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Flying boats once Drought romance to the business of air travel. Now, a group of 
Australians plans a Last Great Voyage, writes TOM DALLANTYNE. THEY were gentle 
giants roaming the skies, alighting now and again on smooth waters of river, lake or 
lagoon to replenish their fading energy. Today, they are almost extinct. Not migrating birds 
but mighty Sunderland flying boats. From the 1930s to the 1950s they were the pinnacle 
of air travel. Their wealthy passengers flew in unsurpassed splendor, ate gourmet meals 
from fine china, drank champagne in crystal glasses. Immaculately dressed waiters 
served them as they sat in wicker chairs around tables draped in white linen. And in the 
evening, they dropped from the skies, V-shaped hulls hissing through the water as they 
touched down at exotic ports like Marseille, Brindisi, Cairo, Rangoon, Trincomalee and 
Surabaya. Launches took travelers ashore where they donned black tie or evening gown 
to enjoy balmy nights in grand colonial hotels. But the Sunderland means far more to 
Australia than romantic memories of long-distance flying boat travel. It also served the 
country well in war. The RAAF’s No. 10 Squadron formed -as a Sunderland Flying Boat. 
Rescuing the gentle giants of the sky unit in July 1939, was the first Dominion Force to 
engage in overseas active service in World War II, making its first wartime sortie in 
February 1940. Another Sunderland Squadron, No. 461, was formed in April 1942 and 
the two units shared wartime work on convoy escort, anti-shipping, antisubmarine and 
reconnaissance patrols around Britain, west of Ireland, the Bay of Biscay and the 
Mediterranean. No. 10 squadron played an important role in 1940 when France collapsed, 
flying secret missions which involved the transport of Winston Churchill and Anthony 
Eden. Two No. 10 Squadron flyers, Flight Lieutenant J. N. Bell of South Australia and 



Sergeant C. W. Harris of Windsor, NSW, were the first RAAF casualties of the war. They 
died when their aircraft crashed in France (they were flying a Walrus flying boat at the 
time) during a secret mission to rescue the wife and children of General Charles de Gaulle 
from the advancing Nazis. The squadron was officially disbanded in October 1945 but 
was reformed in 1949 and continues to operate in the maritime role, now flying land-
based PC3 Orion aircraft based at Edinburgh, South Australia. A handful of the 749 
Sunderland’s built now sit like marooned ghosts in aviation museums, destined never to 
fly again. But there is a lone survivor beached on the River Solent near Southampton. 
This one can fly, kept airworthy by a British millionaire enthusiast who refuses to let the 
gentle giant die. It is worth more than $1 million despite its age. (Qantas paid about 50,000 
for its first flying boat in 1937.) It is not only the last ot the big flying boats, it is the target 
of a dedicated group of Australians, former Sunderland flyers, who want to bring it to 
Sydney on an odyssey to revive the past Their Sunderland Flying Boat Foundation 
believes it is very close to convincing the owner, the former property developer Edward 
Hulton, that its destiny lies on the other side of the world. It rolled off the production line 
in 1943 at the huge Short Brothers and Harland plant in Belfast, Northern Ireland, bearing 
the Royal Air Force serial number ML814. It was destined to play a role in Australia's 
aviation history during a circumnavigation of the globe lasting 40 years. After war service 
with the RAF it was overhauled in 1952 and delivered to the Royal New Zealand Air Force, 
which used it at Hobsonville, Auckland, and Lauthala Bay, Fiji. In 1964 Ansett Flying Boat 
Services acquired the plane and for the next nine years it operated on the Sydney-to-Lord 
Howe Island route. Then in 1974 it was bought by Captain Charles Blair, husband of 
movie actress Maureen O'Hara, for his Antilles Air Boats, operating in the Virgin Islands. 
Blair flew the aircraft to the Caribbean by way of Pago Pago, Honolulu, Long Beach, 
Washington, New York, Boston and St Croix, a distance of more than 16,000 kilometres. 
By 1979 it had been bought by Mr Hulton. He planned a flying boat service in the 
Mediterranean and the aircraft was flown across the Atlantic to Marseilles under the 
command of the Australian aviator Captain Bryan Monkton. The Mediterranean plans did 
not eventuate and in 1982 the big Sunderland finally returned to England. The Australian 
group, which includes Captain Monkton, wants to bring the aircraft to Australia in what 
they hope will be The Last Great Flying Boat Voyage, a three-week re-enactment of early 
services operated by Qantas Empire Airways, which used the same type of aircraft. If 
negotiations with Mr Hulton are successful he has already expressed interest in moving 
the aircraft to Australia, where he considers the chances of selling it or operating it 
commercially are better than in England the historic flight could get under way as early as 
February. It would follow as much of the old mail route as possible, cruising at around 1 
40 knots under the power of its four big engines, flying only by day. In commercial service 
the Sunderland had 45 seats in four separate cabins on upper and lower decks, but on 
this flight,  it will carry only 15 fare-paying passengers to ensure maximum comfort. Taking 
off from Southampton, stops are planned at Marseille, Augusta, Cairo, Bahrain, Karachi, 
Calcutta, Rangoon, Singapore, Surabaya, Darwin, Cairns, Brisbane and Sydney. Total 
flight time from Southampton to Sydney would be around 75 hours, flown over three 
weeks to allow stops for sightseeing and servicing. Mr Hulton has tried unsuccessfully to 



sell the last working aircraft several times. In September this year it was up for auction at 
a sale of historic aircraft, medals and aeronautical artefacts conducted by Christie's. The 
asking price: US$750,000-$950,000 (A$961,000-$1.2 million). While this is out of the 
Australians reach, they propose to rent the aircraft, at a likely cost of around $10,000 a 
month. The foundation's main problem now is securing the necessary financial backing 
for the flight. The route has to be surveyed and the aircraft registered and certificated by 
Australia's Civil Aviation Authority; that will involve the group paying for CAA inspectors 
to fly to England to check the plane. Although Qantas has offered logistical help along the 
route, it will cost thousands of dollars more for preparation, surveying, insurance, fuel and 
handling costs. For the lucky 15 who get to buy tickets and there are dozens of aviation 
buffs around the world prepared to pay big money for such opportunities the cost of 
reliving the past is likely to be about $25,000 each. Despite the income that will bring, as 
well as revenue expected from the sale of souvenirs produced for the flight, Captain 
Monkton says the group is searching for a major sponsor, which would get "naming rights" 
for the flight. The president of the Sunderland Flying Boat foundation is Mr Hugh Birch 
(02 363 0291). 

 


