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Donovan James Slater
Pilot 4th Class

Royal Australian Navy

Donovan James SLATER  was born in Paddington, NSW on 22 
December 1930, but other than that little is known of his early 
life.  He joined the Navy on 02 June 1949 with his trade marked 
as an office assistant, so it is likely he was seeking a more 
adventurous life.  His father was recorded as his next of kin, 
living in Wyong on the Central Coast of NSW so it would seem 
he had moved out of Sydney by then. 
In any event, young Donovan Slater was granted a 12 year 
engagement and completed his recruit training at HMAS 
Cerberus.  His title was changed to “Probationary Naval Airman 
Pilot” in March of 1951 and he was rated “Pilot 4” nine months 
later, having undertaken basic pilot training at RAAF Point 
Cook. 
In keeping with the times, he was sent to the UK for more 
advanced flying training, with the date of his posting noted as 
9th May 1951.  He completed ground school on the Firefly at 
HMS Fulmar, before posting for 737 Squadron (based near 
Prestwick) for flying in August of that year.  The syllabus of the 
course which Edmonds was doing included anti-submarine 
search patterns, weapons delivery and night and poor weather 
operations over the sea.  For this task he used Fairey Firefly Mk 
6 aircraft.  
Although he was posted to No.737 Squadron at Prestwick, part 
of his training was detached to No.719 Squadron at Eglinton, in 
Northern Ireland.  
On  25 September 1951 Donovan Slater was crewed with 
Edward Edmonds, an Observer,  on a training flight in Firefly 
WB336 for a “controlled anti-submarine patrol exercise”, for 
which they were to receive orders once airborne.  
In keeping with their low levels of experience they were briefed to 
observe a safety height of 3000ft and were only to fly below that 
height should they encounter cloud, in which case they were to 
maintain visual contact with the ground. The weather was 
reported as good, being mainly sunny with some scattered 
cumulus especially around the Scottish 
islands. Cloud was reported to be covering 
the hills on Islay during the morning.
Their initial orders were to take departure 
from Portrush, near Coleraine, on a 
bearing of 024° for 30 miles and 
commence a grid search.  These orders 
were acknowledged at 10:19 and the 
aircraft took up course for its patrol area 
(30 miles on that heading would have 
taken the aircraft into the area around the 
Mull of Oa in the south of Islay).
Further orders were transmitted to the 
aircraft at around 10:30 and were 
repeated numerous times until 11:00, but 
none of these transmissions were 
acknowledged.  These were for the aircraft 
to abandon the grid search and adopt a 
sonobuoy dropping pattern.  At 11:10 the 
aircraft was declared missing as no 
contact of any kind had been made since 
10:19 and a search by air and sea was 
started immediately.
A report of wreckage some 10 miles NW of 

Portrush was received from a RAF Lancaster at about 12:30 but 
this turned out to be unconnected and the search was switched 
the the Islay area after 14:15.  The wreck was spotted by an FAA 
Barracuda at 15:40 on Beinn Uraraidh, and the Barracuda and 
later other aircraft circled the spot until a ground team arrived at 
nightfall .
Inspection of the crash site reported that the aircraft had broken 
up over a wide area along a roughly ESE to WNW line with 
wreckage being spread for about  1/3 of a mile. The 
circumstances suggested it was a controlled flight into terrain, 
which was  unsurvivable. 
Both men were buried in St Canice’s Church of Ireland graveyard. 
(St Candice Cemetery), Faughanvale, Eglinton in Northern 
Ireland.  Slater’s headstones read:

Donovan James Slater. Pilot 4th class, Royal Australian 
Navy. 25 September 1951 aged 20 years. A beloved Son 
and Brother. Beautiful Memories. Left Behind.    


