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Pilot, engineer, parachutist, innovator, inventor, and search and rescue specialist, John Joseph 

“Joe” Gilmore did it all. Born in east Belfast in June 1900, Joe Gilmore took an interest in 

engineering and completed a mechanical engineering program at Downpatrick Technical School. 

He tinkered first with automobiles and then aircraft, and further practiced his trade with the Irish 

Free State’s Army Air Corps at Baldonnel Aerodrome near Dublin. He also learned to fly, and in 

1932 earned Irish Free State licence No. 23. The following year, he made the country’s first 

parachute descent from an aircraft and carried out further exhibition jumps before thousands of 
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airshow spectators. Recognizing Gilmore’s expertise, the British carrier Imperial Airways hired 

him in 1933 as their commercial aircraft engineer. When Imperial looked to establish a 

transatlantic air service they again turned to Gilmore, transferring him to their Atlantic division 

just before the outbreak of war. He helped set up the flying boat base at Botwood, Newfoundland, 

and flew as an engineer on several of Imperial’s experimental transatlantic flights in 1939.  

During the Second World War, Gilmore played a pivotal role in the success of the Royal Air 

Force Ferry Command, an air ferry service tasked with delivering factory-new military aircraft 

across the North and South Atlantic and Pacific oceans. Gilmore made his mark at Gander, where 

he arrived in 1941 with his wife and children as Ferry Command’s civilian superintendent of 

aircraft maintenance. The ground maintenance section came to comprise a majority of 

Newfoundlanders and Labradorians, all under Gilmore’s expert tutelage, which would serve them 

well in the postwar years. “Joe was quiet, competent, and informed,” said maintenance worker 

James Reid, a native of Codroy, Newfoundland. “He got things done, played no favourites, and 

was well respected by the whole department.” Newfoundlander John Murphy, confidential 

secretary to the Ferry Command commanding officer at Gander, went so far as to describe Gilmore 

as a “surrogate father to us young guys away from home.” Even the ferry pilots plying the North 

Atlantic during the war praised Gilmore as “the greatest airplane mechanic in the world today.”   

 Gilmore’s name become synonymous with Gander’s Ferry Command operation as the 

resident and reliable aircraft salvage specialist. Aircraft were expensive, not to mention essential 

to the war effort. Once an aircraft went down, whether near the airfield or some rural coastal 

community, or perhaps in some remote corner of the Newfoundland wilderness, Gilmore jumped 

into action. First priority was to rescue the crew. Next, Gilmore assessed the condition of the 

downed and damaged aircraft and determined how best to proceed. His maintenance team then set 



to work. Theirs was no easy task, as they contended with heat and mosquitoes in summer, rain and 

cold in fall, and snow, wind, and freezing temperatures in winter.  

Gilmore had a “deep interest in and liking for Newfoundland and Newfoundlanders,” reported 

the St. John’s Daily News in January 1945, and was more than happy to avail of local labour and 

expertise should a salvage effort require – and it often did. When a Hudson bomber force-landed 

on a hillside near Codroy in western Newfoundland in March 1942, Gilmore looked to both his 

mechanics and the people of Codroy to facilitate the salvage. He first hired local horse and dog 

teams to reach the crash site, and had the engines taken out on horse-drawn sleighs. The removal 

of the fuselage itself took almost a week and required the use of mules, horses, dogs, and brute 

strength. With ropes attached to the fuselage, local men and boys laboured to drag the bomber 

downhill through thick woods and snow five feet deep until reaching Codroy. The efforts of 

townsfolk so impressed Gilmore and his men that the salvaged aircraft bore one minor 

modification before being taken away for repairs. Mindful of Charles Lindbergh’s famous “Spirit 

of St. Louis” aircraft, and to honour the work of the people of Codroy, Gander’s salvage team 

stencilled the words “Spirit of Codroy” on the Hudson’s nose section. Indeed, the operation 

inspired one local teenager, the aforementioned James Reid, to entrain for Gander where he 

immediately found employment with the RAF Ferry Command under the guidance of Joe Gilmore.  
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On two occasions, Gilmore led the unique wintertime salvage of downed bombers by 

attaching skis to their undercarriages. When another Hudson force-landed in the remote 

Newfoundland wilderness, Gilmore determined to salvage the aircraft in its entirely. It took ten 

months, a replacement engine, and a new port wing, but a daredevil ferry pilot flew out the repaired 

Hudson using a makeshift runway. Under Gilmore’s direction, the Gander maintenance unit, with 

its largely local configuration of mechanics, mechanics helpers, and crew chiefs, carried out other 

equally taxing salvage operations throughout the war. 

Gilmore also had a penchant for inventing things. Among his creations, writes Gander 

historian Robert Pelley, was a carburettor alcohol de-icing system, invaluable on the Hudson 

bombers leaving Gander for the long trip across the North Atlantic. For ground operations, he 

designed a “mobile generator-battery pack to assist aircraft in start-up.” His Gander maintenance 

team also availed of his improved aircraft tow-bar and mobile hydraulic jack for raising airframes.  

The intrepid engineer and flyer likewise gained a reputation in nearby rural communities, 

accessible only by boat or aircraft, for his daring mercy flights, evacuating stricken men, women, 

and children to hospital at Gander. If the situation required, he might even deliver a nurse or doctor 

to their doorsteps. Such requests often originated from the Newfoundland government, and while 

Gilmore was not obligated to carry them out, he did so anyway, year-round, and often at great risk 

to himself and his aircraft. Case in point: during one month in 1943, Gilmore was non-stop, 

shuttling seriously ill patients to hospital at Gander from places like Westport and Jackson’s Arm 

in White Bay. He even flew the patient from Jackson’s Arm back home that same month and 

returned with another hospital case! Another lifesaving effort the following year saw Gilmore 

return to Westport. The request came at short notice and he set out immediately with a doctor, 

arriving in darkness and landing on the bay in his small, pontoon-equipped aircraft. With seas 



breaking over the aircraft and the wind preventing him from reaching sheltered water, Gilmore 

began firing signal flares. After two hours, a motor boat came to assist. “It was a rather shaken 

young doctor who landed there to attend his first emergency call in Newfoundland,” reported the 

Gander Ferry Command unit. Gilmore flew both doctor and patient to Gander the following day. 

Gilmore carried out such mercy flights apart from his “onerous normal duties at the airport,” 

pointed out the RAF’s piggery manager at Gander and future provincial premier, Joseph R. 

Smallwood, in 1945. Indeed, stressed Smallwood, Gilmore “invariably took a Newfoundland-born 

member of the aircraft maintenance staff with him as aircraft engineer ... and on more than one 

occasion their specialized geographical knowledge proved of benefit in the flight.” Time and place 

was everything, and thanks to Gilmore’s engineering prowess and guidance, and his fortuitous 

arrival, many of these men were inspired to continue careers in aviation during the postwar boom 

in commercial transatlantic air travel that saw Gander evolve as the “Crossroads of the World.” 
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By war’s end in 1945, Ferry Command had delivered some ten thousand aircraft worldwide. 

The busiest airfield was Gander, which handled roughly forty-percent of the total delivery number. 

Gilmore and his maintenance section, working around the clock, deserve much credit for the 

success of the operation. 

Regrettably, Gilmore lost his life in May 1945 when his Norseman aircraft, en route to 

Montréal for servicing, crashed in a farmer’s field on Prince Edward Island. It was a “sad 

afternoon,” lamented Squadron Leader Tom McGrath on the day of the funeral at Gander. 

McGrath, another of the Gander Ferry Command unit’s Newfoundland contingent, took part in the 

service as a pallbearer. “For the thousands of aircrews who have been flying the Atlantic these past 

years,” eulogized the St. John’s Evening Telegram, Gilmore “was something of a tradition for 

cool-headed efficiency. A large number of Newfoundlanders have been trained as aircraft 

maintenance mechanics by Mr. Gilmore, and it is simple truth to say that to them his death is 

almost like that of a beloved parent. Throughout the great airports of the North Atlantic the news 

of Mr. Gilmore’s tragically untimely death will be heard with personal sorrow, for he was 

universally as fondly liked as he was deeply respected.” Joe Gilmore left behind five young 

children and a pregnant wife.  

The following year, Gilmore received a posthumous appointment as a Member of the Civilian 

Division of the Order of the British Empire for meritorious service with the RAF’s ground staff in 

Canada. Regrettably, for many years after, his headstone did not reflect this posthumous 

distinction. The Commonwealth War Graves Commission corrected the omission in 2005 with a 

new grave marker. Today, Gilmore is the only civilian buried at Gander’s Commonwealth War 

Graves Commission Cemetery. His actions, be they salvage, search and rescue, or humanitarian, 

deserve lasting recognition. 
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