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EARLY HISTORY OF THE FLEET AIR ARM MUSEUM AND A 

TRIBUTE TO THE VOLUNTEERS 
 

By Cris George 
Last update: 28July26 
 
Introduction 
 
I recently read the online paper “The Remarkable Story of the Naval Heritage Flight 
(NHF)” promulgated by the Naval Historical Society of Australia. The paper does not 
set out to write a history of the FAA Museum but it might be assumed to be such a 
record. Because there does not appear to be a succinct record of the museum's 
establishment and development particularly when museum and Historic Flight (HF) 
were the same entity, I thought it appropriate to summarise the information that is 
available in various publicly available sources with a few personal recollections to 
cover the years I was closely involved (1978-2000) as a framework which might 
contribute to a later more comprehensive history.  

 
I particularly wished to record the contribution of volunteers toward the preservation 
and display of our Fleet Air Arm's history and who now have drifted away or passed 
on. Their part of the record is incomplete. Without them the museum would not exist 
in its present form. Their input is often overlooked. In saying that I am mindful that 
the last of the first volunteers Mr Ray Larder (ex-RAN) has recently finished his 
service with the FAAM and is not enjoying the best of health. 

 
I do not have a record of HF’s very limited flying operations after 2000 but I recall as 
a member of our community that the commercial viability of our FAA museum 
became increasingly difficult. Retired RADM Ralph managed the organisation 
through this difficult time until the RAN once again assumed ownership of the FAA 
Museum in September 2006. During this time HARS raised several unsuccessful 
proposals to assume management of the aircraft of the HF. That organisation was 
eventually successful in a modified arrangement as is discussed by the subject 
historical society’s paper. HARS was and probably still is by definition interested in 
complete and airworthy aircraft. When the separate Historic Flight was formed apart 
from the museum in the late 1990’s it understandably was also interested in 
potentially airworthy examples and enjoyed first choice of aircraft. This left the 
museum with the incomplete of the most display-worthy including Sea Fury, Firefly, 
Scout even Tracker. And this principle was not the most desirable for our long-term 
heritage policy which directed the museum must retain complete examples of 
previously operated FAA airframes. From a presentation viewpoint the second 
example of heritage aircraft were all in poorer condition than HF aircraft and 
presented a more demanding preservation task before they were suitable for display. 
That is where the volunteer task force came into play! And it was a daunting task. 
 
Brief Overview 
 
In 1974 Commodore Andrew Robertson recognised Leading Seaman Glen Dore's 
model-making skills and interest in Fleet Air Arm history by appointing him the 
founding curator and manager of the FAA Museum. After the museum was officially 
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opened on 2 December 1974 by ADML Sir Victor Smith KBE CB DFC, the Chief of 
the Defence Force Staff, Glen over the next two years further developed a highly 
regarded collection of artefacts, photographs and models in D hangar. 

 
On the night of 4 December 1976 fire destroyed H hangar and almost the RAN's 
entire fleet of Grumman S2 Trackers. The resulting reallocation of hangar space 
required D hangar to fulfil a more pressing role in support of operations. The 
museum’s collection and artifacts were therefore dispersed and most of the collection 
of smaller items was relocated into one of the WW 2 era corrugated iron clad 
buildings. After the fire the museum's display aircraft were returned to their former 
parking space on the 'Dummy Deck' alongside the position of current museum 
building. 
 
I was involved with the museum as a secondary duty in late 1978 when I joined 
HMAS Albatross. I don't recall how my involvement commenced except that I was 
fascinated by the aviation history and there was nobody fighting me for the position! I 
do not claim to have performed anything more significant than filing much of the 
documentation that had been transferred from the original museum, sweeping the 
building out and cleaning the windows for Commodore's rounds. I was also regularly 
the escort for the occasional visitor. Later and during my time as CMDR(Air) my 
heritage related workload increased considerably.  
 
I recall that during the period in the late 70's or maybe 80’s the XO threatened to burn 
the increasingly derelict aircraft on the Dummy Deck unless they were moved from 
his and the public's sight. So, Salvage Section carefully moved the aircraft down to 
the southern end of the airfield by the bomb dump where they continued to deteriorate 
in the weather. I do not recall that the museum was high on the list of Command 
priorities at that time and there were certainly other important matters before the 
FAA. We were still operating HMAS Melbourne and had hopes of continuing with 
HMS Invincible.  
 
Commodore Toz Dadswell assumed command of NAS 5 August 1981 and he 
formalised the Charter of the Heritage Trust of the Royal Australian Fleet Air Arm on 
10 August 1982 and at about that time LCDR Bob Geale began his long and devoted 
service to the museum. Bob was appointed Museum Curator in 1985 (also see Fly 
Navy September 1993). 
 
Major Milestones 
 

• 2 December 1974. First FAA museum opened at NAS by ADML Sir Victor 
Smith.  

• 4 December 1976. H hangar Tracker Fire at NAS requiring museum's 
vacation of D hangar and dispersal throughout NAS. 

• March 1982. relocation of surplus buildings and some historic aircraft to the  
Dummy Deck by 21st Construction Regiment (LT Brian Collings) OIC 
WOATA Trevor Epis. 

• 10 August 1982. Formalisation of the Charter of the Heritage Trust of the 
RAN Fleet Air Arm by CDRE T.A. Dadswell. 

• 1985 Coach tours and 'activity days' were established to generate visitors to 
the museum and visits by private aircraft. 
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• September 1986. Foundation Stone of new FAA museum laid on the Dummy 
Deck by ADML Sir Victor Smith. 

• 1 September 1988. Heritage Trust launched the Capital Campaign. The 
ceremony was attended by CNS VADM Hudson, Minister for Defence 
Science and Personnel, Mrs Kelly, former Chief of the Defence Force ADML 
Sir Victor Smith and the Campaign chairman RADM Robertson. 

• 2 March 1990. Development Plan for the Australian Naval Aviation Museum 
formulated. 

• 6 May 1990 Volunteers' Historic Aircraft Restoration Working Group formed 
on Dummy Deck under management of Mr Don Parkinson.  

• 6 June 1990. Australian Naval Aviation Museum incorporated to become a 
public company with its own Articles of Association. 

• 1 November 1992. Official Opening of museum's Stages 1 and 2 by His 
Excellency RADM P. Sinclair AC RAN. 

• 22 July 1996 Federal MP Mrs Joanna Gash presented 8 historic aircraft to the 
museum. This was culmination of work during 95/96 to resolve ownership and 
to dispose of excess air stores not held on account. 

• Fly Navy of September 1996 records museum was to become the Civil Air 
Terminal for the Shoalhaven region with a purpose-built reception facility by 
October 1996. 

• Late 1996 demountable hangar moved to the south of the museum to provide 
a shared facility with HF.  

• 2000 Museum renamed Australia's Museum of Flight and rearranged. New 
display was officially launched by Chief of Navy VADM C.A. Ritchie AO 
RAN on 17 December 2003. 

• 1 September 2006. Chief of Navy VADM R.E. Shalders AO, CSC, RAN 
accepted ownership and management of the museum on behalf of the RAN 
announcing its new name was the Fleet Air Arm Museum. 

 
Museum Fund Raising 
 
The Fleet Air Arm Museum in its different forms would not have been established or 
continued to operate without funds and the activity needed to generate these. Most of 
the fundraising was performed by the Capital Campaign Committee (CCC) under the 
Chairmanship of RADM A.J. Robertson AO, DSC and a membership including 
CMDR Mike Lehan (during his term as Director), Brian McKeon, CMDR Nat Gould, 
Les Anderson, CDRE John Goble, RADM Tony Horton AO, Allen Fudge, CMDR 
Henry Campey and Fred Lane. The committee when it first retired (it was later re 
established) raised over $5.5 million in five years (FN Mar 94) mostly from the civil 
sector-community and industry and with significant input from Local, State and 
Federal Governments. 
  
Without the "product" of naval aviation heritage to support the marketing the 
fundraising is unlikely to have been viable. While Air Days including the airworthy 
airframes and other museum activities raised a relatively modest sum it was this 
activity that generated the flow of visitors through the museum, the invaluable 
publicity and support from the community while providing the necessary context or 
brand for the fundraising work of the CCC. At this time there was no strict division 
between “Historic Flight” and FAAM Museum Heritage airframes or organisations. 
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It is worth tracing the record of fundraising and the scope of the museum vision as 
that evolved, through the (incomplete) series of the museum's Fly Navy bulletins and 
other related material that is available to me. It is an approximate record. A wall 
plaque in the museum promulgates (or previously did) a list of the more significant 
donors. 
 
The Development Plan for the Australian Naval Aviation Museum of 2 March 1990 
records on page 3 under the heading The Capital Campaign as follows: ' The Heritage 
Trust launched the campaign on September 1st, 1988. The Launch was attended by 
the Chief of Naval Staff, VADM Hudson, the then Minister for Defence Science and 
Personnel, Mrs Kelly, former Chief of the Defence Force, ADML Sir Victor Smith and 
the campaign chairman, RADM Robertson. By December 1989, the Campaign had 
raised $1.2 million in cash, pledges and 'in kind' support toward an initial total of $2 
Million for the Stage 1 construction of the aircraft hall. A proposed museum design 
and scale models were developed by the NSW Government Architect and initially 
costed at $7 Million. Further development of the museum beyond the stage 1 funding 
target, is necessary to achieve the full potential of the collection etc' 
 
Fly Navy of winter 1991 records that the Capital Campaign fundraising team had 
raised a total of $600,000 for the aircraft display hall (Stage 1). At April 1991 this 
figured had increased to over $2 million in cash, 'in kind' and in pledges. $1.3 million 
was required for Stage 1 and fundraising was planned to continue until June 1992. 
 
Fly Navy of April 1992 records the fundraising target of $7 million and since 
September 1988 a total of $3.36 million raised comprising $2.04 million donated, 
$.44 pledged and $1.16 million 'in kind'. 
 
Fly Navy of July 1992 records at 18 May 1992 more than $3.2 million had been 
donated and $.5 million had been pledged leaving a balance required of about $3.2 
million to complete later stages. 
 
Fly Navy of December 1992 records at November 1992 a total of more than $4 
million in cash and 'in kind' and a further $0.563 million pledged had been raised. 
 
Fly Navy of September 1993 does not provide an overall fundraising summary but 
records $200,000 had been specifically raised for Stage 3 of construction which 
would cost $389,000 and provided cladding of the hangar including provision of a 
door at the northern end a glass wall at the southern end, 6 emergency exits and fully 
enclosing the east and western walls. Stage 4 of the museum's construction was under 
development and included landscaping, BBQ area, car parking, external lighting, 
store, elevated walkway, theme capsules and a wall separating the Ray Williams 
Foyer from the main hangar display. Stage 2 (not previously specified) was defined in 
Fly Navy of December 1995 as covering the construction of the White Ensign Club 
reception, restaurant and office complex.  
 
Fly Navy of March 1994 records that the White Ensign Club in Nowra had been sold 
and the proceeds donated to the museum. These funds with sponsorship from P&O 
Catering were to provide for the establishment of the 120 seat restaurant and function 
centre within the museum. According to HMAS Albatross, A Collection of 
Memories (see page 210) the disposal of the White Ensign Club resulted in a sum 'in 



 

 5 

the order of' $430,000 being transferred to the museum (and the provision of a bell for 
the Albatross chapel). A total of $ 500,000 had also reportedly been donated by 
Shoalhaven City Council over a period of 10 years (presumably this sum is included 
in the Capital Campaign fundraising total). 
 
Fly Navy of March 1994 reports that the Capital Campaign Committee had retired 
December 1993 after having raising more than $5.5 million in 5 years. 
 
Fly Navy of June 1995 does not provide a fundraising summary but mentions that the 
work of museum staff, members of Fleet Air Arm Association of Australia and 
volunteers on an Air Day can raise up to $31,000 during a single event. 
   
Fly Navy of December 1995 reports that the Capital Campaign Committee 
reconvened again under the chairmanship of RADM Robertson on 27 August 1994 to 
raise a further $3.0 million to finance Stage 4 which was planned to include a 150 seat 
theatre, administration offices, library, curator's quarters, and a major theme capsule. 
A one-time grant of $100,000 by RAN to cover museum operating costs was 
recorded.  
 
Fly Navy of March 1996 that does not provide a fundraising summary, records after 
his considerable earlier contributions, a further pledge for $1 million by Mr Ray 
Williams (This was well before Mr Williams experienced his corporate difficulties). 
 
Fly Navy bulletins beyond September 1996 are not held so no further fund raising 
records are available for this summary. 
 
1998 NSW Government website (www.anmm.gov.au) records a $3000 grant was 
approved to provide a purpose-designed area within the museum to display Fleet Air 
Arm History. The grant allowed for the exhibition of aviation artefacts and paintings 
in a display of Naval Aviation heritage from 1916 to the present day. 
 
1999-2001 Page 264 of HMAS Albatross: A Collection of Memories records 
approval of a Federation Grant of $1.6million to build the museum's theatre, 
administration centre, and library and exhibition hall (Stage 4). Federal Budget papers 
record a grant to the museum was approved during 1999-2001. This is presumed to be 
the same grant. At page 264 of HMAS Albatross: A Collection of Memories the 
museum director states that since 1988 the Capital Campaign Fund and other 
volunteers had raised $7.5 million.  
 
Commodores and CO NAS 1981-2000 (dates of assuming command taken from 
HMAS Albatross: A Collection of Memories) 
CDRE T.A. Dadswell AM. 5 August 1981. 
CDRE N. Ralph DSC AO. 10 April 1984. 
CDRE H.P. Berger LVO. 17 April 1985. 
CDRE M.J. Taylor AM. 6 November 1987. 
CDRE R.N. Partington AM. 26 January 1990. 
CDRE G.A. Morton. 31 January 1993. 
CDRE G.V. Sloper AM. 25 February 1995. 
CAPT G.R Cole AM. 24 January 1997. 
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Museum Directors 1990-2000. (Source Fly Navy) 
LCDR Peter Marshall AFC unknown start date - August 1990. 
CMDR Henry (Spike) Campey August 1990-July 1992. 
LCDR William (Staff) Lowe MBE August 1992 - January 1993 (approx). 
CMDR Mike Lehan 24 December 1992- March 1999. 
Mr Mark Clayton 9 March 1999- 
RADM Neil Ralph DFC AO dates unknown. 
 
Other non-voluntary museum staff identified in Fly Navy 1990-2000. (End dates 
of employment are not given by Fly Navy) 
Fly Navy March 1995. Mr Tassy Mason assumes management of museum shop. 
Fly Navy June 1995. Mr Derek Whyte commences as Museum Operation Manager. 
Fly Navy of December 1995. Ms Karen Hoogvliet, PA to Director noted as having 
worked at museum for 2 years. 
Fly Navy of March 1996. Ms Kaylene Connor becomes museum shop manager. 
Fly Navy of September 1996. Staff member of note is Ms Tessa Lehan who was 
Fundraising and Administration Secretary. 
Mrs Rochele Morey- Hype served as Business Manager from 1997 to 2007. 
 
Aircraft Restoration and the work of volunteers 
 
In early 1990 fund raising activity was proceeding apace, building work was about to 
commence and there was a feeling that the RAN FAA's museum was at last a 
prospect. However, no work had been done or was planned to prepare any of the long-
neglected heritage aircraft for display in the new complex. No funds or other 
resources had been allocated to prepare the museum's vital assets. These remained 
distributed between the southern end of the Dummy Deck and bomb dump with only 
those of the then temporarily moribund Historic Flight (HF) hangered. Of these the 
previously flight-worthy Firefly (WD 826) was unserviceable with a serious engine 
defect (which remained unrectified for many years), and the Sea Fury and Sea Venom 
were in a substantially disassembled state without planning covering further 
restoration.  

 
With CDRE Rob Partington's approval I placed an advertisement in the local paper 
asking volunteers interested in helping with aircraft restoration activity to assemble on 
the Dummy Deck on 6 May 1990. Word of the planned meeting and a request for 
assistance went out also to the FAAAA (Mr Bob Cronin was President and Mr Jim 
Lee was Secretary at that time). The lists of volunteers who attended on 6 May 1990 
or who otherwise indicated their interest in helping with restoration and/or museum 
duties are attached.  

 
Most of those listed below formed themselves into teams responsible for the 
restoration work on individual aircraft as shown and this quickly became an almost 
full-time activity for a small group including Don Parkinson, Tony Penno, Ray Larder 
and WW2 and Korean veteran (and LAME) Eric Salter. Several ex-QANTAS 
engineers were also heavily involved led by Oscar Harper who managed the Sea Fury 
team for a number of years.  

 
There was a handful of volunteers who had no experience with Navy or with aviation 
Mr Ron Ross and Mr Ken Day were two members of this group. Other volunteers 
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became involved with the work of setting up displays, running the museum day to day 
and during Air Days. Ray Larder, George Parker, and Kevin Camm belonged to this 
group. There were many others and the list at enclosure may have missed some 
names. The last of these volunteers, Ray Larder retired recently. 

 
Under the management of Don Parkinson who was later employed by the museum 
between 1995-2006), NAS contributed to aircraft restorations by providing shelter 
and limited stocks of consumables including stripper etc. Initially personal tools had 
to be used in the work and I recall application was made to the local RSL (Mr Bob 
Gilmore) for a set of basic tools to assist with getting the restoration started (I don't 
recall the RSL agreed to the request). Support from NAS gradually increased over 
time. After the early stripping and cleaning during the dogs and many weekends NAS 
Painting Bay did their usual excellent paint job and returned the previously tired old 
airframes close to their former glory. Early editions of the FAA Association’s 
Slipstream for the period 1990-1993 cover the early restoration work and capture the 
'get the job done' attitudes of restoration teams which got the aircraft ready for the 
museum's official opening and set the tone and standard for the museum's workforce 
of volunteers. Many of the originals have passed on and are now sadly forgotten.  
 
The restoration work performed by volunteers is covered in contemporary issues of 
Fly Navy. How the display "line up" of aircraft including the record of acquisitions 
and disposal has evolved is not comprehensively recorded and promulgated by the 
museum. And that record of the many airframes that have “come and gone” at the 
museum manager’s behest would make a most interesting and historically important 
reading. It is a history of our history! One anomaly is that local aviation history 
including that of WW2 prior to the formation of the RAN FAA is not now included 
but was part of the museum’s original collection policy (and CDRE Dadswell’s 
charter) but for unknown reason later deleted. 
 
Volunteers enabled the FAA Museum to operate and have provided “the heart of the 
place”, its collection and associated activity. Without them it would all not have 
happened and almost didn’t.  
 
Museum Air Stores Audit 
 
One of the most significant individual activities conducted during the museum's early 
years was the cataloguing of the huge quantity of air stores that had been disposed of 
by the RAN as previously operational aircraft were withdrawn from service. The 
work was required not only as a principle of good husbandry. Some of the stores were 
historic in their own right. Many were valuable. And the sheer volume of the 
equipment impeded the work of the museum. The cataloguing was managed and led 
by Mr Peter Penny and Mr Les Matterson during the period 1993 to 1996. 
 
 They were assisted by the large group listed to complete this vast labour. The 
cataloguing of stores included filing the results on a computer base and providing 
suitable stowage. This project partially provided for the later infamous (to the bower 
birds amongst us) 'clearances and fire sales' of old stores and equipment by the 
museum. Many of us wonder still what went up the road to HAR’s and further afield. 
Key of those memories and worth a mention is Oscar Harper’s Centaurus engine  
which he treated like a baby while it awaited further service in the Sea Fury Oscar 
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was managing the restoration of. Sadly, that went north to HARS for reasons 
unknown. Oscar was no longer with us when it left NAS. Just as well. It would have 
broken his heart. 
 
Historic Flight (HF) 
 
HMAS Albatross: A Collection of Memories provides a summary of the history of 
the Historic Flight at page 261.  
 
During 1987 and 1988 the later named and independent HF was the dynamic public 
'face' of the RAN's FAA Heritage. At that time the HF and museum were the same 
entity. Both were part of the NAS organisation and many volunteers were involved in 
the activities of both at that time.  
 
In 1982, maybe a little later Glen Dore had been engaged for several weeks on 
Reserve time to assist with establishing the museums relocation to the Dummy Deck 
and LCDR Bob (Windy) Geale) was well advanced with establishing the record of the 
FAA history and acting as the point of contact for the increasing number of enquiries 
about naval aviation as the publicity associated with establishing the museum 
increased. LCDR Ken Alderman who was LCDR (flying) at NAS with his wife Mrs 
Judy Alderman were the driving force behind and the leaders of HF flying activity 
which at the time was extensive with a Museum Open Day scheduled most month’s 
during 1987/88. CMDR Phil Parker, CPOATWL Dickenson, POATA John Csusy and 
CPOATA Bill Crowley were outstanding volunteer maintainers I recall and I 
remember that SBLT Bruce Stephenson assisted with the flying.  
 
There were several other volunteers who concentrated upon the airworthy and 
potentially airworthy HF aircraft. The Open Days usually involved the participation of 
the Historic Aircraft Restoration Society (HARS) who at that time were based at 
Bankstown (long since relocated to Albion Park). HARS and other privately owned 
aircraft greatly enhanced the museum display line-up. Mr Peter Sledge's ex-South 
African Mk IX Spitfire RR 232, Mr George Markey's immaculate Harvard VH-SNJ 
and Father Jeremy Flynn's Vampire A79-649 (VH-ICP) were regular inclusions the 
latter two often contributing to the museum's flying activity which usually included in 
service naval, visiting ADF and civil aircraft.  
 
In-house the HF operated the Dakota C-47, 802 (N2-90), an S2 Tracker, 844 (N12-
153589), Firefly 254 (WD 826) with a Westland Scout (VH-NVY) close to flight-
worthy status. The HF in 1989 also operated a civil loan Cessna 337 and a DH Tiger 
Moth. Late 1989 when I took up the position of CMDR (AIR) at NAS the HF had a 
range of restoration activity in progress including the RAN owned Sea Fury, Sea 
Venom, two Sea Furies owned by the Australian War memorial museum (one of 
which WG 630 was later purchased by NAS for $130,000 (NAS letter 1/14/5 of 12 
May 1998 refers), Boomerang parts, a Percival Proctor, an Auster JG 5 frame 
believed incorrectly to be A11-301 at the time.  
 
The last three of these aircraft were privately owned although documentation was not 
immediately available to verify this status. In addition to these aircraft in 1989 were 
two (perhaps three) T 28 Trojan fuselages between E and F hangars. These belonged 
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to Mr Col Pay and were being stored at NAS (Mr Col Pay was a valued supporter of 
the HF).  
 
Mr Mike Wansey's Firefly VH-HMW (WD 828) lay broken-backed on a low loader 
after its engine failure and subsequent forced landing in 1987 and before its transfer to 
Classic Aviation where it was exchanged for Firefly WB 518, the pole-mounted 
Firefly outside the Griffith RSL which was then restored and eventually sold to Mr 
Eddie Kurziel in the USA where it underwent further extensive refurbishment. WB 
518 was fitted with a Griffon engine donated by the HF/museum in exchange for 
Classic Aviation returning to airworthy status the Auster incorrectly presumed to be 
ex RAN 857. That Auster was purchased from the museum and is now included in the 
HARS line up. The derelict ex-RAN Auster awaits refurbishment at NAS. The non-
Navy Auster is with HARS.  
 
In late 1989 the north-south dispersals to the east of runway 03/21 at NAS was lined 
with the disposed S2 Trackers that had been sold to Mr Peter Hookway some years 
before. The aircraft had not been well looked after. Tyres were flat, paint, 
transparencies and markings had faded. Some access doors and windows had been left 
open or forced allowing birds and weather into the interiors. Some panels were 
missing. Associated engine cans and stores crates had been opened. Mr Hookway 
alleged that engines and other components had been exchanged on his aircraft (by the 
HF) and the attending documentation lost. 
 
At the beginning of my time as Wings there were other administrative and regulatory 
difficulties before the HF including that the HF's Firefly pilot had been banned by 
CASA from appearing in Flying Displays for a period of one year from May 1988 for 
infringement of applicable display regulations. The culmination of these several 
challenges was that the volunteers who had contributed so much to the HF, withdrew 
their time and support.  
 
LCDR (flying) went on posting and into retirement before the issues were resolved. 
But resolved they eventually were. Loaned aircraft were returned to their owners; Mr 
Hookway was mollified by the work of several qualified maintainer volunteers who 
returned his aircraft to flight-worthy standard whereupon CDRE Partington ferried 
each in a onetime only flight to Victoria. As a gesture of appreciation for the work 
that had salvaged his Trackers Mr Hookway undertook to gift two of his 'beyond 
economical repair' airframes to Navy. A considerable bill for the private purchase of a 
Firefly propeller from a UK provider remained unpaid and a source of puzzlement. 
This matter appeared to be unresolved when I served as CANA several years later. I 
was never OIC of the HF as the Historical Society incorrectly records. 
 
The work to rebalance the HF in 1990 was assisted by Naval Aviation Instructions 
(ABR 5150) which in 1990, provided guidance on the operation of the HF. The 
applicable chapter (Chapter 34) had been drafted by RADM Ralph (then DCN) and 
the Directorate of Naval Aviation Policy (DNAP) before the HF commenced 
operations but for unknown reasons the chapter was removed from NAI's at some 
time between 1991 and 1997. One of the key requirements of NAI's regarding the 
operation of historic naval aircraft was that before an aircraft was flown by the HF a 
second complete aircraft had to be available should the flying example be damaged. 
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The museum’s Sea Fury and Firefly amongst other types, were substantially 
incomplete.  
 
By the mid to late 1990’ HF had assumed management of the complete aircraft 
previously part of the museum’s potential display line up. This meant that heritage 
airframes of the FAA were once again under two distinct and separate management 
systems. I recall the organisational separateness of the museum and HF was at times 
an ongoing source of friction and competition for resources. 
 
At the working level of naval aviation heritage in 1990 the normalisation of the HF 
commenced with the restoration activity associated with museum aircraft. The flying 
operation of HF aircraft was suspended for a number of months but eventually 
recommenced with a less ambitious programme than previously under the oversight 
of CDRE Partington. Mr Guido Zuccoli ((RIP) generously supported this activity with 
the loan of his Sea Fury and Harvard. HARS continued to enthusiastically support the 
flying with their increasing range of aircraft including two Neptunes and a Super 
Constellation along with in-service ADF aircraft. This activity underpinned the 
fundraising of the Capital Campaign Committee and became a nationally renowned 
whole of base activity and not just the enthusiasts and volunteers involved with the 
original concept of the early museum and HF as had been the case “in the beginning”. 
 
When I returned to NAS in 1998 as Commander Australian Naval Aviation (CANA) 
1998 the HF was under new management that was claimed to be independent from 
technical and operational naval aviation activity or oversight although it employed 
(mainly) Reserve personnel and operated with the unwritten endorsement of the Fleet 
Commander and the unwritten oversight and authorisation of CO NAS and outside the 
regulation of naval aviation. The HF's activity had also become substantially 
independent from the work of the museum due to the museum's commercial and 
corporate status since 1990.  
 
In 1998 the HF's aims and objectives were defined in a local, partially developed 
business plan and the organisation was operating with the following constraints; 

• There were no written Terms of Reference or formal tasking for the HF 
although the HF claimed that the unit operated in accordance CASA 
instructions applying to historic aircraft.  

• There was no evident authorisation for the expenditure of resources demanded 
to get the HF's aircraft flight-worthy.  

• The chapter in ABR 5150, Naval Aviation Instructions (NAI's) covering the 
operation of the Historic Flight had been removed from publication some time 
before. 

• There was no extant ADF policy covering HF aircraft.  The HF did not 
participate in ongoing aviation safety programs at NAS.  

• The flight did not inform CANA of ongoing progress toward objectives.  
 

I spent some time attempting to clarify what I assessed to be an anomalous situation 
and I applied to Fleet Commander for his approval to conduct a compliance audit 
against applicable regulations using independent third-party auditors. Such 
compliance audits (against ADF and RAN regulations) were a routine function 
conducted on squadrons at the discretion and schedule of CANA as part of the 
standards assurance program CANA was tasked with.  
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My request was eventually approved I recall in February or March of 1998. The audit 
found that the HF did not comply with RAN and CASA regulations and I drafted a 
schedule of corrective actions which when implemented would have achieved the 
HF's compliance. The HF's non-compliance with CASA regulations meant that the 
flight's aircraft could not legally fly. Contrary to the Navy Historical Society paper 
CANA had no authority to 'ground' the HF or to overlook the regulatory requirements 
of CASA. The HF aircraft did not comply with CASA regulations.  

 
The HF did not fly during the FAA's 50th anniversary celebration. This outcome was 
a great disappointment. The HF did not fly for the rest of my time as CANA although 
organisational changes were implemented by the HF to establish the unit on a firmer 
regulatory base. This summary of HF is not intended as criticism of the volunteers 
and Reserve personnel involved and who worked tirelessly to make the HF once again 
the flag-ship of Navy’s aviation heritage. 

 
Major Accidents involving Historical Aircraft (Not HF) from/at NAS 
 
The record of the Historical Society’s paper is not quite right. The following major 
accidents involved historic aircraft operating at and from NAS Nowra and therefore 
are relevant to the history of the HF.   

• Historic Flight Westland Scout AH-I VH NVY destroyed at HMAS 
NIRIMBA on 10 November 1985. 

• Crash of MIG 15 VH-LSN (2 fatalities) at Canberra on 13 March 1993 (see 
page 222 of HMAS Albatross: A Collection of Memories). 

• Crash of Wirraway VH-WRX (2 fatalities) at NAS Nowra on 30 May 1999. 
 
It is a considerable loss that a full collection of the “Fly Navy” bulletin is not held 
at the FAAM. The publication was a personable, dynamic and intimate record 
covering the establishment of our aviation heritage not provided by any other 
record that I know of. Perhaps the readership of FAAAA Slipstream may have 
copies that might be donated upon request. Without that record there is a tendency 
to “make it up as we go along”. 

 
Cris George 
5 July 2026 
 
Attachment:  List of the original volunteer teams. There will be others that I have 
unintentionally missed or they came into that status later. I apologise for any 
omission. 
 
Webmaster’s note:   Cris’s history captures the Historic Flight up to the late 90’s, but 
we know it continued to exist, albeit in an increasingly dilapidated form, until about 
2008. At that time the Navy decided to cease operating the aircraft, and engaged with 
the Historic Aircraft Restoration Society (HARS) to see what could be done to 
preserve them. A partnership between Navy and HARS was agreed in principle the 
following year, which essentially loaned the (commonwealth owned) airframes to 
HARS who would maintain and, where practicable, fly them.  The in-principle 
agreement was agreed by the then Minister for Defence in January 2012.  
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That agreement broke down in 2016 when the issue of risk and liability rose to the 
fore. Essentially, Navy received legal advice that it could not delegate responsibility 
in such an agreement. Navy then decided to dispose of the HF aircraft and all spares 
and chattels by Restricted Tender.  
HARS subsequently won the tender at the end of 2008. You can see an update to this 
news, together with a list of aircraft included in that tender, from page 13 of our 
newsletter here.  
 
We would welcome any input into what happened in the Historic Flight between 1998 
and 2018.  Contact the webmaster here.  
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RAN FAA Aircraft Restoration and Museum Volunteers Group  
Established NAS Dummy Deck 6 May 1990 

 
Gannet crew :                                Sopwith Pup construction crew :        
Don Parkinson                                George Beasley 
Ray Larder                                      Terry Croft 
Ron Ross                                         Charles Grose 
Ralph Turner                                   Bob Ladd 
Dave Mowatt                                  John Marsh 
Rod Copland                                   Bob Studdert 
Cris George                                    John Goble 
Rob Partington                                Ken Greenaway  
Ken Day                                          Bill Van Gennip 
SeaVenom Crew :                         FAA Officers Group                                     
Tony Penno                                    Aircraft Cleaning Team  
Jules Ducret                                    John Da Costa 
Rod Tremett                                    Barry Roberts 
Frank Birtles                                   Shorty Rowlands 
Shane Penno                                   Eddie Bell 
Peter Dawson                                  Don McLean 
Scout 603                                        Ken Barnett 
Nigel Apperley                                John Selby 
Scout 101                                        Tony Horton 
Gavin Johnston                                Fred Lewis 
Bell 47                                             ACT CHAPTER 
Shane Coppins                                Brian Treloar 
Sea Fury crew :                              Mike Astbury 
Oscar Harper                                   Other volunteers  
George Meacham                            Fred Atkinson 
John Constantine                             Leon Brown 
Ken Lee                                           Judy Brown  
Kevin Hall                                        Simon White  
Les Bale                                           Cris Brown     
Bob Brown                                       Eric Salter (DC3) 
Stores Cataloguing Group             Roy Allman 
Les Matterson                                   Neil Whitely 
Peter Penny                                      Albert Dixsaw 
Denis Lynch                                     Len Williamson 
Roy Pickering                                   Geoff Stevens 
Bill Kerr                                            Alec Stevens 
Ray Larson                                        John Addison 
Bob Pearson                                      Keith Mall              
 Max Altham                                    Jim Hill                                     
                                                         Elaine and Jim Napper 
                                                         Trevor Cullen                
                                                          Neil Johnson 
                                                          Robert Edwards 
                                                          Bryant Holden 
                                                          Ron Farrant 
                                                          Jim Briggs 
                                                          Alistair Ogg 
                                                          Tom Cooper                                                           
                                                          Echart Trautman 
                                                          Hank Hancock   
                                                          Knocker White 
                                                          Tom Cooper   
 
 
    



 

 14 

  


