
 Smith Obituary.    Page 1  

Robert Evans Smith
Lieutenant

Royal Australian Navy

LEUT (P) Robert Evans Smith was killed on 16 February 1951 
whilst attempting to land his Fairey Firefly VX371 (816 Squadron) 
aboard HMAS Sydney.
Smith was born in Bundaberg, QLD on 09 Dec 1924 but his family 
had moved to Mackay by the time he joined the RAAF on 29 Jan-
uary 1943 for “the duration of the war and a period of 12 months 
thereafter”.  He was formerly employed as a Bank Clerk and his 
service record notes that at age 17 he had served in the Air Train-
ing Corps for about seven months prior to joining up, indicating a 
keen interest in flying. 
Like most aircrew of the time he was enlisted as an AC2, and was 
awarded his flying badge (“Wings”) in December 1943 having 
completed Elementary Flying Training on No 36 Course and more 
advanced training on No.37 course.  He was promoted to Pilot 
Officer on 16 Dec 43, and Flying officer six months later. 
He was dispatched to the UK in January of 1944 and, after more 
training, was attached (posted) to RAF 460 Squadron in early 
April 1945. 460 Squadron was equipped with Lancaster bombers 
and had been in the thick of the war over Germany, with the ma-
jority of its aircrew Australian.  It had been formed in November 
1941 and it was disbanded at the end of the war. 
A measure of the intensity of the Squadron’s war can be judged 
by the fact that it  flew the most sorties of any Australian bomber 
unit and dropped more bomb tonnage than any squadron in 
bomber command. In its five years of operations it lost 188 air-
craft, with 1,018 killed of which 589 were Australian.  [One of its 
surviving aircraft is “G” for George, which is now proudly on dis-
play at the Australian War Memorial]. 
Smith survived the remaining months of the war and was de-
mobbed on 22 February 1946 with the rank of Flight Lieutenant, 
effective from 16 Dec the previous year. His record notes that he 
was entitled to the 1939-45 Star, France and Germany Star and 
the Defence Medal.  It also notes that his forwarding address was 
in Mackay where his father, Matthew William Smith, still resided.
Like many of his contemporaries, Smith found it difficult to settle 
into the hum-drum of civilian employment and when the fledgling 
RAN Fleet Air Arm advertised for aircrew he wasted no time in 
joining in December of 1947. He was given initial sea-going expe-
rience aboard HMAS Bataan and Quickmatch, which included 
brief service with the British Commonwealth Occupation Forces in 
Japan from June to September 1948, and gained his Bridge 
Watchkeeping Certificate  in April 1950. 
We have no record of Smith’s induction flying but it was probably 
similar to other ex RAAF/RAF aircrew of the time: most probably 
a conversion course to Naval aircraft in the UK.  For Fairey Fire-
flies this would have been at St Merryn. 
Having qualified on the Sea Fury, Smith was posted to a front line 
Squadron in Australia. 
There is little documented evidence of the exact circumstances of 
the accident that claimed his life, other than an account in “The 
Navy” magazine (which was published by the Navy League) of 
March 1951 which reported as follows: 

AUSTRALIAN NAVAL AVIATION SUFFERS ITS FIRST FATAL 
ACCIDENT.
On February 16, the Royal Australian Navy suffered its first fatal 

flying accident - the first indeed in aviation in Australian naval his-
tory. 
A RAN lieutenant pilot was killed when the Firefly he was flying 
crashed into the control island of HMAS Sydney and spun into the 
sea. He was Lieutenant R;A. Smith, 26, single, of Mackay, 
Queensland.  Petty Officer Observer 2 K.A. Bunning, who was 
also in the plane, struggled from the wreckage as it sank beside 
the aircraft carrier. 
The crash occurred at the end of an exercise by 20th Carrier Air 
Group, based on HMAS Sydney when the carrier was 30 miles off 
Wollongong while on her way to Sydney from Jervis Bay. 
The exercises at the end of which the accident occurred were for 
the purpose of making a ‘strike’ on Beecroft Head target range 
near Jervis Bay. Ten planes - five Sea Furies and five Fireflies - 
had taken off early in the morning and, after having fired rockets 
on the range, had returned over the carrier. 
They formed a landing circle and six craft had landed successfully 
when Lieutenant pilot smith approached the carrier for a landing. 
But he seemed to come in too high and officers on the deck sig-
nalled him away for another approach. 
As the Firefly flew alongside the deck to gain height again its star-
board wing struck a landing beacon near the bridge of the carrier 
and the aircraft slewed around into the island. Its undercarriage 
then struck the tripod mast and the aircraft brushed past the ship’s 
funnel, dived over the side, turned over once and plunged into the 
sea. Ratings and officers who rushed to the ship’s side saw Bun-
ning struggle from the water whence he was rescued by the de-
stroyer Tobruk.  He was later transferred back to Sydney suffering 
from cuts and shock. PO Bunning is married and has one child. 
Both the Sydney and Tobruk searched the spot where the acci-
dent occurred for an hour and a half before resuming their voyage 
to Sydney.  They were aided by the three aircraft still in the air, but 
no trace of Lieutenant Smith was found.  Pilots of the three aircraft 
were ordered not to land on the carrier and they flew back to the 
Naval Base at Nowra. 
Lieutenant Smith was a very experienced flier with more than 
1000 hours flying time and 65 deck landings. He was an ex-RAAF 
officer and served with the famous 460 Lancaster squadron 
based in Lincolnshire during the bombing of Germany in the late 
war.  After the war he worked in a bank and in 1948 joined the 
RAN. He was posted to 20th Carrier Air Group in November 1949. 
“The Navy” [magazine] extends its deepest sympathy to the be-
reaved. 
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After the accident naval officers said there had been 4,044 suc-
cessful landings on the Sydney  since she had been commis-
sioned with the Royal Australian Navy two years ago. 
It is understood that a complete film record of the crash was taken 
by naval photographers on duty at the time.” 

An eyewitness to the accident recalls that Smith’s aircraft was 
waved off an approach to the deck but banked to starboard in-
stead of port as usual. It flew straight up the starboard edge of the 
deck over the hookman and struck the after end of the island. The 
aircraft then spun around to port around the front of the bridge and 
over the side and into the sea by the forward motor cutter. It began 
to sink and, as the ship passed it, those standing starboard aft 

could see the main spar was bent over the top of the pilot’s cock-
pit, prevening the pilot’s escape. While they were watching the 
Observer, Bunning, shot to the surface and was subsequently 
rescued. 
It was a great tragedy that a young man, having survived the hor-
rors of the war over Germany, lost his life in a routine training ac-
cident in the service of his country.  He was just 26. 
Obituary by Marcus Peake, Dec 25, using the following references: 

Fleet Air Arm Association of Australia.
National Archives of Australia. 
Aviation Safety Network. 
Air History Net

With thanks also to Graeme Lunn and the late Ian Ferguson.

Above: VX371, the aircraft in which Lt Smith was to lose his life, pictured some time before the accident.  It bears the letter “K” on the 
tail which was the code for HMAS Sydney.  Image: AirHistory.net. Ben Dannecker. 


