Provisional Pilot
John “Kevin” Brinsley
Sheridan

Royal Australian Navy

Probationary Pilot John “Kevin” Brinsley Sheridan A36176 of the
Royal Australian Navy, lost his life on 7 November 1949 while
undertaking advanced training with No.1 Flying Training School
at RAAF Base Point Cook, Victoria.

Sheridan was born in Echuca (Vic) on 10 December 1930, his
mother later moving her young family to Orange (NSW) where
he attended Orange High School. There he was well known in
the sporting community and was a member of the Wests Rugby
Union Club. After briefly working as a fruit picker Sheridan
signed up for a 12 year engagement with the Navy at the end of
April 1948, aged 17.

Entering naval service at HMAS Cerberus as a Recruit Pilot
Sheridan achieved the rating of “Probationary Pilot” on 29 July
1948. By late 1949 he had completed more than 160 flying
hours, the majority (105 hours) on the Wirraway, and was
approaching the final stages of his training syllabus. His
instructors assessed him as of the required standard, but with a
tendency to be over confident.

On the morning of 7 November 1949, Sheridan departed Point
Cook in Wirraway A20-489 on a solo cross-country exercise to
Tocumwal, Forest Hill (Wagga), Seymour and return. Before his
departure his flying instructor subjected his aircraft to a ground
run and briefed his pupil that, in the event of an engine failure,
he was to land wheels up.

Shortly after take-off he encountered engine trouble, and at
10.34 a.m. radioed Essendon control to report the malfunction
and declare his intention to make a forced landing near Kilmore,
Victoria.

Witnesses observed the aircraft making a number of course
reversals as it descended, including two circuits of Kilmore race-
course. On the final turn to land the undercarriage came down
with a misfiring engine. At approximately 100 feet above ground
while in a steep banked turn the engine failed completely, the
aircraft stalled, descended sharply and struck trees at the edge
of the racecourse, bursting into flames on impact. Sheridan was
killed instantly and the aircraft was destroyed.

A subsequent investigation determined that the underlying
cause of the accident was a failure in the aircraft’s powerplant,
most likely caused by an intermittent fuel supply problem.

A subsequent investigation was critical of John Sheridan’s
technique, observing that he had manoeuvered the aircraft for
nine minutes and had relied on his malfunctioning engine to
reach his intended landing point.

In effect, the report entirely blamed the pilot for the accident
which, in retrospect, seems harsh. The principal cause was an
engine failure, and whilst Sheridan’s handling of the emergency
was less than copybook, his inexperience and the pressure of
dealing with a difficult and unexpected emergency might be
considered mitigating circumstances that led to a tragic end.

Sheridan had announced his engagement a week before the
fatal accident and died one month short of his 19th birthday.
Two days after the crash his mother May Sheridan and younger
sister Beverly flew from Parkes to attend his funeral at Flinders
Naval Depot Cemetery on Wednesday 9 November 1949. After
the ceremony his remains were interred in the Flinders Naval
Depot Cemetery, where, today, 27 other naval casualties are
buried alongside him.

course at RAAF Point Cook. Below. This image in a local paper (The
Kilmore Free Press of 10 November 1949) shows the wreckage of John's
aircraft soon after the accident. It was clearly unsurvivable.
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Probationary Pilot Sheridan’s death was one of the early losses
of the revitalised post-war Fleet Air Arm and was deeply felt
within the training community at Point Cook. He is remembered
as a young man at the beginning of his naval aviation career,
whose promise was cut short by an accident not of his making.

His record notes that his mother, May Gardiner, was
subsequently asked to provide proof that she and her daughter
were dependent on John Sheridan’s earnings, but that she
failed to do so. Accordingly, the Commissioner for Employees’
Compensation in Canberra deemed that she was not entitled to
any compensation for the loss of her son.

Obituary by Graeme Lunn, Kim Dunstan and Marcus Peake.
Updated December 2025.
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A Wirraway trainer of the type in which John Sheridan lost his life.
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