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Hustling Hinkler is mandatory reading for everyone who loves flight.

A gripping story of an intrepid country boy who followed his dreams, designed, built and tested aircraft, set world records and as a result changed the world’s expectation of global travel from months at sea to less than fifteen days via air.

Hinkler’s trailblazing achievements match those of Kingsford Smith and Lindbergh, except that Bert operated as a one-horse team, without radios and alone!

Superbly written (with a surprising end-twist), Hustling Hinkler shows how unbridled passion for man, machine and humanity trumps fear, doubt and complacency.

I am proud to fly Qantas’ tenth A380 named ‘Bert Hinkler’, honouring his legacy, overflying his route in just sixteen hours and proving his forecast that planes would ‘fly the ships off the sea’.

Richard de Crespigny, author of

QF32 – the Captain’s extraordinary account of how

one of the world’s worst air disasters was averted.


People travel to wonder at the
height of mountains, at the huge waves of the seas, at the long courses of rivers, at the vast
compass of the ocean, at the circular motion of the stars; and
they pass by themselves without wondering.

St Augustine, 354–430
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Prologue

It was still several hours before a wintry dawn on Saturday, 7 January 1933 when the sound of a small plane’s engine rippled across the misty flats of London’s Great West Aerodrome, cutting through the silence. The noise came from a silver Puss Moth DH.80A sitting in dim yellow light outside a maintenance hangar, its single propeller a blur of white, its body trembling, as if anxious to be on its way – just like its pilot. The plane’s Canadian registration, CF-APK, was emblazoned in red along each side of the fuselage and under the wings. Looking down from the cockpit, Bert Hinkler gave the thumbs up to the two men staring unsmilingly back at him, and in response, each raised a hand in quick farewell, then turned and headed towards their cars parked nearby.

A moment later, two pairs of headlights pierced the gloom as both vehicles bounced over the edges of the airfield and headed towards the distant perimeter, before sweeping around in opposing arcs halfway along to position themselves on either side of the runway, their lights spraying feebly across the take-off path. While the cars were manoeuvring, Hinkler sat quietly in the cockpit, his eyes closed, as if in prayer. He was thinking of his mother in Bundaberg, however, and how excited she would be to see him after an absence of more than four years, and of Nance, poised in New Zealand to board a ship to Australia as soon as she knew he was about to arrive in his home country. As the engine settled into a steady rhythm, the sound drumming on the adjacent hangar walls, he thought of the telephone conversation he’d had with Katherine not long before, and wished she were there to see him off. He was glad though that the inquisitive press were nowhere around. They’d get their story soon enough. Afterwards.

When Hinkler opened his eyes, he saw Harris, the caretaker, looking up at him. The Australian stepped down from the cockpit to shake his host’s hand and asked him to thank Mrs Harris for her hospitality. He then climbed aboard again, and the caretaker pulled the wheel chocks away. Hinkler gave him a wave of thanks and headed the Puss Moth through the darkness towards the top of the airstrip, the whine of the plane’s Gipsy engine sharp in the frosty air. As he reached the start point, a fog drifted nonchalantly across and settled itself, obscuring the runway. He throttled the motor back and sat impatiently in the cockpit, shrugging his neck into the collar of his flying jacket, but thankful that this time he was in an enclosed cabin.

After forty minutes, the fog vanished as suddenly as it had appeared. He glanced at the gold watch on his wrist – 3.10 am – and pulled his goggles over his eyes. Seconds later, the high-wing monoplane was trundling rapidly down the runway between the gaping headlights of the waiting cars. As the Puss Moth gathered speed, Hinkler made the now familiar pull on the control stick, and CF-APK was soon climbing steeply through patchy cloud, London somewhere below. It wasn’t his Ibis ‘dream machine’ lifting him into the sky, as he had hoped for, but at least he was on his way to Australia. Again.

He set a course across the English Channel. Although his maps for this first day were already spread out on his knees, he’d been this way before. Soon he was passing over Le Bourget Aerodrome in Paris, where Charles Lindbergh had touched down almost six years earlier, after his celebrated Atlantic crossing. The sun had not yet penetrated the darkness of the winter morning as Hinkler continued across France, but he knew that somewhere below were the forests and vineyards of Burgundy, and then the picturesque Rhone valley. If he went east, he would be in Switzerland, but he stayed on his south-easterly track, towards Italy.

The Alps soon loomed up before him, clothed in their winter white, and he was forced to take the Puss Moth up to 8000 feet. Immediately he could feel the cold channelling itself beneath the three layers of clothing he wore, and at the higher altitude the winds were much stronger too, buffeting the plane. He thought he felt a tremor run through the aircraft, and looked anxiously at the lengths of gleaming wing stretching either side of him. The recent fatal Puss Moth crashes had concerned him, and he hoped the modifications had fixed the structural problems with the design.

He pushed on, heading for the pass known as the Colle di Moncenisio, close to where some historians think the Roman general, Hannibal, crossed from France into Italy in 218BC. As Hinkler flew across the border, he knew he was not far from Turin, where he’d landed in the Avro Baby at the end of his first record-breaking flight almost 13 years before. This time, if he could reach Brindisi, in the far south of the country, on the first day, it would be a great start for the record. He knew that his alternative destination, Athens, was now a city too far.

After what seemed like an eternity of winds and cold, the Alps finally slipped behind him and he flew into an area he knew – the north-west coast of Italy – and he was cheered when the cloud thinned enough to afford him a glimpse of the blue arc of the harbour at La Spezia. Hinkler followed the coast for a little way then turned inland across the plantations of Tuscany, the olive trees standing in line to salute the little silver plane as it passed overhead on its south-east track.

He sucked some coffee from his flask and devoured one of Mrs Harris’s tongue sandwiches. They tasted good, but his head was buzzing from the constant pounding of the wind on the cabin and the concentration needed to keep the plane on course. When he passed over the city of Florence around 10 am local time, he was already behind the schedule he’d mapped out. By now he’d been in the air for seven hours, and he was weary from the drone of the engine and battling the elements. Hinkler wished he’d been able to leave London three months earlier, as he’d originally intended, when the weather – and Air Ministry officials! – might have been kinder to him. He could see cloud on the mountains distantly ahead, and the thought of diverting to Rome attracted him for a moment, but just as quickly he dismissed the idea – any diversion would mean less chance of breaking the record, and his future depended on achieving that goal. He continued south towards Brindisi.

As soon as he had made the decision to go on, patchy cloud began to snatch at the cockpit, and he could feel the cold drilling deeper into his bones. Sharp fingers of wind continued to push and pull at the plane, and for a moment Hinkler wondered if he sensed another tremor through the wings, but dismissed the thought as he wrestled with the controls.

Up ahead, through the clouds, he glimpsed the snow blanketing the Pratomagno mountains. He knew the highest point of the range, the Croce di Pratomagno, the Cross of Pratomagno, was just over 5000 feet, but that held no fears for him – after all, he’d crossed the much higher Italian Alps earlier in the day. Just so long as the winds were not too violent, and the plane held together …

* * *

I have long been interested in what makes some people persist, even against the odds, when others fall by the wayside. What persuades long-distance runners to pursue their solitary goal, for example, even when their bodies should have given up, and how do aid workers helping some of the world’s most desperate people continue to labour day after day in the face of seemingly insurmountable difficulties and often at risk to their own lives? So, when I rediscovered Bert Hinkler through a chance reference a few years ago – decades after first seeing his green and silver biplane hanging from the vaulted ceiling of the old Queensland Museum, like a giant moth dangling on the sticky strands of a spider’s web – I was immediately intrigued.

I wondered what inner urge spurred a country boy from Queensland to pursue a career in aviation as passionately as he had, flitting across the world in flimsy planes not much bigger than the average family car, eventually to his own destruction at the age of 40. What hopes and dreams did Hinkler have, and what ambitions were cut short, when his plane fell from the sky while he was on his way to Australia in January 1933? The fact that there are streets, parks and even an English pub named after him, and that other aviators have more recently retraced all or part of his 1928 England–Australia record flight – David Cyster, Dick Smith, Lang Kidby – only added to the mystique of the man.

After lengthy research in Australia and across the world, I discovered a story that is part adventure, part mystery, part romance and part tragedy. The image above of the moth dangling, or in this case, struggling, in a spider’s sticky strands, is perhaps an apt one for the story of Bert Hinkler – while he spent his whole adult life trying to assert his independence as a pilot, inventor and aircraft designer, external circumstances and his own temperament combined to frustrate some of his most heartfelt ambitions. Nevertheless, his outstanding mechanical skills, his nerve, determination, and sheer instinct for flying, ensured that there were times when he broke free of the constraints and blazed a solo trail across the sky, amazing and delighting the world.

On the ground, however, Hinkler struggled to discern a career for himself, puzzled the press, had a mixed-up romantic life, and was constantly short of money. He lived at a time when the British Empire was arguably at its zenith, in a world that had emerged from the depths of World War I into the optimistic exuberance of the Jazz Age, only to be confronted from the middle of the 1920s by the gloom of economic decline that would lead to the Great Depression and its aftermath.

I am not a pilot, nor an expert in aviation – what I wanted was a better understanding of Bert Hinkler, the man. Hustling Hinkler not only chronicles how a boy from Bundaberg, Queensland became the ‘hero of the day’, as a popular song of the time labelled the record-breaking pilot, but also shows how he responded to the other opportunities and challenges that came his way in his relatively short life, while he tried to find a place for himself in a rapidly changing world.

D.R. Dymock

2013


CHAPTER 1

‘A local flying man’

The two brothers flipped a coin to see who would go first. Wilbur, at age thirty-six the elder by four years, won the toss. Watched by five intrigued bystanders, they idled the motor for a few minutes to check it was running smoothly. Then Wilbur clambered aboard the flimsy structure of wooden struts and angled wires. With its 40-foot wings wrapped in unbleached muslin, the contraption might have looked from above like a giant seagull perched on the edge of a sand dune, peering out to the distant sea.

Once Wilbur was settled in the specially built wooden cradle on the lower wing, he released the restraining wire. The machine started quickly down the guide rail, its home-made 12-horsepower engine roaring, the twin propellers thrusting it forward. After sliding some 40 feet, it lifted into the air. But the rise was only momentary. Within seconds the primitive craft hit the ground and twisted itself to one side. It lay there awkwardly, like a fledgling that had left its nest too soon, to the disappointment of the handful of onlookers on Kill Devil Hill in North Carolina.

The team repaired the damage and three days later tried again. This time younger brother Orville got his chance. The wind was much stronger than before, but they decided to take the risk, and ran the engine a few times to warm it up in the sharp cold of the December day. Under a pale winter sun, Orville settled himself in the cradle, stretched out full-length, and gripped the two control levers. Ahead of him, broad sand flats reached out to touch the rolling waves of the Atlantic Ocean. He could taste the salt in the wind.

When the craft was released, it slid slowly along the wooden guide rail, against the wind, Wilbur running alongside to steady it. The motor was at full bore, echoing across the dunes. Suddenly, ethereally, the flimsy creature lifted into the air – staying there for twelve seconds and covering some 120 feet – before it bumped back gently to earth on its skids, Orville still cradled on the wing.

Not long, not far, but that little event was to have an immense impact on the history of the world.

* * *

Bert Hinkler had just turned eleven when Orville Wright lifted the ‘Flyer’ from the beach at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, on that morning of 17 December 1903 and flew into history with the world’s first powered aircraft flight. In those days of limited international communications, it would have taken some time for word of the feat to reach Hinkler’s hometown of Bundaberg, in coastal south-east Queensland. Within a few years, however, if anyone asked Bert what he intended to be when he grew up, his answer would have been: ‘I want to be a pilot.’

Like the Wright brothers, he had no formal engineering training, but that didn’t stop him from wanting to build his own aeroplane and forge a career in aviation, even though he would be almost twenty before he saw his first real plane. His mother claimed that when Bert was just five years old, he pointed at a bird in the sky and said he wanted to fly like that.

Born in Brisbane in 1866, Frances Bonney was aged twenty-five when she married a 36-year-old Prussian immigrant named John Hinkler in the nearby mining town of Gympie. Ten months later, on 8 December 1892, she gave birth to Herbert John Louis, who quickly became known as Bert. The couple settled into Woodbine Villa, a cottage in Gavan Street, North Bundaberg, where they raised Bert and the four children who followed: Beatrice (known as Mayme or May), John (otherwise known as Jack), George and Frances (who was called Queenie).

At the turn of the twentieth century, North Bundaberg (as it was then known) was a small settlement, with fewer than 1000 residents, and surrounded by sugar cane farms. Until the opening of a traffic bridge across the Burnett River in 1900, a pedestrian walkway along the railway bridge was the only link with the slightly larger village of South Bundaberg. In 1903, the year the Wright brothers took off, North Bundaberg had a sawmill, a sugar factory and distillery, five general stores, five hotels, two butchers’ shops, a Methodist church and the Anglican equivalent, and a lock-up. The Hinkler children attended the local primary school, which had some 160 students on its roll, and went to the Anglican Sunday school.

Young Bert was short and slim, with large brown eyes in a round, inquisitive face shaded by dark hair. He did well at his studies and, despite his short stature, played in the school cricket and football teams. His inclination to be careful with his cash led to him being given the nickname of ‘Spondulix’ or ‘Sponny’, a slang term for money. After school, he worked part-time in a bicycle shop, and also had a vacation job at a photographic studio in Gympie, where his grandmother lived.

The Hinklers were a working-class family. His father, John, was an itinerant labourer, employed variously in the sawmill, at the foundry, on the railways, and on farms in the Bundaberg area. Known around town as ‘Papa’, the heavily bearded John Hinkler liked an afternoon drink at the Musgrave Hotel with his mates. Mrs Hinkler kept a couple of cows in a nearby paddock to provide milk, butter and cream for her growing family. The small timber house on Gavan Street featured a high-pointed corrugated iron roof and a low front verandah trimmed with iron lace and white lattice. A white picket fence bordered the grassy footpath next to the gravel road, and there was a woodshed out the back.

From an early age, there were signs that the Hinklers’ eldest son had an inventive turn of mind that must have distinguished him from the other boys in his North Bundaberg schoolyard. ‘He was always a boy for machinery, trying to make engines and boiler tubes,’ his mother would later tell the Brisbane Courier. ‘When he was 12 years old he installed electric lighting in every room [at Woodbine Villa]. He studied chemistry through his boyhood years. I can never forget the first time he tried it. He had four jars for the electric lighting, but they were not the right kind, and they were eaten away with the chemicals. He got others, and sent to Brisbane for globes, and he got some lovely ones.’1

In his mid teens, Hinkler began to cut snippets about aviation inventions and achievements from newspapers and magazines, and paste them into a school exercise book. Pride of place, across the two middle pages, went to a photo of Frenchman Louis Blériot’s monoplane making the first flight across the English Channel, in July 1909.

Like many of his generation, Bert Hinkler left school as soon as he could, at the age of fourteen, which would doubtless have helped the family’s stretched finances. He worked briefly as a newsboy at the local newspaper, then as a labourer at the nearby foundry, but his out-of-work hours were spent poring over aviation magazines and dreaming up ways of getting himself into the air. It was an obsession that was to dominate his life.

His first effort was not promising. Taking over the woodshed in the backyard, he developed what he called an ‘aviette’ – a pair of wings with arm sockets that slipped on like a coat. Once he’d donned the garment, young Sponny galloped flat out on his short legs across a paddock (possibly the foundry green near the family home), flapping his outstretched arms, hoping to generate enough lift to launch him into the air. If he didn’t actually fall flat on his face, his idea did – amid laughter from his mates – and he quickly discarded it.

He moved on to something he’d seen in the aviation magazines: a glider – not one of those paper planes that schoolboys launch behind the teacher’s back, or a flimsy balsa model with a wind-up propeller, but a full-size glider, one that might even carry a person through the air. Hinkler studied the drawings published in The Aero and similar magazines of the day, followed intently the movements of the slow-flapping flying foxes in the skies around his hometown, and lay for hours watching seagulls. ‘He would make little models with wire and string,’ his mother recalled, ‘and pull them to pieces, and put them together again in the backyard.’2

Among the birds, he particularly liked the grace and power of the ibis, the long-legged wading bird with white plumage and curved black bill that nested nearby in large colonies. He decided the only way to learn the secrets of their seemingly effortless flight was to study the birds close up. So, long before anyone worried much about conservation and the environment, young Bert used his catapult to knock a few out of the sky.

‘It seemed to me that the slower flying Ibis possessed all the secrets I needed and offered the safest line of research,’ he would later reason in his unpublished memoir, Eighteen Years of Flying: Dips into My Diary. ‘So [the] poor Ibis was stripped of everything but his chassis and wings, and was stretched out on a board to dry in the sub-tropical sun.’3

From the stiffened frame of the bird, Hinkler taught himself some of the rudiments of flight – ‘as one begins his alphabet’,4 he wrote afterwards. Already he was showing signs of the intense single-mindedness that became a hallmark of his life in aviation.

He was not alone in his experimentation. Leonardo da Vinci had designed his winged Ornithopter on paper back in the fifteenth century, but it wasn’t until the Montgolfier Brothers’ development of hot air balloons 300 years later that a person was actually carried into the air. The nineteenth century saw the successful launch in Australia of Lawrence Hargrave’s box kite, and a spate of international attempts to build large gliders of various sorts, including those by a German engineer, Otto Lilienthal. One commentator said that Lilienthal’s success in making more than 2000 sustained and replicable glider flights in the early 1890s moved the idea of developing heavier-than-air craft from the province of ‘dreamers and fools’5 to a serious possibility. It may also have helped inspire Hinkler’s boyhood experiments. Lilienthal died after a glider crash in 1896, but the Wright brothers readily acknowledged that his research and experiments on wing aerodynamics, published in Birdflight as the Basis of Aviation, helped them design the machine that amazed the world seven years later. In a parallel with Hinkler’s early experiments with ibis, Wilbur Wright recognised the significance of wing warping by watching buzzards correct their lateral balance.

Young Hinkler wasn’t fazed by the failures of these pioneers of flight, but stimulated by their successes. In 1911, the then eighteen-year-old enrolled in a correspondence course in aviation, and soon afterwards put together a full-size glider. His job at the local foundry gave him access to many of the materials he needed, and in his spare time he cast sockets for fitting the timber spars together, which were then covered in calico; the ‘dope’ needed to keep the calico taut he made from ordinary flour paste. Through trial and error, Hinkler and his mates – George Macklin, Charlie and Johnny Laffan, and Charlie Griffin – managed to launch his creation into the air at a nearby beach.

From Christmas 1911 onwards, Hinkler began work on a more substantial glider, putting the frame together under the mulberry tree in the backyard at Woodbine Villa. ‘It is easy to put more tail on a diving or wobbling kite, but this glider business was no child’s play,’ he observed later.6 His new craft measured 20 feet in length, and the front wing was 32 feet across. The undercarriage comprised two borrowed bicycle wheels. Bert recruited his brothers and sisters to help George, Charlie and the Laffan siblings in the support team, and with the aid of a horse and sulky, they trundled the contraption along the road to nearby Mon Repos Beach. Frances Hinkler, always one of her son’s biggest supporters, went along to oversee the operation.

Today Mon Repos Beach is best known as the site of a significant turtle rookery, but on that day, to the amusement of some of the locals, Hinkler and his team experimented with projecting the glider into the air, pulling it across the dunes with guy ropes. Sometimes the air caught under the bleached calico wings and the craft rose briefly above the sandhills, and their hopes rose with it; more often, it struggled for lift, or wobbled briefly in the air before thumping back down. The team persisted, though, with Hinkler making adjustment after adjustment until at last it stayed aloft. But would it carry a man?

Hinkler wanted to give it a go.

There was no seat on the glider, so he fitted a plank lengthways, shaped like an ironing board, and strapped himself to it, facedown. His feet controlled a rocking pedal for the steering and, like Orville Wright, he used hand-held levers to manipulate the elevators he hoped would help the glider rise smoothly into the air. In this case, being short and slim was an asset.

The youthful team waited for the wind to come from the desired direction, their hearts doubtless beating a little faster as they prepared to launch their brother and friend. When the wind was right, they strained on the tow ropes. Slowly the frail craft lifted as they hauled it forward, then the ropes pulled taut. The team let go.

Moments later, the glider soared 30 feet into the air over the sands of Mon Repos, as graceful as the ibis that had helped shape its design. Strapped to the plank, Hinkler worked frantically on the controls and managed to keep the contraption airborne for a short time before it floated back to earth, bouncing to a stop on its thin wheels. He was ecstatic.

The Bundaberg Mail called him ‘a local flying man’.7 This was the first of many mentions Bert Hinkler would receive in the newspapers of the world over the next twenty years, although he came to develop a love–hate relationship with the press. Typically, what he remembered most of the experience on Mon Repos Beach that day was what he learned about lift and load balance.

* * *

Hinkler’s success with the glider made him hanker to fly a powered aircraft. The only trouble was that there was no motor small enough to suit a glider, and he was sure no one in Australia at that time had an aeroplane engine anyway. Even if they had, how would he pay for it? He’d pasted an advertisement in his scrapbook for a British plane engine costing £125 – not the sort of money his family had readily available.

The first two powered aircraft in Australia – a Wright biplane and a Blériot monoplane – had arrived by ship in 1909. In December that year, George Taylor became the first Australian to make a ‘heavier than air’ flight, in a series of glider flights at Narrabeen, New South Wales.

During this period, there was a burst of aviation activity in the recently federated nation, including the establishment in Sydney of the Aerial League of Australia, in April 1909. The first powered flight in the country is thought to have taken place that December, in a Wright Flyer piloted by Colin Defries, who crashed after 100 metres at Sydney’s Victoria Park Racecourse – reportedly while trying to grab his hat as it blew off his head. Yet the Aerial League wouldn’t recognise Defries’ attempt as an authentic powered flight because, they said, the plane was not sufficiently controlled.

Sources differ, but the first recognised powered flight in Australia was made in March 1910 either by Bill Wittber or Fred Custance at Bolivar, north of Adelaide, or by the world-renowned escapologist Harry Houdini, while on tour in Australia with his celebrated act. At Diggers Rest, 30 kilometres north-west of Melbourne, Houdini almost clipped a gum tree as he lifted his Voisin biplane off the ground, but he managed to make a circle of the paddock before gracefully bringing the plane in to land.

The following year, the Aerial League of Australia awarded the nation’s first pilot’s licence to a Sydney dentist, William E. Hart, who shortly afterwards set up an aviation school at Penrith, New South Wales. Hart faced challenges unknown to modern-day pilots, including crash-landing on the railway line near Mount Druitt with an overweight pupil, and being forced to pay compensation to a dairy farmer who sued him for stampeding the herd when his plane passed over. On another occasion, Hart landed at the Sydney Showground after a flight from Penrith and found himself dodging poles and hopping the plane over signboards, ‘like a ride over hurdles’.8

To stimulate the local aviation industry, the Australian Government in 1910 offered £5000 for an Australian-made aircraft that could be used for military purposes. The successful machine had to fly at no less than 20 miles an hour, take off and land safely without special launching apparatus, and carry two people, along with enough fuel to allow it to remain aloft for at least five hours. Inventors from France, Britain, America, Switzerland and Russia, as well as Australia, rushed to submit designs. After considering the submissions, the government declined to award the prize because, it said, none of the designs was better than those being developed overseas. Taking their cue, in late 1910 the Blériot company in France sent Gaston Cugnet to demonstrate one of their aircraft in Australia, and the British and Colonial Aeroplane Company despatched Joe Hammond and two Bristol Box Kites for the same purpose.

It is very likely that if he’d had the money, young Bert Hinkler would have been one of the entrants for the government’s prize, but he was still in Bundaberg, by now working at the Millaquin sugar mill. His career direction was about to change, however, thanks to the arrival in Australia in 1912 of an American aviator, Arthur Burr (‘Wizard’) Stone.

Stone was one of an increasing number of fliers, often called ‘barnstormers’, who made a living by giving flying demonstrations, sometimes by competing in the air against a car around a racetrack, and drawing large crowds in the process. On occasions, these activities were supplemented with joy flights for paying passengers willing to take a chance in these new-fangled machines. And it was a chance – because the aircraft builders were still learning their trade, and the pilots were still learning how to control their pernickety charges, and crashes were common. In one incident, in November 1910, Gaston Cugnet reportedly hit a cow when landing his Blériot monoplane at Altona, near Melbourne. A month later, the same plane and pilot failed to clear a boundary fence on take-off at the Melbourne Cricket Ground and the aircraft ended up wrecked on a nearby tennis court.

Wizard Stone was a sort of early-days Evel Knievel, having already made a name for himself in the United States, first as a track cyclist, then a motorcycle track racer, and also as a motorcycle ‘Globe of Death’ rider. The latter involved Wizard riding inside a latticed steel cage, with his wife on the pillion, ‘at a speed which rendered them almost invisible to the audience’, according to a promotional leaflet.9 He claimed to be the third person in the world after Wilbur and Orville Wright to fly a powered aircraft, and had been a test pilot in America, where he once fell from a plane into a lake from 600 feet.

In June 1912, Stone challenged dentist Hart to Australia’s first air race, from Ascot in southern Sydney to Parramatta and return. Local knowledge prevailed when Stone lost his way and was forced to land. At the time, Hart held the Australian record for a long-distance flight – 47 miles, which he covered in fifty-five minutes. It was hardly a long flight in today’s terms, but a significant feat in the days of unreliable aeroplanes and trial-and-error flying. In the previous sixteen years, almost 150 pilots or would-be pilots across the world had died, and 200 were injured. Those figures were to look miniscule just a couple of years later, when opposing pilots scrambled to knock each other out of the sky in the fierce battles of World War I.

In 1912, however, Australia was hardly prepared for war, let alone an aerial one, although the government’s recent attempt to stimulate the local industry showed that it was at least aware of the deficiency. There were calls for Australia to be defended by a fleet of planes, with airstrips built at intervals along the national coastline – ‘At least one thousand military aeroplanes could be equipped for practically the cost of one battleship,’ one proponent claimed.10 And this was a long time before Australia had a border protection policy.

Under pressure from the Aerial League, and after a visit in 1911 by Australia’s Minister for Defence, Senator George Pearce, to the British aviation training facility at Brooklands, in the south of England, the federal government decided to establish a flying school within the Defence Department. The first course began in August 1914. This was the beginning of the Australian Flying Corps, which would later become the Royal Australian Air Force.

One army pilot’s account of his early training underlines the primitiveness of both the machines and the instruction: ‘The pupil leaned over and placed his hand over the instructor’s on the top of the control column to feel how the plane moved up and down and balanced sideways. The horizon was our only guide as to whether we were flying straight and level or going up and down. We had no instruments to fly by, not even a compass, so we never went out of sight of the aerodrome.’11

For Hinkler, these developments were still to come, however, as he laboured away at the Millaquin sugar mill in Bundaberg. The highlight so far in 1912 had been the April launch of his glider, but, as he recorded later in Eighteen Years of Flying, ‘It was not the kind of flight to which my mind aspired.’12 He had been reading about international aviation pioneers such as A.V. Roe from Britain, the British pilot Gustav Hamel (who famously looped the loop fourteen times in the sky above King George V), and the Frenchman Henri Farman, ‘all of whom had more than floated on air – they had been propelled through it,’ Hinkler said, and nothing less would satisfy him. Given that the only planes he had seen to that time had been in magazines and newspapers, however, his prospects of going aloft in one seemed rather slim. ‘I resigned myself to patience,’ he said later, ‘till resources and opportunity joined hands.’13 That convergence would not be long in coming.


CHAPTER 2

The birdman and the Wizard

Two weeks before that Sydney air race with William Hart, Arthur Burr Stone had toured Queensland coastal towns as part of an entertainment troupe sponsored by a theatre entrepreneur, Philip Lytton. One of the stopover towns was Bundaberg, and it was there, in May 1912, that Stone lit the fuse that launched Bert Hinkler’s aviation career.

After completing the midday to 8 pm shift at the Millaquin Sugar Mill, Hinkler led his mother Frances, brother George and sister Mayme past the band playing outside the theatre and along to the marquee where Stone’s Blériot was on display. Excitedly he paid for the four tickets and led the group inside. It was the first time any of the Hinklers, along with most of the sugar town’s 3000 residents, had ever seen an aeroplane.

No doubt Hinkler could feel his heart pattering. After all that reading, all that experimentation with gliders, here was a real flying machine with its own engine, and a proper seat for the pilot. The sort that Louis Blériot had flown across the Channel. The crowd around Hinkler must have blurred into the background as he imagined himself in the cockpit.

When Bert came back to reality, Wizard Stone himself had appeared. Urged on by his mother, Hinkler self-consciously introduced himself and told Stone about the gliders he’d built. Realising Hinkler had a genuine interest in aviation and not just in the novelty of flying machines, Stone told the young Queenslander about the occasional instability of the Blériot caused by a problem with its wings.

The nineteen-year-old’s eyes lit up. He knew how to fix the problem because only recently he’d been reading about it in an issue of his precious Flight magazine. Taking a deep breath, he nervously told Wizard of a report from England that the top wire stays for the wings needed to be almost as strong as the lower ones.

Stone, the experienced pilot and world traveller, looked the diminutive teenager up and down – at little over 5 feet 3 inches in height, Hinkler could never have been the most imposing of sights. No doubt Stone was wondering whether he should take notice of someone who until then had never seen a plane, let alone flown in one. But what did he have to lose? Next day, the American did as Hinkler suggested, and the problem was solved.

Impressed by the young man’s technical knowledge and the fact that he had built two gliders (Bert probably didn’t mention the aviette), Stone asked him if he’d be interested in travelling with him as his mechanic. ‘It was as if heaven had opened its gates,’ Hinkler later wrote.1 For over five years he’d been teaching himself about the theory of aviation, and had applied it to his gliders. Arthur Burr Stone promised the next, and most exciting step: the chance to experience powered flight.

His mother wasn’t as keen; she was happy to support her eldest son when he was building gliders to fly over the local beach, but wasn’t so sure about his moving away to become involved in what she regarded as an unpredictable and often dangerous pursuit. For Hinkler, it was too good an opportunity to miss, however.

* * *

There seems to have been some uncertainty about when the mechanic’s position with Wizard Stone would eventuate, so Hinkler initially headed to Brisbane, armed with references from leading Bundaberg citizens. He’d heard about the plan to form an Australian Army Aviation Corps and applied to join, complete with a recommendation from the commandant at Brisbane’s Victoria Barracks. However, Cyril Brudenell Bingham White, the army’s Director of Military Operations, said in reply that such a corps was only under consideration, and the regulations still had to be drafted. Notice of the corps’ establishment would appear in the press, he added, and Mr Hinkler was welcome to apply then.

Mr Hinkler decided instead to take a job as a plumber’s assistant with the Metropolitan Water Supply and Sewerage Board. He also joined the Queensland branch of the Aerial League of Australia.

Hinkler’s move to Brisbane gave him an opportunity to see his future employer in action. A few days after their Bundaberg meeting, Wizard Stone was racing his plane against a car at Rockhampton’s Callaghan Park racecourse when the Blériot plunged into a nearby cricket field. Stone managed to leap out before the crash, but the plane was extensively damaged and he was forced to cancel a performance in Brisbane planned for 6 June. The event was rescheduled for 6 July, and Hinkler was no doubt among the thousands of spectators at Brisbane’s Exhibition Oval that day to see what the promoter promised would be ‘sensational aerial manoeuvres’ from the ‘greatest of American Aviators’.2 Stone thrilled the crowd with his flying but found the Exhibition ground too tight when he attempted to land afterwards. Coming in at a steep angle, the Blériot hit the ground hard, a wheel broke off, the propeller ploughed into the earth and the plane tipped on to its back. Stone staggered out, but sustained no serious injuries.

This was Hinkler’s first experience of an aircraft crash at close hand, but one which he would become used to when he later started working with Stone. ‘Aviation technique had not, on those days, reached its present pitch of perfection,’ he later wrote in Eighteen Years of Flying, ‘and my American idol had more than his share of ill luck.’3

For the moment, Hinkler stayed at his Brisbane job, and in August accepted an invitation to exhibit his second glider (described in the Brisbane Courier as ‘an excellent specimen of workmanship’4) in the Aviation Court at the 1912 Brisbane Exhibition (the ‘Ekka’), a state agricultural show. In the same week the Ekka was on, Wizard Stone came to Brisbane again, pitting his Blériot in a race against a Cadillac at Eagle Farm Racecourse. After almost two hours delay while the aircraft had starting problems, the car and plane unexpectedly went in opposite directions around the track. Although it was more a demonstration than a race, the crowd reckoned the admission price was worth it. There seems little doubt that Hinkler would have again been amongst the estimated 10,000 spectators. However, his days as a plumber’s assistant were numbered. Two months later, he resigned from his Brisbane job, and headed to Melbourne to join Stone as a mechanic.

In those days there was hardly a dedicated airstrip in the country, so Stone had arranged to use the Melbourne Cricket Ground for his demonstration flights. The field that had already been a sporting venue for fifty years, and was to become an iconic site in Australian sport, was not a place of glory for Wizard Stone on this occasion. It was not ‘Up there, Cazaly’, in the manner of the football star who would later delight the fans, but a series of minor crashes as the American pilot struggled to keep his machine aloft.

Hinkler was kept busy continually rebuilding the plane. Rather than finding this dispiriting, the mechanic revelled in the challenge. ‘The experience I gained then, with no specialised equipment, was of immense value to me,’ he recalled later. ‘How happy I was to find, in stripping the disabled Blériot, that my earlier ideas of construction in building my gliders had not been a serious departure from text-book rules.’5 The experience forged a self-belief in Hinkler regarding his abilities as a mechanic and engineer that he took with him wherever he went. That self-belief and his strong determination to succeed were put to the test during his next trip with Arthur Burr Stone, to New Zealand, beginning in April 1913.

Their first engagement was at Auckland’s Domain, where 11,000 people had paid to see Wizard’s exploits, with reportedly a further 30,000 watching from outside the grounds. Paying customers and freeloaders alike were none too pleased when the aircraft made a forced landing after 400 yards and couldn’t be repaired in time for another flight that day. The crowd rioted, and troops were called in to control the aggrieved mob.

Despite the hubbub, Hinkler wrote to his mother that he was ‘having a lovely time’, although he did have to sleep in the tent with the plane. He was learning a lot, he said, ‘especially my way about the world’. Frances Hinkler was still not keen on his choice of career, and Bert assured her that Stone was the one doing all the flying. But her eldest son’s ambition was clear: ‘Hope Papa is still doing well and is pleased with my progress even though I’m not quite an aviator yet.’6 He began to save towards his goal.

Undeterred by the experience at the Domain, Stone had found an Australian sponsor, Percy Cornwall, and a race was set up between Cornwall’s racing car and the Blériot monoplane at Auckland’s Alexandra Park Racecourse. In preparation for the big event, Cornwall wanted to know how fast he could take the bends on the track, and headed off on a practice run, Hinkler beside him with stopwatch in hand. Down the straight they roared, and into the first turn. As they rounded the bend at high speed, a tyre burst – the car skidded across the track and ploughed into the outside fence, scattering the rails. Hinkler was pulled from the wreck unconscious and rushed to hospital.

His left arm was almost severed at the shoulder, and there was talk of amputation. Good surgery and his own determination saved the limb, however, and just over a month later he rejoined Stone at Napier, on the east coast of New Zealand’s North Island. Hinkler told his mother he was ‘all strong and only for the mark on my arm would hardly feel anything had happened’. And his ambitions had only hardened: ‘I am sure even after all my experience with Stone that I was on the right track with proper ideas and if I had enough money, I could have turned out an aeroplane as successful as any of the present day.’7

He was also keener than ever to qualify for his pilot’s licence. Getting his mother on side was part of the plan. In the same letter from Napier, on 1 June, he hoped that ‘your opinion has altered and you think aeroplanes can be handled in a safe way’.

What happened next was unlikely to have reassured her. Stone crashed the plane into a bank of willows at Napier, breaking his collarbone. Planned visits to Hastings and Wanganui were cancelled. This time there was no wizardry for pilot or mechanic, and they headed back to Australia, carrying a loss of £600 and damage to both aircraft and pilot.

Back in Sydney, Hinkler declared himself ‘stoney-broke’ but hopeful of four weeks’ back pay. There was talk of rebuilding the Blériot and touring Western Australia, but Hinkler decided that the prospects of such a venture were slim, and he and Wizard agreed to part company. In a letter to his parents he made a half-hearted suggestion that he could come home for the cane crushing if needed – ‘but I hardly fancy it’.8

He did make a brief visit to Bundaberg, but his mind was elsewhere, and he returned to Sydney to take up a job in the second half of 1913 at William E. Hart’s new aeroplane works at Penrith. ‘I was happy enough at work,’ he later recalled, ‘and never abandoned the hope that somebody would finance my desire to build an aeroplane of new type embodying the principles I had worked out in my glider, and others born of experience with the Blériot and Stone.’9 It was a dream he never let go.

* * *

By this time, ten years after the Kitty Hawk lift-off, more than 2000 people across the world had some claim to calling themselves aviators. Planes could travel at over 125 miles an hour over distances exceeding 600 miles, and climb to 20,000 feet. Despite the numerous accidents, injuries and deaths, the appeal of flying was too compelling to resist, especially for those who, like Bert Hinkler, had already had a taste of it.

Much of the aviation development in the early years of the twentieth century took place in Europe, particularly in Germany, as well as in France, where pilots such as Louis Blériot, Gabriel Voisin and brothers Gaston and René Caudron thrilled the world with their spectacular feats. In 1913, Frenchman Roland Garros flew nonstop across the Mediterranean. English aviation gradually began to make a name for itself through the emergence of manufacturing companies such as Avro, Handley Page, Sopwith and Bristol – names that soon gained international renown. As a result, Britain became a magnet for Hinkler.

He didn’t have enough money for the fare on a passenger liner, so he and Charlie Laffan, who’d helped Bert launch his gliders at Mon Repos Beach, decided they’d work their passage across. The first available ship, leaving in early January 1914, was a German tramp steamer, the SS Alrich, bound for Hamburg; if they could get that far, the two Queenslanders reasoned, it would be easy enough to make their way to England. Laffan already had experience as a fireman, but the ship’s captain was reluctant to employ the short-of-stature Hinkler, until Charlie eventually convinced the skipper to take him too.

Hinkler had turned twenty-one in December. He didn’t know it, but he’d now lived more than half his life. Even as he shovelled coal into the Alrich’s furnace, there were smouldering embers of ambition and discontent across Europe that would soon flare into the conflagration of World War I, a development that was to have immediate and significant consequences for the birdman from Bundaberg.


CHAPTER 3

Disturbing the air, Huns and other insects

After arriving in Hamburg a few weeks into 1914, Hinkler and Laffan made their way to the fishing port of Grimsby, on the north-east coast of England, reportedly with £2 between them. While Hinkler headed to London, Laffan was supposed to wait for him in Liverpool, but Charlie stayed in the Old Dart less than three days before boarding a ship back to Australia.

In London, Hinkler soon ferreted out a flying school, but his hopes of a quick route to his pilot’s licence were dashed when he learnt the application fee: a steep £75. In dire need of funds, he secured a job with Sopwith Aviation at Kingston-upon-Thames in Surrey, to the south-west of the capital. The company had been founded in June 1912 by Tommy (later Sir Thomas) Sopwith, who was only a few years older than Hinkler, but a lot richer. Hinkler later explained how he’d gone about gaining employment at the Canbury Park Road site: ‘I prowled around the drome at Kingston, sticky-beaking into this, that and the other, until at last Tom Sopwith realised that it would be less trouble to find me a job in the factory than to hunt me off the premises day after day.’1

Hinkler earnestly told his parents that he’d be learning a trade he could use in Australia, even if he didn’t learn to fly. ‘It was only a position on the bench,’ he admitted later, ‘but I was among airmen and aeroplanes – that was sufficient.’2 For the moment at least. Dreams of becoming a pilot and building his own plane were still bubbling in his head.

And it wasn’t all work. Hinkler went to watch the Grand National steeplechase at Liverpool’s Aintree Racecourse, where he was impressed by the size of the crowd – ‘I don’t know how many Bundabergs it takes to equal it,’ he enthused in a letter home on 29 March. He was entertained too by the acts at the music halls, where ‘the turns are about the same as Australia, but the theatres are fitted up properly nice and of course much larger’. In the same letter, he told his parents there hadn’t been any more snow since his arrival in London, but he’d noticed it seemed to rain ‘whenever it liked, not like in the land of the kangaroo where it gets hot and thunders for a day or two ahead’.3

Johnny Laffan, brother of Charlie, was on hand now to provide some company for Hinkler, having departed from Australia a week later than the other two. After a trip with Johnny to the seaside town of Brighton in Sussex, Hinkler told his mother that there was nothing much happening in the place while they were there, but he’d heard it was a different story in summer.

That particular summer, however, the threat of war overshadowed the pleasures of Brighton’s grand ballroom and the attractions of holiday destinations across Europe. The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria and his wife in Sarajevo in June 1914 was the trigger for a spate of military incursions that led to Britain declaring war on Germany and Austria-Hungary on 4 August.

Hinkler saw his chance, and in early September joined the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) in Britain as volunteer number 318, destined, he wrote later, ‘to get far more flying experience than I had ever thought possible’.4 His official service record listed him as 5 feet 3½ inches (1.61 metres) tall, with dark brown hair and grey eyes, and a scar on his left shoulder, the latter a legacy of his car crash in Auckland the year before.

The Royal Naval Air Service, previously the Naval Wing of the Royal Flying Corps (RFC), was formed in July 1914 with a fleet of seventy-eight aircraft. With the support of the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, the RNAS developed an offensive capability for the navy, while the Military Wing of the RFC concentrated on a reconnaissance role for the army. During the war, the Central Flying School at Upavon, Wiltshire, trained pilots and other aviation personnel from both the navy and the army.

As much as he enjoyed the training, Hinkler was surprised at being lined up and marched into class like a schoolboy. During his time at Upavon, he added a poignant note at the end of a letter, written to his mother in October 1914: ‘Love to all and tell Pop he has not written me a line all the time I’ve been away, so I expect he doesn’t care much.’5 From the evidence available, it’s difficult to comment on the nature of the relationship between John Hinkler and his eldest son. It is revealing that the correspondence between Bert and his family was mainly between him and his mother, Frances, and occasionally with his sisters, Mayme and Queenie.

* * *

Hinkler was initially classed as a leading mechanic/erector, and by the spring of 1915, he was training as an observer at Whitley Bay, in the north-eastern county of Northumberland. This involved accompanying a pilot in a two-seater plane and sketching the positions of trenches and other fortifications, which he found tricky even when not under battle conditions: ‘Fair dincum it’s fairly difficult at first, sketching from 5000 ft or so, but I am gradually acquiring this new art, and am beginning to fancy myself quite expert already.’6

They were long days – rising at 4.30 am for a morning patrol flight, followed by a full day’s activities and an evening patrol. By the time the aircraft were fuelled, cleaned down and housed, it was close to 8 pm. Hinkler was an enthusiastic trainee, however, and in August was promoted to Petty Officer Mechanic.

Reminders of the fragility of their aircraft and their lives were never far away. One misty day, Hinkler and the pilot were returning to their base after a two-hour training flight when the motor failed, and the plane rapidly lost height. The pilot managed to put the aircraft into a glide towards the airstrip, but as he came in through a layer of fog to land, a high hedge loomed in front of them, and he was forced to quickly lift the nose. The plane immediately lost flying speed and plunged towards the ground.

Helpless in the front cockpit, Hinkler could do nothing but wait for the impact. ‘Oh, those few moments were terrible,’ he recalled in another letter home, ‘and when the crash did come, the sudden stoppage was awful.’ The undercarriage was ripped away, and the plane’s nose buried itself in the earth. Hinkler was thrown forward, as bits of broken propeller and wood flew in all directions. Fortunately, both he and the pilot escaped with nothing more than a few scratches.

Hinkler saw the incident as simply an occupational hazard. ‘Still of course in these days of war and strife, that is only a mere detail,’ his letter continued, ‘and will not hinder yours truly in the least from his ambition in the art of aviation.’ He must have realised then how his mother might react to his account of the crash, judging by the addition of what he no doubt hoped was a reassurance: ‘Now, please Mum, don’t worry over the events I have chronicled this time, or I’ll be sorry I have written too much about trifles. As I said at the beginning of this, all is well so that’s good enough for anything.’7

It’s hard to imagine that his words were enough to placate an anxious mother. By this time, his brother Jack, aged eighteen years and one month, had joined the Australian Army, so Frances Hinkler had two boys in the services to worry about.

* * *

On completion of his initial training, Hinkler was posted to the RNAS depot at White City, west London. In the early months of 1916 he was kept busy with squad drill and learning about air warfare. When he had a half day’s leave, he sometimes visited Charles Grey, the former editor of the penny weekly aviation paper, The Aero, that Hinkler had subscribed to as a boy. Grey was now editor of The Aeroplane magazine, and Hinkler talked to him about ideas he had for inventions that might support the war effort.

One of his inventions was a dual control mechanism that allowed the gunner to take control of a plane if the pilot was put out of action. This notion impressed the authorities sufficiently for them to give Hinkler access to workshops and materials, making him ‘as happy as a dog with two tails’8 and bringing back memories of his days under the mulberry tree in the backyard at Bundaberg.

Although he didn’t expect to get much for his invention, being an RNAS serviceman, neither did he plan to give it away for a pittance. ‘Rest assured,’ he wrote to his mother, ‘your noble son has an eye to business as well as a heart for aviation.’9 Even before the war ended, Hinkler applied for patents for the dual-control mechanism, in Canada as well as the United States, but he doesn’t seem to have ever made money from it.

He also devised a lightweight improvement of an attachment to carry a plane’s bomb-dropping equipment, a design that was passed on to the Admiralty, and Hinkler claimed he subsequently saw the same principle used throughout the service.

More bizarre was his idea for helping pilots unable to find their way back to their airfield after night-time skirmishes with Zeppelins – the inflated airships the Germans propelled silently across the Channel to bomb British cities in the middle years of the war. In March, Hinkler had explained his concept in yet another letter to the family:



By my procedure the observer leaves the aeroplane per parachute, and on the way down fires special illuminated lights, which lighten up the country for miles, and so he can pick out the nearest and most suitable open field, and on reaching earth, he makes for it with all possible speed, and by the aid of a number of torches, which we have in use, he lights them and dots them round the border of the field, and the pilot is able to judge and land in the middle. Now isn’t that some stunt?





To Hinkler’s surprise, this particular ‘stunt’ had not been taken up, and he lamented to his mother: ‘As I have often told you before, such progressive improvements when worked out by those in such a humble position as myself, generally receive no encouragement whatsoever.’10

* * *

In June 1916, Hinkler graduated from the RNAS air gunnery school at White City, and did so well he was recommended as a gunnery instructor, once he’d had more experience. This would have meant staying at the depot, however, and he was keen to complete his airborne gunnery practice at the Royal Naval Air Station at Eastchurch in Kent, because he knew that meant a greater chance of being sent to the war zone.

Shortly afterwards, he completed all the requirements, and to his delight was posted as a gunner (or, more correctly, gunlayer) to No. 3 Wing RNAS, based at Luxeuil-les-Bains near the town of Nancy in north-east France, not far from the German border. No. 3 Wing had been set up in June 1916 as part of a Franco–British force tasked with attacking industrial complexes around Essen and Dusseldorf in the western part of Germany. Some two years after he’d enlisted, Bert Hinkler was finally at war.
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