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Murray Neilson
Squadron Leader

Royal New Zealand Air Force

Squadron Leader Murray Neilson, Royal New Zealand Air 
Force, an accomplished fast-jet pilot and commanding officer, 
was killed in an aircraft accident in Australia on 16 February 
2001, aged 37.
Born in Wellington on 18th February 1963, he joined the RNZAF 
in 1985 and quickly distinguished himself through 
professionalism, flying skill and leadership. Over a career 
spanning more than fifteen years he became closely associated 
with the RNZAF’s A-4K Skyhawk force, earning a reputation as 
a calm, methodical pilot and a mentor to younger aircrew. 
He also flew with the RNZAF aerobatic team renowned for its 
close formation work, the Red Checkers, reflecting his piloting 
ability.
At the time of his death Neilson was Commanding Officer of No. 
2 Squadron, based at HMAS Albatross, Nowra, where RNZAF 
Skyhawks were based to support Royal Australian Navy fleet 
training. 
On  the afternoon of 16 February 2001 the pilots of RNZAF 
Skyhawks NZ6202 and NZ6211 [Kiwi Black formation] 
conducted a practice for a display to be flown at Avalon Air 
Show in Victoria the following day. They departed from Nowra at 
1416 and transited to a training area over the sea, where they 
practised a “plugged barrel roll”, where the two aircraft 
undertook an aerobatic manoeuvre whilst joined by an air-to-air 
refuelling hose. 
The aircraft pair then returned to the airfield, completing a 
practice flypast ‘wingover’ before entering a left-hand plugged 
barrel roll from a height of 880 feet.  During the exit from the 
manoeuvre Kiwi Black leader (Murray Neilson) became aware 
of the proximity of the ground and their high rate of descent, and 
transmitted an immediate warning for No. 2 to disengage. The 
second aircraft broke away and narrowly escaped striking the 
ground. 
Kiwi Black leader was unable to recover and hit the ground in 
heavily wooded terrain not far from the western boundary of 
Nowra airfield.  The pilot suffered immediate fatal injuries. 
A subsequent inquiry found  the pilot had been exposed over 
time to a range of predisposing factors, including latent 
organisational failures and fatigue. These factors were 
considered to have adversely affected him and were a 
significant contributory cause of the accident.
Neilson was deeply respected within the RNZAF and across the 
wider Australasian military aviation community, not only for his 
flying skill but for his integrity, quiet authority, and empathy for 
those under his command.
He was survived by his wife, Sandra and their two daughters, 
who were aged six and eight at the time of his death. He was 
approaching his 38th birthday and was just weeks short of his 
12th wedding anniversary.
A full military funeral was held at RNZAF Base Ohakea on 22 
February 2001 attended by an estimated 700 mourners from 
across New Zealand and Australia. The service, conducted in a 
squadron hangar, included military honours, the Last Post, and 
a flypast in tribute to a respected leader and aviator. Murray 
Neilson was then cremated the following day. 
Murray, invariably referred to as “Muz” for the whole of his 
service life, is remembered as a dedicated officer, a skilled pilot, 

and a devoted family man whose loss was felt keenly by his 
Service and by all who knew him. 
Despite the tragedy Sandy Neilson moved on with her life. She 
eventually met a new partner and lives in Wellington, New Zealand.  
Daughters Jess and Laura are also doing well:  Jess is married with 
a child and Laura loves to travel. ✈

Pilot Officer Murray Neilson receives his wings from Air 
Commodore Robin Klitscher
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Top.  SQNLDR Murray Neilson’s funeral cortege at RAAF Base Ohakea on 
22 February 2001 was attended by an estimated 700 mourners from across 
New Zealand and Australia. 

Lower.  Murray as many would remember him: a talented and respected 
pilot who was taken far too young.


