Leading Telegraphist Air Gunner

Donald Oswin McGowan

Donald Oswin McGowan was born in Sydney on 22 July 1908.
He joined the Navy as a boy on 8th February 1923, a few
months short of his 15th birthday, and initially served aboard the
Boys’ Training Ship HMAS Tingara until he was posted on

30th September 1923.

McGowan’s records are faded and hard to read, but we know he
trained as a Telegraphist, passing his qualifying course with a
‘VG’ endorsement in May of the following year.

He subsequently served aboard the following ships as a
Telegraphist rating: HMAS Platypus (Destroyer Tender and
Repair Ship); HMAS Sydney (Battle Cruiser);

HMAS Adéelaide (Cruiser); HMAS Brisbane (Cruiser); and
HMAS Albatross (Seaplane Tender).

Whilst aboard these ships he served in the Australia/New
Zealand areas, Singapore, New Guinea, Solomon Islands and
Hawaiian areas.

In August 1929 he passed the qualifications necessary to
become a Telegraphist Air Gunner, and was posted to

HMAS Albatross, the RAN’s seaplane tender which was
equipped with Supermarine Seagull Mk lll amphibian aircraft.
These were of wood and fabric construction, and carried a crew
of three in open cockpits.

On 19 March 1930 the ship was engaged in fleet exercises in
Norfolk Bay, Tasmania which involved, amongst other things, a
gunnery shoot. Four Seagulls were dispatched that morning to
spot the fall of shot, one of which carried Pilot Officer Grant
(RAAF) [Pilot], Lieutenant lan Elliott RN [Observer], and Leading
Telegraphist Donald McGowan in his capacity as Telegraphist Air
Gunner. Grant and Elliott were reportedly the RAAF and Naval
ship’s photographic officers, respectively.

McGowan'’s aircraft, serial A9-4, had been airborne for about 90
minutes when it was observed spinning vertically towards the
sea from its assigned altitude of 2,500 feet. It struck the water
about 400 metres from shore, but remained above the surface
with its right wingtip and rudder awash.

As soon as the shoot was halted an accompanying machine
landed adjacent to the accident site to find the two badly injured
officers clinging to the wreckage, but no sign of Don McGowan.
His body, which was subsequently found trapped in the
wreckage, was recovered and taken to Hobart, where a post
mortem examination determined death by drowning.

Subsequent investigation could find no technical reason for the
crash, and it was surmised the aircraft entered into a spin when
the pilot allowed the airspeed to drop too low. He was
manoeuvring to position his aircraft to better spot/photograph the
fall of shot, and the flying conditions were reported as ‘bumpy’.
The pilot was not held responsible, however, and McGowan’s
faftﬂ_er, a widower, was not paid compensation for the tragic loss
of his son.

Leading Telegraphist McGowan was accorded a funeral with full
naval honours, with his cortege passing down Elizabeth Street,
Hobart. Over 300 officers and men marched behind the gun
carriage, and many thousands of ordinary people watched from
either side of the street. The graveside service at Cornelian Bay
Cemetery was conducted by the chaplain of HMAS Canberra,
and the impressive headstone was paid for by the Ship’s
Company of HMAS Albatross in memory of a young life lost in
the Service of his country.
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Top. Leading Telegraphist Air Gunner Don McGowan standing
in front of a Seagull Mk lll of the type in which he flew. This
image is taken from a grainy newspaper, so the inset shows an
A.l. analysis of his face.

Lower. HMAS Tingara, the boys training ship on which
McGowan undertook his early days in the Navy.
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Tt D SWAN <l Top Left. A Supermarine Seagull Mk iii being hoisted
] i ok - aboard HMAS Albatross.

Top Right. The pallbearers at McGowan'’s funeral.

Middle. McGowan was fittingly afforded a full military
funeral with the cortege passing down Elizabeth Street in
Hobart.

Left. His headstone at Cornelian Bay Cemetery, paid for
by the Ships’ Company of HMAS Albatross.
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'PLANE CRASH.

Condition of Injured Officers.
INQUIRY INTO McGOWAN'S DEATH.

HOBART, Thuraday.

adron
to Hobart. A seaman hospital sfter
belng knockesd over by & tram in Hobart, and
another succumbed to an attack of pneumonie.

DONALD McGOWAN'S8 FUNERAL.

The funeral of Donald MecOowan Wil RC-
eorded full naval honours, Boms 300 officera
and r:;:m::rr:m in the Ilmuﬂlh:nﬂln
Rear- Evans Wil represen Flag-
Lieutenant K. McDonald. The military dis-
trict Base Commandant (Colonel H, Oox-
Taylor) nted the
and the tary Bomrd,
viee wan conducted by
H.M.A.B. Canberra (the Rev. A

LATE MR. D. McGOWAN,
the

and

exceedingly popular at the
mercinl Behool and the
clasnes abl the
ville, which he slso attended. He Was un-
married.
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SEAPLANE TRAGEDY

Norfolk Bay Crash

Investigation Committee’s
Report

MELBOURNE, Aprll 17.
lo coutection with the accldent to|
Soagull A4 at Norfolk Bay, Tasmanie,
ou March 10, the defence snthorities an-
pounce vhat the Iodlowing repori has
heen received from the Ailr Aceldents
Investigation Commliiies: —

“Gupnery practice was belng carrled
aut by HM.AS, Australla and Canbearra,
and four Ayiog boals were detalled to
nheérve Lthe fall of shot, the nverage
height being 2,000ft. The muachines
had becn observing approximuately ane
heur, when AR-4 weni into a epin und |
rrashed, the pllot (Officer A, G. Granf, |
| LA AF.), the ohserver (Lieutonang [.)
. Ellfet, R.N.) being injured, and the
leldgraphist (D, A, McGowan) belng
k11ledd,

“The Committea find that the accl
wonl arose from the pilot stalling the
machine while endeavouring o make a
quilek turn to facilitete photographlc
work, which stall may have been accen-
tunated by the bumpy conditions exlsting

Technical College At Gran- |

Above. HMAS Albatross in Hobart in 1930, being overflown
by a number of Seagull Ill amphibians.



Left. Don McGowan's gravestone shows its age after decades
of Tasmanian weather, but the sentiment and honour that
underpin it remain undimmed by time.

Compiled by Marcus Peake from the following references:
File No.N24/1/7 DSP(R) 789/82 Navy Office,

Hobart Mercury.

Slipstream Volume 8 No.3 October 1997.

Mr Russ Ames.

Millingtons Cemetery Services, Tasmania.



