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Dad puts the VHS tape into the video recorder turns the lights off, and goes back to drinking 
his beer, my older brother and all his mates scramble to find there places with myself trying to 
squeeze into a seat, as a slow musical beat begins with an occasional sound of what seems to be 
a bell that rings out through the speakers of the television, the screen is blank and all of a sudden 
white writing is across the screen which it reads……

On March 3 1969 the United States Navy established an elite school for the top one percent of it’s 
pilots. Its purpose was to the teach the lost art of aerial combat and to insure that the handful of 
men who graduated were the best fighter pilots in the world.

They succeeded

Today, the Navy calls it Fighter Weapons School the flyers call it:

Should I go on? Yes it was the movie that thrilled every single aviation nerd around the world, TOP 
GUN.

Ever since that young wide eyed kid watched one of the best aviation films of all time. I stared in 
amazement, especially once I saw that blank screen dissolve to reveal one of the best swing wing 
aircraft ever built, the F-14. I knew then I love Naval aircraft!
It didn’t matter what it was from the TBM Avenger or Goodyear F-4 Corsair to the then modern 
A-7 Corsair II or indeed the best Naval fighter Jet of all time the Tomcat. All I did was read, read 
and read books on naval aircraft, I loved how there was an aircraft that fulfilled any role you could 
imagine within the Carrier Wings.

Then one day, when I went to the Library to pick up some school books I picked up a book and the 
subject was on the Royal Australian Navy’s Fleet Air Arm. I’m shocked at what I read! I didn’t know 

the RAN had an aircraft carrier in fact they had a few but I was really interested in only one the 
HMAS Melbourne the image I saw was remarkable, here are A-4 Skyhawks with S-2G Trackers and 
Seaking Helicopters on the flight deck. Then get this I told my Dad that RAN had a carrier and he 
just says to me “yeah I know I’ve been on it twice!”

I remember thinking, Ahhhh isn’t that something you should’ve probably told me? Anyway to explain 
a bit my Dad was in the Royal New Zealand Navy, and has been privileged on quite a few occasions 
to go on Carriers, the Melbourne being one of them.

Back to the image, there was a unique aircraft that had various lumps and bumps, antennas and 
had it’s wings folded, it was a prop aircraft and it intrigued me as to why it was among the fast and 
nimble A-4, and the relatively new Seaking.

Did a bit of research, (kids used to research and read back then) and found out it was a S-2G 
Tracker used in the ASW role based out of HMAS Albatross when not deployed on the Melbourne, 
from then onwards I wanted to see a Tracker but being young and living far from the City in a 
costal town it was hard for that to become a reality.

Until 1995, the Australian International Airshow at Avalon airport (and no Mark and I don’t live 
there, as some of you are thinking after the amount of articles we’ve had in this issue on Avalon). I 
got to see my first Fixed Wing S-2G I was stoked (excited) to finally see it, it was a dream a 13 year 
old finally got to experience.

It was great that it was highlighted in a fantastic aerial display to the Public and showcased what 
I really wanted to see, the Tracker fold it’s wings. I always thought as a kid how the hell can that 
thing fly if it’s wings can fold like that, A great bit of engineering on a great aircraft.
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Then it was over, after witnessing this great aircraft in it’s element soaring and turning through the 
air as if it was a predatory bird of prey hunting fish! I never saw that aircraft again! I didn’t know 
why but for 19 years, yes 19 years! I didn’t see a Tracker that wasn’t a Museum piece or Gate Guard.
It killed me when I was told that it wouldn’t be appearing at another airshow, one of my favourite 
aircraft gone from the airshow scene, and I can tell you I wasn’t the only one that felt that way.

19 YEARS LATER.

One day in November Mark gives me a call and says, “Jaryd, get your stuff together tomorrow we 
are going down to HMAS Albatross”. I thought Mark are you crazy? it’s 11:00pm, I’m tired i’ve been 
smashed at work, it’s a three hour drive away. I said back to him, “Mark why are we going down 
there?” He said, “The boys are firing up the Tracker!” 
With those seven words I was so excited. I said, “we are leaving my place at 5am!” Finally after 19 
years I would capture a moment in time where I would finally get a decent image of the S-2, I was so 
pumped I can’t begin to tell you. 

It’s one of those moments that you are truly emotional not because I was tired or the fact I had 7 
beers by that stage, but as you would understand if you think about a time you would like to be in a 
moment, capturing one of your ultimate aircraft on camera, it’s a surreal experience.

Mark and I arrive at Albatross at 8am, on schedule we had the privilege to be let in by the members 
of the Royal Australian Navy’s Historic Flight, and immediately we hit it off, it was a moment that I will 
never forget standing along side my partner in crime cracking jokes with the crew. 
And getting an understanding on how and why this aircraft hadn’t been in the air for such a long time. 
And to understand the amount of love and care they have put into this aircraft. We were then taken 
to see the crown jewels of the Historic Flight’s collection, here she was.
Grumman S-2G Tracker #844 serial number N12-152333 (VH-NVX) being worked on, before it being 
rolled out of the hanger and started up after a very long time to conduct engine runs and a taxying 
run down the main runway.

Paul Ellis who is apart of the Historic Flight team and who overseas the project of returning the Tra-
cker to the air, without any prodding shows Mark and I around the aircraft, pointing out the various 
work they’ve conducted and the the final bits and pieces they have spent ages on, in getting her up to 
date. To finally get given the tick of approval to be able to return the skies once more.

He said “ Boys, it’s been a long an arduous trek in getting this thing back together, and in all honesty 
we all feel this our last chance in getting the Tracker up and running. We all are volunteers here, we 
all want to show off the proud heritage of the Fixed Wing assets in the history of the Fleet Air Arm, to 
everyone in Australia. So they can show their appreciation of those that once were apart of the units 
that flew these incredible machines”.

I could see in his eyes that this project has taken a toll, and he went on to say “Sometimes Jaryd I 
just want to give up in doing this, I’m spending time away from my family on weekends for years now, 
and somedays I can’t find the motivation, but I still do it. I do it because I want the public to enjoy an 
aircraft that performed a remarkable role for the Australian Defence Force and the Navy. And I want 
to give credit to those such as Owen and others who flew them”.

I couldn’t agree more, especially as I witnessed the S-2 being pushed back out of the hanger and 
watching the engines roar to life with a thick puff of smoke. Owen Nicholls was at the controls as I 
watched him get everything in order to role down to the run up bay to conduct the engine run ups, 
and then eventually taxi down the runway with Mark grinning from ear to ear being in the right seat, 
for that once in a life time moment. 

It was a moment where I had to pinch myself here I am, watching Mark giving me the thumbs up as 
he and Owen taxied past, and i’m recording history it was awesome. I was so grateful to be welcomed 
into the inner sanctum of the Historic Flight team to be shown around and given the access to record 
this event. The boys there will never understand how much that moment meant to both Mark and I, 
and we will never be able to explain it!

WHERE TO FROM HERE?

As I write this I think of those that are huge aviation and warbird fans not only in this country but 
worldwide, they know how Mark and I feel about this aircraft…. They all have their favourite aircraft 
and know what they personally would want to see back in the air again. They also can understand the 
feelings people get when they want to see the aircraft return for public display. To be the highlight, 

the main attraction to those local warbird airshows, those fly-in days those events where the 
younger generation will be astounded, and will stare in amazement at the history that is before 
their very eyes flying straight past them….

The Royal Australian Navy’s Historic Flight team have spent a lot of hard earned blood sweat and 
tears on this project, they have got the Tracker running, they are ready to go. 

Spotters Magazine put a post up on it’s social media pages of the Tracker, as a prelude to this 
article. Mark and I have never taken so many emails, in where hundreds yes hundreds of people 
kept on asking when can we see this fly again. One person said “ This is the best flying billboard 
for the Navy, we are all very excited to see it fly once more to highlight the Fleet Air Arm, FLY 
NAVY!!!!!”

Thousands of people in this country, echo the sentiments outlined in this article, everyone wants 
to see this aircraft Tracker #844 conducting flights once more for everyone to enjoy.

In a 100 years of ANZAC commemorations this year for Australia, this aircraft is ready, ready 
to take it’s place side by side, and along with all the other former military aviation warbirds the 
country has ever operated. It’s not for the editors of this Magazine, it’s not for the members of 
the Historic Flight.

It’s for you the reader, it’s for you to witness and for you to show your appreciation to the 
various men and women of the Fleet Air Arm who have served previously and who are currently 
with the FAA, and for you to show your appreciation of the aircraft that has served the Australian 
Defence Force, thats what it’s all about.

So to those that hold the power, let this happen let us witness the proud heritage of the S-2G, 
Being apart of the Wings over Illawarra airshow management team, we want to put the aircraft 
on display, a week after ANZAC day. So let’s talk let us give you the best exposure we can ever 
give the FAA!
So that we, all of us aviation enthusiasts, may always appreciate and enjoy keeping…

TRACK OF THE TRACKER! 

(by Jaryd Stock)
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From a spotters view just to get close enough not to use a zoom is the goal.........but some days just 
are better. 

Just before the Tracker was pushed out Paul Ellis from the team, walked over and asked who wanted 
head's or tail's ? "Headém up" was all I could say. I turned around to see Jaryd just pointing saying 
“give it to him, Paul said, "Well then you're going for a taxi ride!

To think that i would be in the right seat of a aircraft i saw at my 1st airshow 26 years ago was just 
something i never dreamed of happening. I grabbed my Gopro as I just had to get some onboard 
footage plus my camera with a 24mm-70mm.
Owen Nicholls was the pilot about to take me for this taxi run but before anything happened we ran 
over all the things I needed to know. Owen stills works for the Royal Australian Navy but started on 
number 69 RAAF Course at Poin Cook in 1968, training on Winjeel's and Vampire's his first flight in 
a Tracker was in 1969. Owen got to fly many aircraft but he still rates very high, the 74 day and 40 
night lands on a aircraft carrier.

How do you rate the Tracker for the role it did ? 

A good aircraft with, what in its day (1960s,) were ‘state of the art’ avionics and anti-submarine 
warfare (ASW) systems. The aircraft was pretty conventional in its construction but the engines 
were of a ‘mature design’. The Wright Cyclone engine in its basic form entered production in 1931. It 
was the engine that powered the B-17, some DC-3s as well as a host of other aircraft types through 
the 1930s-50s. 
For anti-submarine warfare (ASW) the aircraft is very manoeuvrable and light and responsive 
on the controls (the exception being quite large rudder pedal forces with one engine inoperative, 
although the aircraft flies perfectly well on one engine). Pilot visibility was good (foreward) and 
excellent sideways out to 90 degrees and downwards (thanks to the large bubble side windows) but 
virtually non-existent to the rear.
What are some of the things you have to watch out for ? 
It did not have any peculiarities or vices. We were always conscious of any indications of an engine 
fire, because although an engine fire in any aircraft is bad, in the Tracker it is VERY BAD. Landing 
on the carrier, it was very important to land right on the centreline. The clearance between the 
starboard wing tip and either the carrier’s island (superstructure) or parked aircraft etc was not 
great. The clearance distance seemed to get smaller at night!
Take off was 90knots ? 
Raise the nose-wheel at 80 knots minimum and lift off at 100 knots minimum. Catapult launch on the 
carrier usually gave a little more speed than that.

The time had come and the signal was made, slowly the prop swung around and fired into life. Once 
all the checks where made the 2nd was started and with that the Tracker was alive. I was finding it 
hard to get a photo as the vibration from the low rev's made the whole aircraft rock and buck, it was 
like it was asking for more power now it was alive! We headed to the end of the runway and did our 
last check's. All was good so it was time..........

Turning onto the runway I got a few pic's of Owen as I could tell he was so focused but still had a 
big smile on his face.
With full power on, and brake's released, we were off charging down the runway. The noise was 
AWESOME! I didn't know where to look, the faster we went the more I wanted it to lift off but before 
we hit the speed needed, Owen powered back and we rolled to the turn around point. A few quick 
checks again to make sure everything was going right and Owen gave the nod.
Full power and brakes off here we go again, I tried get as many pic's and video as I could being very 
still as much as possible, I keep thinking just how lucky I was to be in this position. 

Before I knew it Owen had powered back again and we rolled to the end of the runway back to the 
taxiway, since we had everything working the team would do as many checks as they could which 
involved things like opening the bomb bay doors and folding the wings.
Everything went smooth as you would expect from the guys in the team and you could see on everyo-
nes faces that something as little as this is what drives them to come back each time on their own 
time to make sure when the day comes that she is allowed to fly again she is ready and what a day 
that will be ....and we all hope very soon !

I can not thank the Team enough for all the help we had in making this happen. 

(By Mark Jessop)
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