Acting Sub Lieutenant

Frank Graham Hodgson

Royal Australian Navy

Frank Graham Hodgson was born on 6 July 1935, at
Pemberton, WA. On 14 June 1957, at Perth, he enlisted in the
Royal Australian Navy (RAN) as a Recruit Naval Airman
(Aircrew), Official Number R53148. He was initially drafted to
HMAS Cerberus south of Melbourne, to begin his Initial Naval
Training course and be assessed for suitability for aircrew.

In September 1957 Hodgson was promoted to Probationary
Naval Airman (PNA) and in December, after completing an
Aircrew Course he was rated PNA (Aircrew). In January 1958,
after a short period of waiting, he joined RAAF Uranquinty for
instruction in the Winjeel trainer aircraft. After flying solo for the
required hours, he was rated PNA (P). From all accounts he
was an excellent student, being the first in his group to solo and
subsequently coming first in his flying course.

On 25 September 1958, Hodgson was posted to RAAF Pearce
joining the Advanced Flying Training School course. This
involved conversion to the de Havilland Vampire jet trainers,
including instrument training, night flying, formation flying and
other exercises. Apart from successfully completing the course,
Hodgson was awarded the Goble Trophy — as the most
proficient pilot with the highest aggregate marks.

On 15 April 1959, Hodgson graduated with his ‘wings,” and was
promoted Acting Sub Lieutenant (P) on a seven-year Short
Service Commission. He then attended a short Officer Induction
Course at Cerberus .

On 20 July 1959, Hodgson reported at HMAS Albatross
(RANAS Nowra), the RAN Fleet Air Arm (FAA) base, for flying
duties with 724 Squadron, an Operational Training Unit to begin
conversion to naval aircraft, with specialised navigation and
night flying exercises, and dummy deck landings.

In early January 1960 Hodgson returned to Cerberus to attend
the No 15 Divisional Course aimed at developing leadership
and naval skills in FAA officers. Upon return to Albatross at the
end of the month Hodgson resumed flying duties with 724
Squadron - a Sea Venom FAW 53 training squadron. The focus
at 724 was preparing pilots for front-line service aboard the
aircraft carrier HMAS Melbourne.

On 11 February 1960 Hodgson took off from Nowra with his
passenger, EM(A)2 Malcolm Holloway, in Sea Venom WZ941 to
carry out a Practice Force Landing. At about three miles from
the airstrip and around 5,000 ft he throttled back to reduce
power and proceeded with the evolution.

On approach to runway 26 the Sea Venom undershot the
threshold by about 150 metres, losing its undercarriage as it
struck the ground.

The subsequent Board of Inquiry (BOI) deduced that the pilot
had turned onto final approach about 500-700 feet

too low, most probably configured with full
flap and wheels down. It concluded the
aircraft had then progressively lost
airspeed, most probably as the o
pilot attempted to stretch his

glide. At some point the aircraft

wing dropped and it was

considered to have stalled,

with a rapid rise in the rate of

descent until impact with the

ground occurred.
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The Sea Venom then slid through the airfield perimeter fence
before striking a raised concrete section at the threshold to the
runway. The impact severely distorted the cockpit, causing the
two ejection seats to fire without manual intervention.

The Mk 4A seats fitted to the Venom were canted towards each
other by about 4°, so in a controlled situation one occupant
would deliberately eject before the other. They also had a safe
limit of 200 knots of forward speed and 200 feet height. As
Hodgson'’s aircraft was on the ground it was well ouside these
parameters and neither young man survived the ejection
sequence.

The BOI made a series of recommendations including
mandatory rules for inexperienced pilots performing Practice
Forced Landings; the upgrading of the approach to runway 26
at NAS Nowra; modifications to the Martin Baker ejection seats
to prevent inadvertent ejection; and (importantly) to accelerate
the introduction of ground-level ejection seats.

Frank Graham Hodgson, a promising young pilot with a bright
future, was buried with full military honours in the Naval Section
of the Nowra Cemetery.
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Analysis of a tragedy. This photograph, looking west from the approach of runway 26, shows the initial impact point about 150 metres from the
threshold of the runway, and the witness marks as the Venom slid across the perimeter road and though two fences before striking a raised
concrete lip of the taxiway intersection with the runway. The impact caused inadvertent activation of the two ejection seats.
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