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SOUTH AUSTRALIAN AVIATION MUSEUM 

SIGNIFICANT AIRCRAFT PROFILES 

QEA EMPIRE FLYING BOATS 
 
PART 1 
 
On 18 March 1938, the first of six Qantas Empire Airways (QEA) S23, άCέ Class, Empire flying 
boats, VH-ABB, Coolangatta departed Southampton, England for Australia. A new chapter in 
Australian aviation was about to begin; one that would experience both the success of 
operating, albeit briefly, in a normal peacetime environment and then be exposed to the 
hazards of war. 
 
By the mid 1930s, Imperial Airways Ltd (IAL), was operating a fleet composed primarily of 
slow biplanes. In comparison, the United States had leaped ahead where the Boeing 247 
and Douglas DC-2 were already in commercial service, both aircraft being monoplanes and 
of all metal construction. At the time, IAL aircraft were operating a wide-ranging route 
structure, primarily serving British dominion countries from Europe through Africa, the 
Middle and Far East, terminating in Singapore. Australia and to a greater degree New 
Zealand were at the end of the line. With the purchase of de Havilland DH86 aircraft, QEA 
commenced their first international flights: Brisbane/Singapore return in February 1935. 
Initially carrying mail only and passengers from April 1935, the latter would transfer in 
Singapore to a connecting IAL flight through to England. This mode of transportation 
continued until the graduated arrival of six Empire flying boats, of which VH-ABF Cooee had 
the honour of departing Rose Bay, Sydney ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ άǘƘǊƻǳƎƘέ ŦƭƛƎƘt to Southampton on 5 
July 1938. A new era in Australian aviation had commenced. 
 
IN THE BEGINNING 
The 1930s have beeƴ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άDƻƭŘŜƴέ era for flying boats. In many locations, 
development of landing grounds to handle increasing aircraft weights and adequate ground 
handling facilities were found to be insufficient. A number of landing grounds on the Empire 
route were subject to weather conditions, ranging from sand storms to monsoons. Looking 
to overcome these problems, airlines including IAL and Pan American Airways, (PAA) began 
studying an alternative option ς flying boats. Aircraft weights would not present problems 
provided sufficient power and range was built in and protected landing areas were 
available, i.e., rivers, lakes or ports near major cities or towns. With these considerations in 
mind, IAL forwarded a proposal to Short Bros for a four engine flying boat in early 1934, 
Shorts responding with a tender by late June of that year. Short Bros, registered in 1908, 
had a long involvement in designing and building flying boats, which no doubt was the 
reason behind IALΩs acceptance of their tender. The surprise was that IAL ordered twenty-
eight Empire flying boats that had yet to be designed and flown, possibly spurred on by PAA 
introducing the Sikorsky S.42 and soon to be followed by the Martin мол ά/Ƙƛƴŀ /ƭƛǇǇŜǊέ 
flying boats. 
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 {ƘƻǊǘ .ǊƻǎΩ {ŜŀǇƭŀƴŜ ²ƻǊƪǎ ŀǘ wƻŎƘŜǎǘŜǊΣ YŜƴǘΣ 
fronting the river Medway. Although the tide is out in 
this photo, the slipway from which flying boats were 

launched into the river can be clearly seen. 
 

The early Empire Air Mail 
Scheme route to Australia 

and Africa showing multiple 
ǎǘƻǇǎΦ v9!Ωǎ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ŀǘ 

the time was initially in 
Brisbane until relocated to 

Sydney with the 
introduction of Empire 

boats in 1938.  
 

In October 1934, Oswald Short, 
ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǘƘǊŜŜ 
founding directors was 
observing aircraft depart 
Mildenhall, Suffolk at the 
beginning of the MacRobertson 
Air Race from England to 
Australia. He and his small 
group from Shorts, were 
impressed by KLMΩs (Royal 
Dutch Airlines) entry, a Douglas 
DC-2 monoplane, which 
convinced him that the bi-
plane era was over. Design 
work began at Short BrosΩ 
Seaplane Works at Rochester 

on the river Medway, the aircraft being designated as an S.23, C Class, Empire flying boat. A 
total of forty-two Empire boats would finally be built, including nine S.30s and two S.33s 
though still categorized as C-Class flying boats (all C-Class flying boats were given names 
beginning with the letter C, i.e., Coogee, Canopus, etc). S.30s varied by increasing their 
Maximum Take Off Weight (MTOW) up to 53,000 lb/24,000 kg. The two S.33s were similar 
to the S.23s, except for strengthened hulls and Bristol Pegasus XI engines. For its size, the 
Empire boat was technically far in advance of any aircraft designed and built in Britain to 
that timeΦ L![Ωǎ Empire boats, were responsible for the further development and expansion 
of an air route structure linking 
England with Africa, India, the 
Far East, Australia and New 
Zealand ς the Empire Routes. 

 
DEVELOPMENT TO FIRST FLIGHT 
Much was expected of the S.23. One of the primary aims, which had been first proposed in 
1934, was the carriage by air of un-surcharged mail on the EAMS (Empire Air Mail Scheme) 
between Britain and her dominions. The whole organisation being controlled and operated 
by IAL from Britain would act as a deterrent to colonial states with aspirations of themselves 
flying internationally. PassengŜǊǎ ǘǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ άǘƘǊƻǳƎƘέΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ remain on the same aircraft, 
which had not been the case up to that time with various types used; and, to a lesser 



 3 

Cutaway view of an S.23 Empire boat. Clearly shown is the double deck layout with the 
Flight Clerk (later redesignated as Purser), located at the rear of the flight deck. Due to 

larger than anticipated volumes of EAMS mail and freight being uplifted, his station was 
repositioned in the forward passenger cabin. 

 

degree, a small amount of freight could be uplifted. Significantly, the prestige and 
professionalism ƻŦ .ǊƛǘŀƛƴΩǎ ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ would also be reflected through a successful 
design. 

Arthur Gouge, Short BroǎΩ Chief Designer was central to the design and development of the 
Empire boat. By increasing the depth of the fuselage up to the wing there would be less 
drag allowing for a cantilever wing that was lighter and stronger and not requiring mounting 
in a hump above the fuselage. Gouge also designed a new narrower planing bottom, which 
differed from the wide planing bottoms on previous Short flying boats. This resulted in less 
water drag on take off for an aircraft weighing eighteen tons. Additionally, Gouge designed 
and patented the aircraft flaps, which increased the wing area without increasing drag 
during take-off and landing. The Gouge flaps gave both a thirty per cent increase in lift, and 
a reduction in speed of 12mph/19km/h without trim alteration required. Empire boats were 
of all metal construction, except for the fabric-covered parts of the vertical stabilizer (tail 
fin), horizontal stabiliser (tail planes) and flight control surfaces, which were covered in linen 
cloth. 
 
The ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘΩǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ƻŦ ŀƴ ǳǇǇŜǊ ŘŜŎƪ, the forward section being referred to as 
ǘƘŜ ΨŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŘŜŎƪΩ, while the roof, windscreen and sliding side windows were all built as a 
unit. Here the two flight crew and radio operator were stationed, while immediately behind 
them was a substantial area for the carriage of mail. The Empire boats were among the first 
British commercial aircraft to fly with automatic pilot, the majority fitted with US-built 
Sperry units while a small number were equipped with the British Smith Mk 1A model. Anti-
icing to wing and tail leading edge surfaces was never installed, while airscrew de-icing was 
only fitted to some of the S.23 boats and the majority of S.30 and S.33 boats. Carburetor 
heating was only partially successful as evidenced by the loss of G-ADUU Cavalier over the 
Atlantic in January 1939 when power was lost due to carburetor icing. 
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S.23s were powered by four Bristol Pegusus XC, 9 cylinder, radial air cooled engines, each of 
920 hp, driving three bladed de Havilland two-position airscrews, giving a maximum speed 
of 200mph/320km/h and a cruising speed of 165mph/265km/h. Two x 325gal/1320 lt fuel 
tanks (one per side) were positioned between the inner and outer engines, their contents of 
eighty-seven octane fuel, marking the S.23 as the first British aircraft to use this rating. 
Engines and fuel load gave a still air range of approximately 660nm/1,225km, at an altitude 
of 5000ft/ 1525m. Service ceiling was quoted as 20,000ft/6,100m. Estimated maximum take 
off weight was projected to be around 40,000lb/18,100kg. 
 
Original specifications for Empire flying boats showed a seating layout for twenty-four 
passengers accommodated in four cabins on the lower deck, with the capacity to also 
operate with bunks and fewer passengers (sixteen). In the latter case, EAMS flights were 
originally planned to operate both day and night, however in reality trying to fix bunks into 
position while in flight proved almost impossible due to airframe flexing, especially in rough 
weather. Night flying was also avoided, due to the limited number of navigational aids 
available at the time over most of the routes. S.23 boats had retractable Directional Finding 
(D/F) loops which required them to be pushed up into the airstream clear of the hull before 
a bearing could be taken. At that time, D/F could be inaccurate, intermittent or non-existent 
over some sectors. Weather forecasting, a subject of no small importance over the length of 
the EAMS route, required close attention at a time when the science of forecasting was just 
beginning to be understood in greater detail. Accordingly, night flying was only carried out 
when attempting to make up scheduled time.  
 
Such was the response to EAMS that the forward smoking cabin was converted to a mail 
room and office for the flight clerk, leading to a reduction in overall seating of fifteen-
seventeen chair seated passengers. Passenger seats were designed and patented by IAL. 
With five positions, from upright to almost horizontal recline, travellers gauged them to be 
far in advance of previous seating arrangements in both comfort and generosity of space, 
while cabin noise was deemed acceptable. Passenger cabins were spacious, with floor to 
ceiling heights of approximately 8ft/2.4m allowing passengers to access the promenade 
deck to view the world going by, weather permitting. Both heating and ventilating systems 
could be temperamental and neither were the boats pressurised, leading them to fly 
through unstable weather rather than over or around. Following the loss of G-ADVC, 
Courtier in October 1937 when alighting at Athens, cabin windows of all Empire boats were 
modified, enabling them to be pushed out along with additional exits on the top of the 
fuselage. Originally, IAL boats were not provided with life rafts or dinghies, although later 
they were included in the aircraftsΩ emergency equipment. 
 
THE CREW 
IAL Empire boats carried a crew of five. A captain and first officer flew the aircraft. The 
ŎŀǇǘŀƛƴΩǎ ǿƻǊŘ ǿŀǎ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴŀƭΣ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀŦŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǇŀǎǎŜƴƎŜǊǎΣ crew members and the 
aircraft was his responsibility. It was not unknown for some captains to inspect their crew 
before a flight to ensure they were maintaining professional company standards in dress 
and appearance. For instance, the captain always signed off the aircraft load sheet although 
ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƛƎƘǘ ŎƭŜǊƪΦ !ǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ Ψ.Ω ŦƭƛƎƘǘ ƭƛŎŜƴŎŜΣ ƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ƘŜƭŘ ŀ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ŏƭŀǎǎ 
navigatorΩs licence, engineering licences and, for many, a wireless operatorΩs licence. A 
number of captains also qualified for a master air pilot certificate, only awarded after a 
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¢ƘŜ ά/ƻƴǘǊƻƭ 5ŜŎƪέ ŀǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ōȅ {ƘƻǊǘǎΣ ǿŀǎ ŀ 
spacious area for the technical crew to work in. 

Rudder, elevator trim and flap operating switch were 
located above the windscreen between the two pilots. 
The four engine starter switches were mounted above 
the central coaming. Just visible at left, is the Direction 
Finding (D/F) loop antenna which required pushing up 

into the airstream. 
 

certain number of hours had been already achieved, followed up by a number of night 
flights over land or sea that included both night departures and arrivals.  
 
To ensure sufficient crew for the Empire boats, IAL recruited from within its four operating 
divisions, in addition to accepting volunteers transferring from the Royal Air Force, (RAF). A 
number of trainees, both IAL and RAF, had previous experience on civil or military flying 
boats. Those who did not were sent in small batches for a two-week course in seamanship 
on a ten ton ketch. Following training, both captains and first officers would fly IAL routes as 
supernumeries before clearance to the line. Unlike todayΩs crews, where Cockpit Resource 
Management (CRM) is practised, the captainΩs word in that era was not questioned when 
routes and heights, ŜǘŎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎŜƭŜŎǘŜŘΦ aŀȅōŜ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άDƻƭŘŜƴ !ƎŜέ ƻŦ 
flying, when the boats could descend to such low altitudes, passengers on the promenade 
deck were literally given a birdΩǎ ŜȅŜ ǾƛŜǿ of wildlife and nature. In keeping with the times, 
the captain was always called Captain or Sir by other crew members when within earshot of 
passengers. 

First officers had to be twenty-
three ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŀƎŜΣ ƘƻƭŘ ŀ Ψ.Ω 
licence and have flown a 
specific number of hours both 
solo and on twin engine aircraft 
that included night flying 
experience. They were required 
to hold a 2nd class navigatorΩs 
licence and be licenced to issue 
a daily flight certificate for the 
aircraft. A daily flight certificate 
licence covering engines, with a 
further licence permitting repair 
of instruments and magnetos 
were also necessary. When 
required, he flew the aircraft 
and, as second in command, 
ǘƻƻƪ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇǘŀƛƴΩǎ 
absence. In locations without a 
resident engineer he was 
responsible for carrying out the 
aircraft daily check including the 
engines, and he supervised 
refueling.  

 
The radio operator, facing rearwards immediately behind the captain, handled 
communications between the aircraft and ground stations, using wireless telegraphy (W/T), 
international Morse code or radio telegraphy (R/T). In practice, R/T receivers were 
particularly subject to interference from sand or electrical storms, or monsoons when flying 
over Africa or India. W/T was much less prone to atmospheric disruption, allowing 
transmission ranges of up to 2,000nm/3700km or, on occasions, beyond, and therefore was 
used to a larger extent. 
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Canopus, the first of the ά/έ /ƭŀǎǎ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ōƻŀǘǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƭƛǇǿŀȅ ǇǊƛƻǊ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦƭƛƎƘǘ 

standing on her beaching gear. Just visible are five open maintenance platforms built into 

the wing leading edges (four starboard and four port). 

 
Each Empire boat carried a Flight Clerk as part of the crew of five. This was a new position 
created by IAL at the commencement of the EAMS. His prime responsibility was to deal with 
the large volume of paperwork associated with the scheme. In addition to his EAMS related 
duties, other paperwork requiring his attention included the aircraft journey log book, daily 
certificate of safety, authorisation of wireless operations, load sheet (determining the 
aircraft centre of gravity), passenger manifests, bills of health and inoculation and 
vaccination cards. Originally located at the rear of the flight deck, his station was 
repositioned in the former forward passenger cabin when, in the early EAMS days, it 
became evident larger volumes of mail and freight were being carried. Apart from his 
ongoing paper war, he was responsible for the removal and safe storage of passenger 
cameras while flying over countries with restricted areas. Included in his list of άto do 
dutiesέ, was the task of ensuring the correct pennant or ensign was flown from an aerial 
mast or de-mountable staff when the boat was on the water. He had fifty items of bunting 
from which to choose. At the beginning of WWII, his title was changed to Purser. 
 
A male steward attended to passenger needs. His duties ranged from passenger safety and 
comfort to maintaining a clean and tidy cabin. He was also responsible for ordering all 
catering, i.e., food and beverages and pantry stowage. No cooking was carried out onboard, 
as all food, hot or cold, and beverages, were loaded in vacuum flasks and stowed for later 
service in either a hot box or ice chest. As the boat passed through a number of countries, 
passengers were treated to a variety of cuisines reflecting the very best of French, African, 
Indian or Netherlands East Indian foods. 
 
INTO PRODUCTION 
 

 

The first of the Empire boats to fly was G-ADHL, Canopus, on 3 July 1936. It was Short BrosΩ 
sports day, so when pilot John Lankester-Parker took the boat out ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ 
Rochester Seaplane Works for some fast trial runs on the Medway river, there were very 
few observers. Satisfied with the boatΩs performance thus far, he took off for a brief flight of 
fourteen minutes, during which the only problem to arise was on alighting when the flaps 
were unable to be lowered. Officially the first flight was made on the following day, 4 July 
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Coolangatta shown here being attended by a Shell 
refuelling/oil barge 

 
 

1936. With production under way, Empire boats were built at a rate of about one per 
month. Reports indicate that once in the air Empire boats were a delight to fly, with no 
recorded vices. When fully loaded, S.23 Ψ!ǘƭŀƴǘƛŎ ōƻŀǘǎΩ (those re-equipped with additional 
long range fuel tanks) and S.30 long range boats were unable to maintain height if they lost 
an engine until enough fuel had been burned off. These boats were subsequently fitted with 
fuel jettison pipes to dump fuel. 
 
AIRLINE FLYING 
In early February 1937, Empire boats began commercial operations (inclusive of EAMS) for 
IAL, launching a Mediterranean service between Southampton and Alexandria (Egypt). 
Shortly afterwards, development of a route structure to South Africa from Alexandria to 
Durban began. Further expansion eastwards came in February 1938, when EAMS 
commenced regular services from Alexandria to Singapore via India, Burma and Malaya, 
followed in July 1938 with a further extension from Singapore to Sydney. Sydney-Auckland, 
New Zealand services did not commence until April 1940 with TEAL, (Tasman Empire 
Airways Limited) flying S.30 Empire boats. During this period, the last EAMS flight by land 
aircraft ceased in March 1937 and in February 1938, the final consignment of ship-borne 
mail departed India for England. To give an indication of the spread of Empire boat 
activities, by mid 1938 there were seven to ten boats at Hythe maintenance base, (three to 
four moored, one to two ramped up, three to four undergoing hangar maintenance) and 
thirteen-fifteen boats in the air in various locations. Standby boats were stationed at 
Alexandria, Kisimu (Kenya), 
Durban, Singapore and Sydney. 
To meet the refuelling 
demands in so many diverse 
locations, in 1937 the Shell 
company ordered twenty-
seven steel refuelling barges to 
be positioned along the Empire 
route. Each had a holding 
capacity of 2,500 gal/11,250 lt 
of fuel and 200 gal/900 lt of 
lubricating oil. 
 
 
AUSTRALIA AND HER EMPIRE 
BOATS 
By 1931, IAL were operating services from London through to Karachi and New Delhi and 
had begun considering extending through to Darwin, Australia, preceded by several survey 
flights. QEA would then carry the mail from Darwin to Brisbane where it would be 
transferred to Australian National Airways (ANA) aircraft for onward delivery to Sydney and 
Melbourne. In early 1934, QEA ordered five de Havilland DH86 aircraft shortly after 
submitting its tender to the Commonwealth government to operate the Singapore-Darwin-
Brisbane segment of the England-Australia route. The aircraft had yet to fly; nevertheless 
QEA was confident of its bid which was announced as being successful in mid April 1934. 
The DH86 was a four engine bi-plane consisting of a plywood fuselage with spruce 
stiffening, the outer surface covered by fabric. The initial proposal called for a single pilot 
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In early 1934, QEA placed an order with de Havilland 
for ŦƛǾŜ 5Iус ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘ ǘƻ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ 

regular international air service, Brisbane/Singapore 
return. The loss of two DH86 aircraft (flown by 

IƻƭȅƳŀƴΩǎ !ƛǊǿŀȅǎ ŀƴŘ v9!ύ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ 
in Australia, resulted in the types certificate of 

airworthiness being suspended. Following 
investigations and modifications, DH86s later returned 

to scheduled flying. Pictured is QEA DH86 VH-UUA, 
Adelaide. 

 

operation, (QEA insisted on provision for two pilots to cover fatigue over long distances) 
carrying 10 passengers at a cruising speed of 140mph/225km/h.  
 
v9!Ωǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ 5Iус ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ in Brisbane in mid-October 1934. Unfortunately, a DH86 of 
IƻƭȅƳŀƴΩǎ !ƛǊǿŀȅǎ ǿŀǎ ƭƻǎǘ with all aboard in Bass Strait on 19 October 1934. Four weeks 
later, on 15 November 1934, QEA DH86 VH-USG was lost near Longreach, Queensland while 
on ferry to Brisbane from the UK, along with the four personnel on board. In early 1935, 
while investigations were still continuing into the two previous crashes, a further two QEA 
DH86 aircraft had arrived in Australia and were found to have faults surrounding the tail fin, 

leading to directional instability 
in certain flight regimes. As a 
ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǇŜΩǎ ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ƻŦ 
airworthiness was suspended 
until QEA engineering staff 
carried out modifications to its 
DH86s. Initially a limitation was 
placed on passenger carriage 
as, contractually, QEA was 
legally bound to uplift mail prior 
to passengers, no-one having 
anticipated the large volume of 
mail that was now being 
generated. Approval for 
passenger uplift was granted, 
coming into effect from mid 
April 1935. Despite the 
foregoing events, it must have 
been with great relief and 
satisfaction when, finally, on 26 
February 1935, DH86, VH-USC, 
Canberra departed Darwin for 
Singapore on v9!Ωǎ first 
international flight. 

 
Even before QEA had begun grappling with its DH86 problems, IAL from 1932 had secretly 
been drawing up plans for its own future expansion. These would include the pooling of all 
resources, i.e., equipment and personnel, on flights through to Australia and all would fall 
under IAL control. Around this time, IAL would have also been aware of the increasing 
growth and competition from other airlines such as PAA and KLM. IAL proposed that, 
despite the future QEA purchase of DH86 aircraft, the England/Australia route would 
eventually be operated by flying boats. Modelling envisaged an aircraft with a MTOW of 
between 40,000-42,000lbs/18,200-19,050kg, carrying passengers, mail and freight. An 
estimated fleet of thirty-seven aircraft would be required, including five for QEA, allowing 
for twice weekly departures from Australia and England. To reduce costs, both IAL and QEA 
ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƘŀƴƎŜŀōƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜ άǘƘǊƻǳƎƘέ services, i.e., 
England to Australia and vice versa. This avoided the necessity of a large maintenance 
facility in Australia, as all major engineering work would be carried out in England. 
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.ȅ мфорΣ L![Ωǎ move towards flying boat operations was being openly discussed, which 
included a British delegationΩs visit to Australia in February 1935 to push the schemeΩs 
advantages. QEA had also been in discussions with Dutch officials. In 1934, negotiations 
covering details for the proposed DH86 flights through NEI (Netherlands East Indies, now 
Indonesia) on the Brisbane/Singapore sector (2,025nm/3,750km) took place. Both sides 
eventually settled on reciprocal agreements as, by 1938, KLM DC-3s were operating through 
to Australia. As proponents of the flying boat operation negotiated deals, dissent was still 
being raised within Australia from both the Controller of Civil Aviation and the head of the 
RAAF. This was at a time when PAAΩǎ intentions of opening up flying boat services across the 
Pacific including New Zealand and Australia were well known. Further doubt was still being 
expressed in regard to both the use of flying boats as opposed to land aircraft and the 
future prospect of IAL absorbing QEA, thereby controlling the entire Empire route. In 
defence of his airline, Fergus McMaster, QEA chairman, firmly stated that Singapore should 
be made the Australian overseas terminus, with QEA crew operating the 
Australian/Singapore return sector and therefore under Australian control. Regarding the 
aircraft, he could see no reason that would preclude the inter-operability of IAL/QEA flying 
boats operating over any sector of the England/Australia route. 
 
A major aviation event occurred in 1936, with the first flight of an S-23 Empire boat in early 
July that year. As those for and against the proposed venture continued putting their case, 
IAL suggested QEA pilots commence sailing lessons to familiarize themselves with conditions 
they may soon face. A further step came in October 1936, when QEA captains gained 
further experience in Singapore on the local flying clubΩs float-mounted de Havilland Moths. 
QEA began operating a second weekly DH86 service on the Australia/Singapore sector from 
May 1936. 
 
In January 1937, the Prime Minister, J.A. Lyons, announced government agreement had 
been reached between England and Australia regarding the Empire flying boat service and 
EAMS, with a starting date of January 1938. Other points included: 

¶ A seven day, twice weekly service; 

¶ All major maintenance and overhauls to be carried out in England; 

¶ Length of the agreement to be fifteen years; 

¶ Financial contributions (subsidies) from both British and Australian governments for mail 
carriage; and 

¶ Australia via QEA to take control of the Singapore/Sydney sector. 
 
McMaster stated QEA would operate five flying boats uplifting mail and freight and 
configured to carry twenty-four passengers with sleeping accommodation for sixteen. 
 
April 1937, Dutch airline KLM was given Australian government approval to operate services 
beyond Batavia (Jakarta) to Australia. KLM was also advised its starting date would be 
subject to the commencement of QEAΩǎ Empire flying boat service. Hudson Fysh, QEA 
Managing Director, on a trip to England that year, spoke to IAL in regard to aircraft 
maintenance and overhaul, which left him convinced an engineering facility would need to 
be established in Australia. With ongoing debate over a flying boat airlink to England, both 
Fysh and McMaster were becoming frustrated at the slow rate of infrastructure progress to 
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support the scheme. While the Civil Aviation Department recognised the need for a slipway 
and hangar at Rose Bay in Sydney Harbour, Cabinet refused permission for them to be built. 
A federal election in October 1937 compounded the problem, leading McMaster to advise 
IAL that he could not envisage the new service commencing until August 1938. On 3 
December 1937, IAL dispatched Empire boat G-ADUT, Centaurus on a survey flight from 
England and through to New Zealand. ¢ƘŜ ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ŦƭƛƎƘǘ Ǿƛŀ {ȅŘƴŜȅ created great 
interest, as a crowd of over 50,000 were reported to have flocked around the harbour to 
gain a view. 
 
In May 1938, the ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ v9!Ωǎ .ǊƛǎōŀƴŜ ǎǘŀŦŦ ōŜƎŀƴ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƻ {ȅŘƴŜȅΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊƭƛƴŜ 
would be headquartered in Shell House. Operationally, Rose Bay would serve as both a 
passenger terminus and a maintenance base. At this stage, with QEA scheduled services 
about to commence, Rose Bay was anything but ready, needing a slipway and hangar still to 
be built. On 1 July 1938, the Commonwealth Parliament passed the Empire Services Act, 
which in effect, officially put into place a number of agreements between the governments 
of Australia and England. These included: 

¶ Australia to maintain overall control of the Singapore/Darwin sector; 

¶ QEA to operate six Empire flying boats, with free interchange of aircraft between QEA 
and IAL; 

¶ QEA to be responsible for carrying out its own maintenance; 

¶ The scheduled Sydney/London service to operate three times per week;  

¶ QEA to operate six Empire flying boats with free interchange of aircraft between QEA 
ŀƴŘ L![Φ bƻǘŜΣ v9!Ωǎ ǎƛȄ 9ƳǇƛǊŜ ōƻŀǘǎΣ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΣ ǿŜǊŜΥ 
o c/n S.849 VH-ABC Coogee 
o c/n S.850 VH-ABD Corio 
o c/n S.851 VH-ABE Coorong 
o c/n S.876 VH-ABA Carpentaria 
o c/n S.877 VH-ABB Coolangatta 
o c/n S.878 VH-ABF Cooee 

 
Finally after much debate and delay, v9!Ωs inaugural flying boat service commenced 
operating on 5 July 1938 when VH-ABF, Cooee departed Rose Bay for Singapore. An IAL crew 
continued the flight out of Singapore to SouthamptonΦ L![Ωǎ G-ADVD, Challenger operating a 
reciprocal flight out of Singapore, arrived in Sydney on 6 July flown by a QEA crew. Total 
elapsed time from Southampton to Sydney was eight days, twenty-one hours and forty-five 
minutes. The Empire Air Mail Scheme to Australia did not officially commence until 28 July 
1938, following an inter-company agreement between QEA and IAL, when G-ADUY, Capella 
arrived at Rose Bay on 6 August carrying two and a half tons of mail. The inaugural EAMS 
flight from Australia, was operated by L![Ωǎ G-AEUB Camilla with a QEA crew on 4 August 
1938, the date also coinciding with the official ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ v9!Ωǎ wƻǎŜ .ŀȅ ōŀǎŜ. Before a 
large crowd, the Acting Governor-General cut a red, white and blue ribbon connecting the 
aircraft to the shore. 
 
The step-up from DH86 biplanes to S.23 Empire boats was greeted by both crew and 
passengers with high praise. Pilot reports indicated the ease of handling the aircraft both in 
the air or on the water. The roomy cockpit made for a comfortable work enviroment, the 
inclusion of auto pilot reducing the amount of manual flying over long or multi sectors. 
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For those passengers who could afford it, 
Empire flying boats offered a one class 

service (first class only), consisting of the 
finest of on-board meal and beverage 
selections. Overnight accommodation 

stops, included in the airfare, were also at 
the best available lodgings. Here, in 

possibly a staged photo, passengers take 
their time, leisurely gazing out of the 
promenade deck windows. Note the 
generous Ŏŀōƛƴ ǎƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ άǘǊŀƛƴέ ǘȅǇŜ 

overhead luggage racks. 
 

Passenger comfort increased dramatically 
from the confined space previously 
experienced in the DH86s. The cavernous 
interior of the Empire boats dwarfed that of 
the DH86, with the S.23 MTOW of 
40,500lb/18,400kg almost four times that of 
the DH86s, 10,250lb/4,700kg. Cabin space 
was simply much larger, offering passengers 
a vast improvement in style and comfort. 
Passengers could walk from the main cabin 
to the smoking cabin, stopping at the 
promenade deck to watch the world 
(land/sea) going past at a sedate 
150mph/240km/h. Food and beverage 
selections were extensive and of the highest 
quality, with meals being pre-prepared and 
carried in thermos and vacuum flasks, while 
cold beverages were carried in ice boxes. In 
another first for QEA, a neatly uniformed 
male steward served up these culinary 
delights to passengers, as well as taking 
care of their other needs. 
 
hƴ мн 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ мфоуΣ v9!Ωǎ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ ōƻŀǘ 
fleet suffered its first serious accident, when 
VH-ABE, Coorong was extensively damaged 
while moored at Darwin during an overnight 
stop. Weather conditions were responsible 
for blowing the boat onto the breakwater 
rocks where it finally ground to a halt. 
Assessed as being beyond repair in 
Australia, Coorong was dismantled and 
shipped back to Short Brothers in England 
where it would spend the next eleven 
months before rejoining QEA. At the time of 
CoorongΩs loss, Hudson Fysh was in England 
where he held talks with representatives 

from government and industry on a range of issues to place QEA in a stronger position for 
what might be coming in the next few months, as war clouds loomed in Europe. At the 
Bristol Company, discussion centred around the ordering of both additional Pegasus engines 
and spares, while government conversations covered aircraft armament and long range fuel 
tanks. Fysh had been insisting for some time ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ v9!Ωǎ ƻǿƴ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇ 
and engine overhaul facilities. It was estimated that shipping an engine to England and back 
for overhaul woulŘ ǘŀƪŜ ŀǇǇǊƻȄƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ŦƻǳǊ ƳƻƴǘƘǎΦ ¢Ƙŀƴƪǎ ǘƻ CȅǎƘΩǎ ŦƻǊŜǎƛƎƘǘΣ ǘƘŜ 
maintenance and overhaul structure was completed in October 1939. In early 1939, a QEA 
statement indicated the cost of each Empire boat as £52,000/A$4,260,000(2018) and spare 
engines as £1,993 pounds/A$163,200(2018). 


