Probationary Naval Airman (Pilot)

Neill Francis Sweeney

Royal Australian Navy

Neill Francis Sweeney was born in Toowoomba, Queensland
on 25 February 1932. Other than his father is listed as
Thomas Francis Sweeney and his mother Olive May Neill, little
}s kngwn about his childhood as no relevant records can be
ound.

He was a Control Room Operator for radio station 4BH in Bris-
bane for a while, before joining the Navy on 26 May 1950 and
being assigned the Official Number A38541. He appears to have
followed the normal training regime for aspiring young aviators of
the time: a period at HMAS Cerberus in Victoria, followed by fly-
ing training at the nearby RAAF Point Cook.

He had progressed far enough to be rated Probationary Naval
Airman (Pilot) and was on a solo flying phase by October 1951.
This involved sending young aviators out on their own to gain
confidence and experience in a range of exercises such as nav-
igation and low flying. Such sorties would be carefully briefed,
having regard to the inexperience of the students concerned.

At 1345 hours on 18th October 1951, A 38451 Probationary
Naval Airman (Pilot) N.F.Sweeney, A 38451, took off solo from
Point Cook in Wirraway A20-193 to carry out a one-hour period
of general flying, to be followed by a period of low flying practice.

At about 1500, the aircraft was observed by PNA (P) Becker in

Wirraway A20-547, who was also engaged in low flying practice,
to be carrying out routine low flying training manoeuvres in the
No 1 Flying Training School authorised Low Flying Area. Aircraft
Control personnel at Little River Aerodrome and a group of civil-
ians in the Low Flying Area also observed the manoeuvres.

Shortly afterwards these civilians observed A20-193 dive to ap-
proximately 100 feet, pull up to 300 feet and commence to exe-
cute a roll. When the aircraft was on its back the nose dropped.
The aircraft completed the roll, but continued to lose height until
it crashed into an open field (at an angle estimated at 40°)
at 1520 hours. Neill Sweeney, just 20 years old, was killed in-
stantly. He was not married, but his girlfriend, a WAAF, was serv-
ing at Point Cook.

His funeral service was held in the Bathurst Memorial Chapel at
Elsternwick (VIC), and his remains buried at Springvale Botani-
cal Cemetery (RC Compartment D, Section 4.37) on Monday
22" October 1951, with full RAAF honours.

We have not been able to locate a photograph of Sweeney, nor
much about his life. He is, nevertheless, remembered as one of
us: ayoung man inspired by flying and excited by the thought of
a career in the Fleet Air Arm, who lost his life in a moment of
thoughtless exuberance.
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