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SOUTH AUSTRALIAN AVIATION MUSEUM 
 
SIGNIFICANT AVIATOR PROFILES 
 

 
NOBLE (NOBBY) SYDNEY DOUGLAS BUCKLEY MBE 

 
Nobby Buckley was born on the 26th December 1905. 
His father was Allan Frank Buckley and mother Elizabeth 
Kate (nee Douglas, which may explain part of Nobby’s 
name). He was one of eight siblings and other names 
included brothers Bright Frank Douglas, Bonnie Boy 
Douglas and Horatio Octavious Douglas; and sisters 
Merrie Joie Kitty Douglas and May Flor Muriel Aenone. 
 
Nobby’s father was born in Victoria in 1880. He was the 
son of Allan Knox Buckley, an Irishman from Ballriggan 
County Mead who migrated to Australia in the 1860s at 
the age of 17. Allan Frank Buckley was a businessman 
with farming interests.1 In 1909 he was instrumental in 
setting up the suburb of Noble Park in Melbourne, 
which he named after Nobby with streets named after 
other family members.2

 

 
Nobby was the second oldest son and from a young age displayed an adventurous 
spirit.3 After attending various primary schools, he was sent to Ivanhoe Grammar 
School where it was hoped his Uncle Syd (the headmaster) would instill a little self-
discipline in him. He then attended West Melbourne Technical School and graduated 
as a mechanic and certified as a Babcocks and Wilcocks Steam boiler operator 
inclusive.  
 
In 1924 the family moved to South Australia and shortly after he left the home 
environment and toured the north and north west of the state with a Nash van as a 
travelling motor mechanic. 
 
He spent three years at Wilgena Station with AJ and PA McBride and it was here he 
learned the business of water well drilling. He left there in 1928 and returned to 
Adelaide setting up a motor repair garage at Henley Beach. At the same time he took 
up speedway racing motorbikes, mostly BSA machines. He was the first to import a 
saddletank BSA 498cc racer and competed at Speedway Royal, Wayville and country 
tracks.  
 
With the advent of the depression he sold his business at Henley Beach and went 
bush as a full time water well driller and gradually worked his way back to the 
Adelaide Hills. He complimented his drilling as a consultant on ground waters with 
an above average success rate using a divining rod. He put the success of the divining 
rod down to the physics of magnetism. Using a wire rod he was able to sense the 

N.S.D. Buckley 
[Photo SAAM collection] 
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Nobby Buckley’s ‘A’ Licence 
[Photo from document in SAAM Collection] 

pull from the magnetic force created by running underground water, which created 
static electricity and, ergo, the magnetism. He continued his water drilling business 
on a part time basis until his death in 1981. 
 
Early Flying 
His first contact with aviation came as a grease monkey with ex WW1 Pilot W.F.E. 
Smith on a Farman Aircraft fitted with a Gnome LeRhone engine. This machine was 
used for barnstorming using Henley Beach and others as well as race tracks for 
landing fields. This machine was wrecked in a willi willi at the Burra racetrack. He 
later used DH9 aircraft for the same purpose and his favourite beach was 
Normanville. From time to time he worked with Bill Maddox and Keith Litchfield on 
the operation.4 
 
Nobby joined the Aero Club of South Australia on the 12th January 1934. His first 
flight was on the 6th October 1935 and his first solo, after 5 hours dual flight time, on 
the 18th November 19355. He achieved his ‘A’ licence on 29th November 1935 and his 
‘B’ (Commercial) licence on the 18th May 1937. His occupation then was reported as 
“Boring Contractor”.6  
 

 

Nobby mainly flew Aero Club aircraft over the next couple of years and excerpts 
from his logbook reflect the flimsy nature of aircraft at the time. In less than 300 
hours he recorded four forced landings in his log book: 
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‘26/12/35 forced landing Ballyaria’ 
 
‘26/3/37 forced landing Kia Ora’ 
 
‘10/10/37 Hillson Praga Essendon – Ballan forced down by fog’ 
 
and 
 
‘29/1/38 dh 60 x VH UAR Forced landing (engine)’ 
 
He also did formation-flying and aerobatics, and competed in the Club’s 
competitions and pageants. He won the WA Airways Cup (for an air race) on the 19th 
December 1936, the Ross Smith trophy the same year, and again in 1937. The Ross 
Smith trophy was awarded for various events (landing competitions, formation 
flying, airmanship, forced landings etc.) held monthly throughout the year. Many 
articles written about him in later years claimed he had won the Australian 
Aerobatics championship in 1935 but that is unlikely since Nobby only gained his 
licence in November that year. It is more likely he won a competition at one of the 
many pageants held around then, but it is unclear exactly when. One logbook entry 
states he flew a Miles Hawk to 17,000ft with the note that ‘the last 1000ft took 8 
minutes’. There is no mention as to whether he had Oxygen on the flight!78 
 
Guinea Airways 
Guinea Gold was formed in 1926. The company operated in New Guinea, using 
various types of aircraft, mainly for air freighting to support its gold mining 
operations. As a “No Liability” company it was prohibited from carrying passengers, 
so in October 1927, a separate air unit was formed, registered as “Guinea Airways 
Limited” with Adelaide as a base. It began operations on the Adelaide to Darwin 

route on the 22nd February 1937 with two 
Lockheed L10A Electra aircraft. The 
company also operated an Adelaide to 
Sydney service. 
 
Nobby’s logbook states that he started 
with Guinea Airways on 7th March 1938, 
when he had a total flight time of 238 
hours. He mainly flew the Lockheed L10A 
Electra, but also operated the 
Messerschmitt Taifun (a single engine 
monoplane) and a Dragon Rapide on 
charter flights. It was in the Taifun that he 
had another three emergencies – two 
forced landings (one engine failure) and 
one landing gear failure: 

 
‘8/3/39 messerschmitt taifun VH UZI Para – Cowell Landing gear fails’ 
 

BFW 108b Messerschmitt Taifun, with Nobby as pilot 
[Photo courtesy State Library SA] 
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‘22/3/39 Taifun VH UZI Para – Mt Eba engine failure forced landing Virginia’ 
 
‘13/6/39 Taifun UZI Parafield Forced landing’ 
 
He studied to become an aircraft engineer attaining C, D and X licences. He also 
studied and was licenced as a radio technician and second class 25wpm PMG morse 
operator. The purpose of these studies was Guinea Airways’ imminent embarkation 
on the Adelaide Darwin service and the need for a totally self contained 
maintenance unit on each flight.9 
 
 

 

 
His first airline flights were recorded as ‘Sydney return’ but never stated where from 
– possibly Cootamundra which was one of the stops on the Adelaide – Sydney 
service. In July 1938 this service was taken over by Ansett Airways Ltd. On the 10th 
January 1939 Nobby noted in his logbook ‘First solo as junior captain’, so then he 
was in the left seat.10 At that time Guinea Airways had ceased the Adelaide Sydney 
route and was concentrating on the Adelaide to Darwin service.  
 
On the 18th December 1939 Nobby was to operate the Darwin to Adelaide service. At 
5:35 am (it was dark at this time), Lockheed 10A VH-UXI “Moresby” with Nobby in 
command left Darwin airport but suffered an engine failure and fire six minutes after 
takeoff. He turned back but was unable to maintain height and was forced to land 
into trees about a mile south of the aerodrome. The aircraft caught fire and Nobby 
and his First Officer, Ulrich Edgerton, evacuated the ten army passengers and 
baggage before it was completely burnt. One of the army personnel suffered a 
fractured skull and shock, and three others were admitted to hospital. A dramatic 
escape was made by an RAAF passenger who at the time of the crash was in the 
toilet at the rear of the aircraft. When the tail broke off he found himself in the toilet 
at the top of a tree. He opened the door and climbed down to safety.11 The crew was 
praised for having landed the plane in the dark without loss of life. An OBE for Nobby 
was seriously contemplated for the episode but was opposed by the company on 
policy grounds. He did, however, receive a gold watch from his grateful passengers.12 
His logbook read: 
 

Nobby Buckley’s Aircraft Maintenance Engineer’s Licence 
[Photo of document in SAAM Collection] 
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Nobby’s logbook entry recording the 1939 crash - ‘18/12/39 Darwin – Accident L10 VH UXI Burnt completely after trying to 
make drome 20 mins.’ 

[Photo of document in SAAM Collection] 

 

  
 
 

 

 
In January 1939 Guinea Airways had lost its other Lockheed 10 in an accident near 
Katherine, unfortunately with the loss of all passengers and crew. The company 
managed to source two Lockheed L14s as replacements from Aer Lingus Teoranta in 
Ireland, which had ceased operations due to World War II. For the delivery flights to 
Australia, one of these aircraft was crewed by an English Captain, Dan Cameron, and 
Nobby was the first officer. During the flight tests in Ireland they discovered that the 
plane had a dangerous characteristic.  At 7,000 feet with full flap, wheels down and 
in a full power stall the aircraft flipped on its back and went out of control. It wasn't 
until 2,000 feet before the aircraft was righted and brought under control once 
again. That model airplane later caused several crashes resulting in the deaths of 
many people. 
 
Both aircraft left Dublin on the 26th May 1940 and arrived at Parafield on the 9th June 
in a record flight time of 76 hours flying time and an elapsed time of 14 days. For 
aircraft of their type it was a remarkable achievement for a civil ferry flight in 
wartime conditions.13  
 
 
 
 
 

VH UXI before and after the accident 
[Photo courtesy Ed Coates collection] 
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Logbook entry for the delivery flight in 1940 
[Photo from document in SAAM Collection] 

 

 
The list of incidents continued, with these noted in Nobby’s logbook: 
 
‘2/2/40 L10 VH AAU Darwin – Parafield 12.05 hours Engine trouble at Daly w.’ 
 
and 
 
‘12/12/41 L14 VH AEW Para Darwin 4.45 Undercarriage mishap Alice Springs’ 
 
In 1942 the company entered into a contract with the Commonwealth Government 
of Australia and the USA to operate US Army aircraft under charter. As a result 
Nobby joined the RAAF Reserve as a Flying Officer then was promoted to Flight 
Lieutenant. At the time of enlistment he was living at 18 Alpha Street, Kensington 
Park. He listed his sports as tennis, football and golf.14 He made many flights for the 
RAAF from Adelaide to Fenton Airfield, which was a heavy bomber base just south of 
Darwin, built in World War II. It was mainly used as a base for RAAF and USAAF 
Liberators mounting long range attacks against the Japanese and was the target of 
Japanese bombing in 1943.15 Nobby’s service as a reservist was terminated on the 1st 
July 1947. 
 
More incidents from his logbook: 
 
‘5/9/43 Rapide VBN 5.20 Forced Land, nil fuel, 85 B.Hill 
 
‘11/12/7/44  C50 CDK 20.25 AD-FTN Hydraulic Trouble’ 
 
‘2.3.45 L14 AEW 4.40 Returned from 40 NW EBA Engine trouble’ 
 
‘26/2/49 C 47 ANH ML-LT Brake failure 2.00’ 
 
‘4/5/49 L14 VH-AEW K/COTE HYDRAULIC FAULT 1.35’ 
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Guinea Airways also had an Auster J5B, which was used for small charter work, 
typically to destinations such as Wedge Island (near the entrance to the Spencer 
Gulf) and Kingscote. It was also used for dingo baiting16. That involved dropping 
lumps of brisket fat laced with strychnine poison from an aircraft flying at low level – 
typically around 300ft altitude. Nobby logged many hours dingo baiting, often over 
several days at a time over a fourteen year period.17 The company was also 
contracted to perform an 18-month scintillometer survey of South Australia’s 
uranium bearing country, which was carried out in a Fairchild Argus II. 

In June 1946 Nobby was appointed Chief Pilot of Guinea Airways. He remained in 
that position until Guinea Airways ceased operations at the beginning 1960 and 
became Airlines of South Australia. He was then appointed Operations Manager, in 
which role he continued until mid 1960 when Ansett re-organised the management 
structure. He made a note in his logbook: 
 
 ‘retired as chief pilot 1.6.60’ 
 
Nobby continued his airline flying after the formation of Airlines of South Australia to 
destinations mainly in regional South Australia, such as Ceduna, Port Lincoln, King 
Island (Tasmania) and Woomera. He recorded only one incident between 1949 and 
1974, which was an engine failure in a DC3: 
 
‘17/7/1958 DC3 VH ANW WRA (Engine out) 1.00 if 2.30 day 2.00 night’ 
 
On the 21st June 1965 he had his last flight with Airlines of South Australia. This was 
interesting in that it terminated at a destination noted in his logbook as Mirricata. 
Mirricata would likely be Miricata Station, which is located 640km north northwest 
of Adelaide (near Coober Pedy). The following day he logged the flight from 
Mirricata to Adelaide as passenger with the Chief Pilot as Pilot in Command. 
Research shows that on the previous day South Australia experienced particularly 
bad weather, so it is likely his flight, which was supposed to return to Adelaide, had 
diverted to Mirricata and remained overnight due to weather.  
 
Australian Air Pilots Association 
In 1947 Nobby was elected as President of the Australian Air Pilots Association, 
which was the forerunner of what is now the Australian Federation of Air Pilots. He 
was unpopular in the role. The book A Federation of Pilots - the Story of an 
Australian Air Pilots’ Union noted he served his Presidency in a cautious, autocratic 
and paternalistic fashion and described him as follows: Buckley seemed to be one of 
the pre-war trained pilots experiencing problems adjusting to new safer flying 
procedures and resented the demise of pilot autonomy brought about by the new 
regulations. ‘Rules and regulations governing the flight of aircraft’ were necessary, 
he claimed, ‘but only as a basis for the pilot’s guidance’.  
 
He wanted to take a cautious approach to negotiations at a time when a new 
generation of young pilots was becoming increasingly militant, and he negotiated 



 8 

with the companies without recourse to his Executive or the membership.  This 
caused him to lose the confidence of the rank and file and the support of his own 
AFAP branch in South Australia. He eventually resigned as president in October 
1950.18 
 

Royal Aero Club of South Australia 
Nobby had a long association with the Royal Aero Club of South Australia. He had 
done his initial training with the club as described above. He was appointed to a 
casual committee vacancy in 1937, and was elected president in 1952. He served as 
President from 1952 to 1953 (one year) and from 1954 to 1957 (three years). Nobby 

was involved in many of the club’s activities in the early days, piloting aerobatics 
displays and formation flying at airshows and, as mentioned earlier, getting involved 
with club competitions. At the committee level Nobby was appointed chief marshal 
of an air pageant, which was to be held in March 1950. It was to be in collaboration 
with the Royal Australian Air Force, but due to the promised Vampire jet and 
helicopter not being available, the Club deferred the show until September, when it 
was a huge success.  

His approach to the Club presidency was much the same as to his presidency of the 
Australian Air Pilots Association. He again tended to run the committee as a one - 

man show, which was tolerated or perhaps even initially welcomed because there 
was an awareness that the Club, like many volunteer organizations, needed strong 
leadership. Towards the end of his presidency, the minutes of the Committee 
meetings reported he clashed openly with other personalities on the committee, 
mostly about the conduct of the committee and constitutional issues. In 1957 it was 
discovered that Bill Shinn, who was the Club’s manager at the time, had fiddled the 
books to the tune of several thousand pounds. He admitted the offence and the club 
agreed to keep the incident quiet provided he repaid the debt (which he eventually 
did). Bill was a friend of Nobby’s and Nobby’s support of him throughout the 

incident again caused much angst among the committee and was the primary cause 

of him losing the presidency. At the Annual General Meeting in October 1957 there 
were three ‘retirees’ up for re-election, as required by the constitution, one of them 
being Nobby. Prior to the meeting he had circulated a letter to members outlining 
his contribution to the club over the previous twenty years. In it, as part of his bid for 
re-election, he said, “some members of this club for reasons best known themselves 
have, I am advised, decided it is time Buckley was moved out.” Nobby was not re-
elected. Though he left the presidency on this sour note, he was well remembered 
for his 20-year contribution to the club and was made an Honorary Life Member in 
recognition of it. He had nothing more to do with club affairs from that point.19 

Vickers Vimy 

In 1919, four months after the war, the Australian government announced it would 

give a £10,000 prize for the first successful flight from England to Australia by an 
Australian crew in not more than thirty days. Six crews took part and the winning 
team was the Adelaide brothers Ross and Keith Smith and their mechanics James 
Bennett and Wally Shiers. They flew a Vickers Vimy two engine former bomber20, 
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Nobby refueling at Wagga Wagga during the REDEX 
trial 

[Photo courtesy Bob Neate collection] 

 

which was donated to the Australian Government after the race and eventually 
placed in the Australian War Memorial when it opened in 1941. By 1953 the 
memorial was running out of space and, since the Vimy had no wartime history, they 
needed to find somewhere else to move it. 
 
In 1955 while Nobby was still the president of the Club, he took leadership, with the 
Club’s endorsement, of an attempt to have the Vimy moved to Adelaide. He formed 
the Sir Ross and Sir Keith Smith Memorial Committee to lobby politicians and 
approach donors for funds, and after a lot of political process the proposal to move 
the aircraft to Adelaide was agreed. The display, in a building built by public 

subscription, was opened at Adelaide airport on the 27th April 1958. Nobby counted 
his involvement as being one of the crowning achievements of his life.21 

Redex Air Trial   
In 1954 the one (and only) Redex Air Trial was held. The Redex Company was formed 
in the UK in 1922 to manufacture fuel additives. The company first sponsored a road 
trial in Australia in 1953, known as the Redex Trial, which was very successful with 
192 cars taking part in the 10,000km event. In 1954 the event was over 15,000km 
with 246 cars competing, and there was an Air Trial as well over a route  Sydney – 
Brisbane – Darwin - Alice Spring – Adelaide - Wagga Wagga - Sydney. Some 15 
aircraft competed and Guinea Airways entered its Auster J5B VH–ADS with Nobby as 
pilot.  
 
The race was not without controversy with several of the competitors involved in 
accidents and incidents. Nobby, on one leg of the race, had not factored in the wind 
strength and seemed likely to run out of fuel. He landed on a road in front of a 
vehicle and managed to get sufficient fuel for the rest of the flight from the surprised 
motorist.22 On the leg to Adelaide his engine quit and he had to make an unplanned 

landing at Port Pirie. It transpired that 
there was water in his fuel system (which 
was probably due to heavy rain overnight 
at Alice Springs).  
 
At the end of the race Nobby was placed 
third, but some of the other competitors 
filed protests. They believed the winner 
had been flying at 120kts instead of his 
stated handicap of 102kts. As for Nobby, 
one protester believed he should have 

checked his fuel for contamination prior to 
departure and that while he was cleaning 

out his fuel system on the ground ‘some engine adjustments were made’.23 In the 
end Bill Murrell was pronounced winner and Nobby was awarded second place.24

 

 
Avis Air Charter 
After he retired from ASA in 1965, Nobby took on the role of manager of Avis Air 
Charter based at Adelaide, which involved flying duties as well. The company was set 
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up by the Avis car, truck and trailer rental company to take advantage of the boom in 
General Aviation.25 It operated charter flights in light single and twin-engine aircraft 
mainly throughout South Australia.  
 
He finished in this position on the 5th November 1969 after a period of four years 
and noted in his logbook: ‘5/11/69 end of avis air charter’. 
 

 
 
 
 
Commemoration of the 50th Anniversary of the Vimy Flight 

The following month he was involved in the commemoration 
of the 1919 Vimy flight from England to Australia. The 1919 
flight was the first to carry mail over that route.  
 
To celebrate its 50th anniversary, Great Britain, Iraq, Iran, 
Pakistan, Indonesia, Portuguese Timor and Australia released 
commemorative stamps. The Australian Air Mail Society 
chartered TAA’s DC-3, VH AEQ, to carry the mail from 
Singapore to Melbourne over the Vimy’s route.  
 
The crew was Captain D. Gillespie, Captain N. Buckley and 
Navigator D. George. A passenger on the flight was Reg 
Williams who had flown the Blackburn Kangaroo as co pilot 

in the 1919 air race. Nobby’s wife Jessica was the Hostess for fifteen philatalists 
carried on the flight.26 The flight was reported in the press as having operated on the 
same dates as the Vimy a hundred years later, and it did land Darwin on the 10th 
December as did the Vimy. However, unlike the Smiths who took over four months 
to reach Melbourne from Darwin, Nobby’s re-enactment landed in Melbourne on 
the 14th December.27 
 
After the commemorative flight, Nobby worked for a company called Associated Air 
Charters based at Parafield flying light twin and single engine aircraft on charter 
operations. An interesting logbook entry at about this time: 
 
 
 

Nobby’s logbook recording the 1969 Commemoration of the Centenary of the Vimy flight 
[Photo of document in SAAM Collection] 

Commemorative mail with 
Nobby’s signature vertically 

bottom right 
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Excerpt from Nobby’s logbook “EKB buried at sea Glenelg” 
[Photo – document from SAAM Collection] 

Excerpt from Nobby’s logbook recording his last flight 
[Photo – from document in SAAM’s Collection] 

 

 
FEB 22/23 NAVAJO REM AD-SPILSBY AD – NUDISTS 1.35 
 
Awards 
In April 1974 Nobby became an Upper Freeman of the Guild of Air Pilots and 
Navigators (now the Honourable Company of Air Pilots) and became a Liveryman of 
the Company in May 1979. He would have gained the Freedom of the City of London 
at some time between these two dates, as a requirement of a Liveryman of the 
Company. The freedom of the City is granted on personal application (to the City) 
with the support of the Company.28  29 
 
On the 14th June 1980, Nobby was made a Member of the Order of the British 
Empire (MBE) for ‘service to aviation’.30 Nobby afterwards stated: “I look upon it as a 
great honor but I have always had a lot of support from a lot of people. They must 
take some of the honor too”. 
 
Personal Life 
Nobby had two marriages. His first wife was Hilda Crump whom he married in 1926, 
and they had three children, two girls and a boy. His second wife, Jessica Ormond, he 
met in Darwin in 1940. Jessica was a nursing sister at Darwin and looked after Nobby 
following his accident in the Lockheed L10A. They had three children, two boys and a 
girl. I spoke with Nobby’s son John, who told me Nobby was ‘complicated, gregarious 
and a great educator as a father’ and that he was not aware of Nobby’s first family 
until later in life. At the time there was a stigma to divorce and remarriage. John was 
very fond of his father who was ‘absent a lot due to his multiple commitments’ .   
 
Nobby took up scuba diving with the British Sub Aqua Club of Adelaide in 1970 at the 
age of 65. The same year his mother passed away and his logbook states: 
 

 

The  Department of Civil Aviation had tried to take Nobby’s Commercial Pilot’s 
licence at age 65. Nobby fought this on the basis that he was still medically fit. The 
DCA relented but at age 70 they were not so flexible and his commercial flying days 
were over.31 His last recorded flight was on the 14th August 1980: 
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He had logged 22,938.15 hours, though, interestingly, he maintained that in addition 
to these, he had not recorded 3,000 hours. It is not clear exactly where and when 
the missing hours were flown. 
 
Noble Sydney Douglas Buckley died on the 21st June 1981 at age 75. He spent the 
day of his death scuba diving with other BSA members off the coast of Adelaide and 
after returning home died peacefully in his sleep.32 
 
Summary 
Nobby was certainly a significant South Australian aviator. In view of the parlous 
state of aviation at the time he flew, particularly during the earlier years, the caliber 
of the people involved, like Nobby, is easily understandable. The logbook entries 
above are proof of the sort of mettle Nobby possessed. He certainly had the flying 
skills required to survive this period.  
 
When Nobby’s name is mentioned to those who knew him, their reactions are 
varied. His family was very fond and proud of their father. Some colleagues from the 
South Australian Aviation Museum who had known and worked with him described 
him as a delightful man with a great sense of humour. Those who had known him 
from his aero club days, however, tended to be not so flattering.  
 
Overall, Nobby was incredibly energetic and would take on anything – he wanted to 
be involved in every committee he could. He was always keen to promote aviation 
and to this end would give talks to various clubs (sometimes in full uniform) and he 
also wrote articles for the local newspapers.  
 
Though he was a controversial character who polarised opinion so that he had 
detractors as well as supporters, there is no doubt he contributed significantly to 
aviation, particularly in South Australia. 
 
Paul Divett 
South Australian Aviation Museum Inc. 
History Group 
January 2017 
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