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By Kim Dunstan

The Bristol Sycamore

The Sycamore was hardly a good looker, 
with its tadpole-like fuselage, spindly 
legs and long tapered tail. And it wasn’t 
the easiest machine to fly, either – being 
variously described as temperamental, 
underpowered and unforgiving. 
But it was arguably one of the most 
important aircraft in the RAN’s Aviation 
History, as it not only brought an 
immediate new capability to the Fleet, 
but set the RAN on the long road of 
developing skills and know-how which 
became the foundation of today’s 
complex rotary wing operations.

helicopter design had rendered the ‘Sea Otter’ 
obsolete in this role and the search for a 
replacement began.
During the Korean War, USN Sikorsky HO3S-1s 
and RN Westland WS-51 Dragonfly helicopters 
flew SAR and plane guard duties while attached 
to HMAS Sydney. The versatility and 
advantages of those machines made it clear that 
helicopters were to be an indispensable part of 
naval aviation’s inventory. This view was sealed 
by the stunningly successful rescue of two 
downed FAA aircrew from behind enemy lines 
by the ship’s borrowed Sikorsky.
The Helicopter Choice
Before deciding on the Bristol Sycamore, the 
RAN surveyed a range of helicopter types. While 
it was noticed the RAAF had ordered two 
Sycamores for operations at Woomera; several 
factors influenced the RAN in also selecting the 
Sycamore. For example: they could operate by 
day or night and were equipped with a hydraulic 

When RAN Fleet Air Arm was formed in 
1948 the plan included two light-fleet 
carriers. The first, HMAS Sydney, was 

delivered with two Supermarine Type 309 ‘Sea 
Otter’ amphibian biplanes, for Search And 
Rescue work. By then, however, advances in 
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The Birth of the Bristol Sycamore
The Sycamore was the military derivative of civilian Type 
171. The company that developed and built it, the Bristol 
Airplane Company, was one of the first in Britain (it was 
founded in 1909), and for many years was the most 
important manufacturer of aircraft and engines in the UK.
Unlike other 
companies such 
as Westland, 
Fairey and 
Cierva, Bristol 
chose to design a 
new helicopter 
altogether, using 
a standard 
configuration of a 
fuselage, tail and 
main and tail 
rotors. Originally 
conceived as a 
four seater (pilot and three passengers), the Bristol Type 
171 Mk 1 commenced development shortly after 1944, but 
proceeded slowly.
Helicopter design at the time was rudimentary, so Bristol’s 
technicians built a series of test beds to examine the 
behaviour and characteristics of various components such 
as the main rotor.  It was driven by an electric motor to 
measure vibration levels, issues with balance and structural 
integrity. Each major component was tested in this way 
before the first helicopter was assembled, which was then 
itself tested by tethering it to the ground. By then it was 
May of 1947 but by July of that year the first prototype was 
flown in Filton (Bristol) by Alan Marsh, one of the very first 
helicopter pilots in Britain.
On 26 May 1949 the second prototype received the first 
certificate of airworthiness issued by British authorities, and 
on the same day it became the first British-designed 
helicopter to fly across the English Channel.
The Bristol 171 Mk. 3 followed, with significant 
improvements such as a more powerful and compact 
engine mounted horizontally; elimination of the lower 
gearbox; relocation of instruments; rear sliding doors and 
increased cabin width to accommodate three back-seat 
passengers. The Mk. 4 was released at the end of 1952 
and became the basis of the Military version, the 
Sycamore. (vide Heli-Archive).✈

Sycamore Basics
Performance figures subject to conditions
Manufacturer: Bristol Aircraft Limited, UK.
Type: Sycamore HR 50/51 variants
Number delivered: 13 units – first 1953 
last 1961
Crew: Pilot, co-pilot, and winch operator. [or 
2 in the cockpit & 3 passengers in the cabin]
Engine:Alvis Leonides 524/1, 9-cylinder, air-
cooled radial, 500/520 hp, 370/390 kw.
Max. speed: 110 knots at sea level.
Cruising speed: 79 knots (146 km/h, 99 
mph)
Range: 233 nm.   Endurance: 3 hr
MTOW: 5,600 lbs
Service ceiling: 15,000 ft.
Main Rotor diameter: 48 ft 7 in.
Length blades folded: 46 ft 2 in.
Length blades spread incl tail rotor: 67 ft 
6 in.
Height to top of tail rotor disc: 4 ft 7 in.)
Note: The RAN N5 serial code was never applied 
as the Sycamores were about to retire, so 
original UK serials remain. In July 1958 side 
numbers changed from 900 to 800 series.✈

winch; and their range and payload also 
allowed for medivacs, passenger and 
freight transport, pilot training, and fleet 
support tasks.
Another feature of the Sycamore was the 
folding main rotor blades, allowing access 
to the hangar deck of an aircraft-carrier; 
furthermore the use of strong hydronalium 
alloy in the airframe (resistant to seawater 
corrosion) was an asset. Also, the 
Sycamore’s top speed was high (for the 
era), they were cleared for tropical use, 
and were well-suited to RAN needs.
The Sycamores Arrive
In 1951 the RAN placed an order for three 
HR 50 helicopters with Bristol Aircraft 
Limited, Filton, England.  The Australian 
HR.50 was similar to the RAF HR.13 SAR 
model, but had taller and stronger landing 
gear for shipboard operations. On 16 
January 1953 the first three (XA219 to 
XA221) were flown aboard 
HMAS Vengeance in the UK, arriving in 
Australia on 11 March – and were 
assigned to 723 Squadron. Vengeance
was on loan from the RN until 1956, then 
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Top. The first three Sycamores arrived on the loan 
carrier HMAS Vengeance. The photo appeared in the 
Sydney Morning Herald of 12 March 1953 with the 
caption: “Two Bristol Sycamore helicopters hover 
over the aircraft carrier HMAS Vengeance, which 
arrived in Sydney yesterday from England… This 
picture was taken from the Vengeance’s third 
helicopter by a staff photographer who travelled on 
board from Melbourne.” Below. Other RAN 
Sycamores were delivered by commercial shipping, 
as in this case. The poor quality image appeared in 
the SMH of 20Nov54, with the caption: “These four 
unusual-looking Bristol Sycamore helicopters were 
unloaded from the freighter Braeside at Darling 
Harbour yesterday. The RAN bought the helicopters 
from the RN for £50,000 each. the helicopters were 
covered with a protective coating to guard against 
rust and corrosion.” (Trove). ✈

replaced by HMAS Melbourne which ferried two 
more Sycamores HR 51s (XK902 & XL507) 
from the UK on her maiden voyage to Australia. 
Eight more Sycamore HR 51s were shipped to 
Sydney on merchant vessels, the last arriving in 
June 1961.
Bristol Sycamore HR 50/51 Basics
The RAN Sycamore HR 50/51s were military 
versions of the civilian Bristol Type 171. In 1944 
Bristol set up a rotary-wing division, led by 
engineer Raoul Hafner, producing the first British 
designed helicopter manufactured in series. The 
prototype first flew in July 1947 then, following 
further tests and modifications, it went into 
production in 1952. It was an innovative and 
versatile design meeting Ministry of Supply 
specifications. Around 180 were built – in various 
marks, mainly for military use in the UK, 
Australia, Belgium and Germany; others were 
the civilian Type 171.
The Bristol Sycamore layout was conventional, 
with a three-blade main rotor and anti-torque tail 
rotor, powered by a 520 bhp Alvis Leonides, air-
cooled radial engine. The cockpit had two seats: 
one for the pilot, the other for a co-pilot or 
passenger. The rear cabin had three, fold-down 
seats for passengers. For rescue work – a crew 
member in the rear cabin operated a power-
winch on the starboard side (max 181 kg – 400 
lb); directing the pilot via intercom. The operator 
would hoist people to the doorway and into the 
cabin.
The RAN Sycamores had VHF radio, modified 
tricycle undercarriage – the main legs being 
longer and wider than standard, with a 
lengthened nose leg for extra ground clearance. 
The Sycamore could be operated in high wind 
(typical on a flight-deck); and a rotor brake was 
fitted to the transmission – all necessary for 
shipboard operations. A freight/baggage 
compartment was at the rear of the engine bay. 
As the Sycamore was not a weapons platform it 
did not carry guns or rockets.
Sycamore Training Begins
In 1952, prior to the arrival of the Sycamore HR 
50 helicopters, two RAN pilots Lt Neil MacMillan 
and Lt Gordon McPhee were sent to the UK for 
helicopter instruction and conversion to the 
Sycamore at RNAS Gosford (HMS Siskin). They 
were joined by a third pilot, Lt Don Farquarson 
RN, on loan to the RAN as a helicopter 
instructor. On 16 January 1953 they landed the 
first three Sycamores on 
HMAS Vengeance near Weymouth, ready for 
her voyage to Australia.
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Below. The Maitland Floods in early 1955 were a 
devastating event raging through 50 towns and leaving 70 
dead. The RAN deployed Sycamores at short notice, 
earning the praise of the media of the day, and the 
gratitude of people in the region. 
It was not without cost, as illustrated by the three 
photographs below and on the next page. According to a 
local newspaper, a group of men were trapped on a signal 
box that collapsed just as Sycamore XA221 (flown by 
LCDR Gordon McPhee and LEUT Hill) reached it. Two of 
the men managed to grab the rescue strop at the last 
seconds but lost their grip as they were being hoisted, to 
fall to their deaths (right). Almost immediately the 
Sycamore lost control and ditched into the raging waters 
below. McPhee and Hill were rescued after being swept 
some five miles downstream (Images: Life magazine).✈

On 11 March 1953 Vengeance arrived in 
Australia. Here the Sycamores were assigned to 
723 Squadron, the Fleet Requirements Unit, 
stationed at HMAS Albatross (RANAS Nowra). 
Lt Farquarson ran the first RAN helicopter pilot 
training course, with the assistance of Lt 
McPhee and MacMillan.
Helicopter Flying Training Course
723 Squadron was a Fleet Requirements Unit 
based at NAS Nowra, equipped with a variety of 
aircraft. When the Sycamores joined 723 
Squadron, they formed the first helicopter flying 
training school in Australia and played a long 
and useful role in developing helicopter skills in 
the RAN. The Sycamores remained with 723 
during their service life (except for a short period 
with 724 Squadron) greatly assisting the RAN’s 
transition from fixed-wing to anti-submarine 
helicopter operations in the early 1960s.
Much of the training took place at Jervis Bay 
airfield away from air traffic at NAS Nowra. As 
the main role for the Sycamore was SAR work 
the focus was on precision hovering over water 
and land. Attention was also given to safe 
handling, and avoiding the traps pilots might 
encounter. Other exercises included adjusting 
for centre of gravity changes, and landing in 
confined spaces. Generally, it took about 10-
hours instruction before pilots were ready to fly 
the aircraft solo; and 90-hours flying plus ground 
subjects to complete the course.
During the 1950s a steady stream of fixed-wing 
pilots did Sycamore conversion courses at NAS 
Nowra to build-up a core of helicopter 
pilots, Being an early generation helicopter and 
unsophisticated by today’s standards the 
Sycamore had its challenges and eccentricities. 
The shift from forward flight to the hover, the 
hover itself, and flying backwards were skills that 
required much practise. The aircraft was 
susceptible to ground resonance, an 
aerodynamic characteristic that can rapidly 
destroy it, so positive landings and speedy use 
of the rotor brake were necessary. Likewise, 
autorotation demanded the utmost care. But, 

having mastered the Sycamore’s foibles, pilots 
enjoyed flying them.
Sycamores to the Rescue
In addition to its training role, the Sycamores 
were used for various transport, search and 
rescue, and utility tasks. Remarkably, on 23 
March 1953, shortly after their arrival a call 
came for a Sycamore to assist a badly injured 
lighthouse keeper at Point Perpendicular, Jervis 
Bay, some 30 km from NAS Nowra. Taking care 
to avoid nearby telegraph wires the pilot 
alighted next to the lighthouse; assisted by a 
Naval Surgeon the casualty was quickly flown to 
NAS Nowra – where an ambulance took the 
injured man to hospital.
In the 1950s, the Sycamores also assisted the 
civil authorities covering a variety of unusual 
tasks. One difficult job simplified by a helicopter 
involved passing an electrical cable across a 
wide gorge near the Lucas Heights nuclear 
reactor. The occasional request from police 
could vary from providing transport and 
photography services to tasks such as search 
and rescue operations and assistance in murder 
investigations.
The Hunter Valley Floods
On Wednesday 23 February 1955 the NSW 
Hunter Valley flooded. Following an urgent call 
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for help, The RAN flew a Sycamore from Nowra 
to Newcastle to assist in the rescue effort. The 
following day a second Sycamore flew Nowra to 
Dubbo. On 25 February two further helicopters 
from HMAS Sydney (in Melbourne at the time) 
flew north to the floods. Another Sycamore being 
serviced at Bristol’s Bankstown joined the effort. 
Working every day for over a week, the 
Sycamores delivered supplies and rescued over 
100 people around Maitland, Dubbo, and 
Narrabri.
It was not without cost, as illustrated by the three 
photographs above. According to a local 
newspaper, at the height of the floods a group of 
men were trapped on a signal box that collapsed 
just as Sycamore XA221 (flown by LCDR 
Gordon McPhee and LEUT Hill) reached it. Two 
of the men managed to grab the rescue strop at 
the last seconds but lost their grip as they were 
being hoisted, to fall to their deaths . Almost 
immediately the Sycamore also lost control and 
ditched into the raging waters below. McPhee 
and Hill were rescued after being swept some 
five miles downstream (Images: LIFE 
magazine).
The Versatile Sycamore
The Sycamores were based at RANAS Nowra, 
but variously served on the aircraft carriers 
Vengeance Sydney or Melbourne whenever 

they were at sea with fixed-wing squadrons 
embarked. The Sycamore’s main role was 
‘plane guard’, hovering near the bow or stern of 
the carrier during catapult launches and deck 
landings in case of an emergency.
At sea they were also used for medical 
emergencies, communication duties, personnel 
transportation, photographic exercises, mail 
deliveries, and utility duties around the fleet. The 
Sycamores worked hard, becoming a crucial 
part of the carrier’s aviation component. In the 
1950s helicopters were something of a novelty 
and the Sycamores attracted a great deal of 
attention, creating excitement wherever they 
went.
When embarked the Sycamores were greatly 
valued as the following indicates. In his June 
1953 Report of Proceedings, the Captain of 
HMAS Vengeance stated: “Helicopter 
serviceability proved most encouraging and the 
single aircraft embarked was available at all 
times during flying. In addition to its value as a 
plane guard its use for general fleet 
requirements cannot be over-emphasised.”
Helicopter Happenings
The RAN was quick to realise the potential of 
helicopters. The Bristol Sycamores became the 
workhorses of the day, besides the search and 
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Above: With no weapons systems 
and limited performance, the 
primary roles for embarked 
Sycamores were plane-guard 
(SAR) and general communications 
flying. 

rescue work and time saved in transferring 
personnel and stores at sea, they were called 
upon for all manner of tasks. The Air Force and 
Army had few helicopters until the 1960s, and 
few were in commercial operation. Emergency 
Services, Police, Ambulance/Rescue, and TV 
Station helicopters were years away.
Special requests for helicopter assistance were 
not unusual. In 1955 during a trip to New 
Zealand HMAS Sydney’s Sycamore was made 
available to transfer a dangerously ill woman 
from Waiheke Island to Auckland’s St Georges 
Hospital – attracting much favourable comment 
in the press.
Between 4th and 12th February 1955, during a 
visit to Hobart, Sycamores from HMAS 
Vengeance assisted the Hydro Electric 
Commission of Tas mania to reconnoitre rugged 
country in the King and Franklin River regions of 
Western Tasmania and Lake Mackenzie. Further 
afield in the Solomon Islands the resident 
administrator was able to survey hitherto 
inaccessible jungle locations with the assistance 
of a Sycamore from HMAS Sydney.
In 1956 a Sycamore carrying HRH The Duke of 
Edinburgh was flying from Government House in 
Sydney to Kensington, when engine problems 
struck. Hearing a loud bang, the Duke said, 
‘what was that?’ The quick-witted pilot said, 
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‘That’s a rich cut, sir’ (backfire) as he feverishly 
nursed the helicopter towards the landing 
ground. Just before touch-down another bang 
followed. The Duke said, ‘I suppose that’s 
another rich cut’ to which the pilot said, ‘Yes sir, 
possibly something to do with the humidity in the 
air’. The Duke, being a helicopter pilot, himself 
replied ‘I won’t wear that’.
Not wishing to admit to flying a ‘dud’ helicopter 
the pilot remained silent as he safely landed the 
machine. Later, after the Duke moved to his next 
engagement, the Sycamore was put on a truck 
to Nowra where it was found that two cylinders 
had fractures. RAN Sycamores suffered cylinder 
problems on five separate occasions, prompting 
engine modifications.
Lacking the power of today’s helicopters, a 
telling moment came in 1961 when a Sycamore 
from HMAS Melbourne ditched during an 
attempt to land on HMS Hermes due to a 
number of circumstances, including a high 
aircraft all-up-weight, a crowded flight deck, 
tropical ambient conditions and the ship 
steaming down-wind while conducting a RAS. 
The end result was the Sycamore ran out of lift 
while attempting to come to the hover off the 
bows of Hermes. Result – a splash down, 
followed by rescue by Hermes sea-boat, with no 
injuries to the survivors.  The four Lieutenant 
Commander passengers all out-ranked the pilot 
and had no hesitation in using his back and 
shoulders as a means of disembarking from the 
rapidly sinking Sycamore!
The Advance of ASW Helicopters
From the early 1950s the RAN was attuned to 
the development of Anti-Submarine Warfare 
(ASW) helicopters with ‘dunking sonar’. In 
October 1951 the US Navy commissioned its 
first ASW helicopter squadron with Sikorsky S-
55s. Then in September 1953 the Royal Navy 

formed 706 Squadron for ASW operations; a 
role taken over by 845 Squadron in March 1954 
using Westland Whirlwind HAS 22s. At the time 
the RAN was committed to using its fixed wing 
Fairey Gannets for ASW work and the Bristol 
Sycamores for plane guard and other duties. But 
the success of helicopters in the ASW work 
heralded an increased role for helicopters in the 
future.
While great strides had been made in the 
development of the hunter-killer ASW helicopter 
concept, the need for the Sycamores remained 
undiminished as they continued to provide 
valuable service in plane guard, training, and 
fleet support roles. Given the numerous 
instances of assistance to the civil authorities, 
rescue work, and attendance at air shows, the 
Sycamores were a vital part of naval aviation – 
but big changes were about to take place.
Sunset for the Sycamores
Following the 1959 government decision to 
disband the fixed-wing element of the RAN in 
1963, there was a pause in FAA activities. But 
with the ‘Cold War’ and regional tensions 
brewing, the fixed-wing commitment was 
renewed and a strong anti-submarine focus 
adopted. In April 1961 the RAN ordered 27 
Westland Wessex HAS 31A ASW helicopters 
from the UK. This gave the Sycamores and 723 
Squadron a new importance, as the urgent need 
for ASW helicopter pilots meant ramping up 
training operations using both ab initio trainees 
and more experienced fixed-wing pilots.
During the late 1950s and early 60s, following 
initial training at HMAS Cerberus, RAN aircrew 
recruits were drafted to RAAF Point Cook where 
they joined the No 1 Basic Flying Training 
School as probationary pilots. The course 
covered flight theory, basic navigation, flying 
Winjeels and other fixed-wing piston aircraft. 



The Bristol Sycamore. V1.  Page 8  

After graduating at Point Cook, pilots then 
transferred to RANAS Nowra to begin training 
with 723 Squadron flying Bristol Sycamores.
Given the low-tech nature of the aging 
Sycamores – this meant learning the 
fundamentals of flying a helicopter, without the 
technology and instrumentation of the new 
generation machines. Because the Sycamore 
had just one collective pitch lever mounted 
between the pilot’s seats, they were less than 
ideal for training. Also, without hydraulics or 
automatic stabilising equipment, piloting involved 
plenty of physical exercise.
The Sycamore’s idiosyncrasies meant pilots on 
conversion courses learnt their rotary-wing 
lessons the hard way. Yet, once confident, pilots 
developed a respect for the 
Sycamore, and a keen sense of 
what is needed to fly a 
helicopter effectively. The high 
standard of RAN helicopter 
pilots is testimony to the 
competence and skills 
generated during the Bristol 
Sycamore era. This played a 
notable part in the transition to 
the new Westland Wessex ASW 
helicopters that arrived at NAS 
Nowra in the early 1960s.
Farewell the Sycamores
The Bristol Sycamores were the 
first rotary-wing aircraft 
purchased by the RAN. They 
performed valuable service and 
established a place for 
helicopters in Australian naval 
aviation. With the arrival of the 
Westland Wessex HAS 31As in 
1962 the Sycamores became 
redundant and the need for a 
new training helicopter was 
pressing. After rejecting several 
contenders, the replacement 
came in the form of the Bell UH-
1 Iroquois in 1964. Yet the RAN 
can be proud of the outstanding 
service the Sycamores rendered 
during their 12-year tenure.
Today, the RAN uses the multi-
role ship MV Sycamore for 
training helicopter crews in 
shipboard operations. It forms 
part of the Helicopter Aircrew 
Training System (HATS) and a 
gentle reminder of the important 
role the Bristol Sycamore played 
in the early days of rotary-wing 
training.

Saved Sycamores
The RAN Fleet Air Arm Museum at Nowra, south 
of Sydney NSW, has a Bristol Sycamore HR51 
helicopter on display, with other former FAA 
aircraft. The Australian National Aviation 
Museum at Moorabbin Airport, south of 
Melbourne, has an ex-RAAF Bristol Type 171 
Sycamore. The Camden Museum of Aviation, 
near Sydney, has a former RAN Sycamore, but 
is not open to the public. The Beck Military 
Museum, Mareeba Qld, had Bristol Sycamore 
HR51 XN450 in its collection, but the museum 
has since closed and the contents reportedly 
sold off. We have tried to contact the previous 
owners but have been so far unsuccessful. ✈

https://www.awm.gov.au/collection/F11240


Flying the 
Sycamore

Part 1 by James 
Buchanan1962 was a momentous year for me. It was the 

year I first fell in love and the year I joined the 
Royal Australian Navy. There may seem no 

direct connection between these two events but they 
followed along, quite naturally, as a story of… ‘Boy 
meets girl… They fall in love… Girl runs off with 
someone else… Boy joins the French Foreign 
Legion!’ In this case the French Foreign Legion was 
replaced by the Royal Australian Navy which 
seemed to be the only service recruiting at the 
precise moment I needed a sanctuary.
I must have been a very naive young man back 
then. I can recall, during the Recruitment Board 
interview, being asked if I would be prepared to train 
as Observer if I failed the Pilot Course. I happily 
accepted, having a vague idea that an ‘Observer’ 
must be someone who does lookout duty from a 
crows nest or some such. Fortunately no one on the 
Board thought to ask what I thought the ‘Observer’ 
duties were. (My excuse is that I came from the 
‘bush’ and had no experience of the sea, except that 
I had read Treasure Island.)
As Fate would have it the career I stumbled onto 
was a short service commission as a naval aviator to 
train on Winjeels – fixed-wing aircraft based on the 
British Piston Provost – with the RAAF at Point 
Cook, Victoria, and then Bristol Sycamore 
helicopters at 723 Squadron, at Nowra, NSW. This 
concurrence determined that I had the very dubious 
distinction of being the last student to graduate from 
the Sycamore basic flying course that commenced 
around October 1963, and, a very lonely course it 
was as my only student companion dropped out 
fairly early on in training.
The following course had to await the introduction of 
the UH-1B Bell Iroquois to 723 Squadron. About half 
of my first couple of weeks training were spent with a 
succession of staff pilots, LCDR David Orr, LCDR 
Ken Douglas, and Lieutenants Al Riley and Brian 
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This photo of the cockpit of the only known still-flying 
Sycamore in the world (belonging to the Red Bulls) gives 
a good idea of the control layout: with individual cyclic 
sticks for each pilot, but only one shared collective lever 
with its peculiar right-angle twist grip throttle. (Red 
Bulls). A video of the Red Bulls sycamore doing an air 
display in 2018 can be seen here: well worth watching as 
it demonstrates the agility of the aircraft. ✈

meant that as you pulled up to a hover, the sensation 
was that you were rolling over. Now, there was a very 
good reason for this peculiar attitude. It was so that 
the aircraft could fly reasonably level at cruise speed, 
around seventy knots (130 kph). This peculiarity was 
the result of the helicopter‘s geometry in flight which 
resulted in the tail rotor being quite a bit higher than 
the main rotor.
This circumstance caused the aircraft to roll towards 
one side or the other whenever the rudders were 
used, i.e. constantly. Even more alarming was the 
Sycamore‘s susceptibility to “Ground Resonance”. 
This harmless sounding state can still make what few 
hairs I have on the back of my neck raise up at the 
memories.
Ground Resonance is a situation that helicopters 
with ‘drag hinges’ are prone to. Drag hinges help 
control the position of individual rotor blades in their 
rotational plane as they provide the aircraft’s lift. The 
drag hinge ensures, when it works properly, that a 
couple of rotor blades don‘t bunch up together as 
they travel around the pilot’s head. If two blades 
‘bunch up’ this causes a very uncomfortable ride, 
somewhat akin the effect that tying an anvil to the tip 
of one rotor blade would have. For the Sycamore the 
effect was accentuated by the helicopter having a 
hydraulically damped three wheel (two main wheels 
and nose-wheel) undercarriage. If ground resonance 
occurred on touchdown the pilot had to correct the 
situation immediately to avoid disintegration of the 
helicopter. It sounds an unlikely story doesn’t it? But, 
when I started my training at 723 Squadron my 
compatriots were only too happy to point out bits of a 
wooden rotor blade sticking through the hangar wall. 

These, they said, were from an incident a couple of 
months earlier, adding that the destroyed aircraft had 
broken up in about twenty seconds. It also seemed 
to me that, the more delicately the aircraft was 
handled during the most critical periods, the more 
likely you were to encounter ground resonance. My 
excuse for ‘firm’ landings.
There was another peculiarity the Sycamore enjoyed 
which related to its fuel system. Basically, the longer 
you flew, (and the more fuel you used) the lower the 
nose angle would become until you reached the 
stage where you would not be able to get the nose 
high enough to physically hover the aircraft. This 
situation resulted, I vaguely remember, from the 
location of the main fuel tank being placed so far aft 
of the main rotor hub. The pilot had to control this 
attitude change by pumping anti-icing fluid into a 
special tank in the tail of the aircraft to counter the 
fuel weight loss. You performed this manoeuvre by 
the periodic use of a hand-pump to force the anti-
icing fluid back to tail area tank. To perform this 
essential task it was quite useful to be able to use 
one knee to help hold the collective lever up in place 
as its friction brake could not be relied on, and you 
certainly did not want to take your right hand off the 
cyclic stick unnecessarily.
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Of course the Sycamore had no automatic 
stabilisation, nor rotor speed control, very little 
excess power – during winching training, on hot 
summer days, often you would find yourself winching 
the aircraft down rather than winching someone up – 
and it was essential to remember to put a large lead 
weight under the co-pilot’s seat if there was no one 
actually sitting in it and etc. etc. Ohhh! And let‘s not 
forget the awful crystal-based VVHF radio sets, a 
limit of about 7 channels. Better yet. Let‘s forget 
about them.
All-in-all, I tend to remember my Sycamore flying 
more from frequent trauma than pleasure. Mind you, 
once I had completed my initial training, and waited 
for a place on the next Wessex helicopter AFTS 
(Advanced Flying Training Course), I did have fun 
doing unlikely things like: spraying the married 
quarters and other living areas for flies from a 
Sycamore equipped with spray booms [with a 
mixture of kerosene and insecticide!]; and as I lived 
on base I was usually the only pilot available for the 
dawn flight to clear the airfield of kangaroos, to allow 
the airfield to open and commence normal flying.
As I neared the night flying segment of my course I 
was introduced to the harsh reality of the operational 
risks and dangers of service life generally. Near 
midnight on February 10, 1964, I was called down to 
723 Squadron to join Lt Booth and a crewman, I think 
‘Pancho’ Walter, as extra eyes in a search for 
survivors from the HMAS MELBOURNE/HMAS 
VOYAGER collision. When we flew to the collision 
area and set up a search pattern, all we encountered 
was the incredible spread of debris. It may not seem 
like a difficult task but, as the Sycamore was not 
equipped with much in the way of instrumentation it 
was very difficult to guess our height above water 
with a searchlight: the barometric altimeter indication 
was very imprecise. Moreover, heading control, to 
plan a square search pattern, relied on the accuracy 
of an E2B oil bath compass that had more 
movement than a belly dancer. I vaguely recall, next 
morning, we had another couple of hours searching.
I guess, as I scan what I have written, the overall 
impression I’ve given of the Sycamore helicopter is 
very negative. I must correct this by pointing out that 
my training on the Sycamore helped me to become a 
far better pilot than I probably would have been I if 
did not have to work so hard to cope with its 
vagaries. By an extraordinary, albeit tragic 
coincidence, on 3 June 1969, I was serving a 
punishment posting as Mirror Control Officer on 
HMAS MELBOURNE when it collided with USS 
FRANK E. EVANS. My posting was due to an 
unauthorised low-flying incident in a Wessex aircraft 
about eight months earlier. I recall my relief at how 
easy I found it to fly the Wessex after such an 
absence and credit my experience with the 
Sycamore many years earlier for the adaptability. 
The following year it also gave me the confidence to 
land a UH-1H helicopter on the deck of a damaged 
patrol boat on a river in the U-Minh forest of South 
Vietnam. But that‘s a story for another time (by Ed: 
see inset].
My final flying posting was back to 723 Squadron, 
this time as CO but, even better, to fly Hueys and the 
Bell 206.

Jim Buchanan’s DFC:

“LEUT J. C. Buchanan, RAN Helicopter 
Flight Vietnam, fourth contingent, was 
awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross 
for conspicuous gallantry. On 4 December 
1970 Buchanan performed an 
extraordinary act of flying skill whilst 
operating in the U Minh Forest area. The 
RANHFV, which at this time was based at 
Dong Tam in the Mekong Delta region, 
was called to evacuate a crewman of a 
South Vietnamese patrol boat. When the 
two patrol boats were located the 
evacuation began, while the second boat 
stood off.

Lt Buchanan began the extraction of the 
crewman. Suddenly the group came under 
a heavy enemy attack. the patrol boat 
standing 50m away took a direct hit from 
an enemy rocket and was blown out of the 
water. Realising that the boat with which 
he was operating was disabled and drifting 
towards the enemy-held shore Lt. 
Buchanan pressed the skids of his 
helicopter onto the deck of the vessel and 
pushed the boat to safety. All the while, his 
aircraft was receiving heavy automatic 
weapons and 82mm mortar fire. For his 
coolness, determination and courage 
under fire in the face of a determined 
enemy, Lt. Buchanan was awarded the 
Distinguished Flying Cross.” ✈
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Flying the 
Sycamore

Part 2 by Ken Douglas

As the slightly more ancient of us recall, our 
glorious leaders decided in 1959 that the Fleet 
Air Arm was an unnecessary drain on the 

national economy and that this effective, but 
expensive, branch of the Australian Armed Forces 
should be disbanded. Fortunately, after long and 
hard lobbying by a few of our senior stalwarts, the 
Fleet Air Arm was given a reprieve. After twelve 
months of upheaval, during which time flying training 
ceased and many experienced aviators either 
donned Qantas hats or transferred to General 
Service, it was announced that HMAS Melbourne 
would be kept in service with her role reduced solely 
to that of Anti Submarine Helicopter Carrier.
The upshot of this was that many fixed wing aircrew 
were sent to the United Kingdom for training in this 
new role and other lucky volunteers were introduced 
to 723 Squadron and the black magic of rotary wing 
flight. I was one of the latter and together with 
Rowley Waddell-Wood, Ron McKenzie and Patrick 
Vickers fronted up to commence the helicopter 
conversion course. At that stage in life we had all 
completed Front Line fixed- wing tours and were full 
of confidence. Little did we realise what was in store 
for us.
During the Fifteenth Century a learned gentleman 
named Leonardo Da Vinci invented a machine which 
he considered capable of flight. Not much happened 
with this concept until World War II when another 
very clever gentleman called Igor Sikorsky slightly 
improved on Da Vinci’s invention and called it a 
helicopter. The Bristol Aircraft Company then got into 
the act and produced the Sycamore helicopter; a 
name which was to mean salvation to the many 
people it rescued, but which was also sufficient to 
reduce many stout-hearted and seemingly otherwise 
skilful pilots to tears of frustration.
The Sycamore is the common name for a tree of the 
American species the genus “Platanus” which is 
similar to the London Plane Tree and features three 
lobed leaves with a long petiole swollen at its base. 
Those familiar with the tree could see some obvious 
similarity between these leaves and Bristol’s first 
successful helicopter.

In an era when aircraft were becoming streamlined 
and aesthetically pleasing the first impression of a 
Sycamore was one of ungainliness, it was certainly 
not streamlined and looked as though it should never 
fly. This first impression was invariably strengthened 
as initial flying training was progressed. It seemed 
ungainly but it did manage to lumber into the air.
After a brief classroom introduction we four intrepid 
aviators were ready to take to the air in the expert 
hands of Shamus O’Farrell and David Orr. We had 
already been impressed by David’s skills in mirror 
writing on the blackboard with both hands at the 
same time saying “Help I am trapped behind the 
blackboard” and we were worried that we may have 
had to reach this expertise in ambidexterity before 
qualifying.
My own previous knowledge and witnessing of 
Shamus’ hypnotic skills were never far from the back 
of my mind and hoped they wouldn’t be used on us.
The first mistake was to get into the wrong seat. For 
some reason the helicopter pilot sits in the right-hand 
seat, presumably so that you don’t think you are in a 
fixed wing aircraft and open the throttle and pull the 
stick back! Having changed seats, and with three 
grinning but very concerned contemporaries in the 
back, we were confronted with an assortment of 
controls. During previous flying training the intimacy 
of instructor/pupil relationship was sacrosanct but 
because most of the training in the Sycamore was 
carried out at Jervis Bay airfield the four of us 
travelled together and on the way to and from that 
field were given the opportunity to assess the skills 
and progress, or lack thereof, of our contemporaries.
In the center of the cockpit there was a big lever with 
a throttle coming out at right angles from the top of it. 
You shared this with the instructor. This lever 
controlled vertical motion of the helicopter by 
increasing or decreasing the pitch on the rotor 
blades. When the pitch was increased, more power 
was required to keep the blades turning at a constant 
speed so that whenever the lever moved up or down, 
the throttle had to be twisted to increase or decrease 
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power to keep the rotor revolutions constant. 
Between our legs we had what looks a control 
column but was called a “cyclic” which controlled the 
horizontal movement of the aircraft. Our feet rested 
on a pair of pedals that controlled the tail rotor pitch 
and fortunately worked like rudder pedals.
The next thing we learnt was that Newton was wrong 
when he said that “For every action there is an equal 
and opposite reaction”. In the Sycamore there were 
three or four reactions. The first reaction was always 
the voice of David Orr or Shamus O’Farrell 
(whichever one was lucky enough to draw us for the 
day) screaming “REVS”, as the slightest movement 
of one control needed a reaction in every other 
control in order to maintain constant REVS. In just 
about every chopper built after the era of the 
Sycamore and its contemporaries the revs are set 
after the rotors are engaged and are automatically 
controlled, thereby taking away half the fun of 
chopper flying.
To increase lift the rotating blades of a helicopter 
have to increase their angle of attack (or pitch) with a 
subsequent increase in drag requiring an increase of 
power (more throttle on the twist grip). If the weight of 
the aircraft is such that at full power the rotor blades 
still need more lift and the angle of attack is 
increased further the blades will slow down because 
of the extra drag. There are then two options, the 
aircraft has to descend to maintain rotor revolutions 
or the blades slow down to the stage where they 
eventually “clap hands” and the whole shebang 
plummets earthwards. The loss of revolutions is 
called over pitching, hence the excitement in the 
cockpit about maintaining the optimum revs.
A few months before we started our conversion a 
Portuguese exchange officer very ably demonstrated 
the result of over-pitching when he took a load of 
well-fed relatively senior aircrew officers from HMAS 
Melbourne to an RN Carrier in company. With too 
much weight onboard and slowing to approach for 
land – gracefully, at full power, onto, then rapidly into 
the Indian Ocean. All swam away and the 
passengers tried to keep well away from helicopters 
from then on. The exchange officer was happy to 
revert to fixed wing flying shortly afterwards.
Because of the challenge in mastering this new and 
difficult form or flying the initial embarrassment of 
having our contemporaries sitting in the back seat to 
watch our struggles on the way to and from JB 
became an unexpected bonus. We found that we 
could draw comfort from the fact that we all 
experienced the same difficulties and frustrations. It 
took about 10 hours before any of us were ready to 
fly solo. A very sophisticated method of adjusting the 
centre of gravity for solo flying was used. A series of 
weights were strapped into the left hand seat!
After the first solo flight the course became more 
enjoyable as we became more familiar with co-
coordinating the different controls and with the 
challenge of flying the aircraft to its limits. I found that 
learning how to come to a fast stop achieved the 
biggest adrenalin rush as I had witnessed a failed 
attempt many years before when a chopper visiting 
Point Cook came to a extremely fast stop when the 
tail rotor clipped the tarmac while in a near vertical 

attitude. To achieve the fast stop the aircraft was 
hauled into a very nose up attitude, at the same time 
the lever was dropped to the floor and the throttle 
closed, thereby disengaging the clutch. When all 
speed was washed off, the aircraft was brought to the 
hover position and a great handful of lever and 
throttle were brought in and the clutch re-engaged, 
while maintaining, of course, the mandatory 270 revs. 
All this happened very close to the ground and in 
very quick time so there was no room for error.
There were many new experiences to enjoy in our 
new aviation adventure. Winching and box knocking, 
a form of winching practice where a wooden box was 
dropped into the sea and the pilot, who could not see 
the box, was directed to the hover over it under the 
verbal instructions of a fellow pupil or winchman, in 
an endeavour to keep the end of the winch cable in 
the box.
In those days all good Catholics were supposed to 
eat fish on Fridays and, as we had a very good 
member of the faith as our Commanding Officer, a 
helicopter was dispatched to go fishing every Friday 
morning. This fishing involved putting a few tins of 
aircrew flying rations (maccas) in a waste paper 
basket, finding a fishing boat and hovering over it 
while the wpb was lowered and the maccas 
exchanged for the catch of the day.
On completion of the Sycamore conversion my three 
course contemporaries drifted off to their various 
postings while I stayed in 723 Squadron flying 
Sycamores to gain experience before going to UK to 
complete the Helicopter Instructors Course. This 
involved flying from the left-hand seat and using the 
opposite hands on the controls, that is the lever/
throttle in the right hand and the cyclic in the left. With 
the pupil’s big hand just about covering all the throttle 
twist grip another trick to be perfected was the art of 
twisting the throttle with the thumb and forefinger 
while lifting and lowering the lever with the other 
three fingers and palm. While it proved to be very 
difficult initially, once mastered, I preferred to fly from 
the left hand seat.
Meanwhile Rowley Waddell-Wood and Pat Vickers 
went off to the UK and continued their chopper flying, 
while Ron McKenzie escaped back to fixed wing 
flying. In due course both Rowley and Patrick served 
with great distinction flying helicopters in Vietnam and 
the Fleet Air Arm suffered the loss of a very capable 
pilot and a great messmate when Patrick was killed 
while leading an Emu flight during the TET offensive.
Despite my initial apprehension about being able to 
master this new phase in my flying career I found 
that, once comfortable with my competence, I 
thoroughly enjoyed the couple of years I spent flying 
the Sycamore. There were always interesting and 
sometimes exciting missions to be flown with 
someone always coming up with new and strange 
requests for this relatively new and unfamiliar 
workhorse. The mind boggles at what our current 
environmentalists would have to say about mixing 
insect spray with AVTUR and spraying married 
quarters for mosquitoes. At least we were able to 
warn residents in Daily Orders so that they could get 
their washing off the line. The children could often be 
seen standing outside watching….” Ken Douglas . ✈
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By CDRE J.R. Da Costa RAN (Rtd)
My Small Part in the Saga
I was posted from 724 Squadron (Sea Venom All 
Weather Fighter and Vampire jet trainer aircraft) to 
723 Squadron (Commanding Officer Lieutenant 
Commander J.R.Salthouse RAN) for a Sycamore 
helicopter conversion course, on 12 July 1960.  My 
flying experience had been entirely on fixed wing 
aircraft, and totalled 1,024 hours.
A number of fixed wing pilots were being converted 
to helicopters at that time.  No doubt this was being 
done in preparation for the introduction of the mooted 
Wessex Anti-submarine Helicopters with which the 
Fleet Air Arm was to be equipped following the 
Government’s announcement that the operation of 
fixed wing aircraft in the Fleet Air Arm was to be 
discontinued several years hence.  My RAN co-
student for the course was Lieutenant Frank Hillier, a 
fellow night-fighter pilot.  Our Helicopter Flying 
Instructor (and Senior Pilot of 723 Squadron) was 
Lieutenant (later Commodore) David Orr RAN and 
the course was conducted using the Sycamore 
Mk.51 model.  Most of the flying was done at the old 
Jervis Bay satellite field, well away from the fixed 
wing flying at NAS Nowra. 
We also had four Army Aviation Corps pilots (the first 
of several groups) on the conversion course – 
Captains Brian Cooper, Brian Oxley, Dick Knight and 
Graham Hill-Smith. [Left to right in attached 

photograph.  Also L-R, back row, are the CO and SP 
of 723 Squadron] Fixed wing Army pilots were being 
trained by the Navy because the Army was 
introducing helicopters into their Aviation Corps and, 
at that time, 723 Squadron was the only military 
helicopter training facility in Australia capable of 
taking on the task.
The Sycamore was not overly difficult to fly once one 
got the Jervis Bay airfield, which tended to wander 
quite a lot initially, to remain stationary under the 
wheels!  The trickiest part, leaving aside the 
development of the auto-reflexes needed to maintain 
a hover, was the control of the main-rotor rpm (rrpm).  
Unlike later helicopters, the Sycamore had no 
interlink between the throttle and the rrpm.  The pilot 
had to constantly monitor the rrpm gauge and, by 
judicious use of the collective pitch lever and its 
associated twist-grip hand throttle, keep to what I 
seem to recall was the optimum figure of 250 rrpm.  
My Sycamore conversion course, which comprised 
38 flying hours, was completed on 20 November 
1960, by which time Lieutenant (later Commodore) 
J.A. O’Farrell RAN had assumed command of 723 
Squadron.
After completing the conversion course, I was 
checked out on the earlier model Sycamore Mk.50, 
which was flown from the left side pilot’s seat as 
opposed to the right hand side in the Mk.51.  This 
additional training was necessary as I had been 
posted, to date 21 November 1960, to the detached 

Flying the 
Sycamore

Part 3 by John Da Costa
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flight of 723 Squadron which was to embark in 
HMAS Melbourne, whenever required, for 
Planeguard, SAR and Communications duties. The 
flight was to have both Sycamore Mk.50 and Mk.51 
helicopters. 
The “planeguard” duty (required by day only) 
involved stationing the aircraft close to the ship on its 
port side, abeam the catapult when aircraft were 
being launched, and abeam the stern when aircraft 
were being recovered. The helicopter was, therefore, 
in a position to render immediate rescue service in 
the event of a fixed wing aircraft accident during 
launch or recovery operations.
Additional training for the SAR/Planeguard role 
comprised many hours of “box-knocking”.  This 
involved the dropping of a wooden box into Jervis 
Bay to simulate a survivor in the water, and then 
carrying out an approach to come to a hover over the 
box.  Of course, once the aircraft entered the hover, 
the box was no longer visible to the pilot through the 
plexi-glass panels in the nose of the helicopter, nor 
was there any fixed object in the water to assist the 
pilot in maintaining a stationary position.  Final 
positioning, and maintenance of a hover directly over 
the box so that the winch-operator could lower the 
rescue harness (strop) to the “survivor” was, 
therefore, dependent on clear and constant verbal 
instructions to the pilot from the winch-operator, and 
a correct adjustment of position being made by the 
pilot. Therefore, if the “rescue” was to be successful, 
much practice, close cooperation and the developing 
of mutual confidence between pilot and winch-
operator were necessary.  
I embarked in Melbourne with the other detached 
flight personnel on 16 January 1961.  The o.i.c. of the 
flight was Lieutenant Eddie Bell and the other pilot 
was Lieutenant Jim (Junior) Davidson.  The other 
aircrew member of the flight was Observer1 (Chief 
Petty Officer) Ivor Jansz, who flew primarily as a 
winch-operator.
Melbourne, with 805 Squadron (Sea Venoms) and 
816 Squadron (Gannets), deployed to South East 
Asia via the Indian Ocean and was soon involved in 
tactical exercises in the Indian Ocean with other 
Commonwealth naval forces, including the carrier 
HMS Hermes.  
On 4 March, I was tasked to convey four officers 
from Melbourne to Hermes for a planning meeting.  
The passengers were Lieutenant Commanders 
David Robertson (Lt Cdr (F); the 2i/c of the Air 
Department), Nobby Clark (the Air Ops Officer), 
Maurice Reeves (the Ship’s senior Direction Officer) 
and Ian Josselyn (the CO 805 Squadron).  
Unfortunately for me, Hermes was steaming slowly 
down-wind, refuelling from a tanker, when I arrived to 
land-on.  When I attempted to hover off the bows in 
preparation to reverse park into a helicopter spot on 
the bows of the ship, as directed by Hermes’ Flyco, 
my inexperience in such circumstances proved 
catastrophic!  Being over-loaded for such a 
manoeuvre, i.e. hovering downwind in hot humid 
conditions with a high All-Up-Weight, I “ran out of lift”, 
and no matter how much I raised the collective-pitch 
lever, I continued to descend into the Indian Ocean.  

Clearly, I should have jettisoned fuel until I was down 
to a safe weight, before attempting the approach and 
landing.  Fortunately, all of my passengers survived 
the ditching (mainly by using my back as a push-off 
point as the aircraft sank rapidly!) but, alas, not 
Sycamore XD-654.  Hermes’ Crash-Boat, because 
the duty SAR Whirlwind helicopter had failed to start, 
was launched to our rescue as the ship did an 
emergency breakaway from the tanker. Quite a 
spectacular event, all round!
Melbourne returned from the South East Asia 
deployment in mid-June 1961 and the squadrons 
and the helicopter flight disembarked to RANAS 
Nowra for a month’s break from carrier operations.
In mid-July, the squadrons began working up again 
for another embarkation and, as a consequence, the 
723 Squadron detached flight resumed flying from 
Melbourne on SAR duties.  The o.i.c. was again 
Lieutenant Eddie Bell and the third pilot was 
Lieutenant Graham (Zork) Rohrsheim.  We also had 
with us for the deployment, as winch-operators, 
Leading Aircrewmen Ackerly and Matterson.
Later in July, whilst Melbourne was continuing the 
work-up in Hervey Bay, Queensland, a Sea Venom 
suffered damage to its nose wheel during a deck-
landing and had to be diverted to Bundaberg civil 
airfield for an emergency landing.  This was carried 
out safely but for the next week or so the Sycamore 
flight was kept very busy flying maintenance staff 
and others to and from Bundaberg whilst repairs 
were carried out on the Sea Venom.  These flights 
were also useful for conveying current newspapers, 
strawberries, mail, senior officers and other 
important, and apparently essential, items.  My 
logbook records that on 29 July I had clocked up a 
total of 100 hours in command of Sycamore 
helicopters, during yet another flight to and from 
Bundaberg airport.
Melbourne, after a port visit to Brisbane, where public 
demonstrations of winching of survivors from the 
water (wet-winching) were carried out, then deployed 
to New Zealand.  Port visits were carried out in 
Auckland and Wellington where, again, wet-winching 
demonstrations were performed.  On return to 
Australian waters, Melbourne visited her namesake 
city, where more public demonstrations of the 
Sycamore’s capabilities were carried out. 
A popular part of many of the Flight’s Sycamore 
demonstrations was the “flying Cupid”.  For this, an 
Aircrewmen/Winch Operators, dressed in a pink “tu-
tu” and carrying a small bow and arrow, was 
suspended (in a rescue strop) on the winch cable, 
about 10 feet or so below the slowly moving 
helicopter, creating much amusement for children 
and the not-so-young.  
On 20 September, as Melbourne steamed past 
Jervis Bay on completion of its deployment, 
Commander (Air) allowed me to disembark early and 
hitch a ride in a Sycamore flight back to Albatross, 
where I arrived in the nick of time for the birth of our 
first child.  I then remained shore-based for the 
remaining 3 months of my posting to 723 Squadron.  
Through until December 1962, my Sycamore flying 
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encompassed training, test flights, SAR practice and 
communications.  (Additionally, I did a lot of flying in 
other 723 Squadron aircraft, viz. Auster instructional 
flights, RAN Gliding Club glider towing between NAS 
Nowra and Jervis Bay Airfield and communications 
flights to and from Bankstown airfield.  Also, much 
Firefly flying, particularly target towing as far afield as 
Bundaberg, and Ikara Trials work at Avalon airfield, 
Victoria).
I was posted from 723 Squadron back to fixed wing 
flying in 724 Squadron on 2 January 1963.  In my 2½ 
years of Sycamore flying, I accumulated 214 helicopter 
flying hours, of which 182 were in command. (I had a 
further 95 hours in command during the same period, 
on the other Squadron aircraft types). I flew the 
following Sycamore aircraft on 723 Squadron: 
Serial nos: [side numbers were not entered in log 
books at that time] 
(Mk.50): XA-220
(Mk.51): XD-653, 654 
  : XN-448, 449, 450 and 532
   : XR-592
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I started flying training on 13/6/62, my first flight as a 
trainee winch operator was in a sycamore XN 448, 
side number 852, and the pilot was Lt. O’Day, with 

myself trying to direct the lowered winch hook into a 
floating box.
Flying training lasted till we went onboard HMAS 
Melbourne in JB (Jervis Bay) where duty as “plane 
guard” Commenced on the 16/1/63. At the time I flew 
with Lt. Wood until we departed for Tasmania. The 
rest of the trip was with Lt. Jerry O’ Day and Lt. 
Eckersly with John (Bing) Andersen and me as winch 
operators. Both Bing and I were A/E (Aircraft/Engine) 
mechanics, so we were able to maintain the aircraft 
we flew in – XA 220 with the original side number 
907 (later 849) was the oldest operational Sycamore 
in the world (photo in the book Submarine 
Hunter page 207). It now resides at the Fleet Air Arm 
Museum in Nowra.
There were a few incidents in Hobart, of particular 
interest was that of an American Radio ship from the 
Antarctic with a damaged prop shaft coupling. 
Imagine the problem of lowering our Chief onto 
the heaving deck of the cluttered ship – it was OK 
lowering the replacement coupling , but I was sure 
that winching the Chief down I was likely to impale 
him on one of the many aerials. We eventually 
persuaded the ship to lower a boat to accept our 
brave Chief.

Another one was when we were requested to do a 
wet winching display for the Queen who was on the 
Britannia, the Duke watched on with great interest as 
he had also become qualified to fly Sycamores. We 
winched three ‘bodies’ from their life floats, placing 
them in a work boat standing near by. The last 
person was an obnoxious volunteer from the 
constabulary, who was accidentally dunked a few 
times. In modern terminology it’s called ‘tea bagging’ 
and the Derwent River was icy. The Duke was not 
impressed.
One notable transfer in the SE Asian Sea, we spent 
half the night preparing ‘Pedro’ placing seat covers 
onto the canvas stools in the vast passenger 
compartment that was my workplace. Our mission 
was to transfer the new British Admiral 
from Melbourne to his Flag Ship HMS Victorious. I 
gave instructions to the Admiral regarding alighting 
procedures, mindful of his tallness and his brand new 
Admirals cap, and that the clearance of the rotor 
blade in front was only six feet. When we landed on 
Vic’s flight deck the whole ship’s company were on 
deck to welcome him, dressed in whites and the 
band playing, the captain and the senior officers 
were in front of the crew. The Admiral stepped 
down from ‘Pedro’ placed his cap on his head and 
started to walk forward. Somehow I managed to get 
unbuckled and running after the Admiral grabbed 
him to a standstill, as I held him I pointed to the 

as recalled by Garth (Polly) Perkins

 Sycamore Stories
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From letters to the Editor. ‘Slipstream’ Vol 11 No 2 April 2000

Dear Ed,

Your readers may be interested to know that British-designed Sycamore differed from later helicopter 
types in many respects. Firstly, it was rigged so that the controls were central in cruising flight. Secondly, 
the main rotor rotated in the opposite direction from that of American-designed machines, e.g. the 
Wessex. Thirdly, there were none of the sophisticated control interconnections such as those built into 
later machines; all corrections had to be anticipated and input by the pilot. Fourthly, there was no rotor 
speed governor, the rotor RPM were manually controlled. Fifthly, the controls were not hydraulically 
assisted. Finally, some Marks had the throttle mounted on the collective lever, but at ninety degrees to it, 
so that it was operated like a motor bike throttle, except that it worked in the opposite direction. Motor bike 
riders were prone to closing the throttle when they wanted to open it.

The implication of all of the above is that to take off, instead of starting with the controls central and 
correcting from there, it was necessary to move the cyclic back and to the right and apply full left rudder 
before applying collective. Failure to do so meant that the aircraft attempted to yaw right while moving left 
and forward as it lifted off, thus tripping over its own left main wheel. Large and rapid control movements 
intended to correct this movement could result in rotor droop, requiring an increase in throttle movement 
beyond that available to the pilot without changing grip.

Nevertheless, the Sycamore was successfully operated by at least the RAN, RAF, and some airlines for 
many years. Problems arose only when former Sycamore pilots who had moved on to other types 
returned to Sycamores. A series of similar accidents to the one illustrated which occurred at the RAF 
C.F.S Tern Hill in 1965 resulted in the withdrawal of the Sycamore from RAF service at that time.

Albert Riley LCDR RANR ✈

almost invisible rotor blade inches away from 
decapitating him! I then directed him to a 
safe passage.
As we took off in front of both crews of the Victorious, 
and R21 Melbourne which had drawn nearby to 
farewell our guest ‘Pedro’ (crews’ nickname for the 
Sycamore), at that critical moment “farted” with a 
momentary loss of power. We used what height we 
had gained and the fact that the Victorious was two 
decks higher than R21, to flop back onboard. My log 
book indicated a flight of 15 minutes but does not 
register the fact that their new Admiral could have 
been short-lived.

One other incident that comes to 
mind was the mail deliveries. ‘Pedro’ 
was full of postal bags. The deliveries 
took ages as the ships were 
dispersed all over the ocean, it was 
dismal day and identifying grey ships 
in a grey ocean was not easy. 
However, each ship turned dutifully 
into the wind and accepted the 

offered mail without a thought that the brave crew of 
‘Pedro’ inhaled contaminates that belched from their 
funnels. The final bag was delivered and we headed 
for home, suddenly the sun set and the traditional 
tropical daylight immediately became night, we were 
flying without night instruments and the exercise we 
were doing that demanded blackened ships was in 
force. As we neared Melbourne she blipped her deck 
lights for second, fortunately with peripheral vision I 
sighted her, and we performed the last mirror assisted 
landing in the world. As we reached Sydney ‘Pedro’ 
took off with Eck and Jerry, heading for Nowra full of 
‘rabbits’. Bing and I had to find our own way home.✈

Left. Sycamore 849 – XA220 – 
which is in ‘Plane Guard’ position 
during catapult launching. It was 
one of the original three 
helicopters transported by 
‘Vengeance’. It may be Garth 
seated in the cabin doorway of the 
Sycamore.✈
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Above. In the early 50s the RAN was experimenting with helicopters. HMAS Sydney, our first aircraft carrier, 
deployed to Korea with a borrowed USN HO3S-1 Sikorsky and crew.. Never was it to prove its value more 
than on the afternoon of 26 October 1951 when a Firefly was shot down deep behind North Korean lines. 
With enemy troops closing in, the Sikorsky crew conducted a daring rescue at the very limit of its endurance, 
undoubtedly saving the lives of the two aircrew. Painting by David Marshall.  Below.  Loan Sikorsky landing 
on HMAS Sydney during Korean conflict. ✈

Sycamore History in 
Photos
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Below. More vintage posters. The accepted practice in those days was for a manufacturer to design and build 
an aircraft and then extol its virtues to potential buyers – unlike the situation later when militaries would 
develop the specifications of what they wanted and effectively go to tender. The value of helicopters was also 
dawning on both civilian and military operators and competition to sell them was robust, so advertising was 
common. 

Right: A vintage poster advertising the Alvis 
Leonides engine and featuring HMAS Sydney. 
Nxt page: An Alvis Leonides radial engine as 
fitted to the Bristol Sycamore helicopter. The large 
cooling fan in front of the cylinders was typical of 
engines fitted to early piston engine helicopters. 
(Wikipedia). The Alvis Car and Engineering 
Company was a British manufacturing company 
based in Coventry and founded in 1919, which 
became synonymous for quality workmanship. In 
1936 an aircraft engine Division was added to the 
company, and the Leonides was developed during 
the war years.
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Above  (Left and Right). A photograph/cutaway of the Main Rotor Gearbox and Rotor Head, the design of 
which was extraordinarily advanced for its day (compare with the massive flapping hinges of the Wessex, for 
example). The first version of the Sycamore the engine was mounted vertically, requiring a separate lower 
gearbox to rotate the drive though 90º. Later models mounted the engine horizontally, doing away with the 
lower gearbox by connecting the engine output shaft directly to the base of the main gearbox. The more 
compact Leonides LE21HM engine also relocated accessories such as the generator, vacuum pump etc to 
drives off the gearbox, further compacting the engine and allowing these accessories to function in the case of 
engine failure. The main rotor speed of the Sycamore was unusually high at 287 RPM, which gave more 
energy in the blade disk for autorotation. Considering the manufacturing techniques of the time (mid to late 
40’s) both the engine and the gearbox/rotor head were elegant and beautifully engineered designs.
Early production of the Sycamore 
had been at Filton, but Bristol’s 
design and manufacturing capability 
was stretched, noting that its 
projects included missiles, plastic 
drop tanks and motor cars as well as 
fixed and rotary-wing aircraft.  By 
the Autumn of 1955 Sycamore 
production had therefore moved to 
Oldmixon (near Weston-super-Mare 
in the UK), where the photograph on 
the left was taken a few months later. 
(Westland).
One of the Sycamore’s problems was 
the wooden rotor blades, although 
there’s no evidence they caused 
undue difficulties in Australia. In 
early 1959 two British Sycamores 
crashed in Malaya, killing all on 
board.  It transpired that in 
conditions of high humidity had 
caused de-lamination and eventual failure. The problem was solved by completely sealing the blade spar and 
external joints to prevent the ingress of moisture, and adding a heavy weight to the blade tip to reposition the 
blades’ centres of gravity.  Metal blades were also investigated, although with limited success (the Aussie 
Sycamores never got them).  The engineering difficulties of the time can be appreciated by the following story: 
the metal blades were built around a light allow spar machined from a hollow D-section extrusion, but the 
completed blade spars exhibited unacceptable variations in wall thickness. After much deliberation, Bristol 
found that Weston’s tide was affecting the water table below the factory (about 2km inland), thereby changing 
the alignment of the milling machine.
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The RAN’s choice of the Sycamore had been 
influenced by a number of factors. Firstly, there 
was a tendency to buy British, as in the case of the 
Sea Fury and Firefly, and the ships SYDNEY and 
MELBOURNE. Second, the Sycamore suited the 
RAN’s purpose – it could fly by day or night, was 
equipped with a rescue hoist, and its range and 
payload was reasonable for the time. The folding 
main rotor blades allowed the helicopter to be 
stowed in the hangar, and the use of hydronalium 
alloy in the airframe offered some resistance to salt 
corrosion. Their price was reported as £50,000 
each – a tidy sum in the ‘50s.

On 16 January 1953 the first three (XA219 to 
XA221) were flown aboard HMAS Vengeance in the 
UK, arriving in Australia on 11 March. The image 
below shows the three helicopters as they 
approached the vessel, and below that, the three 
pilots (Lt. N.D. McMillan RAN, Lt. G. McPhee 
RAN and Lt D.F. Farquarson RN) meeting 
SYDNEY’s Commanding Officer, Captain H.M. 
Burrell. The ship’s ROP reported: ‘The 
fog…prevented the despatch of the trials aircraft, 
but visibility was sufficient to enable the three 
Bristol Helicopters for passage to Australia, to take 
off from RNAS Gosport. A party of 16 pressmen and 
Bristol Aeroplane Company representatives 
witnessed the formation land on at 1253, 
after which VENGEANCE…weighed and 
proceeded for the Clyde.” Over the next few days 
she loaded 10 Sea Furies and 21 Fireflies and 650 
tons of freight from King George V dock in 
Glasgow, before setting course for Australia on 21 
January 1953. (Image: FLIGHT magazine, 1953).

Above. On 19 Nov 1954 four more Sycamores arrived in 
Sydney aboard the freighter “Braeside”, bringing the 
total to seven. (You can see a list of the aircraft and 
when/how they were delivered later in this document).
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Top The first three RAN Sycamores to be delivered arrived in Sydney aboard HMAS 
VENGEANCE on 11 March 1953 and were taken on charge by 723 Squadron the same day. 
Brand new Sycamore 907 (XA220) about to be delivered to the Squadron. (RAN image 
courtesy of ‘ADF Serials’). This airframe was one of the few to survive its Service life and 
now resides in the Fleet Air Arm Museum at HMAS Albatross.

It didn’t take long before they had conducted their first Rescue operation, as reported in the 
Goulburn Evening Post on 02 April 1953 (middle left). No time was wasted either on getting 
training started: the photo on the right is of No.1 AFTS, with three aspiring pilots 
commencing their course. Most early Sycamore pilots were previously experienced fixed 
wing aviators, who viewed the Sycamore with varying degrees of disaffection. You can read 
some of their stories earlier in this heritage document. 
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Above. A cutting from the Sydney Daily Telegraph Sunday of June 21 1953, talking about the new 
helicopters. The event that triggered the public’s interest was the rescue of the lightkeeper (clipping on 
previous page). Although written in somewhat ‘gushy’ style, it does reflect the almost immediate interest 
the Sycamore generated, both in the wider community and the Press. (Trove).  Below left. The Sycamore’s 
primary duty was as embarked Plane Guard, as seen in the photo (left) aboard HMAS Sydney (and later, 
HMAS Melbourne). Other duties included general communications (“hash and trash”) flying at sea; and 
training, communications and SAR ashore. Helicopters were relatively new to the general public at that 

time and flying displays were highly 
popular – both for the aircrew, who 
liked showing off the Navy’s new 
capability, and the public, who 
enjoyed the novelty. The selection of 
photographs below and on the next 
page show various displays.
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Main: The ‘cupid’ act, where someone 
was suspended on the hoist with a giant 
cupid’s bow was a popular act, as was 
also suspending a bike rider below the 
helicopter. Occupational Health and 
Safety was yet to be a cause for concern!  
Below. Wheel changes/servicing whilst in 
the hover seems to have been a fairly 
common maintenance practice, as in this 
image. Note the pilot’s flying rig in the left 
hand photo!  We have, unfortunately, 
been unable to identify him to see if he 
went on to claim social benefits for hearing loss in his later years. Below Right: Another wheel change. 
Raymond Howell (no shirt) and his offside Brian Carling changing the starboard main wheel at Jervis Bay 
airfield in 1962. It is not clear why it was easier to do it in the hover than it was to jack the aircraft up 
whilst on the ground.
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Left. Procurement of the Navy’s 13 
Sycamores was unusual, insofar as it was 
spread over 9 years. This meant that, 
with attrition, generally there were 
between four and six airframes in country 
at any time. Two were required for 
carrier ‘Plane Guard’ duties and one was 
typically in a major maintenance cycle 
with the manufacturer, leaving two – or 
on occasions just one, for training, SAR 
and communication flying.  They were a 
scarce asset.Eight of the thirteen were 
lost in crashes – a relatively high attrition 
rate of 61.5%. Noting the early 
technology, difficult operating 
environment and the range of tasks they 
were expected to perform it was not an 
extraordinarily high figure (compared 
with the later generation Wessex, for 
example, that lost some 48% of its 
numbers during Service). 

Left. XD655 ditched in shallow water in 
St George’s basin on 12/10/55. It was 
recovered and sent to Bristol Services in 
Bankstown five days later, but never flew 
again – it was eventually sold in 1961 to 
Aircraft Engines & Overhauls Sydney. A 
video of the aircraft doing a wet winching 
demonstration just before the accident, 
and of the subsequent recovery of the 
wreckage, can be seen here.

Below Left. XK902 was working with HMAS Warrego on 10/01/58, conducting survey work some 37 miles 
north of Coff’s Harbour. It suffered an engine failure, crashing into rough terrain and rolling into a gully. 
Three of the five people aboard were reported as injured. Slipstream magazine of 10Feb58 reported on the 
difficult salvage operation (right).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qieDQwSlDfc
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Above left: XA219 crashed at Nowra on 10/9/58 after a partial power loss and caught fire. The pilot 
(Lieutenant David Orr) escaped unharmed. Above Right: The available margin of power was always a 
consideration, especially in hot, windless conditions with a heavy aircraft. XD654 ditched alongside HMS 
Hermes off the Cocos Islands on 4Mar61 when there was insufficient power to achieve a hover. The pilot (Lt J. 
Dacosta) and crew survived unharmed. 

Below. The NSW Floods of Feb ’55 were a stunning demonstration of the enormous utility of the helicopter in 
disaster operations. Although there was a dramatic moment (below) when one of the aircraft was lost in 
floodwaters on the 25th of that month, it should not overshadow the amazing job that the Sycamores did. 
(News inset – Canberra Times of 26 Feb 55). Over 100 people were rescued in the Dubbo/Maitland/Narrabri 
area by Navy helicopters, as well as countless other tasks.  An account of the work the Fleet Air Arm did can 
be read in the Navy League Journal of March 1955, which can be found here.

https://www.faaaa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/NavyLeagueFloods.pdf
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Below left. Sometimes you have to make do: in this case a few sailors helping to change a Dragonfly blade in 
the field, during the NSW Floods of 1955. Below right. LCDR Farquharson RN was, like other aircrew 
involved in the Floods, honoured after the event- in his case an OBE. In this photograph he is representing 
the Fleet Air Arm for the presentation of a solid silver model Sycamore by Mr Cyril Evans, the Chairman of 
Bristol Helicopters. Evans was himself a very well known British pilot from the time of his entry into the 
Royal Flying Corps in 1916, and for the 28 years he was test pilot for Bristols during which he flew no less 
than 53 prototypes. In 1932 he set the world’s altitude record of 43,000 feet. In his address Mr Evans 
remarked that the Sycamore is the largest helicopter made outside of the USA, and congratulated 723 
Squadron on the outstanding work they had performed since the helicopters arrived. The model is still visible 
in the joint Officers/Senior Sailors Mess at HMAS Albatross.

Left. Another VIP trip, this time the 
Governor-General with LCDR Ken Douglas, 
into Lord Howe and Norfolk Island. 
Helicopters were still very much a novelty 
and this mode of arrival would have been a 
very swanky way to arrive for ceremonial 
visits to such communities. 

Bottom Left.  Gordon “Pancho” Walter 
(crouching on left jokes wtih LCDR Ken 
Douglas. Pancho was also an aircrewman of 
renown and spent most of his career on 723 
Squadron. (Image: Navy News October 
1963). You can read Ken Douglas’s account of 
Flying the Sycamore earlier in this article.



The Bristol Sycamore.  Page 29  

Below. No one could ever say that 
visibility from the pilots’ seats was was 
limited, as the photo shows. It 
was taken from the original Bristol 
promotional brochure, so may not exactly 
reflect what the RAN aircraft had – but it 
would be close. By the standards of the 
day the instrument panel was neat and 
well laid out. Note the single Collective 
Lever between the two seats with its 
distinctive twist-grip throttle mounted at 
right angles. Later helicopters splashed 
out and gave each pilot their own 
Collective, which avoided the problem of 
necessary ambidexterity when changing 
seats. The remaining controls – a Cyclic 
Stick and Rudder Pedals – were 
conventional.

Left: Sycamore 853 serial XN449 
about to do a mail drop on HMAS 
Quiberon, It is evening in February 
1960 with the ship in the Tasman Sea 
off the South Coast of NSW. The two 
people standing aft of the mortar are 
ready to exchange mail bags. Photo: 
Kim Dunstan. Middle.  On standby, 
ready to go. 
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The Survivors
Of the 13 Sycamores bought by the RAN, only five survived destruction though accidents. Remarkably, all five 
are, more or less, in one piece – although one considerably less so than the others (and possibly not for much 
longer). XA220 and XD653 (Top Left and Bottom images)  are in the Fleet Air Arm Museum at Nowra, the 
home of the Fleet Air Arm. Top Right: XR592 was sold in September 1965 and registered as VH-BAW. It was 
subsequently acquired by the Camden Museum of Aviation, a privately owned collection. Centre Left. XN450 
was sold in Sept 1965 to Business Aviation (Bankstown) but eventually found its way to the hands of a private 
collector, Mr Syd Beck, where it was preserved in ‘The Beck Collection’ in Mareeba, QLD. Mr Beck died in 
2007 and some ten years later his family decided to sell/dispose of the collection. The current whereabouts of 
this aircraft is not known, but we would welcome any such advice. Centre Right: XN448 was also sold in 
September of 1965 and registered as VH-SYC by Associated Helicopter Services of Bankstown. It was 
damaged near Turkey Creek (south of Wyndham, WA) in December of 1969 when the pilot over-pitched the 
rotors, which then struck trees. After numerous insurance claims the aircraft became the property of the 
company’s creditors which was, by then, in liquidation. Eleven years later it was sold for $1.00 to the RAAF 
Association, Perth, which attempted to salvage it using a RAAF Chinook, but the attempt was abandoned 
though fears the Sycamore might disintegrate during the lift. Its carcass still rests at the crash site. 
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Airframe Histories

The following information has been compiled from Geoff Goodall’s website article “Bristol 171 Sycamores in Australia“. 
We extend our grateful thanks – our job would have been immeasurably harder had it not been for his excellent work.

RAN 
Serial Type C/N Aircraft History

XA219 HR Mk 
50

13063 1952 Built by Bristol Aeroplane Co.Ltd of Filton, Bristol. 550HP Alvis Leonides 524/1. This 
was part of a the second production batch of 10 Sycamores (13062 to 13071) Completed 
as HR50 to RAN order.  Allocated serial XA219 by British Ministry of Supply.
25/10/52.First Flight at Filton, near Bristol UK.
31/10/52. Commenced at A&AEE Boscombe Down including deck landings on HMS 
Triumph.
08/01/53. XA219-XA221 were delivered to RNFAA station Gosport for training of RAN 
aircrew.
16/01/53. XA219-XA221 flown aboard HMAS Vengeance at sea in English Channel 
enroute to Australia.
11/3/53. HMAS Vengeance berthed at Garden Island, Sydney. XA219 delivered to Nowra 
Air Station same day and taken on charge by 723 Sqn coded 906 (later 724 Sqn coded 
996).
02/09/54. Damaged Nowra when rotor blades struck fuselage.
–/11/56. Grounded after two cylinders cracked during VIP flight (Pilot Lieut S O’Farrell) and 
returned to Nowra by road.
17/08/55. Visited Melbourne Showgrounds Ascot Vale, code “906”
29/10/56. 723 Squadron disbanded at Nowra. XA219 transferred to 724 Squadron code 
996.
18/07/57. 723 Squadron reformed at Nowra, XA219 on strength.
06/02/58. Commenced detachment aboard HMAS Melbourne.
20/02/58. Issued to Nowra.
–/06/58. Allotted to Bristol Aviation Service, Bankstown, for overhaul.
04/09/58. Issued to Nowra.
10/09/58. Crashed. Flown by LEUT (P) D.J Orr, RAN, had a partial power loss, force 
landed and caught fire Nowra NSW.
15/12/58. Struck off RAN charge.
Remains reported to have been used as Instructional Airframe at Schofields 
NSW. Presumably scrapped there before the training school closed. 
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RAN 
Serial Type C/N Aircraft History

XA220 HR Mk 
50

13064 1952 Built by Bristol Aeroplane Co.Ltd of Filton, Bristol 12/52 Part of second production 
batch of 10 Sycamores. Completed to HR50 for RAN Order
5/12/52 First Flight at Filton.
–/12/52 XA219-XA221 were delivered to RNFAA Station Gosport.
31/12/52 Taken on Charge by Royal Navy at Gosport.
16/01/53. XA219-XA221 flown aboard HMAS Vengeance at sea in English Channel off 
Weymouth.
11/03/53. HMAS Vengeance berthed Sydney Garden Island.
11/03/53. XA220 delivered to Naval Air Station Nowra.
11/03/53. XA220 taken on charge by 723 Squadron, code “907”
18/09/53. XA22- Commenced detachment aboard HMAS Vengeance.
11/11/53. Allotted Nowra
04/01/54. Allotted RAN Schofields
06/01/54. Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown
14/01/54. Allotted RAN Schofields
11/03/54. Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for damage repairs
20/08/54. Allotted 723 Squadron, Nowra
26/08/54. Allotted HMAS Sydney
31/08/54. Allotted Nowra
29/09/54. Damaged on HMAS Sydney when rotor blades struck fuselage
01/12/54. Disembarked from HMAS Sydney to Nowra
27/01/55. Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for damage repairs
16/06/55. Allotted Nowra
01/02/56. Damaged during rescue operations in NSW floods
11/03/56. Allotted HMAS Sydney
02/06/56. Allotted Nowra
–/09/61. XA220 noted at Port Melbourne on board HMAS Melbourne
02/10/61. XA220 code “849” noted Nowra, silver with yellow markings.
–/02/62 XA220 “849” noted Hobart on board HMAS Melbourne
–/11/62. In service with 723 Squadron, blue & white, code “849”
16/02/63. XA220 Code “849” noted at Port Melbourne on board HMAS Melbourne. 
Midnight blue overall with white markings and silver detail.
–/11/63. Retired at Nowra
31/08/66. Closing date for Tender issued by Department of Supply: location Nowra, without 
engine
14/09/66. Sold to Business Aviation Pty Ltd, Bankstown NSW
2.67 Sold to Associated Helicopter Services Pty Ltd, Bankstown NSW. Reportedly 
purchased for spare parts
–/02/67. XA220, XN450 & XR592 from RAN at Nowra arrived Camden aerodrome NSW 
for Business Aviation Pty Ltd of Bankstown. All are fitted with external winches and are 
complete except for radio.Two were in the Skyservice Aviation hangar at Camden 6.67
23/03/68. XA220 noted Camden NSW, code “849”
18/06/72. XA220 noted Camden inside museum hangar
by 9/72. Sydney Technical College as instructional airframe
05/01/85. Noted at Bankstown, outside Technical College hangar, complete, painted white 
and blue, no markings or identity.
1986 Donated by Bankstown technical college to Australian Naval Aviation Museum, 
Nowra NAS NSW
05/10/86. Noted at Nowra outside museum hangar, silver “XA220” code “907”.
05/03/08 noted at Nowra inside museum, silver “XA220” code “907” 
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RAN 
Serial Type C/N Aircraft History

XA221 HR Mk 
50

13065 1952 Built by Bristol Aeroplane Co.Ltd of Filton, 550hp Alvis Leonides 524/1
12/52 Part of the second production batch of 10 Sycamores, c/ns 13062 to 13071.
Completed as HR.50 to Royal Australian Navy specifications. Allocated serial XA221 by 
British Ministry of Supply
12/52 First flight at Filton
12/52 XA219-XA221 were delivered to RNFAA station Gosport.
12/01/53. Taken on charge Royal Navy at Gosfport
16/01/53. XA219-XA221 flown on to aircraft carrier HMAS Vengeance at sea in the English 
Channel off Weymouth, Dorset en route to Australia. Operational trials were conducted 
while at sea
11.03.53. HMAS Vengeance docked at Garden Island, Sydney Harbour
11.03.53. XA221 delivered to Nowra Naval Air Station NSW.
11.03.53. Taken on charge by 723 Squadron, RAN, based Nowra, code “908”
3.07.53. Allotted HMAS Vengeance
10.08.53. Allotted Nowra
22.09.53. Allotted HMAS Sydney
22.10.53. Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for overhaul
19.03.54. Allotted HMAS Vengeance
12.05.54. Allotted Nowra
26.08.54. Allotted HMAS Sydney
01.12.54. Allotted Nowra
01.02.55. Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for checks
04.02.55. Allotted Nowra
25.02.55. Crashed near Singleton NSW. While carrying out flood relief operations in 
Maitland area.
24.04.55. Wreckage of aircraft located.
06.06.55. Wreckage allocated Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown.
25.02.56. Struck off charge. 

XD653 HR Mk 
51

13071 Sycamore Mk.4, to HR.51 C/n 13071 Codes 904, 994, 850 G-AMWJ, XD653
Built by Bristol Aeroplane Co Ltd at Filton, Bristol. 550hp Alvis Leonides 524/1
Part of the second production batch of 10 Sycamores. C/ns 13062 to 13071.
To be a Mk.3 as a Bristol company demonstrator, but completed as a Series 4
1.12.52 Registered as Sycamore Series 4 G-AMWJ Bristol Aeroplane Company Ltd, 
Filton, Bristol. No British CofA issued
1/53 Converted by Bristol as the first Mk. HR.51.
–/53 Sold to Australian Government for use by RAN
British Ministry of Supply assigned serial XD653
30/9/53 Struck off Civil Register “to Royal Australian Navy”
12/11/53. First flight at Filton
16/12/53. Delivered to A&AEE Boscombe Down.
XD653 & XD654 were tested at A&AEE Boscombe Down until 2.54
4/3/54. Allotted Bristol Aeroplane Co, Filton for mods
9/3/54. Taken on charge by Royal Navy as Abbosinch
25/05/54. Allotted A&AEE Boscombe Down for flight trials of modified engine boost and 
rotor blade tab settings
14/07/54. Allotted Bristol Aeroplane Co, Filton until 6.8.54
10/54 XD653 to XD656 were delivered to Australia on board merchant ship MV Braeside
22/11/54. MV Braeside arrived at Sydney
22/11/54. Taken on RAN charge as XD653
22/11/54. Received by Bristol Aviation Services at Bankstown Airport, Sydney for assembly
1/2/55. Allotted Nowra to 723 Squadron
23/2/55. landed at Malvern Grammar School, Melbourne as part of a RAN demonstration
55 photo at Nowra: XD653 all silver, code “904”
4/6/55. Allotted HMAS Sydney
26/7/55. Allotted RAAF Williamtown NSW
21/11/55. Allotted Nowra
13/9/56. Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown
11/7/57. Allotted Nowra 723 Squadron
29/8/57. Allotted HMAS Sydney until 26.9.57
3/10/57. Allotted HMAS Melbourne
(Continued next page)
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RAN 
Serial Type C/N Aircraft History

XD653 HR Mk 
50

13071 (Continued from previous page)
30/11/57. XD653 noted at Essendon Vic. All silver, code “904”, kangaroo roundel
6/2/58. Allotted HMAS Melbourne
24/7/58. Allotted Nowra
9/10/58. forced landing
29/1/59. Allotted HMAS Melbourne
29/5/60. flew a display at an airshow, Bankstown
2/10/61 XD653 noted Nowra, code “850”, with 723 Squadron
11/62. Listed on strength 723 Squadron, midnight blue & white, code “850”
11/63. Retired from active service
10/66 noted at HMAS Nirimba, Schofields Aerodrome NSW with RAN training college as 
an instructional airframe. You can see a video of this aircraft’s last flight from Nowra to 
Nirimba here.
4/67 noted at HMAS Nirimba, Schofields Aerodrome NSW. In hangar, good condition, 
polished blue allover with white trim, code “850”
Issued to RAN Museum, Nowra
12/10/69 noted Nowra, displayed
12/8/74 XD653 noted Nowra, midnight blue RAN scheme, no code
10/8/77. Officially allotted to Australian Naval Aviation Museum, Nowra
9/77 XD653 noted Nowra Museum “849”
8/80 XD653 noted Nowra Museum “849”
4/9/85 XD653 noted Nowra, parked outside museum hangar
5/10/86 noted at Nowra outside museum hangar, “XD653” code “850” midnight blue 
scheme, also 27.9.89
5/10/91. XD653 code “850” noted at Nowra, undergoing refurbishment in a hangar for 
display
1/11/92 noted at Nowra inside museum, “XD653” code “850”, midnight blue scheme
5/8/00 XD653 noted Nowra
/01 Renamed Australia’s Museum of Flight, Nowra NAS NSW
1/9/06 Renamed Fleet Air Arm Museum, Nowra NAS NSW.   

XD654 HR Mk 
51

13146 Sycamore HR.51 C/n 13146 Code 909, 851 XD654
Built by Bristol Aeroplane Co Ltd at Filton, Bristol. 550hp Alvis Leonides 524/1
Part of the third production batch of 20 Sycamores. C/ns 13144 to 13203. completed as a 
Mk.HR.51
British Ministry of Supply issued serial XD654, for use by RAN
14/12/53 First flight at Filton
1/3/54 Delivered to A&AEE Boscombe Down for trials.
XD653 & XD654 tested at A&AEE Boscombe Down
11/3./54 Allotted Bristol Aeroplane Co, Filton for winch repairs
4/8/54 Taken on charge by Royal Navy
5/8/54 Delivered to Lee-on-Solent
10/54 XD653 to XD656 were delivered to Australia as cargo on board merchant ship MV 
Braeside
22/11/54 MV Braeside arrived at Sydney
23/11/54 Taken on charge RAN
23/11/54 Received by Bristol Aviation Services at Bankstown Airport, Sydney for assembly
21/1/55 Delivered to 723 Squadron, Nowra, code 909
2/2/55 Allotted HMAS Vegeance until 14.2.55
2/55 Damaged Dubbo NSW during flood relief operations 
13/3/55 Allotted HMAS Sydney
29/3/55 Allotted RAAF Williamtown
31/3/55 Allotted HMAS Sydney
27/4/55 Allotted Nowra
16/10/55 Damaged
18/10/55 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for repairs
10/7/56 Allotted Nowra 723 Squadron
2/8/56 Allotted HMAS Sydney
29/10/56 723 Squadron disbanded at Nowra, XD654 transferred to 724 Squadron
7/2/57 Allotted HMAS Melbourne
14/3/57 723 Squadron reformed at Nowra, XD654 on strength
9/10/57 Allotted HMAS Sydney
10/10/57 Damaged
17/10/57 Allotted Nowra
20/2/58 Allotted HMAS Melbourne until 24.7.58
16/10/58 Allotted HMAS Melbourne until 20.11.58
9/1/59 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown
4/3/61 Ditched in sea near Cocos Island, Indian Ocean, off HMS Hermes. 
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XD655 HR Mk 
51

13147 Sycamore HR.51 C/n 13147 XD655.
Built by Bristol Aeroplane Co Ltd at Filton, Bristol. 550hp Alvis Leonides 524/1
Part of the third production batch of 20 Sycamores. C/ns 13144 to 13203. completed as a 
Mk.HR.51
British Ministry of Supply issued serial XD655, for use by RAN
22/12/53 First flight at Filton
5/8/54 Taken on charge Royal Navy at Lee on Solent
10/54 XD653 to XD656 were delivered to Australia on board merchant ship MV Braeside
22/11/54 MV Braeside arrived at Sydney
23/11/54 Taken on charge RAN as XD655
23/11/54 Received by Bristol Aviation Services at Bankstown Airport, Sydney for assembly
1/55 Delivered to 723 Squadron, Nowra
27/2/55 Allotted RAAF Williamtown
11/3/55 Allotted Nowra, 723 Squadron. Reported code “901” but unconfirmed
18/3/55 Allotted HMAS Sydney until 23.3.55
28/3/55 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown
29/3/55 Allotted HMAS Sydney
2/4/55 Allotted Nowra
6/4/55 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown
19/4/55 Allotted Nowra
23/9/55 Allotted HMAS Sydney
7/10/55 Damaged at RAAF Point Cook Vic
12/10/55 Crashed Jervis Bay NSW. Crashed in shallow water in St Georges Basin
17/10/55 Wreck allotted to Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown
1/61 Wreck sold to Aircraft Engines and Overhauls, Sydney 

XD656 HR Mk 
51

13148 Built by Bristol Aeroplane Co Ltd at Filton, Bristol. 550hp Alvis Leonides 524/1
Part of the third production batch of 20 Sycamores. C/ns 13144 to 13203.
Completed as a Mk.HR.51
British Ministry of Supply issued serial XD656, for use by RAN
4.1.54 First flight at Filton
5.8.54 Taken on Royal Navy charge at Lee-on-Solent
10.54 XD653 to XD656 were delivered to Australia on board merchant ship MV Braeside
22.11.54 MV Braeside arrived at Sydney
23.11.54 Taken on charge RAN as XD656
23.11.54 Received by Bristol Aviation Services at Bankstown Airport, Sydney for assembly
1.2.55 Delivered to Nowra, 723 Squadron
4.2.55 Allotted HMAS Sydney
26.2.55 Allotted RAAF Williamtown
5.3.55 Allotted Nowra
23.3.55 Allotted HMAS Sydney
29.3.55 Allotted RAAF Williamtown
2.4.55 Allotted HMAS Sydney
27.4.55 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for mods
29.4.55 Allotted HMAS Sydney for cruise to New Zealand, returned Sydney 6.5.55
16.6.55 Allotted Nowra
23.9.55 Allotted HMAS Sydney
10.55 Landed at Melbourne Grammar School, South Yarra, Melbourne off HMAS 
Melbourne as part of an RAN demonstration. Code “905”
11.3.56 Allotted HMAS Sydney
11.4.56 Delivered Nowra to Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for overhaul
18.10.56 Allotted Nowra
29.10.56 723 Squadron disbanded at Nowra, XD656 transferred to 724 Squadron
4.12.56 Damaged
20.12.56 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for repairs
28.2.57 Allotted Nowra, 723 Squadron
26.6.57 Landed in Centennial Park, Sydney bringing an injured man from Milton NSW to 
hospital
10.10.57 Allotted HMAS Melbourne
11.11.57 Crashed in sea off HMAS Melbourne on Queensland coast. Due engine failure, 
pilot Lt. Hunt of 723 Squadron.(Note by FAAAA: HMAS Melbourne’s ROP reports this 
event as happening on 20th December 1957 at 1335. The two crew members were 
recovered safely by the Ship’s Boat. Apparently the aircraft suffered engine problems and 
ditched near the submarine TELEMACHUS shortly before they were due to pick up its CO 
for transfer to Melbourne).
4.12.57 Struck-off RAN charge 
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XK902 HR Mk 
51

13401 Built by Bristol Aircraft Ltd at Old Mixon, Western-super-Mare. 550hp Alvis Leonides 524/1
Part of the eighth production batch of 17 Sycamores. C/ns 13401 to 13417.
Completed as a Mk.HR.51
British Ministry of Supply issued serial XK902, for use by Royal Australian Navy
23.2.56 First flight at Hatfield
1.3.56 Taken on Royal Navy charge at Abbotsinch, Glasgow, Scotland
9.3.56 XK902 & XL507 were ferried to Glasgow Docks to be delivered to Australia on the 
maiden voyage of RAN’s new aircraft carrier HMAS Melbourne
10.3.56 Taken on RAN charge as XK902
10.3.56 Loaded on HMAS Melbourne at Glasgow Docks
14.3.56 HMAS Melbourne sailed from Glasgow on delivery voyage to Australia. Carried 
RAN aircraft purchases: 39 Sea Venoms, 22 Gannets, 2 Sycamores, also an Avro 707A for 
RAAF trials in Australia.
5.56 Aircraft off-loaded from HMAS Melbourne at Jervis Bay NSW, near Nowra. Melbourne 
then continued to Sydney where it arrived 9.5.56
15.5.56 Received at Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for preparation
2.8.56 Allotted Nowra, 723 Squadron
3.8.56 Allotted HMAS Melbourne
25.10.56 Allotted 724 Squadron, Nowra
31.1.57 Allotted HMAS Melbourne
11.7.57 Allotted 723 Squadron, Nowra
17.7.57 Carried a line across the Woronora River near Lucas Heights, south of Sydney to 
provide power to the Atomic Energy Laboratory at Lucas Heights
3.10.57 Allotted HMAS Melbourne
12.12.57 Allotted Nowra
10.1.58 Crashed in mountains near Grafton NSW. While operating on support duties for 
HMAS Warrego on an exercise to chart coastal waters, carried survey marker poles 25 
miles south of Grafton. Aircraft crashed on the Bald Knob Range coastal mountain 
range, rolled down a slope before falling off a cliff and lodging vertically on a narrow ledge. 
Pilot and one passenger unhurt, 3 other passengers were injured.
31.1.58 Wreck allotted from Nowra to Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for salvage of 
engine and components
6.58 Bankstown report: “Dumped outside the Bristol hangar was part of the fuselage of 
another Sycamore, RAN “902”
26.6.58 Struck-off RAN charge  

XL507
(XK903)

HR Mk 
51

13407 Built by Bristol Aircraft Ltd at Old Mixon, Western-super-Mare. 550hp Alvis Leonides 524/1
Part of the eighth production batch of 17 Sycamores. C/ns 13401 to 13417.
Completed as a Mk.HR.51
British Ministry of Supply issued serial XK903 for use by Royal Australian Navy
Order for two HR.51s had been placed, allocated XK902 & XK903. However a separate 
contract was subsequently raised for the second machine, and for administrative purposes 
the Ministry of Supply replaced XK903’s serial with XL507
1.3.56 First flight at Filton, marked XK903
3.3.56 Serial changed to XL507
6.3.56 Taken on Royal Navy charge at Abbotsinch, Glasgow, Scotland
3.56 XK902 & XL507 were ferried to Glasgow Docks to be delivered to Australia on the 
maiden voyage of RAN’s new aircraft carrier HMAS Melbourne
9.3.56 Loaded aboard HMAS Melbourne
10.3.56 Taken on RAN charge as XL507
10.3.56 Loaded on HMAS Melbourne at Glasgow Docks
14.3.56 HMAS Melbourne sailed from Glasgow on delivery voyage to Australia. Carried 
RAN aircraft purchases: 39 Sea Venoms, 22 Gannets, 2 Sycamores, also an Avro 707A for 
RAAF trials in Australia.
5.56 Aircraft off-loaded from HMAS Melbourne at Jervis Bay NSW, near Nowra. Melbourne 
then continued to Sydney where it arrived 9.5.56
15.5.56 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for preparation
14.7.56 Allotted Nowra, 723 Squadron
26.7.56 Allotted HMAS Melbourne
25.10.56 Allotted 724 Squadron, H Flight HMAS Melbourne
13.12.56 Allotted Nowra
21.2.57 Allotted 723 Squadron
14.3.57 Allotted HMAS Melbourne
24.5.57 Ditched in China Sea off HMAS Melbourne
30.5.58 Struck off RAN charge 
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XN448 HR Mk 
51

13270 Built by Bristol Aeroplane Co Ltd at Filton, Bristol. 550hp Alvis Leonides 524/1 55
Part of the sixth production batch of 10 Sycamores. C/ns 13264 to 13273.
Completed as a Mk.HR.51
12.4.55 Registered as Sycamore Series 4 G-AOBM Bristol Aeroplane Company Ltd, 
Filton, Bristol
19.5.55 British CofA issued
24.5.55 Struck-off British Register as sold to Canada
25.5.55 Flown to Avonmouth Docks for shipment to Canada on board SS Gloucester City
5.55 Registered CF-HVX
2.56 CF-HVX flew from Winnipeg to Mexico City on North American sales tour
Returned to Old Mixon, Weston-super-Mare for overhaul and sale
10.57 CF-HVX noted at Weston-super-Mare
Allocated B Class Registration G-18-5
13.11.57 Returned to British Register G-AOBM Bristol Aircraft Ltd, Filton, Bristol
British Ministry of Supply allocated serial XN448 for use by Royal Australian Navy
Converted by Bristol to Mk.HR.51 for RAN
16.4.58 First flight after miitary conversion
24.4.58 Struck-off British Register as sold to Royal Australian Navy
29.4.58 Flown to London Docks for loading on a ship
6.58 Delivered to Australia as cargo on a merchant vessel
26.6.58 Brought on RAN charge as XN448
26.6.58 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for storage
12.58 Under preparation by Bristol Aviation Services for issue
22.1.59 Issued to Nowra, 723 Squadron
1.59 Arrived Nowra ex Bristol Aviation Services painted as “13270” (its construction 
number) as serial and operated by RAN a such for a short time then repainted XN448
29.1.59 Allotted HMAS Melbourne
15.2.60 Flew Moruya NSW to Sydney on a medical evacuation operation
29.5.60 XN448 coded “852” noted at Bankstown airshow in static park, allover silver, 
yellow bands on tail boom
2.9.61 XN448 “852” noted at Auckland Harbour NZ on board HMAS Melbourne
17.9.61 XN448 “852” noted Port Melbourne on board HMAS Melbourne
2.10.61 XN448 “852” noted at Nowra, 723 Sqn, silver with yellow markings
1.4.62 XN448 “852” at Bankstown airshow, with 2 others.
11.62 XN448 Code 852 on strength 723 Sqn, midnight blue and white
.64 Retired at Bankstown, stored at Hawker deHavilland premises
14.9.65 Struck off RAN charge
29.10.65 XN448 code “852” noted Bankstown in Bristol Aviation hangar, sealed for storage
7.66 Advertised for civil disposal by tender by Australian Department of Supply
31.8.66 Closing date for Tender issued by Department of Supply: location Bankstown, 
complete
10.66 XN448 code 852 in RAN blue scheme parked outside Bristol Aviation Services 
hangar at Bankstown, code “852” main and tail rotor blades removed and in crate 
alongside. Unmoved until January 1967
1.67 Sold to J. Rose Motors, Melbourne Vic to replace their VH-GVR crashed 26.1.67
14.2.67 Registered VH-SYC G. V. Rose Motors, Melbourne Vic
This company later establish Jayrow Helicopters at Moorabbin Airport, Melbourne
16.2.67 Ferried Bankstown-Moorabbin, RAN blue scheme with white registration letters
3.5.67 VH-SYC noted at Essendon
67 photo at Moorabbin: midnight blue with white roof, VH-SYC on tail boom
1.1.68 noted at Moorabbin, polished metal finish. Parked with VH-BAW. Also 20.1.68
3.68 Purchased by Associated Helicopter Services Pty Ltd, Bankstown NSW
2.11.68 Damaged in forced landing “Bow River” Station, via near Turkey Creek WA, south 
of Wyndham.After hovering over an area, which the pilot Gerhard M. Grandt decided was 
unsuitable for landing, the helicopter over-pitched when he attempted to climb above a 
small tree in the climb path. When RPM decayed, the helicopter settled lightly on the 
ground but the main rotor blades struck trees and disintegrated. No injuries to pilot & 3 
passengers. Remote location, 60 miles from the Bow River Homestead.
12.68 VH-SYC’s insurer Air Claims Ltd, Sydney received a total of 4 claims in two weeks 
after the accident: the initial event of blades striking the tree, another for damage by fire, 
further damage on ground through causes unknown, and finally radio equipment stolen by 
persons unknown. Because it was a Partial Loss Policy, Air Claims paid out on the last two 
incidents but did not become owner of the aircraft or have any salvage rights.
69 Associated Helicopter Services Pty Ltd was in liquidation. DCA had completed its 
investigation into the accident and the aircraft (in situ) became the property of the 
company’s creditors.
(Continued next page)
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XN448 HR Mk 
51

13505 (Continued from previous page) 
14.8.72 Struck-off Register
79 Experienced RAAF pilot Don Ende, who was now with RAAF Air Training Corps HQ at 
Perth planned to salvage the Sycamore and bring it to Perth as a ground training aid for 
ATC cadets. However the plan was 8`1. Ende then offered all the assistance 
and information he had gathered to RAAF Association, Bull Creek, Perth in order that they 
might salvage the Sycamore for their Aviation Heritage Museum
81 After 18 months of negotiations with the numerous parties involved, ownership of VH-
SYC was transferred for the sum of $1 to RAAF Association, Perth WA. Agreement 
reached with RAAF that should a Chinook heavy helicopter be in the Kimberleys area, 
subject to operational requirements, it would be diverted to attempt to air-lift the Sycamore 
from its forced landing site to Kununurra WA.
12.81 A RAAF Chinook from No.12 Squadron, under command of Sqn Ldr Graham 
Chalmers, was in the area. Guided by Kerry Slingsby of Helimuster Ltd at Kununurra, the 
Sycamore was located and its crew spent 90 minutes at the site. The decision was made 
not to attempt to lift the Sycamore because of concern that air pressure build-up in the 
Sycamore cabin, due to loss of almost all the perspex canopy, would cause it to be 
uncontrollable or break-up. The RAAF crew report detailed VH-SYC’s poor condition, due 
to exposure to the humid heat of the region and vandalism. All windows were smashed 
and perspex removed, many small parts had been cut off and the rear tail boom with tail 
rotor had been dismantled and removed. RAAF Association considered various other 
recovery methods, but all were uneconomical due to the remoteness of the crash site 
and its distance from Perth.
2015 The stripped Sycamore still parked on its undercarriage at the forced landing site, via 
Turkey Creek WA 

XN449 HR Mk 
51

13504 Built by Bristol Aircraft Ltd at Old Mixon, Western-super-Mare. 550hp Alvis Leonides 524/1
Part of the tenth production batch of 50 Sycamores. C/ns 13458 to 13507.
Completed as a Mk.HR.51
British Ministry of Supply issued serial XN449 for use by Royal Australian Navy
10.2.59 First flight at Western-super-Mare as G-18-177
Testflown with British Class B registration G-18-177
31.3.59 Flown to Newport Docks for loading on ship
5.59 Shipped to Australia on merchant ship SS Araluen
19.6.59 Taken on charge by RAN
19.6.59 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for assembly
10.60 Overturned on landing at Nowra
2.10.61 XN449 noted Nowra, code Code “853”, silver with yellow markings, 723 Squadron
1.4.62 XN449 “853” at Bankstown airshow with two other RAN Sycamores
3.9.62 Crashed and destroyed by fire near Nowra. While on a training flight from Nowra 
the engine failed at 30 feet altitude 2 miles from the airfield. Aircraft crashed on a steep 
hillside and rolled down the slope. Wreckage caught fire. Lt. M. Astbury and Sub Lt. N. 
Dennett received minor injuries.

XN450 HR Mk 
51

13505 Built by Bristol Aircraft Ltd at Old Mixon, Western-super-Mare. 550hp Alvis Leonides 524/1
Part of the tenth production batch of 50 Sycamores. C/ns 13458 to 13507.
Construction ceased at 13505, making this the last Sycamore built, completed as a 
Mk.HR.51
12.58 First flight at Weston-super-Mare as G-18-178
Testflown with British Class B registration G-18-178
British Ministry of Supply issued serial XN450 for use by Royal Australian Navy
3.3.59 First flight as XN450
5.59 Shipped to Australia on merchant ship SS Araluen
19.6.59 Taken on RAN charge as XN450
19.6.59 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for assembly
.59 Allotted Nowra, 723 Squadron
2.10.61 XN450 noted Nowra, Code “848”, silver with yellow markings, 723 Squadron
1.4.62 XN450 “848” at Bankstown airshow with two other RAN Sycamores
11.62 XN450 on strength 723 Squadron, midnight blue and white, code 848
14.9.65 Struck off RAN charge. Total flying time 1351 hrs.
7.66 Advertised for civil disposal by tender by Australian Department of Supply
31.8.66 Closing date for Tender issued by Department of Supply: location Nowra, without 
engine
14.9.66 Sold to Business Aviation Pty Ltd, Bankstown NSW
2.67 Sold to Associated Helicopter Services Pty Ltd, Bankstown NSW.
Reportedly purchased for spare parts 
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XN450 HR Mk 
51

13505 (Continued from previous page)
2.67 XA220, XN450 & XR592 from RAN at Nowra arrived Camden for Business Aviation 
Pty Ltd of Bankstown. All are fitted with external winches and are complete except radio. 
Two were in the Skyservice Aviation hangar at Camden 6.67
23.3.68 XN450 noted Camden, code 848, callsign reminder “VJODH”
72 Camden Museum of Aviation, Camden Airport NSW, later Narellan NSW
18.6.72 XN450 noted at Narellan in museum building
.79 Acquired by Sid Beck/ Sid Beck’s Military Museum, Townsville Qld, later Mareeba Qld
11.8.80 XN450 noted at Becks museum near Townsville “848”
23.7.83 XN450 noted at Becks museum near Townsville “848”
c88 moved to new museum site on a farm near Mareeba Qld
22.10.09 XN450 noted at Becks Military Museum near Mareeba Qld, RAN blue scheme 
“848” 

XR592
(XN635)

HR Mk 
51

13070 Built by Bristol Aeroplane Co Ltd at Filton, Bristol. 550hp Alvis Leonides 524/1Part of the 
second production batch of 10 Sycamores. C/ns 13062 to 13071.
To be a Mk.3 as a Bristol company demonstrator, but completed as a Series 4
1.12.52 Registered as Sycamore Series 4 G-AMWI Bristol Aeroplane Co Ltd, Filton, Bristol
7.9.53 CofA issued
9.53 at Farnborough Air Show, Mk.4 demonstrator, all silver, fitted with two stretchers
6.9.54 at Farnborough Air Show, Mk.4 demonstrator
9.54 flew into Southbank Heliport, London
Over 5 years was demonstrated in France, Germany, Spain, Switzerland and Austria. 
Photo G-AMWI wearing “Autair” company titles, carrying equipment to a lighthouse
6.55 at Paris Air Show, Le Bourget in static display park
4.9.55 at Farnborough Air Show, Mk.4 demonstrator
1.1.56 Change of owner’s name: Bristol Aircraft Ltd, Filton, Bristol
56 took part in Pye airborne TV experiments
7.56 G-AMWI noted at Filton, dismantled, centre fuselage on a stand in the rear of the 
Bristol flight shed
3.9.56 displayed at Farnborough Air Show, painted in new Bristol colours of crimson and 
white
5.57 G-AMWI demonstrated at Paris Air Show
6.57 G-AMWI was used as a dual control trainer for German pilots as part of the Luftwaffe 
order for Sycamores. Training continued until 1.58
2.9.57 G-AMWI demonstrated at Farnborough Air Show, its fifth consecutive year at 
Farnborough
2.58 Logbook of Peter Wilson, Bristol test pilot: he flew G-AMWI at Weston-super-Mare in 
every month of 1958 except January and August. There was a gap in his regular flights, 
between 9.7.58 to next flight 1.9.58
23.9.58 G-AMWI took part in helicopter displays at Christchurch, England for a NATO 
conference
4.59 G-AMWI had a forced landing at Weston-super-Mare, England
22.10.60 Change of owner’s name: Westland Aircraft Ltd (Bristol Helicopter Division), 
Weston-super-Mare, Somerset
4.4.61 Logbook of Peter Wilson, Bristol test pilot: his last flight in G-AMWI at Weston-
super-Mare
5.61 Purchased by RAN
61 converted to Mk.HR.51 for Royal Australian Navy
61 British Ministry of Supply issued serial XN635
61 XN635 duplicated a Jet Provost serial, Sycamore changed to XR592
6.61 Shipped to Australia on merchant ship SS Africa
13.7.61 Struck-off British Register as sold to Australia
G-AMWI Logbook: Final entry total flying time 1119 hrs 34 min
XR592 Logbook: taken on charge by RAN: total flying time 1119 hrs 34 min.
XR592 Logbook: “Aircraft originally on British Civil Register as Sycamore 171 Mk.4 
registration G-AMWI, then converted for RAN registration number XR592″
24.8.61 Taken on RAN charge as XR592
24.8.61 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for assembly
12.61 Allotted Nowra, 723 Squadron. Reportedly arrived at Nowra still painted as XN635
XR592 served on HMAS Melbourne and HMAS Sydney
26.7.62 XR592 code “851” noted Bankstown, midnight blue
11.62 XR592 in service with RAN 723 Squadron, code 851
17.7.63 Damaged on takeoff, rolled over
(Continued next page)
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XR592
(XN635)

HR Mk 
51

13070 (Continued from previous page)
7.63 Allotted Bristol Aviation Services, Bankstown for repair
8.64 Allotted Nowra
26.10.64 XR592 visited Sydney Airport
14.9.65 Struck-off RAN charge
65 XR592 Log: Final page quotes total flying time logged as 1715 hrs 25 mins. The same 
number of hours is quoted in VH-BAW’s civil log book as the starting hours on the airframe.
7.66 Advertised for civil disposal by tender by Australian Department of Supply
31.8.66 Closing date for Tender issued by Department of Supply: location Nowra, complete
14.9.66 Sold to Business Aviation Pty Ltd, Bankstown NSW
2.67 XA220, XN450 & XR592 from RAN at Nowra arrived Camden for Business Aviation 
Pty Ltd of Bankstown. All are fitted with external winches and are complete except for 
radio.Two were in the Skyservice Aviation hangar at Camden 6.67
5.3.67 XR592 noted Camden in hangar, rotor blades removed. Full RAN scheme midnight 
blue and white, code “851”.
6.10.67 XR592 noted Moorabbin on low-loader truck from Camden, full RAN midnight blue 
scheme, code “851”
14.11.67 Registered VH-BAW Business Aviation Pty Ltd, Bankstown NSWVH-BAW 
Airframe Logbook quotes serial 13070
20.1.68 VH-BAW noted at Moorabbin, with VH-SYC
20.7.68 VH-BAW noted at Bankstown, midnight blue with white roof
26.4.69 VH-BAW noted at Bankstown, midnight blue with white roof, having engine 
maintenance
13.3.70 VH-BAW noted Bankstown, midnight blue with white roof
20.9.70 VH-BAW noted Bankstown
5.71 Sold to Camden Museum of Aviation, Camden Airport NSW
12.6.71 moved by road from Bankstown to Camden for Camden Museum of Aviation
20.8.71 VH-BAW noted at Camden Museum of Aviation.
14.8.72 Struck-off Register as withdrawn from service
Displayed Camden in 723 Squadron markings as “851”
.79 Camden Museum of Aviation moved to a newly erected hangar at Narellan, near 
Camden
Last known:  displayed at Camden Museum of Aviation, Narellan NSWXR592 arrives 
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