructing the runway, and by early 1938 the runways 

were operational. On 11 January that year, Captain Douglas Frazer landed the first aircraft at 

Gander, a single engine Fox Moth (Cardoulis 1990; Riggs and Russell 1994; Warren 1998).  

The construction of the airport was a joint project between Newfoundland, Britain, Canada 

and the United States with Britain funding the work, but Newfoundland maintained jurisdiction of 

the airport (Christie 1995; Powell 1982). When it came to the initial survey work, and later 

construction, the Newfoundland Commission Government and Britain were both apprehensive 

about allowing Canadian professionals to oversee the work. There was fear that Canada would use 

it to have some form of ownership over the airport, or, from the British perspective, Newfoundland 

might start to think about having stronger relations with Canada (Christie 1995). In the end, 

Canadian contractors did oversee much of the work (Christie 1995; MacLeod 1999). 

 With the outbreak of war, activity changed on the airport site. Initially it was thought that 

the construction of the airport in Newfoundland would not be a priority during the war, but the 

RCAF quickly realised the potential and construction continued. At the time, the Newfoundland 

Airport was the only airport in Newfoundland. In February of 1940, the first RCAF aircraft landed 
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in Gander and a few months later the RCAF took over the airfield. Construction proceeded rapidly 

to complete the runways and infrastructure (Town of Gander 1992; Cardoulis 1990; Pattison 

1943). Newfoundlanders worked in a variety of roles at the airbase, predominantly in construction, 

but also including work as cooks, engineers and surveyors. Canadians ï often French-Canadians 

ï supervised many of these jobs (Bridle 1974; MacLeod 1999). French speaking regiments were 

stationed in Gander, which consisted of French-Canadians who were often home defence draftees 

or volunteers who could not be sent to an active fighting front. The Newfoundlanders who 

volunteered for service were visibly resentful because Newfoundlanders who volunteered with the 

Imperial Army or the Royal Navy were on the front lines, in danger, and earning only 50¢ a day 

while these volunteers were in the general safety of Newfoundland earning $1.30 or $1.50 a day 

(Bridle 1974). 

3.2.1 ATFERO ï Ferry Command ï Air Transport Command  

The rush to complete the runways at Gander was an attempt to expedite the shipment of 

United States-made bombers to Britain (Cardoulis 1990, 70). This was to be accomplished by the 

newly formed Atlantic Ferry Organization (ATFERO). Canadian-born Lord Beaverbrook, 

appointed by Prime Minister Winston Churchill as Minister of Aircraft Production appointed 

D.C.T. Bennett of the Royal Air Force (RAF) to determine the feasibility of flying bombers to 

Britain (Davis 1985; Douglas 1987). The alternative was to ship bombers, a slow and risky venture, 

as the waters of the Atlantic Ocean were full of German U-boats who would prey on convoys 

crossing to Britain in an attempt to stop the flow of supplies (Christie 1995; Douglas 1987; Smith 

1941). Bennett picked the crew and oversaw the refitting of seven Hudson bombers to hold more 

fuel for the long journey and their transport from Montreal to Gander (Ministry of Information 

2005). The need for aircraft was so great that Beaverbrook believed the experiment would be 
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successful if three of the seven aircraft could safely cross the Atlantic. Bennett believed that careful 

preparation would grant a higher success rate (Bennett 1958; Ministry of Information 2005). On 

10 November 1940, seven crews made of up to twenty-two men, and seven Hudson bombers, led 

by Bennett, left Gander and arrived safely on 11 November 1940 in Scotland. This proved that 

ferrying planes by air could be a successful alternative to shipping aircraft (Christie 1995; Davis 

1985; Douglas 1987). 

 Although Bennett himself was RAF, most pilots of ATFERO were not military (Powell 

1982; Smith 1941). To find sufficient pilots, ATFERO recruited from the United States, offering 

high wages to the American pilots who enlisted (Christie 1995; Smith 1941). The United States 

was not at war at that point, so potential pilots had to cross into Canada to apply (Torgerson 1974). 

RAF and Canadian pilots received lower wages, which caused some minor problems with newer 

pilots (Christie 1995). The ATFERO applicants came from a variety of backgrounds, many being 

bush pilots, airline pilots, stunt flyers, crop dusters, explorers and flight instructors (Davis 1985; 

Torgerson 1974). The money held great appeal for many to try out, but for others, such as Captain 

Kirk Kerkorian, it was preferable to work as a civilian with the RAF instead of waiting for the 

United States to join the war and be drafted into the restrictive military (Torgerson 1974). 

ATFERO pilots were civilians, but were issued service-style uniforms, mostly as a means for the 

Canadian Ministry of External Affairs to identify them on their missions (Powell 1982). As the 

United States entered the war, Ferry Command became somewhat of a morale issue, as it saw no 

combat, and the work could seem dull. Younger pilots often complained that Ferry Command 

offered little room for advancement, promotion or military recognition (Craven and Cate 1964). 

Some of the original Ferry Command pilots were relieved by the lack of combat, as ferrying 
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aircraft was dangerous and difficult enough without enemy fire (Smith 1941). Most often, pilots 

understood the importance of their role in the scheme of the war (Craven and Cate 1964). 

 As ATFERO became successful, more officials in the British government and the RAF 

wanted to be involved. Eventually, this led to ATFERO becoming RAF Ferry Command and a 

number of RAF and RCAF staff entering the chain of command. This led to conflicts between 

Bennett and some of the Canadian personnel in particular, ultimately causing Bennett to leave 

Ferry Command (Bennett 1958; Davis 1985). As time went on the role of Ferry Command changed 

sufficiently to merit another name change. Ferry Command was no longer just ferrying aircraft to 

Northern Ireland and Scotland, but was also performing transport duties. The organizationôs 

responsibilities changed to: 

a. The ferrying of all aircraft within the United States and to destinations outside of the 

United States as directed by the Commanding General, Army Air Forces. 

b. The transportation by air of personnel, materiel, and mail for all War Department 

agencies, except those served by Troop Carrier units as hereinafter set forth. 

c. The control, operation, and maintenance of establishments and facilities on air routes 

outside of the United States which are, or which may be made, the responsibility of the 

Commanding General, Army Air Forces (Craven and Cate 1964, 363). 

 These changes, along with the USAAF takeover of operations changed the organization to Air 

Transport Command (ATC; Christie 1995; Craven and Cate 1964; Davis 1985). By May 1944, the 

ATC "had become the largest air transport and ferrying service in the world" (Thompson 1944, 

16). 

 Ferry Command was short on pilots when the RAF took over. This was not due to poor 

planning, but rather the high standards required by Bennett and ATFERO for the pilots, crew and 

staff. These high standards caused a number of meteorological and radio staff to lose their jobs 

immediately after his arrival (Sholto 1960). Very few pilots who applied for Ferry Command were 
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accepted. For instance, in 1942 when Capt. Kerkorian took the RAF course, only three out of one 

hundred men graduated as captains (Torgerson 1974). In addition, within six weeks of Bennett 

leaving Ferry Command there were a number of fatal crashes, three of which were B-24s, including 

two on return flights ferrying pilots back to North America (Christie 1995; Bennett 1958). Only 

five planes were destroyed while Bennett was in charge with the loss of four lives. Early ATFERO 

runs were very successful from that point of view (Sholto 1960; Smith 1941). Ferry Command 

after Bennett may have ferried more aircraft in a shorter period, but they also lost more planes and 

had a higher death toll than while under the scrutiny of the perfectionist Bennett (Sholto 1960). 

3.2.2 Eastern Air Command 

 Often less discussed in relation to the war effort in Gander is the role of Eastern Air 

Command in Anti-Submarine Warfare (ASW). Gander itself is an inland community and the only 

U-boat 'incident' in the area was a reported sighting in Gander Lake that turned out to be a couple 

of Newfoundlanders bringing a heavy oil drum across the lake. The weight of the drum sank the 

dory to a level where, in the fog, it had the appearance of a submarine (Tibbo 1997). Nonetheless, 

Gander played an important role in the protection of the convoys and hunts for U-boats in the 

Atlantic Ocean. 

 Eastern Air Command consisted of RCAF bases at Sydney, Nova Scotia, Gander and 

Botwood in Newfoundland, Charlottetown and Summerside, in Prince Edward Island, and Gaspé, 

Quebec (Douglas et al. 2002). The goal of EAC was to provide air support to the convoys crossing 

the Atlantic to complement the efforts of the escort service. Added to this, EAC had a greater role 

in searching for and hunting U-boats away from the convoys, as the Corvettes of the RCN were 

better suited to remain with convoys for the crossing. 
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 Early in 1941, the RCAF 10 (Bomber-Reconnaissance) Squadron based at Gander 

consisted of fifteen Douglas Digbys, aircraft with a maximum patrol range of 350 miles in clear 

weather. This was a small distance considering the amount of ocean to patrol. The RCAF were 

understaffed and limited in the amount of crew they could have for EAC, having to send all but 

ñ136 pilots, thirty-four air observers, and fifty-eight wireless operators (air gunner) every year to 

RAF or RCAF squadrons overseasò leaving few personnel for squadrons based in Canada and 

Newfoundland (Douglas 1986). The RCN also did not give EAC high priority, and did not 

understand that the aircraft were there to protect the convoys, even if that sometimes meant not 

being present at the convoy itself. For instance, Douglas (1986) mentions an incident where the 

RCN complained of the lack of aircraft over the convoy not for protection reasons, but because 

the aircraft made a good point of reference for the ships to gather. In this particular case, 10 (BR) 

Squadron were searching for U-101 as a means of protecting the convoy, which illustrates the lack 

of communication between the two forces, and the misunderstanding by the RCN of the actual role 

of EAC. 

 The RCAF in Gander was not always considered to be a priority by the decision makers 

who allocated crew and supplies. Gander often suffered from a lack of facilities and experienced 

crews. Added to this were the difficulties of living at the air base in Gander. Similar to the Ferry 

Command pilots who would get stranded in Gander for days waiting for clear weather, EAC crews 

also had weather-related downtime (Douglas 1986). Unlike Ferry Command, EAC were in Gander 

permanently, and would have to regularly face poor weather. Many battles between U-boats and 

the escorts received no aerial support because the aircraft were grounded due to fog, harsh winds, 

or heavy precipitation. Once in the air, aircraft again had to battle the elements, often facing strong 

headwinds when returning from the North Atlantic. Fuel had to be closely monitored to ensure 



54 
 

that, even in the strongest winds, Gander and, in case of heavy fog in Gander, the secondary 

airbases, were within range, thus reducing the effectiveness of the bombers (Douglas 1986; 

Douglas et al. 2002).  

 Eastern Air Command often pushed to have long range bombers stationed in Gander as 

such aircraft became available (Douglas 1986). However, because Gander was not seen as a 

priority early in the war, it continued to operate with Digbys and Catalinas, even though the British 

Cabinetôs Anti-U-Boat Committee had designated the Liberators as the most suitable heavy 

bomber for ASW (Douglas et al. 2002). Even when the RCAF had the opportunity to utilize the 

Liberator stationed in Iceland during the winter months, when operations ceased at the Icelandic 

base, they had to turn it down. There were no facilities to house the large bomber, and those 

facilities planned were to be used by Ferry Command, not EAC (Douglas 1986). Eastern Air 

Command often had to utilize the less efficient equipment, such as Catalinas, when Liberators 

were being constructed. Both aircraft had similar ranges, but the Liberators were faster and could 

carry eight depth charges, instead of the two carried by Catalinas. As improvements were being 

made to the Liberators, eventually turning them into very long range (VLR) aircraft, the size of 

the Atlantic was reduced, giving the convoys air support for most, if not all, of their journey, but 

it was not until 1943 that Gander was allocated such aircraft (Douglas 1986). 

 As previously mentioned, personnel were also not a priority for the base. Many of the pilots 

were inexperienced, received poor training, and suffered from long periods of inactivity due to U-

boat stillness and poor weather. New policies were not always enforced concerning tactics and 

instructions, and standards for the professionalism of crew was often low. The low standards were 

often blamed on the lack of training and training facilities for the crew, but in some cases were 

blamed on the harsh Newfoundland environment. Many of the early base diaries for 
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Newfoundland, Gander included, seem to focus less on tactics and warfare, and more on social 

and environmental distractions, such as social events, weddings, and the weather. Some of this 

may have been influenced by the civilian nature of Ferry Command, operating from the same base. 

According to Douglas (1986), the inadequate facilities, boredom and inhospitable environment 

seemed to be more of an enemy. This sometimes led to mistakes being made in the air, such as 

basic mistakes in dropping depth charges and unsuccessful prolonged searches, errors that more 

experienced pilots, or better equipment, should have prevented (Douglas 1986; Douglas et al. 

2007). The RCAF attempted to exchange pilots with the RAF Coastal Command units, but, as the 

RAF saw Coastal Command as priority, nothing came of this (Douglas 1986). In contrast, Captain 

H.C. Fitz of the USN found that the RN considered the Canadians to be inefficient, mostly because 

they "would not take advice or would not benefit from British experience" (Douglas et al. 2002, 

531).  

 The relationship between the groups of outsiders at Gander also changed in relation to 

ASW with the attack on Pearl Harbour. Prior to Pearl Harbour, the USAAF were focused on the 

protection of convoys, not on the hunt for U-boats (Douglas 1986). This distinction came from the 

fact that they were not at war, and therefore were acting to protect their own interests, meaning the 

shipping lanes, without committing acts of warfare (MacKenzie 2004). Therefore, the USAAF 

could not be counted upon to aid in the sweeps for, or attacks on, U-boats. The Canadian and 

American air forces had little means of communication. Their codes and radio frequencies differed, 

and discussions for the future of the NEF in 1941 happened between the RCN and RCAF, 

excluding the USAAF (Douglas 1986). After Pearl Harbour, the Canadian and American forces at 

Gander began to work more closely. As they were now part of the war effort, the USAAF were 

willing to join the hunt for U-boats, sometimes more enthusiastically than the RCAF. In 1943 the 
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motto of the 25th Anti-Submarine Wing of the USAAF Anti-Submarine Command was ñto seek 

and to sink.ò This was later changed to better fit with the USN and the RCAF, for whom the 

protection of the convoys was priority, with hunting U-boats being a close second (Douglas 1986). 

 Eastern Air Command gained importance both when the United States entered the war and 

began to focus more on hunting U-boats and when enemy attacks shifted further west, into the St. 

Lawrence. By 1943, Gander was equipped with fifteen B-17s and a squadron of B-24s (Liberators), 

and five VLR Liberators. By the end of 1943, so much equipment, facilities, aircraft and 

experienced crew had been allocated to Gander that Air Vice-Marshal Johnson claimed that there 

were more VLR aircraft in Gander than necessary which caused further problems for the base 

(Douglas 1986). This influx of facilities did result in a number of improvements to the Gander 

airbase, including construction of the 19th Sub Repair Depot. This was an excellent maintenance 

team that with the help of supplies from the USAAF could easily modify aircraft to fit the needs 

of the base. 

 By the end of the war, the role of aircraft (and even dirigibles) in ASW had been 

recognised, giving airbases such as Gander more than adequate facilities to escort convoys and 

hunt U-boats in the North Atlantic. By the height of operations at Gander, aircraft were responsible 

for half of the U-boat sinkings, thus providing safety for the convoys (Douglas et al. 2007). For 

Gander in particular, there were a number of failed attacks on U-boats and enemy ships, and a 

number of incidents where they failed to even respond, but there were also a number of successful 

campaigns, such as the sinkings of U-520 and U-341 (Douglas 1986; Sarty 2002). 
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3.3 End of the War 

 After the war, the RCAF disbanded their station in Gander and control of the airbase was 

returned to the Commission Government of Newfoundland in 1945 (Higgins and Doran 2007). 

As Gander was always under Newfoundland control, and not part of the Leased Bases 

Agreement, American withdrawal was rapid in comparison to other bases around Newfoundland. 

For instance, The United States maintained their bases in Stephenville and Argentia until 1966 

and 1994, respectively, long after they had left Gander and the land was under the control of the 

Department of Transportation (DOT; Higgins 2007). 

 The control of the Gander Airport was returned to Canada and the DOT with 

Newfoundland Confederation in 1949. The airport is still active for commercial and military 

flight, but the town was relocated in the 1960s (see chapter 6).  
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CHAPTER 4: AVIATION ARCHAEOLOGY IN NEWFOUNDLAND AND LABRADOR  

It is only in the last decade that aviation archaeology has been practiced in Newfoundland 

and Labrador. In the past, aircraft recovery was conducted without the benefit of archaeology, such 

as the removal of the fuselage of RCAF Liberator B-24 586 in 1988 from a site near Goose Bay 

by Tom Reilly and the removal of an RCAF Hurricane near Gander in the 1970s by Ken Beanlands, 

for restoration and parts respectively (Deal 2013). Today, significant aircraft wrecks, based on a 

list compiled by Deal and Hillier (2007) are given protection under the Historic Resources Act. 

This act requires a permit to investigate archaeological sites, and forbids the removal of artifacts 

from a site without a permit and the selling of artifacts. Penalties, such as fines or imprisonment, 

can be applied to anyone who damages or removes objects from these archaeological sites 

(Government of Newfoundland and Labrador 2008). This chapter gives an overview of aviation 

archaeology activities to date in Newfoundland and Labrador. 

 

4.1 Site Formation 

An aircraft crash site is formed differently than most other archaeological sites. Site 

formation is a rapid, often violent occurrence, which immediately results in a debris field (Buck et 

al. 2004; Moore et al. 2002). A debris field is "the area from the point at which the first piece of 

the aircraft or evidence of contact between the aircraft and the ground, a building or vegetation 

occurs to the point where the last piece of the aircraft or its contents comes to rest" (Richey 2013). 

Human activities on isolated sites are limited to the rescue/recovery operations immediately after 

the incident, and rare and occasional visitors to the site (Buck et al. 2004). Accessible sites are 

visited much more frequently for a variety of reasons. Human activity on site can be divided into 
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rescue/recovery, scavenging and enthusiasts. Rescue/recovery operations for WWII sites had 

specific instructions from the USAF or the RCAF to rescue living crash victims, recover the bodies 

of the deceased, to destroy any sensitive equipment and to determine the class 

Table 4.1: Examples of crash categories used by the Royal Air Force (RAF) during World 

War II. From Robertson 1983. 

Years 
Abbreviatio
n 

Category Years 
Abbreviatio
n 

Category 

1939-
1940 

U No damage 
1941-
1945 

U No damage 

  M Repairable at unit   A 

Damaged but 
repairable on spot by 
nearest RAF unit 

  R 
Repairable but beyond 
unit's capacity to repair   AC 

For repair by 
contractor's working 
party 

  W 
Write-off, repairable or 
lost   B 

Damaged but 
repairable at 
Maintenance Unit or 
contractor's work 

     C 
Destroyed but of 
salvage value 

     D 
Burnt out but salvage 
value 

     E 

Complete write-off and 
no value except metal 
salvage 

 

of the crash. This subsequently determines if a wreck is to be recovered and recycled or abandoned 

(Table 4.1; Hollis 1960; Robertson 1983). Rescue/recovery operations often had to set up camp at 

remote sites, leaving evidence of their activity. Scavengers come to the site in the hopes of finding 

material to reuse or sell (Buck et al. 2004; Deal 2004; Gould 1983). Parachute material could be 

used for sails, rope and cord reused, and aluminum, copper and steel recovered and sold to scrap 

dealers. Perishable items, such as textiles, have to be recovered within a couple of years after a 

crash, but the metals tend to still be in salvageable condition decades later. Fortunately, many scrap 
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dealers around Newfoundland, particularly in Gander, have agreed to no longer buy scrap from 

aircraft wrecks.  

Finally, there are enthusiasts. Aviation enthusiasts are known to visit crash sites, sometimes 

in remote locations, and remove pieces of interest such as machine and hand guns, personal effects 

and recognizable instruments. Popular texts used as aviation guides encourage this activity by 

telling visitors that unless a wreck is on private property, one must always take home a souvenir 

(Veronico 1992). Many of the objects end up in private collections which may be kept in personal 

museums or may be kept in the individualsô house, shed or yard. Enthusiasts are often very helpful 

and are willing to show researchers what they have collected, but, even if objects are recorded, the 

original provenience is lost, and in many cases the memory of exactly which site an object came 

from is lost. Many of these personal collections are under threat of being lost as many collectors 

age with no family interested in keeping or maintaining the collection. 

 Although aviation sites are recent within the perspective of archaeological research, there 

is still sufficient time for natural taphonomic processes to have an impact on the site. Aluminum 

is the most common material found on a typical crash site, and whether buried or exposed, tends 

to be in a good state of preservation. On the other hand, in Newfoundland and Labrador, iron tends 

to corrode quickly, and in wetter environments, such as on the surface of a bog, is greatly 

deteriorated. In a bog, pieces can sink, and while they are well preserved, if the depth of the bog 

is too great the pieces may be inaccessible and can only be recorded as metal detector finds (Deal 

2009). Forested areas have different problems, such as root activity, the growth of moss and animal 

activity. Sphagnum moss is common in Newfoundland and Labrador, and will cover smaller and 
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flatter pieces. The moss does preserve materials, such as textiles and paper, which, if exposed, will 

weather over time. Paint, fabrics and other materials and information will deteriorate due to 

elemental exposure. In other cases, the accident can be so violent that nature has not yet had an 

opportunity to retake the area and the wreck can still be seen from the air, and in a few cases via 

satellite, as is the case with a USAAF RB-45C, a jet bomber used from 1948 until 1959, which 

crashed near Goose Bay, Labrador in 1951 (Figure 4.1).  

 

4.2 Identifying Site Disturbance 

A significant problem at the outset of this project was being able to assess the level of 

disturbance to a site. In particular, crash sites are created in a single, violent event, and pieces will 

be burned, buried, torn and shattered. Being able to distinguish crash damage from that created by 

Figure 4.1: Aerial view of an RB-45C crash site near Goose Bay. Source Google Earth. 
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site visitors becomes easier as more sites are visited. The Eagle crash (DgAo-01; see Section 4.4) 

was a good starting point for identifying post-crash damage. As the site became better known more 

people were coming to the site and causing disturbance. For instance, a nearly complete turret was 

located on site, but was too large for the team to transport back to St. John's. Later in the year, 

when archaeologists returned to finish mapping the site and to open excavation units, the turret 

was found to be badly damaged and no longer salvageable as a museum piece. Seeing the various 

ways in which damage can be done to aviation materials without breaking the metal and exposing 

a shiny surface illustrated that damage can be easily missed on aviation sites.  

The greatest risk and problem 

with crash sites involves the metal being 

scavenged for scrap. Generally, if an 

area has been scavenged, the only 

material remaining would be that which 

cannot be sold for scrap in 

Newfoundland and Labrador, such as 

the case with the B-17 off the Trans-

Canada Highway (TCH; DfAp-08; see 

Section 4.5.9). Pieces removed and transported around the site, or evidence of pieces removed, are 

often clear on aviation sites because the tools used to take apart the metal can leave clear marks. 

Axes seem to be favoured on such sites, and any cut made in the past few years will often leave 

sharp, jagged edges that differ from the straight sheering or almost zippered separation that can 

happen during a crash (Figure 4.2; see Figure 5.7). Similarly, aircraft are often marked when 

visited (see Figures 5.15 and 5.16), as can be seen in the case of the Digby (DfAp-10; see Section 

Figure 4.2: Typical evidence of crash related damage seen here 

atDfAp-07. Photo by author. 
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5.1.2), Ventura (DfAo-01; see Section 5.3.2), and other aviation sites around Newfoundland and 

Labrador, such as the B-36 Peacemaker, a strategic bomber which crashed in poor weather, in 

Burgoyne's Cove (DbAj-01) and an RB-45C outside of Goose Bay (Figure 4.3). Sites that do not 

show much, if any, graffiti, were salvaged shortly after the crash and not by subsequent visitors to 

the site. Just because there is little on site, does not mean that the site was visited to be scavenged. 

The B-25 and A-20 sites gave no indication of later site visitors, no evidence of the removal of 

either metal or any odd pieces lying outside the boundaries of the site, except of course the B-25 

engines removed from 

the site (Figure 5.14; see 

Section 5.9.1). The 

closer and more 

accessible a site to the 

Gander Airport, the 

more likely it was that 

the military had removed 

useable and sensitive 

material from the site. 

One clear indicator that 

objects were removed by the military and not the public is the nature of scavenged material. 

Scavenged sites are characterized by rusted iron and steel and most, if not all, of the copper and 

aluminum has been removed. A site cleaned after the crash by official personnel will have pieces 

of aluminum of varying sizes which could, even on the most isolated sites, be removed and sold. 

Looking at pieces of interest can also indicate the level of scavenging or visitation. Aircraft 

Figure 4.3: Graffiti scratched into the paint on an RB-45C which crashed near Goose 

Bay. The site is relatively isolated and difficult to access, but evidence shows a number 

of visitors. Photo by author. 
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enthusiasts will often visit sites and will not recover material to sell as scrap, but instead will collect 

objects for their own personal collections. Certain objects are of greater interest to enthusiasts, 

such as machine guns, bomb release mechanisms and personal effects. Therefore the aircraft 

remains must be examined for their condition, their material and collector value to determine if 

the site is at risk. 

 

4.3 Identifying Sites and Aircraft  

Records are vague for exact locations of aircraft, even when details are given for the crash 

location. For instance, according to the reports available at www.aviationarchaeology.com, the B-

17 in the Thomas Howe Demonstration Forest (see Section 4.7.9) is located two miles south-west 

of Gander. The assumption is that Gander means The Newfoundland Airport, but the specific 

building to take direction from is not indicated, nor is it still standing. As well, two miles is an 

estimate, as is the direction. In most cases, only the nearest town to the crash is identified, with no 

indication of where the aircraft landed within that area. As aircraft are often difficult to locate and 

identify, positive identification often comes from aviation enthusiasts who remember the site when 

it contained more material that could be used in identification. The Hudson discussed in section 

4.7.4 was narrowed down by enthusiasts from a list of RAF crashes in Gander in Christie (1990) 

then identified through records in the RAAF archives. Most sites are identified through local 

informants. Many people in the area have visited these sites before they were destroyed, and have 

collected the stories and recollections of others who remember the site and could positively 

identify them. Without such information, it would be impossible to identify some aircraft because 

so little remains that could identify the specific craft. 
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4.4 Previous Work in the Province 

The first example of aviation archaeology in Newfoundland and Labrador was the recovery 

of a B-24 bomber by Underwater Admiralty Sciences (UAS), a Washington based company, with 

the archaeological assistance of Roy Skanes. This project involved the location, and recovery of a 

submerged B-24 Liberator from Dyke Lake near Labrador City. The archaeology in this project 

was relatively limited, seeing as the aircraft itself was underwater, but the camp used by the crew 

was located and recorded and the recovery operation was monitored and recorded (Skanes 2005). 

UAS returned in 2008 to recover an A-20 Havoc (FbCj-01) 73 km outside of Goose Bay. This 

time they were accompanied by an archaeological crew from MUN and the site was surveyed in 

detail, taking care to record the location of the aircraft and get aerial photographs prior to its 

removal. The debris field was recorded by archaeologists, and some artifacts of importance (e.g., 

a survey camera that had been mounted to the underside of the wing of the aircraft) were recovered 

for conservation and potential museum display (Deal 2009).  

In 2005, Michael Deal led the excavation of CjAe-61, the remains of a Ventura near the St. 

John's airport3. This site involved smaller pieces in a more concentrated area, and was recovered 

by marking the site out in a 31 square meter grid and collecting from each grid by 20 cm units 

(Deal 2006b). Deal, with Bob Maher of Atlantic Historic Aviation Recovery Association 

(AHARA), surveyed the crash site of RCAF B-24 Liberator 586 (FgCb-01), located outside of 

Goose Bay. Much of the fuselage of this crash was removed in 1988 by Tom Reilly of the Flying 

Tigers Warbird Air Museum, Florida, but recovery was halted due to lack of a permit. The pieces 

                                                           
3 St. John's, as the capital of Newfoundland and Labrador, has a higher population density than the rest of the 

province, and a greater likelihood that crash sites have been visited and scavenged. Plus, the area is fairly rocky and 

barren, although boggy, which would have made recovery easier during the war. Gander was still the largest airbase 

at the time, with the greater number of aircraft using the area, leaving the Gander Airbase with the higher number of 

crashes. 
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removed sat in Goose Bay for a number of years before being shipped to Gander and placed in 

storage on the Gander International Airport Authority (GIAA) property. This aircraft is of 

significant historic importance, having two confirmed U-boat kills in the Battle of the Atlantic, 

and features scars from these and other battles (Deal 2010). Given the state of the recovered pieces, 

the aircraft is of interest to AHARA as a potential restoration project. In 2008, a survey was done 

of the site, more of the aircraft was recovered and stored in Gander, and, whenever the wings are 

recovered, restoration of the aircraft can begin (Deal 2009). An extensive archaeological survey 

project, supervised by Deal, was undertaken in 2007 on a B-24 Liberator (DgAo-01, also referred 

to as the Eagle site or Dolan site) near Gander. This site was recorded, mapped, and analysed to 

fill in some of the gaps in the accident report, namely, some of the mechanics of the crash and 

what happened to the APQ-7 radar equipment which the aircraft was transporting. Much of the 

radar, which was not mentioned in the incident report, was recovered by archaeologists. The 

research was also shared with the son of the pilot, William Dolan Jr., who came to Newfoundland 

to learn about his father's crash. The Dolan family was never given straight answers about the crash 

at the time and for years later, nor were the other family members of the dead crew. The official 

documents the family were given did not explain the crash, and because it carried top secret 

material, details about the flight could not be released. The archaeology answered many of the 

questions the Dolan family asked since the crash, and while not all questions were resolved, the 

research and site visitation did give Mr. Dolan closure. In addition, Dolanôs memories of his father, 

including remembering watching the aircraft depart and the trouble the family had finding 

information about the crash through official and unofficial channels, helped researchers better 

understand the personal side of the crash and the impact that it had on one of the then families who 

lost loved ones in the crash (Dolan, pers. comm. 2009). In 2009, a crew from the American Joint 
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POW/MIA Accounting Command (JPAC) worked in Botwood in an attempt to locate and recover 

human remains still on the Excalibur, a VS-44A which crashed 03 October 1942. Two of the four 

sets of MIA remains were located and some personal effects recovered (JPAC 2009).  

Finally, some brief comments are in order on post-war sites outside of  

Gander that have been visited by the author. In 2008, after the recovery of FbCj-01 was completed, 

a hike was made to the location of an RB-45C4 bomber that crashed near Goose Bay in 1954. This 

site was located and recorded, but not surveyed. Pieces of research interest and museum quality 

were marked, recorded and removed for conservation and preservation. In 2012, a 1946 American 

Overseas Airline (AOA) DC-3 (DbBo-02) civilian crash site in Stephenville was located, and 

surveyed to a limited extent. GPS readings were taken throughout the site, and some pieces were 

recorded and recovered (Daly and Green 2013). In both of these cases, the site locations were very 

isolated and very difficult to access, but the photographic records, and knowledge of the location 

and condition of the wreck are of benefit to the archaeological and aviation community. A USAAF 

C-54 (DcBt-01) that crashed on 12 November 1944 on the Port-au-Port Peninsula was briefly 

surveyed in 2013. The site is on a marked trail and minutes from the road and very little remains 

on site. 

 

4.5 Future of Aviation Archaeology in Newfoundland and Labrador  

Aviation archaeology is still a new field, and with the high number of crashed aircraft and 

other aviation resources such as airstrips and infrastructure buildings, around Newfoundland and 

Labrador there is still a great deal of work to be done. The next chapter discusses the sites covered 

                                                           
4 See Appendix B for a list of the aircraft types in this paper, including images and aircraft specifications.  
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in this thesis, but these are only some of the sites that are known around Gander. Still relatively 

well-known in Gander alone are two USAAF B-24s and a RCAF Canso on the other side of Gander 

Lake, an RCAF B-24 in Gander Lake, another B-24 that was a return Ferry Command flight west 

of DgAo-01, and the aforementioned RCAF Havoc that was recovered for scrap (the engines are 

rumoured to still be on site). There are rumours of other sites around Gander, often found on hikes 

or hunting trips, and further research could find and identify these sites (Map 4.1).  

Outside of Gander there are still many aviation resources. A similar survey to this one 

could be undertaken in relation to the Stephenville airport, with a number of aircraft around 

Stephenville and the Port au Port peninsula surveyed and recovered. Stephenville is only now 

starting to look into the history of the airport and the aircraft wrecks in the area, and has recently 

opened the Stephenville Regional Art and History Museum, dedicated to the area's history. 

Research conducted so far has been shared with the museum and they are keen to work with 

archaeologists to further enrich their library and collection. 

Map 4.1: Map of sites around Gander provided by Darrel Hillier prior to the start of field work. This was used as 

a guide to find the sites. DfAo-01 is not listed on this map. Map from Google Earth, image provided by Darrel 

Hillier.  
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There are also aircraft of historic significance that should be recorded. For instance, 

although there is very little that remains, surveys of the USAAF B-26 that crashed in Saglek Bay 

on 10 December 1942 would preserve what is left of this site. The survivors of this crash lived for 

almost two months waiting for rescue before succumbing to the elements (Cardoulis 1993). A 

diary relating to this crash is on display in the Military Museum in Goose Bay, but the site itself 

has not been surveyed. Similarly, the site where Dr. Frederick Banting died has not been surveyed. 

The site has been heavily scavenged, with the aircraft having been removed and pieces distributed 

to private collections, but the site itself could potentially yield further information. Even if little 

information can be recovered from the site, the publicity of archaeologically investigating the site 

could bring some of the recovered pieces of the aircraft into the care of the province of 

Newfoundland and Labrador. The context of these items may be lost, but as it is such a historically 

significant crash (not only for the death of Banting but also because it represents the first airplane 

crash fatalities in Newfoundland), having any artifacts related to the crash in the care of the 

province would benefit the public as a whole.  

Crashes are not the only resources available, and, if safety allows, abandoned areas of 

airbases can also be examined, such as Elliston Ridge in Bonavista, a USAAF base that was 

reportedly buried when it was abandoned, or the anti-aircraft batteries that were scattered all 

around the province5. Ideally, all aviation archaeology sites around Newfoundland and Labrador 

should be surveyed and recorded, to obtain an idea of the quantity of aviation sites around the 

province, to better monitor and protect them from scavenging, and to better preserve them. 

                                                           
5 While not the location of aircraft, anti-aircraft batteries could be considered to be part of aviation archaeology as 

they were built to defend from aerial attacks, making them dependant on aviation and therefore under the heading of 

aviation archaeology. 



70 
 

 

4.6 Investigating the Wrecks of Gander 

The crash investigation aspect of this project began with a list of sites around Gander, NL, 

provided by Darrell Hillier in the form of a GoogleEarth map and brief description (Map 4.1). The 

locations for these sites were approximate, since they were visited before the easy availability of 

handheld GPS units. Based on the list given, the sites nearest to the Gander International Airport 

Authority (GIAA) would be the most likely to be investigated. The sites on the western side of 

Gander Lake would be significantly more difficult to access. The Ferry Command Ventura (AfAo-

01) was one of the furthest sites from the GIAA, but the site had been recently visited by Michael 

Deal and members of AHARA, so coordinates and general directions were available. In the end, 

10 aircraft crash sites were chosen for the present survey (Maps 4.2 and 4.3). They are reported 

below based on the date of the crash. 

Map 4.2: Location of all of the sites investigated in this project. See Map 4.3 for insert. From MapSource 
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Map 4.3: Close-up of the locations of the sites closest to the Gander International Airport. From MapSource 

4.6.1 Recovery Methods 

Methods for aviation archaeology are varied and poorly documented. An aircraft can crash 

anywhere but those in accessible locations were recovered during the war. Those that have become 

accessible with the construction of new roads have been stripped for scrap metals and other useful 

materials. In the United Kingdom, aviation archaeology sites are often aircraft that have been found 

along coastlines or recovered from lake beds. In the United States, Cold War sites are often in 

isolated desert or forested areas. JPAC reports that their work in South East Asia brings them to 

dense jungles that are miles from the nearest villages. In Gander, sites are in forested areas, bogs, 

or on the border of bogs and spruce forests. Therefore, there can be no set methods to use for 

aviation archaeology. Instead, methods are derived from the previously mentioned documented 

sources, as well as modern accident investigation methods and archaeological techniques that the 

author and team have determined, on a site by site basis, to best document aviation sites. 
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This section will outline the methods used for aviation archaeology in Gander, followed by 

a site by site description of the methods and justification for any deviation from this formula. The 

main methods relied upon have come from Deal (2006b; 2008; 2009; 2010; Deal et al. 2012) and 

forensic investigations of WWII and Cold War aircraft (Buck et al. 2004; Holland and Mann 1999; 

Hoshower 1997; Hoshower-Leppo 2002; Moore et al. 2002; Webster 1998) as these sites are the 

most similar to those in Gander in that they are relatively remote, generally surface crashes, 

generally high impact, and have been later disturbed by site visitors. Underwater and coastal 

techniques used by British archaeologists have been consulted, but in general, do not offer methods 

useful for these specific sites. Similarly, techniques used by the Federal Aviation Administration 

and the National Safety Board have been reviewed and used where possible. However, the level 

of man power and technology used in a modern aircraft disaster is not available for this project 

and because these sites are approximately 70 years old, such detailed analysis would not add much 

to the investigation (Hacker 2007). 

 

4.7 Recovery at Gander 

The principal goal of this project was to record and inventory the aviation archaeology sites 

around Gander, Newfoundland. Therefore, the methods focused more on the recording and history 

of sites, and less on the recovery of artifacts. The main survey goal was to establish the spatial 

parameters of each site, the level of site disturbance, and assess the stability of the artifacts in situ 

(Tuttle 2011). In most cases, few artifacts have been recovered and most of the aircraft pieces have 

been left on site and recorded as features. 
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As the main goal was to map and inventory sites, aviation sites were first located using 

local knowledge as a primary source. Locations were often refined using Google Earth as some 

sites are visible with this program (e.g., DfAp-10; see Section 4.7.1) or informants provided 

approximate locations using the program (see Map 4.1). Once a site was located, it was walked 

over by researchers to establish the boundaries and the best location for a datum. A datum was 

established to best view and map the site. On larger sites, a secondary datum could be established 

along the grid line to ensure accurate mapping of the entire site. Measurements were then taken 

from the datum using one of three methods: first, a surveyorôs level and stadia rod were used for 

open sites, or sites where trees can be removed for accurate measurements; the second method was 

for sites of either high or low artifact concentration, where a line and compass were used to 

measure points. The third method was for extremely inaccessible sites with dense forest where 

neither a surveyor's level nor measuring line could pass through the trees clearly. In these extreme 

cases, features and artifacts were recorded using a 2007 Garmin etrex Venture HC handheld GPS. 

As each aircraft fragment was measured and recorded, it was photographed, and wherever 

possible, turned over. In many cases, more fragments or instruments might be located under pieces, 

or turning over a piece would reveal markings to identify the aircraft or other points of interest. 

Not all pieces could be turned over, due to their size (e.g., aircraft wings), weight (e.g., engine 

components), or danger (e.g., pieces on unstable ground). In the case of larger pieces, multiple 

points of measurement were taken to get a better indication of the site distribution. 

After each field season the data collected was compiled in a feature and artifact catalogue 

using Excel. A field reference point was assigned for each piece until a Borden number was 

assigned to the site. Each feature and artifact was recorded along with a description and its location 

on the site. Later, an image was inserted for each piece. Information was then converted and plotted 
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on an X-Y axis using Surfer 8 or MapSource for GPS coordinates. Depth was recorded, but in 

most cases it does not add extra information to the map besides the layout of the terrain (sites are 

all one event therefore depth does not give a timeline). In the case of the more complete sites, the 

map gives information to add to the historical record and to determine the crash mechanics. In the 

case of sites that have been heavily recovered and scavenged over the years, the map serves as a 

visual reference for the inventory of the site and a tool for locating and identifying features on the 

sites. 

This basic methodology was the basis for each site visited in Gander, but was often not 

followed exactly. Each site had different features which meant that the methods were a guideline 

and each site required specific methods to ensure the most complete recording of possible artifacts. 

Variations in methodology will be described in detail for each site. 

4.7.1 RCAF Douglas Digby 742 (DfAp-10) 

The site is located in a bog beyond the Circularly Disposed Antenna Array (CDAA), locally 

known as the Turkey Farm, and must be accessed carefully. The area around the aircraft is unstable 

and damage done by the crash is still visible. These areas, especially where the wing struck and 

the fuselage landed, are very unstable and in some areas cannot be reached safely. The area is very 

flat, and with a small amount of wind it was impossible to hold the measuring tape straight enough 

to get an accurate measurement. Therefore, all measurements except those immediately next to the 

surveyor's level were taken from the stadia rod. The surveyor's level was set up away from the 

main area of wreckage and away from the larger concentrations of artifacts. This was contrary to 

the methods used at every other site in this project due to the unstable nature of the bog. The datum 

point was chosen for stability rather than convenience for artifact measurement. The bog was still 
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unstable even around the datum, and with every measurement the level was checked for accuracy. 

The instrument height was also checked to make sure the level was not sinking with the weight of 

the surveyor. 

This site was problematic. Essentially, what was visible was floating on the bog. Small 

pieces were light aluminum and larger pieces were wide enough that they had not yet sunk into 

Figure 4.4: Measurements for the fragments of the Douglas Digby found where the wing struck the bog had 

to be estimated due to the instability of the area. Photo by author. 


