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About the cover illustrations:


The front cover illustration is one of four paintings by Don Stephens commissioned by Defence Public Relations for the 1982 Defence calendar. The work is based on the photograph (above) taken of eight members of 10 Squadron Crew 6 on 13 August 1981. Those photographed are (L - R): Nev Kerr, Ian Pearson, Steve Byrnes, Kevin Baff, Neil Flowerdew (RAF), Warren Wilkinson, Al Hennessy and Harry Paterson.


The rear cover shows the badges of RAAF Edinburgh, 92 Wing and the squadrons which comprised 92 Wing. Maritime Patrol Group and the Maritime Analysis and Training Squadron did not have their own badge.
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For those who flew the Royal Australian Air Force’s P-3 Orions 

and the many who supported them so well.
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Air Vice-Marshal T.W. O’Brien, AO, AFC (Ret’d)




Air Vice-Marshal Tom O’Brien, a pilot, age-retired in February 1996 from the appointment of Air Officer Commanding Logistics Command of the Air Force, after 39 years service in the Royal Australian Air Force.


During his career, the Air Marshal accumulated some eight thousand flying hours in twenty-six aircraft types and held command at each rank level from squadron leader to air vice-marshal.


Highpoints of his career were a two-year operational staff exchange appointment with the United States Navy in California, three years at the Naval Air Station in Nowra, and appointments as Chief of Staff at the RAAF Air Headquarters, Deputy Maritime Commander-Australia and Deputy Chief of Air Staff. He was responsible for the planning and conduct of the Bicentennial Air Show and the ‘200 Aircraft’ Flypast over Sydney Harbour.


In the maritime surveillance community, he served as flight, squadron, wing and group commander. He flew the P2V-5 (P-2E) aircraft and all variants of the P-3 Orion as command, demonstration pilot and operational flying instructor.


As a flying instructor, he taught basic and advanced pilot training in Winjeel, Vampire and Macchi MB-326H aircraft, and served in a teach-the-teacher role at Central Flying School at East Sale for three years, including as flight commander. During this tour he flew the number three position in the Telstar Formation Aerobatic team on both Vampire and Macchi aircraft.


Since retiring he has retained close ties with the contemporary military through the Maritime Squadrons Association, and his three sons who serve as a wing commander Intelligence Officer, as Joint and Air Knowledge Management Officer in Capability Acquisition and Sustainment Group, and as an Army major at the Australian Defence Force Warfare Training Centre.
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Tom O’Brien and MATS aircrew staff, January 1979. Standing, left to right: Nev Peterkin, Alex Taylor, Peter Gilvarry, Graham Barlow, Keith Turrell, Steve White, Chris Stunden, Greg ‘Wal’ Milliner, Tony Hannam, Chris Best, Bob Hudson, Andy Maitland. Seated, left to right: Steve Gray, Graham McCloy, Rick Jones, Tom O’Brien, Peter Ware, Dave Maxwell, Dick Wills. (Source: RAAF)




Foreword




As Cold War Warriors goes to print, progressively improved variants of the P-3 Orion have flown for fifty-three years of uninterrupted service with the Royal Australian Air Force. Although the sight of P-3s in the skies near their base at RAAF Edinburgh, and the distinctive sound of their four Allison turbo-prop engines have become comfortably familiar over those years, the acquisition of these aircraft was never certain. After a ‘false start’ in 1959, the first Orions, P-3Bs, were delivered to 11 Squadron from January 1968. Subsequently, two tranches of P-3Cs and later, four second-hand P-3Bs were delivered to the RAAF.


Along with the various intrigues that preceded the acquisition of the aircraft, Cold War Warriors provides the historical context against which the RAAF’s P-3 Orions operated. While selected primarily to counter the growing Cold War threat posed by Soviet submarine and surface vessel activity, the P-3 Orion quickly proved itself equally adept in the broad range of activities undertaken during the period covered by this well-researched book.


From the ‘real world’ operations associated with monitoring the movements of Soviet submarines, both close to home and in the deep oceans halfway across the world; to gathering intelligence from, and monitoring, a range of targets; to practising such war roles as maritime strike and anti-submarine warfare; much of the activity undertaken by the RAAF’s P-3 Orions has occurred far from their base, and without fanfare. Even the aircraft’s more public roles, such as search and rescue, have largely occurred unheralded or even unnoticed. The aircraft, their crews, both in the air and on the ground, have truly been quiet achievers.


Now, with the benefit of access to recently declassified documents, Cold War Warriors is able to shine a long overdue light on some of the activities of the RAAF’s P-3s during the period from 1968 to 1991, the final years of the Cold War, from the exhilaration of detecting, accurately locating and then tracking deeply submerged submarines; locating and sustaining shipwrecked sailors; to the crushing lows of losing mates.


Along with his years of experience with RAAF maritime flying, for which his passion is clearly evident, and extensive subject matter knowledge, the author, Air Commodore Ian Pearson, is very well qualified to tell the story that unfolds in the following pages. Drawing on a great array of research sources, he has included historical narrative to provide context to the evolving roles of the aircraft, described a cross-section of the innumerable P-3 sorties flown, and sympathetically interwoven the recollections of many of those who participated in the events described in the book. These personal tales provide an authenticity to the story, enhancing the narrative and often adding great humour to what was usually a fairly serious business, fraught with the dangers associated with the hostile environment, often exceptionally long flying days, and the reaction from the target of the P-3’s investigations.


As the first book to be written about RAAF P-3 operations, Cold War Warriors certainly does justice to those who served on those operations—and to those who supported them—throughout the latter days of the Cold War. In revealing those operations, Cold War Warriors has opened the door to disclosing the broader story of more than half a century of RAAF P-3 service. I both commend Cold War Warriors to you and look forward to further publications that continue the story from the excellent start this book has provided.



Air Vice-Marshal Tom O’Brien, AO, AFC, (Ret’d) 
Founding Commander, Maritime Patrol Group 
Former Deputy Chief of the Air Staff




Author’s preface


Cold War Warriors tells the story of the operations conducted by Royal Australian Air Force P-3 Orions from 1968 to 1991, the final years of the Cold War. It seeks to do so in the context of unfolding events both nationally and internationally, as well as more local happenings associated with the Royal Australian Air Force, the units that operated the aircraft, and the people who flew on the aircraft or supported their operations.


Inevitably, noting the focus on flying operations, much of the story is centred on the aircrew involved, and, indeed, much of the story is told by aircrew members, in their words. This is not to diminish in any way the enormous contribution to the operations by the many involved in the maintenance of the aircraft, and the training of aircrew and engineering staff. Without them, and the other invaluable support on the ground from intelligence, operations, logistics, and administrative staff, the flying operations simply would not have occurred.


The contributions from, and assistance by many have made this book possible. I acknowledge those contributions, in particular the recollections provided in correspondence and interviews by those listed in the bibliography. I also acknowledge the material assistance provided by Air Commodore John Meier, Director-General History and Heritage - Air Force and his team, particularly Group Captain David Fredericks; Mr Denny Neave and his team at Big Sky Publishing; for her magnificent artwork, Juanita Franzi; and the RAAF’s Air and Space Power Centre, especially former staff member Sandra Finney. I especially wish to acknowledge the access provided to the Air Force’s holdings of research materials, particularly the declassified unit history records of the RAAF’s operational units and higher-level committee meetings.


Beyond that I wish to acknowledge the assistance provided by Air Vice-Marshal Tom O’Brien, Air Commodore Bob Laing (both former maritime commanding officers and Commanders of Maritime Patrol Group), Group Captain Allan Crowe, both a former maritime squadron commander and Officer Commanding No 92 Wing, and Squadron Leader Andy Maitland, former Officer Commanding No 92 Wing Detachment A (Butterworth, Malaysia). Each of these subject matter experts read the final draft of Cold War Warriors and provided invaluable advice.


I thank Air Vice-Marshal O’Brien for providing the foreword to this book. Greatly respected in the maritime flying community, Tom O’Brien served throughout the period covered by this book as a very experienced maritime pilot, qualified flying instructor, Commanding Officer Maritime Analysis and Training Squadron, Officer Commanding No 92 Wing and the inaugural Commander Maritime Patrol Group. Importantly, he has been a great advocate for the P-3 Orion, particularly when there was a possibility that, without such champions as him and Air Commodore Geoff Michael, different procurement outcomes may have eventuated.


Throughout the process of producing this book I also received great assistance from many others, most notably the late Air Commodore ‘Tom’ Trinder; ever helpful and highly knowledgeable Lockheed field service representative, Jack Miller; Air Vice-Marshal Ken Watson; Wing Commanders Leigh Collins and Bob Grey; a succession of commanders at 92 Wing, Nos 10, 11 and 292 Squadrons, No 92 Wing Detachment A and their unit members; and for his invaluable legal advice: pilot, engineer and lawyer, Squadron Leader Tim Jay. Noted authors, Dr Alan Stephens, Dr Mark Lax and Group Captain Doug Hurst have also provided very helpful advice during the process of researching and writing this book. Those not mentioned above are likely acknowledged in the list of correspondence, interviews and image sources contained in the bibliography. I apologise for any omissions in those lists. Meanwhile, special mention should also be made of the treasure trove of RAAF P-3 memorabilia gathered by Allan and Barb Crowe during the P-3B pickup in particular, and generously made available to me during my research for this book. Similarly, my sincere thanks to Kevin Baff for his contributions. As a meticulous record keeper and historian of note, Kevin not only provided a copy of the photograph of 10 Squadron Crew 6 that appears inside the front cover of this book, but also two copies of the calendar that used the resulting painting.


References to individual sorties extracted from squadron unit history records (from which much of this history is drawn) usually record the crew number and the aircraft captain’s name. Hence, the likelihood throughout this book that the person most often associated with a given sortie is the aircraft captain, one of the pilots flying on that aircraft. However, just as those involved in the breadth of P-3 operations extended beyond aircrew members, those aboard RAAF P-3s during their operations extended beyond the pilot cited in the unit histories.


Special mention should also be made of the efforts of generations of junior officers tasked with the much-avoided unit history officer ‘secondary duty’. Their (usually unheralded) efforts provided much of the skeleton upon which this book has been developed. In this regard, Andy Maitland deserves further recognition for his efforts in retrospectively generating the unit history for the earliest years of No 92 Wing Detachment A—a task that had been overlooked prior to his arrival at Butterworth.


Particular mention is much deserved by Dr Gail Greig, who meticulously edited my manuscript, identifying reader-unfriendly typographical errors made by me, and very importantly, making critical suggestions to enhance the readability of this book by an audience less familiar with RAAF P-3 operations. I also thank Andy Wright for adding the final polish and ensuring my compliance with the style manual. Despite their sterling efforts, any errors that do remain are mine.


Finally, I must acknowledge the outstanding support I have received on the home front from my wife Megan, a former RAAF Nursing Officer, and daughter Claire, currently serving as an RAAF Intelligence Officer. Both understood my great desire to place on record an accurate account of RAAF maritime operations for the period covered by Cold War Warriors. This work could not have been accomplished without their unwavering encouragement and support.


I trust readers both enjoy and learn from Cold War Warriors. In particular, I hope the book recalls memories, both happy and sad, of the hours spent flying our P-3s and supporting them on the ground; and of those we served with, many of whom, sadly, are no longer with us. I also hope that, when possible, the supporting historical narrative contained in this book will give context to the operational activities of the RAAF P-3 fleet during the period 1968 to 1991, making sense of why we were doing what we did during those years. At the very least, I hope that Cold War Warriors provides a fair record of the magnificent achievements of the RAAF P-3 fleet, those who flew the aircraft, and the very many who supported them so well.




Glossary








	1OSU

	Number 1 Operation Support Unit





	AA

	Anti-aircraft





	AAFTS

	Airman Aircrew Flying Training School





	ACIFU

	Acoustic Interface Unit





	Acint

	Acoustic Intelligence





	ADEX

	Air Defence Exercise





	ADF

	Australian Defence Force





	ADIZ

	Air Defence Identification Zone





	AEA

	Airborne Electronic Analyst





	AEO

	Air Electronic Officer





	AEST

	Australian Eastern Standard Time





	AFB

	(United States) Air Force Base





	AFP

	Australian Federal Police





	AFSR

	Air Force Staff Requirement





	AFZ

	Australian Fisheries Zone





	AGI

	Auxiliary Gatherer of Intelligence





	AHQ

	Air Headquarters (Glenbrook, NSW)





	AM

	Amplitude Modulation





	AJASS

	Australian Joint Anti-Submarine School





	AMSA

	Australian Maritime Safety Authority





	AMSCA

	Australian Maritime Safety and Coastwatch Agency





	ANCP

	Accountable Non-Cryptographic Publication





	ANZAM

	Anglo-New Zealand-Australia-Malaya pact





	ANZUS

	Australia, New Zealand, United States treaty





	AOCC

	Area Operations Communications Centre





	AOCS

	Area Operations Communications System





	AOC

	Air Officer Commanding





	AOCOC

	Air Officer Commanding Operational Command





	AOR

	Air Occurrence Report





	APU

	Auxiliary Power Unit





	AQS-901

	Acoustic processing computer on the P-3C





	ARDU

	Aircraft Research and Development Unit





	ASI

	Air Staff Instruction (or, if in context, Air Speed Indicator)





	ASIO

	Australian Security Intelligence Organisation





	ASOR

	Aviation Safety Occurrence Report





	ASRK

	Air-Sea Rescue Kit





	ASW

	Anti-Submarine Warfare





	ATTU

	Air Transportable Telecommunications Unit





	AUSTEO

	Australian Eyes Only — a security caveat





	AVTUR

	Aviation Turbine fuel — jet fuel





	AWA

	Amalgamated Wireless (Australia)





	AWADI

	AWA Defence Industries Pty Ltd





	AWST

	Australian Western Standard Time





	BARSTUR

	Barking Sands Tactical Underwater Range





	BARRA

	Beamed Array Analysis





	BCF (fire extinguisher)

	Bromochlorodifluoromethane





	BITRE

	The Bureau of Infrastructure, Transport and Regional Economics





	Bograt/boggy

	Pejorative term for an (inexperienced) junior officer





	Bommie

	(Column-shaped) outcrop of coral reef





	BOR

	(Russian) Bespilotnyi Orbital’nyi Raketoplan = ‘Unpiloted Orbital Rocketplane’





	Bug smasher

	Pejorative term for a light aircraft





	BZ

	Bravo Zulu — well done





	BuNo

	Bureau Number





	CAA

	Civil Aviation Authority





	CAC

	Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation





	CAD

	Cartridge Activated Device





	CAFD

	Chief of Air Force Development





	CAFP

	Chief of Air Force Personnel





	CAS

	Chief of Air Staff





	CASAC

	Chief of Air Staff Advisory Committee





	Casex

	Coordinated Anti-Submarine Warfare Exercise (ADF)





	CAST

	Coordinated ASW Services and Training exercise (USN)





	Caution

	(When contained in the flight manual): An operating procedure, practice, or condition, etc., that may result in damage to equipment if not carefully observed or followed.





	CAVOK

	Ceiling and Visibility OK





	CB

	Citizens’ band radio





	CDF

	Chief of the Defence Force





	CF

	Canadian Forces





	Chips light

	Warning of impending engine failure





	CMI

	Compilation, Mission Analysis, Integration and Training Facility





	CO

	Commanding Officer





	CG

	(the aircraft’s) centre of gravity





	CONUS

	Continental United States





	CP-901

	Central computer on the P-3C





	CPU

	Central Processing Unit





	CRATT

	Covered Radio Teletype





	CSA

	Computer Sciences Australia





	CW

	Carrier Wave





	CZ

	Convergence Zone





	DAFS

	Director(ate) of Air Force Safety





	DAP

	Department of Aircraft Production





	DDG

	Guided missile-equipped navy destroyer





	DEFCON

	Defence Readiness Condition





	DELTIC

	Delayed Time Compression





	DET

	Detachment





	DETCDR

	Detachment Commander





	DFAT

	Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade





	DFDC

	Defence Force Development Committee





	DFS

	Directorate of Flying Safety





	DIFAR

	Directional Frequency Analysis and Recording





	DICASS

	Directional Command Activated Sonobuoy System





	Dodge City

	Diego Garcia





	Dorothy Dixer

	A question asked in parliament by a junior member of the government aimed at giving the responsible minister the opportunity to respond with a statement favourable to the government.





	Draggie

	HS-748 aircraft





	DSTO

	Defence Science and Technology Organisation





	Duckbutt

	Airborne communications, navigation, and search and rescue escort





	E-2C

	Grumman Hawkeye carrier based airborne early warning aircraft





	EAXA

	Eastern Australia Exercise Area





	ECM

	Electronic Countermeasures





	EDC

	Engine Driven Compressor





	EEZ

	Exclusive Economic Zone





	E-handle

	(P-3 engine) Emergency Shutoff handle





	Elint

	Electronic Intelligence





	Elsan

	Proprietary name for the chemical fluid used in aircraft toilets





	EMATT

	Expendable Mobile Anti-Submarine Training Target





	EMCON

	Emission control or radio silence policy — dictates which radios, radars and other electro-magnetic radiation emitters must be turned off





	EPIRB

	Emergency Position Indicating Radio Beacon





	ESHP

	Equivalent Shaft Horsepower





	ESM

	Electronic Support Measures





	EST

	Eastern Standard Time





	EW

	Electronic Warfare





	FAA

	Federal Aviation Administration





	FAETUPAC

	Fleet Airborne Electronics Training Unit, Pacific





	FEBEX

	Maritime training exercise conducted in February





	FEG

	Force Element Group





	FETO

	Flight Engineer Training Officer





	FFG

	Guided missile-equipped navy frigate





	FIR

	Flight Information Region





	Fishex

	Fisheries Surveillance Patrol





	FL

	Flight Level





	FLIR

	Forward Looking Infra-Red





	FLO-FLO

	Float On-Float Off





	FLTENG

	Flight Engineer





	Fly-to-point

	Geographic coordinates inserted into the aircraft computer for navigation purposes





	FM

	Frequency Modulation





	FMS

	Foreign Military Sales





	FOD

	Foreign Object Damage





	Foreigner

	Unauthorised task





	FPDA

	Five Power Defence Arrangements (Australia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Singapore and the United Kingdom)





	Fred

	‘F ridiculous electronic device’ — a hand-held device developed to cover gaps in the frequency spectrum coverage of the aircraft’s electronic support measures equipment





	FTS

	Flying Training School (as in ‘2FTS’ for No 2 Flying Training School)





	FYDP

	Five Year Development Programme





	G

	Gravitational force





	GEC

	General Electric Company





	Geo Correct

	Locating the P-3C’s geographic position





	GPS

	Global Positioning System





	Green

	Operational tasking message in the Rainform formatted message system





	GSE

	Ground Support Equipment





	HACLCS

	Harpoon Aircraft Command-Launch Control System





	HARS

	Historical Aircraft Restoration Society





	HMAS

	Her Majesty’s Australian Ship/Submarine





	HF

	High Frequency





	Hi-boy

	The higher altitude aircraft in a pair of cooperating maritime patrol aircraft





	HMS

	Her Majesty’s Ship (British Royal Navy)





	HOWGOZIT

	A running graph showing an aircraft’s progress along track against fuel consumption.





	HQOC

	Headquarters Operational Command





	HRH

	His/Her Royal Highness





	Huey

	Bell UH-1 Iroquois utility helicopter





	ICS

	Intercom(munications) System





	ID

	Identification





	IFF

	Identification Friend or Foe





	IMC

	Instrument Meteorological Conditions





	Indon

	Indonesian





	INFOTAC

	Informative vectored attack





	Intel

	Intelligence





	IntelO/IntellO

	Intelligence Officer





	Instex

	Instrument Training Exercise





	Intex

	International Exercise





	IRDS

	Infra-Red Detection Set (or System)





	ISR

	Intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance





	Jezebel

	Detection, classification, localisation and tracking of submerged submarines using passive sonobuoys





	JUC

	Joint Unit Course





	Julie

	Explosive echo ranging





	KIAS

	Knots, indicated airspeed





	KRI

	Kapal perang Republik Indonesia, or Naval Vessel of the Republic of Indonesia





	Kwaj

	Kwajalein





	KY

	Abbreviated form of KY-28 — the encryption device for UHF communications





	LA class SSN

	US Navy Los Angeles class nuclear-powered attack submarine





	LAMPS

	Light Airborne Multi-Purpose System helicopter





	LASC

	Lockheed Aeronautical Systems Company





	LASH

	Lighter Aboard Ship





	LCDR

	Lieutenant Commander





	LM

	Lockheed Martin





	LO

	(Lockheed) Lot Order





	Low-boy

	The lower altitude aircraft in a pair of cooperating maritime patrol aircraft





	LRMPA

	Long Range Maritime Patrol Aircraft





	LTJG

	Lieutenant, Junior Grade





	LST

	Landing Ship Tank





	MAD

	Magnetic Anomaly Detection





	MATS

	Maritime Analysis and Training Squadron





	Mayday

	Emergency distress call





	Medevac

	Medical Evacuation





	MMA

	MacRobertson Miller Airlines





	MPP

	Most Probable Position





	MOPS

	(Staff Officer) Maritime Operations





	MPG

	Maritime Patrol Group





	MR

	Maritime Reconnaissance





	NADC

	(United States) Naval Air Development Center





	NAMTRADET

	(United States) Naval Air Maintenance Detachment





	NAS

	(United States) Naval Air Station





	NATC

	(United States) Naval Air Test Center





	Nav

	Navigator





	NAVCOMM

	Navigator/Communicator





	NAVPRO

	Naval Plant Representative Office





	No

	Number (eg Number 92 Wing)





	NORCOM

	Northern Command





	NSW

	New South Wales





	NT

	Northern Territory





	NTS

	(Depending on context) Navy Type Specification or Negative Torque System





	NYE

	New Year’s Eve





	O-boat

	Royal Australian Navy (and British Royal Navy) Oberon class submarines





	OC

	Officer Commanding





	OPCOM

	Headquarters Operational Command





	OPCON

	Operational Control





	Ops

	Operations





	Ops Normal

	Flight operations proceeding normally, or (jargon), business as usual





	OPSO

	Operations Officer





	Op Stop

	Aircraft on tarmac for minimum time, often with at least the two starboard side engines still running.





	OR

	Naval refueler vessel





	OTHR

	Over-the Horizon Radar





	ORACL

	Orion Avionics Concept Laboratory





	OT&E

	Operational Test and Evaluation





	OTHT

	Over-the-Horizon Targeting





	OTPI

	On Top Position Indicator





	PA

	Aircraft’s public address (speaker) system





	Pan

	Radio message to signal an urgent situation (short of imminent danger).





	Passex

	Passage Exercise





	Pax

	Passengers





	PLE

	Prudent Limit of Endurance





	PMC

	President of the (Officers) Mess Committee





	PMRF

	Pacific Missile Range Facility





	POB

	Persons on Board





	Posstrude

	Unidentified foreign submarine





	Possub

	Possible submarine contact





	PRC-90

	Survival radio carried in the survival vests of P-3 crew members





	PTO

	Pilot Training Officer





	QFI

	Qualified Flying Instructor





	RAAF

	Royal Australian Air Force





	RAF

	(British) Royal Air Force





	RAN

	Royal Australian Navy





	RCC

	Rescue Coordination Centre





	Recex

	Shipping surveillance patrol





	Re-tread

	More experienced crew member, on at least their second maritime posting





	RFD

	Reserve Force Decoration





	RIAT

	Royal International Aircraft Tattoo





	Rimpac

	Rim of the Pacific maritime exercise





	Riser

	A radar surface contact which has suddenly appeared





	RMAF

	Royal Malaysian Air Force





	RMN

	Royal Malaysian Navy





	RNZAF

	Royal New Zealand Air Force





	ROE

	(Depending on context) Rate of Effort, or Rules of Engagement





	RPV

	Repayment Voucher





	RSAF

	Republic of Singapore Air Force





	SAM

	Surface-to-Air Missile





	SAN

	School of Air Navigation





	SAR

	Search and Rescue





	Scratch tape

	Jargon for the ‘extraction tape’ used to record data from the P-3C CP-901 computer for mission replay and analysis.





	Scuddy

	A mass of small, ragged clouds





	SEATO

	Southeast Asia Treaty Organisation





	SEM

	Sensor Employment Manager





	SENGO

	Senior Engineering Officer





	SEPTAR

	Seaborne Powered Target





	SINKER

	Submarine submerging





	SITREP

	Situation Report





	SME

	Subject Matter Expert





	SNCO

	Senior Non-Commissioned Officer





	SOOPS

	Staff Officer Operations





	SOMs

	System Operating Manuals





	SOP

	Standing Operating Procedure





	SSB

	Single Side Band





	SEM

	Sensor Employment Manager





	SMEAC

	Situation, Mission, Execution, Administration, Communications





	Splashed

	Colloquial for shooting down an aircraft





	SPL WPN

	Special Weapon





	SRS

	Sonobuoy Reference System





	SS

	(Depending on context) Steam Ship, Sensor Station or Submarine





	SSGN

	Cruise missile-equipped nuclear submarine





	SSN

	Nuclear-powered attack submarine





	STI

	Special Technical Instruction





	Subex

	Submarine Exercise





	SUS

	Signal Underwater Sound





	Tacex

	Tactical Exercise





	TACAN

	Tactical Air Navigation





	TACCO

	Tactical coordinator





	Tamex

	Exercise with cooperating submarine(s)





	TAS

	True Air Speed — the speed of the aircraft relative to the airmass in which it is flying





	TIT

	Turbine Inlet Temperature





	Top End

	Northernmost section of Australia’s Northern Territory





	UHF

	Ultra-High Frequency





	U/S

	Unserviceable (or unserviceability)





	USN

	US (United States) Navy





	VFW

	Veterans of Foreign Wars





	VHF

	Very High Frequency





	VIP

	Very Important Person





	VLF

	Very Low Frequency — 3—30 kHz





	VMC

	Visual Meteorological Conditions





	Vne

	Aircraft velocity that should never be exceeded





	VP

	Canadian and United States designator for fixed wing (V) maritime patrol (P) squadron





	Warning

	(When contained in the flight manual): Operating procedures, techniques etc, which may result in personal injury or loss of life if not carefully followed.





	WGCDR

	Wing Commander





	WLE

	Wing leading edge





	WRE

	Weapons Research Establishment





	WST

	Weapon Systems Trainer — the P-3B tactical simulator





	XO (Execo)

	Executive Officer — a squadron leader-rank position, nominally deputy to the squadron commanding officer

















Prologue


‘Girt by sea, not by beach’, Australia is a maritime nation, its geo-strategic circumstances defined by the oceans that surround the large island continent.1 Over ninety-nine per cent—by volume— of Australia’s exported and imported goods, and over eighty-one per cent—by value—are dependent on shipping. In 2019, Australia exported by sea goods to the value of $329.7 billion, while importing by sea goods to the value of $235.8 billion.2 External threats to Australia must travel across, under, or over the surrounding oceans to threaten maritime trade bound for, or originating from Australia, or to reach this island continent. Failure to detect, identify and overcome such threats, in what the 1986 Dibb Report referred to as the ‘sea-air gap’, has the potential to put at risk Australia’s security.3


Thirty-four years after Dibb, eminent academic Professor Hugh White underlined the maritime constant that defines Australia’s geo-strategic circumstances, noting that:


We have the most maritime-strategic environment of any country in the world. It’s not just that we are an island - all our neighbours are islands. All their neighbours are islands. So, long range maritime operations are essential to our military strategy in any major war if we want to do anything other than defend ourselves, literally, on our doorstep.4


The Royal Australian Air Force’s (RAAF) long-range maritime patrol capability has long played a key role in detecting and identifying (and, in wartime, defeating) threats in the sea-air gap. Its proud history of conducting maritime air operations dates back to heroic operations by the crews of Nos 10 and 11 Squadrons in World War II.5 Formed on 1 July 1939, No 10 Squadron was the RAAF’s only squadron to see continuous active service throughout World War II. Prior to the commencement of hostilities, 10 Squadron was in Britain to take delivery of Short Sunderland flying boats. Upon the outbreak of war, the Australian Government committed the squadron and its new aircraft to the war in Europe, the duration of which it served as part of the Royal Air Force’s Coastal Command. Serving throughout World War Two in the Pacific theatre of operations, No 11 Squadron was formed on 25 September 1939. Its epic long duration sorties in Catalina flying boats, particularly those involving the offensive laying of mines in enemy waters, included the 14 500-kilometre flight to mine Manila harbour. This was the RAAF’s longest sortie of World War II.


With their low-profile, (usually) single aircraft missions conducted far from the squadrons’ bases, and often shrouded by confidentiality, World War II maritime squadrons were largely overshadowed by their more glamorous, and generally more visible, fighter and bomber compatriots. In the European theatre this led to Coastal Command squadrons being referred to as ‘the Cinderella Service’. The term could have been equally applicable to 11 Squadron
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Indo-Pacific — major shipping lanes. (Source: Defence White Paper 2013 — Department of Defence)




in the Pacific. Although that term lost currency after World War II, the underpinning rationale for its use remained relevant to post-war 10 and 11 Squadron operations, and does so to this day.


Beyond those who served on RAAF P-3s and the many who supported them, the enormous contribution they made to Australia’s national security is not widely known. In some instances, due to the compartmented nature of certain operations, even those who served on P-3s were unaware of the operations conducted by fellow squadron members. At the time of writing this book that remains the case. Indeed, ongoing sensitivity associated with certain operations conducted by RAAF P-3s during the period covered by this book preclude their inclusion in the following pages.


The Lockheed P-3 Orion was introduced into Australian service with No 11 Squadron, twenty-three years after the end of World War II. Although delivered to the RAAF in 1968, the genesis of the decision to purchase the Orion for RAAF service dates back to the 1950s. The aircraft type, in a number of variants, went on to deliver a versatile, long endurance, maritime and over land surveillance and response capability to the Royal Australian Air Force for over fifty years.6


This book covers the period leading up to the decision to acquire the RAAF’s first P-3s, through to the end of 1991: essentially the second half of the Cold War. The story is told in the context of unfolding events in the Royal Australian Air Force, within Australia, and more broadly, geo-strategic 





 developments across the region and further afield. The story is also told through the experiences of the people who flew in the RAAF’s P-3s and those who supported them. Often the story is told by those people.


The first P-3s were delivered to the RAAF when the Cold War was being fought through the proxy war in Vietnam. Those taking delivery of the first RAAF P-3s contemplated the very real possibility they would deploy directly to that conflict. While that did not occur, RAAF P-3s went on to conduct operations directly linked to Cold War imperatives.


For much of the period covered by this book, particularly after the Vietnam War, while much of the RAAF’s operational elements, and in particular its offensive capabilities were confined to training and operationally focused exercises, RAAF P-3 Orions were engaged in operations, often little removed from hot war engagements. These included the anti-submarine warfare role of detecting, locating and tracking Soviet submarines, a primary role for which the P-3 had been acquired. Only the action of releasing torpedoes to engage those targets limited the role from being that which would have been pursued in a ‘hot war’. Meanwhile, throughout the period examined in this book the P-3s were extensively engaged in open ocean surveillance against Soviet and Communist Bloc targets, a role not without significant risk, as highlighted by at least one recorded instance of a surface unit firing at an RAAF P-3.


The lack of knowledge, and especially understanding, of these operations by those not involved is profound. This was perhaps best illustrated during ‘The Inquiry into Recognition of Service with Operation Gateway’ when a Tribunal Member asked whether a P-3C tasked on an Operation Gateway surveillance sortie was armed. That the P-3s were NOT armed during such operations—particularly without any self-defence capabilities—underlines the danger to which the aircraft and their crews were exposed.7


The RAAF P-3 operations detailed by this book may enlighten some readers and, in some instances, may confront them. Irrespective of how the contents of this book are received, the aim has been to capture and present verified factual information, both to fill a clear void, and in some instances, to dispel crew room folklore. It is a story well worth telling and one for which proper recognition of the participants is long overdue.





1 The expression ‘Girt by sea, not by beach’ has been used by several commentators in recent years, including (then) Chief of Navy, Vice Admiral Ray Griggs (21 February 2014) and former Chief of Army David Morrison (27 October 2016), in speeches pertaining to Australia’s national security. ‘Girt by sea’, the words contained in Australia’s national anthem, suggest national security provided by the oceans surrounding the continent. As well as underlining Australian popular culture, ‘girt by beach’ captures a more inwards looking continental defence perspective of Australia’s strategic circumstances.


2 Financial Year 2019 data courtesy of The Bureau of Infrastructure, Transport and Regional Economics’ Analysis of Australian Bureau of Statistics International Merchandise Trade Data.


3 Review of Australia’s Defence Capabilities - Report by Mr P. Dibb - presented 3 June 1986 - Parliamentary Paper No. 163/1986.


4 Address to the National Press Club, Canberra, 11 March 2020.


5 While numbered RAAF units are formally referred to as ‘Number (abbreviated as No) X Squadron’ (or Wing), the less formal appellation, omitting ‘No’ has most often been used throughout this book.


6 Summary details of the P-3 Orions operated by the RAAF during the period covered by this book are listed at Appendix 2.


7 On 18 March 2011, the Parliamentary Secretary for Defence gave a direction to the Defence Honours and Awards Appeals Tribunal to hold an inquiry into recognition for members of the Australian Defence Force who served with Operation Gateway. The Report from that Inquiry was delivered to the Parliamentary Secretary on 1 February 2013.
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CHAPTER 1




Genesis


The Royal Australian Air Force’s long association with the P-3 Orion8 began almost a decade before it was eventually introduced into RAAF service. In the late 1950s, the Air Force’s maritime air capability consisted of No 10 (Maritime Reconnaissance) Squadron’s ageing and obsolescent Government Aircraft Factory Mk.31 ‘long nosed’ Lincolns, and the more recently acquired Lockheed P2V-5 Neptunes operated by No 11 Squadron.9 In April 1959, a developmental prototype aircraft that would subsequently become known as the P-3 Orion was one of four aircraft types considered by the RAAF as a replacement for the Lincolns. Unlike the bold decision subsequently taken by the Australian Government in 1963 to purchase the ‘paper aeroplane’ F-111A bomber, in 1959 the Air Board adopted a conservative approach.10 It would not be until 1968 that the Lockheed P-3B Orion would eventually be introduced to replace 11 Squadron’s by then dated Neptunes.


The initial decision to acquire the P-3 and later decisions to buy additional aircraft, and subsequently upgrade them, that would see the type operating for more than half of the RAAF’s history, were both timely and, overwhelmingly, vindicated by success. That some of these decisions were made at all is remarkable given, at times, unrelenting, ill-informed and high-level intervention of dubious motivation that undermined and delayed the various processes. An outstanding debt of gratitude remains to those with the knowledge, skills, experience, foresight and fortitude to counter those forces. While much as this book is the story of the P-3 in RAAF service, it is also the story of those who made that service possible.


Lincoln aircraft were introduced into the RAAF in 1946, seventy-three being ordered.11 In 1951/52 a decision was taken to modify twenty of these aircraft to the Mk.31 maritime reconnaissance version, that number subsequently reduced to fifteen. By November 1957, ten Mk.31 Lincolns remained in RAAF service, seven of which were on the unit establishment of Townsville-based No 10 Squadron. Then, the imminent closure of Merlin engine production by both Rolls Royce and the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation prompted life of type consideration of the RAAF fleet of Lincoln bomber and maritime reconnaissance aircraft.12 A paper considered by the Air Board on 22 November 1957 described the Mk.31 Lincolns then operated by 10 Squadron as, ‘at best, obsolescent in the maritime reconnaissance role’.


That assessment, even if it had been made soon after the aircraft entered RAAF service, would have been generous. Ray Parkin, whose thirty-year flying career began as a Wireless Air Gunner with RAF Coastal Command in World War II, flew Lincolns 





with 10 Squadron as a flying officer signaller between 1954 and 1956. He described the Mk.31 Lincoln as ‘a ludicrous excuse for an aircraft’ that looked like ‘something Bram Stoker might have designed when he finished begetting Frankenstein’.13 When Parkin arrived at Townsville the airfield was littered with the remains of two Mk.31s, ‘victims of botched asymmetric landings’ arising largely from the aircraft’s elongated nose and associated lack of forward visibility and ‘iffy’ rudder control. Parkin’s only regret was that there weren’t twelve such carcasses strewn around the airfield, ‘provided, of course, I had not been in any of them’!


The Mk.31’s characteristic long nose extension had been designed to accommodate two sonics operators and a tactical navigator, but, as with the rest of the aircraft, it was totally unsuited to its assigned task. The 1.98-metre extension to the nose had two windows, one either side, fitted with adjustable deflectors to allow the use of the direct observation windows which slid in and up on tracks. Ray Parkin recalled the side hatches as being unable even to ‘keep out a good spit’. Former Chief of Air Force, Air Marshal Les Fisher, who arrived at 10 Squadron in February 1961 as a pilot officer navigator went further, describing the Mk.31 as an ‘abominable aeroplane’, recalling the need for crew members in the extended nose crew stations to wear raincoats when it rained.14 15


Long before the work, health and safety needs of those working in RAAF aircraft were given their current priority, what Les Fisher described as the ‘most terribly designed aeroplane’ was clearly non-compliant. He found the constricted layout of the aircraft meant that:
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Undated photo of a 10 Squadron Mk.31 Lincoln at Naval Air Station Nowra, highlighting the aircraft’s extended nose. (Source: RAAF)







You couldn’t move through the aircraft from the nose, under the co-pilot’s rudder pedals, down to the rear of the aeroplane without climbing under and over people, and getting your flying suit torn on every bit of metal.


Aircraft high noise levels and the ineffective intercom system contributed to hearing loss and poor crew coordination while the single Marconi T1154/R1155 radio provided unreliable VHF communications.16 The aircraft’s Mk.7 ASV search radar was a World War II vintage H2S radar, modified to convert the radar’s original pencil beam to what Ray Parkin colourfully recalled as a ‘cosecant-squared shape resembling a torch beam in azimuth and a large drooping testicle in elevation’, degrading the performance of the original H2S ‘to a point where it was near useless for its intended purpose’. The British acoustics system was regarded as highly unreliable and the directional and non-directional sonobuoys, powered by dry cell batteries with a limited shelf life, were not regarded as expendable. After each drop they were retrieved, when possible. In this resource intensive process, both an aircraft and an RAAF launch were required to locate and recover the buoys.


Finally, the unreliability or even non-functionality of other aircraft equipment further contributed, at best, to its operational ineffectiveness and, at worst, compromised crew safety. Irrespective of the bomb bay fuel tank’s contents, the indicator always showed it to be full, or even whether (or not) a bomb bay fuel tank was fitted. Meanwhile, the flexible fuel jettison pipes which, when operating correctly dropped below each wing, were known to deploy, venting fuel into the aircraft interior. All of this was routinely occurring in an era when smoking by crew members inside the aircraft was commonplace, if not the norm.


The undeniable inadequacy of the Mk.31 Lincoln for its assigned role inevitably impacted on the morale and professionalism of both aircrew (a number of whom were older, fatigued from wartime service, and now perhaps holding back more recent arrivals) as well as groundcrew at 10 Squadron. There were many indicators of this unsatisfactory state of affairs. Squadron pilots were unwilling (or unable) to perform night landings and a take-off had been aborted due to a lack of air speed indication (because the pitot head cover had not been removed on pre-flight). Far worse was to follow, following the failure to compass swing A73-64 between its major overhaul and its next and last flight on 9 April 1955.17 On that flight, possibly due to a navigation error resulting from incorrect compass readings, A73-64 crashed on the western slope of Mount Superbus, killing all on board.18


Reflecting the then situation at 10 Squadron, the November 1957 Air Board paper drew the charitable conclusion that ‘[u]ntil it is rearmed, the squadron can only continue to provide primary maritime reconnaissance training for crews.’


The paper estimated that at then forecast rates of effort, 10 Squadron’s Mk.31 Lincolns could only continue to be fully equipped and supported ‘until approximately the end of 1961’ and recommended that:


No 10 (M.R.) Squadron is rearmed with a more modern maritime reconnaissance aircraft, such as the P2V-7 by early 1962 at the latest. The M.R. Lincolns would then be phased out of service by June 1962.






The Air Board approved this phase out schedule. The reference to the P2V-7, which may have been regarded as pre-empting proper consideration of other options, might have been prompted, at least in part by then Pearce-based No 11 Squadron having been re-equipped with twelve P2V-5 Neptunes between late 1951 and early 1953. 11 Squadron’s P2V-5s were universally recognised as being clearly superior to the Mk.31 Lincolns.


Air Staff Requirement No Air/41 was the May 1958 document in which the RAAF specified the requirements for:


... a maritime reconnaissance aircraft to meet Australia’s maritime defence commitments as laid down in Air Staff Policy Memorandum No 1, [given that] the operational performance of the MR Lincoln Mk 31 is insufficient to give a reasonable chance of success in the MR role [and that a replacement aircraft is required] as soon as possible.


Reflecting contemporary strategic arrangements, the replacement aircraft was to be:


... capable of discharging its obligations for Home Defence and providing efficient maritime reconnaissance to meet Australia’s commitments as a member of the United Nations and the British Commonwealth.


The paper further noted that given that ‘economic and other considerations’ would limit the RAAF maritime element to two squadrons, and that given the size of Australia’s Anglo-New Zealand-Australia-Malaya (ANZAM) commitment, from 80° East to 170° East and from 3°30’ North to 57° South19:


... if it is to effectively meet the maritime commitment in global war in this large area the small RAAF maritime force must be equipped in peace with the best available maritime aircraft.


Air/41 outlined four tasks for the new maritime aircraft. The two primary tasks were the ability to:


Operate effectively against modern submarines (assumed to be of the ‘long range ocean-going type, snort fitted and capable of maximum speeds of up to twenty knots submerged’) anywhere in the Australian area of the ANZAM region north of latitude 57° South ... [and] Reconnoitre and shadow enemy surface shipping in the same area. This function may culminate in the homing of strike forces.


The requirements paper further noted the:


... limited likely availability of naval antisubmarine surface forces it is essential that the maritime reconnaissance aircraft be capable of killing as well as detecting submarines ...


Accordingly, the anti-submarine warfare (ASW) role requirement was rated as a ‘primary consideration in the selection’ of the new aircraft. Search and rescue, and mine laying were specified as secondary tasks for the new aircraft.


Detailing the equipment fit for the aircraft’s anti-submarine warfare role, Air/41 specified that the detection equipment must include radar capable of detecting snorts and periscopes ‘at maximum practicable ranges in all sea states to State Four’; electronic support equipment covering the frequency bands of ‘all Russian and Chinese submarine and surface shipping radars’; and the fitment of:


... the best available underwater detection and tracking systems ... [which] should permit detection and tracking of submerged submarines whether stopped or moving at speeds up to twenty knots [with sufficient fixing accuracy as] to allow successful delivery of the primary anti-submarine weapon.


Anticipating the self-sufficient deployments that were to become a hallmark of RAAF maritime operations, Air/41 specified that ground handling and maintenance equipment necessary for extended absences from major servicing bases must be carried within the aircraft fuselage or bomb bay, and that primary navigation, communications and detection equipment be designed to ‘allow rapid in-flight fault rectification by replacement of parts’.






In April 1959, describing the Mk.31 Lincolns operated by 10 Squadron as:


... ineffective in the anti-submarine role, and the squadron would be unable to fulfil its function in the event of war ...


Air Board endorsement was sought to replace them with twelve P2V-7 Neptune aircraft. The Neptune was assessed to fully meet the RAAF’s operational requirements and was:


... much cheaper than any other available [maritime aircraft] from North American sources [£11,465,292 if ordered by 1 August 1959 and] could be available to the RAAF commencing October 1960.


Fitted with improvements including the then advanced underwater acoustic systems (code named Julie and Jezebel) and a bulged cockpit canopy for improved visibility, the P2V-7 represented a significant capability increase over 11 Squadron’s now comparatively basic P2V-5s.20 21


Apart from the P2V-7, the Mk.31 Lincoln replacement agendum paper reported on the consideration of three other aircraft types against the selection criteria contained in Air Staff Requirement No Air/41. The other aircraft were the Avro Mk.3 Shackleton, the Canadair CL-28 Argus, and the Lockheed P3V Electra.22


The Mk.1 Shackleton, which entered RAF service in 1951, had been considered as a replacement option for 11 Squadron’s Mk.30 Lincolns at the beginning of the decade. In 1959, when selecting the replacement for 10 Squadron’s Mk.31 Lincolns, the Mk.3 Shackleton, which first flew in 1955, was rejected. Ruling out the Shackleton, the Air Board agendum paper indicated the aircraft did ‘... not meet our requirements, particularly in respect of the submarine detection and tracking equipments with which it is fitted.’


The CL-28 Argus which first flew on 28 March 1957 and remained in service as a maritime aircraft with the Canadian Air Force until July 1981, was a piston engined development of the four turboprop engined Bristol 175 Britannia airliner. The Argus was rejected by the Air Board because its cost, at ‘3.8 million dollars per unit, suggests it is beyond our means’, and the expected imminent closure of the aircraft’s production line.








The Lockheed Electra




The fourth aircraft considered, referred to in the agendum paper as the P3V Electra, was assessed as being ‘probably [able to] meet our requirements’. Given this indifferent assessment, if the Argus was beyond the Air Force’s means at $3.8 million per aircraft, the P3V Electra, at $6.8 million per aircraft, was certainly out of consideration at that time, particularly since ‘it will not be available until 1963’. In the event, the by then-named P3V-1 Orion entered operational service with the United States Navy in July 1962. The honour of being the first foreign operator of the aircraft went to the Royal New Zealand Air Force in the northern autumn of 1966, when No 5 Squadron took delivery of five Orions, to replace its fleet of World War II vintage Sunderland flying boats.


The Air Staff requirements paper’s cautious assessment of the P3V Electra is understandable given the paper was signed off on 8 May 1958, barely two weeks after the Lockheed proposal had been identified (on 24 April 1958) as winner of the United States Navy’s replacement patrol plane project. That project had been initiated only seven months earlier, on 22 August 1957, when United States Navy Type Specification (NTS) #146 was issued for a new land-based anti-submarine warfare aircraft to replace the Lockheed P2V Neptune landbased maritime patrol aircraft and the Martin P5M Marlin flying boat. The competitors were Martin, Lockheed and Consolidated; three companies that 





 had been building patrol aircraft for the US Navy for more than three decades at that point. The French Dassault-Bréguet Atlantic/Atlantique, the development of which the US Navy had helped fund, was eliminated from consideration for its inability to meet the US Navy’s range requirement essential for Pacific Ocean operations.


The then-chosen name ‘Electra’ for the Lockheed aircraft offered in response to NTS #146, arose from its design being based on its latest four turboprop engined commercial passenger aircraft, the Model 188A Electra. The prototype Model 188A, N1881, first flew on 6 December 1957, less than three weeks before the Air Board agreed to phase out the Mk.31. With Lockheed’s proven record of producing the Ventura and Harpoon from a commercial design, and subsequent continuous production of the P2V Neptune since 1946 underlining the company’s credentials in the manufacture of maritime patrol aircraft, its proposal was announced as the winner of the US Navy’s replacement patrol plane project on 24 April 1958. In the following month a contract was awarded to Lockheed to develop the Lockheed Model 185, the military version of the Electra airliner.


Announcing this decision in an article titled ‘Electra Chosen for ASW — Will Replace P2V Sub Hunters’, the June 1958 issue of (United States) Naval Aviation News reported that:


Lockheed’s turboprop Electra has been chosen for use in antisubmarine warfare after an extensive evaluation study comparing several airplanes. All aircraft considered had been previously developed for commercial or military use. Radm. R. E. Dixon, Chief of the Bureau of Aeronautics, said that such ‘off the shelf’ procurement will save time and money in ultimate delivery to naval operating forces. A commercial version of the Electra will enter service with the airlines this fall. The Electra was described as the one which most nearly filled the Navy’s requirements for a land based ASW aircraft. A research and development contract with Lockheed for a mock-up model and further out-fitting study will follow shortly. Electra will be powered by four Allison T-56 turboprop engines. It will carry a crew of ten and will be equipped with the latest instruments for detection and destruction of enemy submarines. It will eventually replace the P2V Neptune series of Navy ASW aircraft which has had the longest lifespan of any military aircraft built by Lockheed. P2V production dates to 1944.


The July 1958 issue of Naval Aviation News contained an artist’s impression of the new aircraft type in the midnight blue and white scheme then in use by the US Navy with the caption:


Sub-hunter version of Lockheed’s prop-jet Electra is shown as it will look when configured for fleet use. As the Navy’s first turbine powered ASW plane, it will be fitted with four Allison model T56 engines developing a total of 16,200 hp at take-off. The bulge beneath the fuselage [aft of the wing trailing edge and appearing like the fairing used on Neptune radars at that time] accommodates the radar installations and the plastic-cone-shaped tail extension houses ‘MAD’ unit which locates submerged metallic objects by noting deviations in normal magnetic fields.23


On 19 August 1958, the third Electra airframe, N1883, modified with a fairing under the forward fuselage to simulate the weapons bay and a dummy MAD boom, first flew as the aerodynamic prototype YP3V-1 while a mock-up of the production aircraft was completed.24 In parallel developments, following a relatively uneventful trial program, the Federal Aviation Administration awarded the Lockheed Model 188A civil airliner its type certificate on 22 August 1958. The first of these aircraft were delivered to Eastern Airlines on 8 October 1958, but 





a pilots’ strike delayed the Electra’s entry to service with Eastern until 12 January 1959. In the following month, with N1883’s flight trials and the mock-up aircraft judged satisfactory, Lockheed was awarded a pre-production contract to develop a production prototype of the new maritime patrol aircraft. A little over a month later the RAAF Air Board was considering options for replacing 10 Squadron’s Mk.31 Lincolns at its 3 April meeting.


Just as the P3V was preparing to begin its marathon production run, three fatal commercial airline accidents involving Electras were about to effectively end the airliner’s production. In the first accident, American Airlines Flight 320 crashed into New York’s East River with sixty-five fatalities on 3 February 1959. Attributed to pilot error in extreme weather conditions, the accident was then the worst ever loss of life in an airline disaster. The next two aircraft losses, Braniff Flight 542, near Buffalo, Texas, with thirty-four fatalities on 29 September 1959, and Northwest Orient Airlines Flight 710, near Cannelton, Indiana, with sixty-three fatalities on 17 March, were both attributed to ‘whirl mode’. This condition, which arose from weakness of the engine mountings, led to nacelle vibration, subsequent wing flexing and final failure at the wing root. Lockheed undertook a wide-ranging modification program for existing and in-production Electras, adding stiffeners and bracing to the engine nacelles and replacing some wing skin with heavier gauge materials. By 5 February 1961 this highly successful program resulted in the US Federal Aviation Authority lifting the speed restriction it had imposed on Electras the previous March. Nevertheless, a combination of the loss of public trust in the Electra and the increasing proliferation of jet airliners saw the last sales contract for the type being signed on 26 February 1960. However, the continuing development of the P3V would benefit directly from lessons learned from the accidents involving its civilian progenitor.25
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Aerodynamic prototype YP3V (N1883) in original 1958 configuration, and as modified in 1959 (then BuNo 148276). (Source: Dauntless Aviation Image Gallery)
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Prototype YP3V 148276 in flight, 25 November 1959. (Source: Lockheed Martin)




Throughout 1959 N1883 was further modified, most significantly its forward fuselage shortened by seven feet (2.13 metres) and most planned avionics and sensor systems fitted. Now assigned the US Navy Bureau Number (BuNo) 148276, the YP3V-1 first flew in this configuration on 25 November 1959.26 Evaluation successfully completed, a production contract for the first seven P3V-1s was awarded in October 1960. As well as having the (now) shortened fuselage and MAD boom of the YP3V-1, these aircraft would be manufactured with a weapons bay in the forward fuselage and ten underwing hardpoints to accommodate the offensive load, along with stowage in the aft fuselage to accommodate sonobuoys and markers. Fuel tanks arrangements were revised to boost internal capacity from 5450 US gal (20 631 litres) for the Model 188A Electra, to 9200 US gallons (34 826 litres) for the Model 185 ‘Orion’, as the aircraft had now been officially named, continuing Lockheed’s tradition of acknowledging the success of previous designs of the same name and using celestial names with links to ancient mythology.27 28












Neptunes for 10 Squadron




Back in Australia, on 11 February 1960, The Hon F.M. Osborne, Minister for Air announced that a procurement team would be travelling to the USA the following week ahead of the expected delivery to the RAAF of twelve P2V-7 Neptunes in January 1961. As subsequent events would reveal, this was a very optimistic estimate of the procurement timeframe. The procurement team, led by Wing Commander (later Air Commodore) Alvon McHutchison and including the No 10 Squadron commanding officer, Wing Commander (later Group Captain) C.A. ‘Cy’ Greenwood and twelve other officers and senior non-commissioned officers, departed from Sydney on 17 February 1960.29 30 The purchase of twelve P2V-7 Neptunes, at a cost of £4,919,714 was revealed in a statement by Lockheed from its Burbank plant on 29 September. According to Australian media reporting two days later, the P2V-7 Neptunes, ‘known to contain more advanced submarine detection equipment on the top-secret list’ would be based at Townsville where they were expected to arrive ‘within eighteen months’.


On 15 March 1961, replacement of the Mk.31 Lincolns assumed new urgency when the discovery of main spar corrosion grounded the squadron’s six Mk.31s with more than 2000 flying hours. Only A73-65, with 170 hours life remaining, continued flying until, captained by Cy Greenwood, it flew a farewell flight over Townsville on 13 June. The next day it was ferried by Pilot Officer Robert Stewart and crew to Darwin where, with engines and propellers removed, it ended its service career as a firefighting training aid. From then, until the arrival of 10 Squadron’s P2V-7s, continuation flying opportunities at Townsville were now restricted to the two Winjeels and one Dakota on the squadron’s establishment.


On 4 June, the Dakota ferried six 10 Squadron minimum crews (two pilots, two navigators and two signallers) to Richmond for conversion training on 11 Squadron’s older P2V-5s. There, to act as ‘nanny co-pilot’ for the 10 Squadron captains’ first qualifying flight, was Flight Lieutenant (later Air Commodore) J.P.H. ‘Tom’ Trinder a pilot posted from 11 Squadron to 10 Squadron the previous April, but who had remained at Richmond to organise the ground training program for his new unit’s crews.31 Their training completed, the 10 Squadron aircrew returned to Townsville in the unit’s Dakota on 11 August. A month later sixty-eight air and groundcrew from 10 Squadron departed by RAAF C-130A Hercules for Naval Air Station (NAS) North Island (San Diego), for further training prior to taking delivery of the squadron’s twelve new P2V-7 aircraft.32


Meanwhile, ‘5001’, the first P3V-1 delivered to the US Navy, flew from the Lockheed plant at Burbank, California, on 15 April 1961 to begin the USN’s pre-acceptance flight test program. The (Lockheed Aeronautical Systems Company (LASC)) manufacturer’s construction number 5001 would start the sequential numbering that would continue for the more than 600 P-3 airframes subsequently constructed by Lockheed. Further modifications made to the seven pre-production test aircraft included strengthened airframes, salt-water corrosion treatment and, benefitting from investigations into the ‘whirl mode’ accidents, strengthened engine mounts. Prior to 5001, the first pre-production P3V-1 off the production line (LASC # 9998) never flew. It was subjected to exhaustive static fatigue tests, logging two 7500-hour lifetime cycles. The first of these lifetime cycles was completed before 5001 rolled out of the Burbank plant.
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11 Squadron P2V-5 (P-2E) Neptune A89-309 flying past Christison Park, Vaucluse (just south of South Head, Sydney Harbour). (Source: RAAF — undated photo, circa 1962—1964)




[image: ]


The christening of the first production P3V-1 Orion (BuNo 148883) at the Lockheed Aircraft Corporation plant at Burbank, prior to its maiden flight on 15 April 1961. (Source: Lockheed Martin)




Sent to San Diego for the P2V-7 pickup, Tom Trinder later recalled the pickup process for the P2V-7 being a trial run for 11 Squadron’s first Orions, or at least ‘how not to do it’!33 The process used in the P2V-7 pickup involved considerable amounts of time languishing in hotels for the:


... always late on delivery aircraft... We bought the P2V-7 under foreign military sales with the proviso that our aircraft would be identical to those provided to the USN, except we would have the right to reject any mods that might be incorporated after the signing of the contract, but any additions for the USN would be included for us at no extra cost. Townsville provided six minimum crews for the pickup with training at VP-31 [the USN’s west coast maritime air conversion squadron] in San Diego. We did some of the manufacturer’s trial flights with the Lockheed production pilots and we flew as copilots with the USN captains who accepted the aircraft from Lockheed on behalf of the RAAF. The aircraft having been accepted were flown out of Burbank by us to San Diego for a couple of shake down flights and a compass swing, then off to Alameda to transpac home.34


The pickup process would subsequently be adjusted and refined over successive P-3 procurement tranches. Determination by those involved to do it better did not necessarily deliver optimum outcomes, as subsequent events would reveal.






Led by Cy Greenwood, the first three P2V-7s arrived to a VIP welcome at Townsville on schedule on 10 March 1962. This occurred despite the considerable logistics challenges arising from one of the new aircraft, A89-272, developing engine problems en route at Canton Island, requiring a marathon rescue effort by 10 and 11 Squadron groundcrew and a 36 Squadron Hercules.35 The second flight of three Neptunes arrived at Townsville later that month and by May all twelve had been ferried to Townsville. For the briefest of moments, No 10 Squadron was operating the world’s most sophisticated operational maritime patrol aircraft.


That mantle would soon pass to the USN’s P3V-1s. Between 15 April 1961 and 16 June 1962, Board of Inspection and Survey trials were successfully conducted on five of the production prototype aircraft at NAS Patuxent River and on the seventh aircraft at the Naval Weapons Evaluation Facility at Albuquerque, New Mexico. Subsequently, Patuxent River-based US Navy squadrons VP-8 (on 23 July 1962) and, less than a month later, VP-44 became the first operational units to take delivery of the P3V-1 when the six flight test aircraft replaced the Neptunes operated by the two squadrons.
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A89-273 was among the first three of 10 Squadron’s new P2V-7 (later SP-2H) Neptunes to arrive at Townsville on 10 March 1962. (Source: RAAF)












The Beginning of Orion Cold War Operations




The official handover of the aircraft to VP-8 and VP-44, occurred at NAS Patuxent River on 13 August. In its belated reporting of the event, the October 1962 issue of Naval Aviation News referred to the P3V-1 Orion as the US Navy’s first new maritime patrol aircraft since the P2V Neptune was accepted seventeen years earlier. The article went on to quote Courtlandt Gross, Chairman of the Lockheed Board, as he addressed Vice-Admiral R.B. Pirie, Deputy Chief of Naval Operations (Air) at the handover ceremony:


As father of the bride, I have the pleasant duty to deliver her to you for safekeeping, to have and to hold from this day forward. This is no tender creature to be pampered and petted, but a husky helpmate anxious to be put to work. Treat her well, love her a little, and she will work long and hard.


Shortly after the official handover, in line with the joint Army-Navy-Air Force system introduced on 18 September 1962 by the US Department of Defense for describing military aircraft, the designation of the P3V-1 was changed to P-3A, representing (in reverse order) the first model (A) in the third (3) of the maritime patrol (P) series of aircraft.36


A month later, in October 1962, the newly redesignated P-3A Orion would fly onto the world stage during the Cuban Missile Crisis, when aircraft from VP-8 and VP-44 flew in the operation to intercept and monitor Soviet ships bound for Cuba with their cargoes of missiles and support equipment. A fuzzy still frame from cine film showed a VP-44 P-3A flying close surveillance over the Russian freighter Metallurg Anasov (and US Navy destroyer USS Barry) during the return of Soviet missiles to the USSR.37 Metallurg Anasov had been the only Russian vessel refusing to uncover all of the missiles stowed on the deck. VP-44 surveillance verified that eight large oblong objects, which appeared to be missiles, were located on its deck and the ship was allowed to proceed. Subsequently, US Defense Secretary Robert McNamara stated that:
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A US Navy Lockheed P-3A, BuNo 150497 from VP-44, over the Soviet freighter Metallurg Anosov and destroyer USS Barry (DD-933) on 10 November 1962 during the Cuban Missile Crisis. (Source: US Navy)








What was important in connection with the Cuban crisis was patrol aircraft. We had to locate and we didn’t know the location of every Soviet ship moving toward the Western Hemisphere. It was a tremendous operation. It required both Air Force aircraft and Navy aircraft to do it. We were short of each.38








Australia’s Deteriorating Strategic Situation




International instabilities highlighted by the October 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis were already impacting Australia’s Defence planning from the beginning of that year. In January, the Australian Government Defence Committee’s review of the Strategic Basis of Australian Defence Policy concluded:


The deterioration which has taken place in our strategic situation since 1958 and possible future trends in South-East Asia point to a clear requirement for a progressive expansion of the Defence programme that will increase the level of Australian military capability and preparedness in pursuit of the basic objective of ensuring the security of Australia and her island territories.


In May 1962, the Australian Government announced the formation and intended deployment to Vietnam of the thirty-man Australian Army Training Team Vietnam. In-country Australian military involvement in Vietnam would eventually grow to include an Army task force, three RAAF flying squadrons and a Royal Australian Navy helicopter detachment.39 In June 1962 RAAF Sabre aircraft began what was to become a six-year deployment to Ubon, north-east Thailand, in response to an expected communist invasion from across the Laotian border. Starting in September 1962, the transfer of Dutch New Guinea to Indonesian administration, and what this might mean for the security of Australian-administered Papua and New Guinea, was a further cause for uncertainty. Finally, in December 1962 the defeat by British and Ghurkha forces of an attempted Indonesian coup in Brunei led to what Indonesian Foreign Minister Subandrio was to declare in January 1963 as ‘Konfrontasi’ (Indonesian for ‘Confrontation’)—Indonesia’s opposition to the creation of the new nation of Malaysia by the federation of Malaya, Singapore, and the north Borneo states of Sabah and Sarawak. For the next four years Australian troops and aircraft would be directly engaged in operations associated with Confrontation in Malaya, Singapore and Borneo, and from September 1963, the newly formed Malaysia.


Unsurprisingly, the Defence Committee’s February 1963 review concluded that: ‘a further deterioration has taken place in Australia’s strategic situation.’ Already busy with South-East Asian operations and the previously announced projects to procure Mirage III fighter aircraft and UH-1B Iroquois helicopters, the RAAF was about to be stretched further. On 22 May 1963, Prime Minister Menzies announced to Parliament the Cabinet decisions made on 7 May, these having arisen from the Defence Committee’s review and the subsequent (14 March) revised Air Programme. Additional Mirage and Iroquois, and eighteen Caribou Mk.1 tactical transport aircraft would now be procured, and Air Force would ‘... require an increase in personnel strength from the present target of 16,440 to something of the order of 18,300.’


Meanwhile, in what may have created the necessary precedent for future RAAF air operations in Vietnam, a Butterworth-based RAAF Dakota flew twenty-eight sorties between 11 and 28 May, carrying relief supplies for remotely located Montagnard refugees.






Throughout 1963 the security situation in South Vietnam deteriorated, culminating in November with the assassination of President Diem. The situation worsened in January 1964 with a military coup.


On 8 June 1964, Defence Minister Senator Shane Paltridge announced that:


... following consultations with the Government of the Republic of Vietnam and the Government of the United States, the Australian Government had decided to give additional military assistance to Vietnam.


This would include the first RAAF aircraft being formally committed to operations in South Vietnam:


A RAAF detachment of three Caribou transport aircraft and crews would be deployed to Vietnam as soon as servicing and support facilities can be provided there, with a further three by October.40


In early August 1964, claims by the United States that North Vietnamese naval units had attacked USS Maddox—the Gulf of Tonkin incident— provided casus belli for the US to attack North Vietnam. Operation Rolling Thunder bombing of North Vietnam and open warfare commenced on 5 August 1964.41 Reflecting the growing regional uncertainties, the Defence Committee reported on 15 October that:


The range of likely military situations Australia must now be prepared to face has increased in number and complexity as a result of recent Indonesian policies and the further encroachment of Communist influence in the SEATO Treaty protocol States, Laos, Cambodia and South Vietnam ...42


Back in Australia, the RAAF had been reviewing Air Force priorities contained in the Three-Year Defence Programme 1965/66 - 1967/68. Noting that the primary role of the RAAF’s two maritime squadrons ‘involves the location and destruction of enemy submarines’, the acquisition priorities agendum paper presented to the Air Board meeting on 27 September 1964 reflected the prevailing geostrategic circumstances, indicating that:


Should Australia be involved in any limited war in the South-East Asia area or Indonesia area, the Maritime aircraft would be required to protect lines of communication to forces operating in South-East Asia, primarily in the South China Sea.


The paper went on to advise Board members that: 


No 10 Squadron is equipped with Neptune SP-2H aircraft, embodying the most up-to-date surface and under-water detection equipment available for fixed wing maritime aircraft. No 11 Squadron is, however, equipped with the thirteen-year-old Neptune P-2E aircraft containing submarine detection and tracking equipment which is now obsolescent, and it is impracticable to modify these aircraft to give them the anti-submarine capability of the SP-2H.


The Air Board paper proposed ‘re-equipment in 1968/69 of No 11 Squadron with Lockheed P3V Orion aircraft, and allots priority No 7 to this project’. However, aware that Royal Australian Navy was proposing to re-equip HMAS Melbourne’s fixed-wing anti-submarine warfare force with Grumman S-2E Tracker aircraft, the paper indicated that:


‘The overall requirement for maritime anti-submarine aircraft should be subjected to inter-service examination to determine the need for such aircraft in the light of the assessed submarine threat and to decide whether, in the event that the Tracker aircraft are authorised for the Navy, and in the light of other anti-submarine resources available, a need remains to re-equip No 11 Squadron at this stage’.43
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P-3A 150608 from NAS Barbers Point-based VP-19 at RAAF Base Fairbairn (Canberra) on 20 April 1964 during the first visit to Australia by a Lockheed P-3 Orion. (Source: Royal Australian Navy)




In short, there was a possibility that 11 Squadron’s obsolescent P-2E Neptunes would not be replaced for some time, this being underlined by the Air Board’s decision to relegate the project to acquire ‘Ten Maritime Reconnaissance aircraft’ from its agendum paper listing of Priority 7 to Priority 8, after ‘Eight Navigation Trainer’ aircraft.


Notwithstanding the Air Board’s continuing reference to the ‘P3V Orion’, the ‘P-3A Orion’ designation, introduced in September 1962, had been used to present the aircraft to an international audience during its well-publicised role in the Cuban Missile Crisis in October and November 1962. More recently, the 21 April 1964 edition of The Canberra Times reported the first visit to Australia by:


The U.S. Navy’s newest anti-submarine aircraft, the P-3A Orion, which arrived at R.A.A.F. Base, Fairbairn, in Canberra this morning [20 April]. The aircraft which flew in from Hawaii is being introduced into the U.S.N, as a successor to the Neptune.44


Quoting Vice-Admiral J. T. Hayward, the Commander, Anti-Submarine Warfare Force, United States Pacific Fleet, who had travelled on the aircraft, The Canberra Times reported that:


Russia would deploy missile-carrying submarines off the Australian coast ‘within a year or so’ [and that] the submarine threat in the Pacific was ‘real and serious’. Missile-carrying submarines posed a potential threat to not only ‘merchantmen and strike forces but also major cities and vital industrial centres.’ ... Talking on the submarine threat posed by Russia, he said: ‘They obviously have not built all these nuclear submarines and increased their qualitative growth just to remain in the Sea of Japan.’


Earlier, he pointed out that the geographical features favoured the West because Russian submarines coming from Vladivostok had to move through narrow straits in the Sea of Japan. If all Russian submarines were on station it would create a major problem that would require the greatest effort on our part to prevent the launching of a missile. ‘They would lose some boats and they consider this fact,’ he said. ‘The fact remains that they would not lose all of them. It is a different thing to anything we have faced before.’






Admiral Hayward said both America and Australia had vast areas of coastline. Both had concentrated population and industry in the coastal areas. ‘Shipping and foreign trade are most important to us, as we are dependent upon key imports and exports essential to our wellbeing,’ he said. ‘We must keep the seas free and to do this we are prepared to meet and defeat any means which an enemy may conceive to exclude us from those areas.’


Admiral Hayward said the aim of the U.S. AntiSubmarine Warfare Force was to keep track of all submarine movements in the 85 million square miles of the Pacific. America’s aim was to try to see the pattern of Russian submarine movements, and to make sure the Russians knew America understood the pattern.


Referring to a subsequent interview with Admiral Hayward, four days later in Sydney, the 25 April edition of The Canberra Times reported that:


The admiral said that the Orion was vastly superior to the machines now used by the R.A.A.F. ‘Don’t think however, that I am trying to talk the Australian Government into buying them,’ ... ‘I am not here on a selling mission — I am here to talk.’


Admiral Hayward said that in any war decisions at sea depended on decision in the air. ‘We must have control of the air’ he said. ‘This is why fixed-wing aircraft are so important.’


Admiral Hayward left Australia the next day for New Zealand.


For the immediate future at least, staff officers drafting requirements papers managed to avoid P3V and P-3A designation confusion by referring to the aircraft as ‘Orions’. Meanwhile, the strategic circumstances alluded to by Admiral Hayward were increasingly becoming the focus of attention for the Federal Government.







8 The P-3 Orion was produced in a number of variants including the P-3B, P-3C, TAP-3 and AP-3C operated by the Royal Australian Air Force. The term ‘P-3’ or ‘P-3 Orion’ is used in this book as a generic reference to the aircraft when the particular variant is not pertinent.


9 Journalists and others quoted throughout this book have referred to the Neptune and Orion by a variety of designations. For consistency, and to minimise confusion, those references have been amended to align with the conventions used in Appendix 1 — ‘The designation and naming of maritime aircraft’.


10 The first F-111A flew in December 1964. A later version, the F-111C was handed over to the RAAF in 1968. However, problems with the aircraft’s wing carry through box (associated with the aircraft’s variable geometry wings) delayed final acceptance and entry to RAAF service until 1973 when they were escorted across the Pacific by RAAF P-3B Orions.


11 Given other aircraft available at the time, including the superior Consolidated B-24 Liberator then in RAAF service, this was a curious decision. It may have owed more to generating Australian jobs with the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation than to delivering the best capability to the RAAF.


12 The Australian Defence Force calculates an aircraft’s ‘Life of Type’ as ‘a date beyond which an aircraft can no longer be operated to an acceptable level of safety, based on current in-service management practices.’


13 Quotations attributed to Ray Parkin are extracted from: Parkin, Ray, Thirty Years Down the Arse End, Self-published, Woy Woy, NSW, 2009.


14 Les Fisher subsequently trained as a pilot, his service as a pilot on RAAF P-3s starting with the pickup of 11 Squadron’s P-3Bs in 1968. He was the second Commander Maritime Patrol Group, June 1987 — March 1990.


15 Comments attributed to Les Fisher are extracted from: A. Stephens, Dr Alan Stephens interviews Air Vice-Marshal Les Fisher [interview transcript], Air Power Studies Centre, 7 June 1994, accessed 20 May 2015.


16 VHF = Very High Frequency (radio communication — 30 to 300 megahertz) — most often associated with air traffic control and marine (medium range) communications.


17 ‘Compass swings’ were conducted to calibrate the aircraft compass after major servicings during which the magnetic field of the aircraft may have been altered, thereby impacting the compass reading. During the period when A73-64 crashed, this process was conducted by physically orienting the aircraft on the ground through surveyed headings.


18 Captained by Wing Commander John Costello, the Commanding Officer of No 10 Squadron, A73-64’s crew comprised Squadron Leader Charles Mason, Squadron Leader John Finlay, and Flight Lieutenant William Cater. Also killed in the accident were nursing sister Mafalda Gray and baby Robyn Huxley who was being flown to Brisbane for urgent medical attention.


19 ANZAM was established in 1948 as a contingency planning operation for the Eastern Indian Ocean, South-East Asia and South-West Pacific, based on Australian defence machinery with the UK and New Zealand defence forces engaged through their liaison officers based in Australia.


20 Julie was an explosive echo ranging technique, which employed small explosive charges dropped from the aircraft to measure the range, from the time of the charge to the echo from the submarine as heard by skilled operators via the sonobuoys in the water.


21 Jezebel (Jez) = the detection, classification, localisation and tracking of submerged submarines using passive sonobuoys.


22 Although the aircraft’s manufacturer, Canadair designated the aircraft as the CL-28, it was subsequently designated as the CP-107 Argus in Royal Canadian Air Force and Canadian Forces service.


23 MAD = magnetic anomaly detection equipment, which detects changes (anomalies) in the earth’s magnetic field caused by large metallic masses, such as submarines, sunken vessels, their equipment and cargo. The sensitive MAD sensor was contained in the ‘MAD boom’ which extended aft of the aircraft’s tailplane, locating it remote from the concentration of the aircraft’s metallic mass and electronic equipment that otherwise would interfere with its magnetic anomaly detection capabilities.


24 The ‘Y’ prefix in the designator denotes the aircraft’s prototype status.


25 While construction of the Lockheed Electra civil airliner was limited to 170 airframes (115 Model 188A and 54 Model 188C), manufacture of the maritime patrol aircraft based on its design would eventually total 757 aircraft (650 by Lockheed and 107 by Kawasaki).


26 Bureau Number (BuNo) — the official designation number assigned to a US Navy aircraft by the Navy’s Bureau of Aeronautics.


27 The arrangement of one fuselage tank and four wing tanks has remain unchanged throughout the full production of P-3 Orions.


28 See Appendix 1 — The designation and naming of maritime aircraft.


29 Cyril Arthur ‘Cy’ Greenwood was a World War II veteran. Flying with No 31 Squadron, he was taken POW by the Japanese after his Beaufighter was shot down on a raid of Aroe Island in the then Dutch East Indies. Following his repatriation he served in transport pilot duties, commanding No 36 Squadron, and the Australian detachment during the Berlin Airlift, Operation Pelican. He was Commanding Officer of No 10 Squadron between 1959 and 1964.


30 Cy Greenwood would return to 10 Squadron in August 1960, ready to participate in ongoing preparations for the unit’s conversion to the P2V-7.


31 Scheduled to be one of the aircraft captains taking delivery of the P2V-7s, Tom’s Air Force career would later include a notable incident in the pickup of the RAAF’s P-3B Orions. That incident will be covered in detail in Chapter 3.


32 Having qualified on the P2V-5 allowed the No 10 Squadron pilots a more compressed syllabus, flying USN aircraft from San Diego under the tutelage of the USN’s VP-31 operational conversion unit for the five familiarisation flights.


33 And subsequently returning for the pickup of 11 Squadron’s first Orions.


34 Unless otherwise credited, all comments quoted in the text have been extracted from correspondence or interviews between the author and the person attributed in the text as having made the comment.


35 The push rods had smashed through the rocker box on one of the aircraft’s piston engines.


36 See Appendix 1 — The designation and naming of maritime aircraft.


37 The P-3A (BuNo 150497) was photographed on 10 November 1962.


38 Robert McNamara was US Defense Secretary 1961—1968.


39 ‘Detachment’ is used throughout this book to refer to a unit broken off from the parent unit (most often from a squadron or wing in RAAF usage), usually for assignment to a different base from the parent unit.


40 The first three RAAF Caribous had only been delivered from Canada to Australia on 22 April 1964, the next three arriving on 13 June 1964, days after the Minister’s statement. Underlining the urgency attached to the Government’s commitment to provide aircraft for operations in Vietnam, the third and fourth Caribou delivery flights were not delivered to Australia. Instead they travelled to Vietnam via Butterworth to deliver six Caribous in July and August 1964.


41 Casus belli - Latin expression used in international law, which translates to ‘an act or event that provokes or is used to justify war’ (literally, ‘a case of war’).


42 SEATO = Southeast Asia Treaty Organisation


43 HMAS = Her Majesty’s Australian Ship (or ‘Submarine’ when pertinent)


44 Naval Air Station Barbers Point-based VP-19 P-3A BuNo 150608.




CHAPTER 2




The Answer to a Maiden’s Dreams


In the first week of November 1964, having been briefed ‘that a further substantial deterioration in Australia’s strategic situation has taken place’, Cabinet considered the ‘The Defence Programme 1965/66 to 1966/67’. In that submission the Chiefs of Staff Committee had recommended the acquisition of ‘fourteen S-2E Tracker anti-submarine to operate from Melbourne estimated at £16.5m’ (down from the twenty-four Trackers programmed by the Navy) as well as:


... ten Lockheed Orion maritime reconnaissance aircraft’, describing the P-2E’s ‘submarine detection and tracking equipment (as) obsolescent and impracticable to modify ... to give (the P-2E) the anti-submarine capability of the SP-2H.


The paper went on to argue that No 11 Squadron’s P-2Es had little operational effectiveness against modern submarines and could be employed only ‘in a very restricted role’. Significantly, in terms of the acquisition of both the Trackers and P-3 Orions, the submission indicated that:


... after discussion of the convoy protection roles of both long-range maritime patrol aircraft and fixed wing carrier borne anti-submarine warfare aircraft, in particular the likelihood of any unnecessary over-lapping between them in the event of acquisition by the Navy of S-2E (Tracker) aircraft, has agreed that there is a need to continue the present Long Range Maritime Reconnaissance order of battle of 2 squadrons by replacing the twelve P-2E Neptunes with ten Orions. The Chiefs of Staff Committee endorsed the Air proposal for the authorisation of £32.9m and expenditure of £3.9m during the programme period for this purpose.


Cabinet’s decisions, framed around the deterioration to Australia’s strategic position over the past year, were publicly announced by Prime Minister Menzies in the Defence Review Ministerial Statement delivered to Parliament on 10 November 1964. For the Air Force the statement included the acquisition of 115 new aircraft, a range of infrastructure improvements, such as those to be made to increase the capability of the airfield at Cocos Islands, and a build-up of its personnel numbers to approximately 21 000 by June 1968. Announcing the acquisition of Australia’s first P-3 Orions, Prime Minister Menzies said:


It has been decided to re-arm the [No 11] squadron in 1968 with Lockheed Orion aircraft which have outstanding performance in the location and destruction of enemy submarines. The Orion is the best maritime aircraft available in the world today. Ten of these aircraft will be obtained.


In light of immediate capability gap that had arisen in 1961 from the precipitate grounding of No 10 Squadron’s Mk.31 Lincolns’ service, the decision to replace No 11 Squadron’s P-2E Neptunes could not have been taken much later without incurring a similar penalty. Apart from the P-2E’s anti-submarine warfare systems being obsolescent, the aircraft were also starting to get tired, this now being underlined by increasing aircraft unserviceability. Posted to 11 Squadron after pilot training, Les Fisher’s recollections of his time flying the P-2E in 



 the mid-1960s capture the creeping obsolescence of the aircraft.1 While finding that it was ‘a good aeroplane to fly, it handled well, it was easy to fly’, he also recalled that around that time the ageing Neptunes:


... started to have a lot of problems with fire warning lights, and at that time also, we were having problems with engine failures. They used to recondition the spark plugs in those days, which was extraordinary. So, we were regularly starting to have engine failures, difficulties with the hydraulics: you could pull the gear up and it would dump hydraulic fuel over the side. So, the aeroplane was becoming very difficult to operate because of its serviceability.


While the formal decision for the RAAF to acquire P-3 Orions had just been made, the Air Force’s acquaintance with the aircraft type was already well underway. Serving in Canada on the pilot exchange with VP 407 Squadron at Comox, Tom Trinder’s first exposure to the P-3A was on 26 February 1964, during a two-hour familiarisation from Comox on visiting US Navy P-3A 150517 from VP-26, based at nearby Whidbey Island.2 His immediate reaction was that the P-3 ‘ ... was a joy to fly in every way, and it was easier to fly accurately’, ideally matching the platform to the requirement for it to be ‘hand flown’ both for long periods and with great precision, in a variety of tactical conditions. Among those transitioning from the Neptune such first reactions were universal after their first acquaintance with the larger, more powerful, more technologically advanced and far more comfortable P-3. Over the next two years Tom Trinder would fly five further P-3A familiarisation sorties from Naval Air Stations Moffett Field, California and Barbers Point, Hawaii.3 4 He would arrive back at No 11 Squadron as B Flight Commander with forty-three P-3 hours already in his logbook prior to the first RAAF P-3 pickup.


Other RAAF maritime crew members became similarly acquainted with the P-3A on an opportunity basis. Signaller, Sergeant (later flight lieutenant air electronic officer (AEO)) Paul Fuller would later recall his reaction when, in April 1965, he encountered his first P-3A while at Naval Air Station Barbers Point for Exercise Hawaiian Groper5:


This seemed like the answer to a maiden’s dreams: a ladder to walk up instead of a hatch to crawl through; walk around inside instead of having to crawl on hands and knees; air-conditioned and pressurised; no more having to wear oxy masks over 10 000 feet; a proper galley for meal preparation; fast enough to get somewhere in half a day instead of all day. We all walked around dreaming of the day when the venerable P-2E was finally put to bed and a new world was about to open.6


Returning to 1964, the Air Board meeting on 14 August took decisions that would play a key part in professionalising the RAAF maritime force. That meeting agreed to the creation of the AEO category to replace the signaller officer category, the Air Board recognising that, by 1964 signallers were:


... employed primarily in maritime reconnaissance aircraft where the skill required for telegraphy operation is relatively minor compared with that required for the operation of anti-submarine and electronic warfare equipments ...


The entry standards for the first AEO course, which would start the following January, were raised to be the same as for pilot and navigator entrants. Appropriately qualified signallers would be transferred to the AEO category, with bridging training to be provided for those signallers not qualified and for non-commissioned officer (NCO) signallers. Graduates of No 1 AEO Course would arrive at 10 and 11 Squadrons in May 1966.
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11 Squadron B Crew at Pacific Groper, April 1965. Left to right: Paul Fuller (AEO), Brian Marriott (AEO), Stan Cattell (navigator), Mike McMahon (navigator), Eric Peck (RAF exchange pilot with both hands on the map), Dennis Greenwood (RAF exchange AEO crouched rear left of Eric), Tony Millman (RAF exchange pilot), Bill Baillie (AEO), Wally Morfoot (navigator), Mike Guest (AEO). (Source: RAAF)






The next key step in professionalising the RAAF maritime force would be the US Navy training that accompanied the delivery of the RAAF’s first P-3s. Triggered by Prime Minister Menzies’ 10 November 1964 statement, the necessary preparations to receive the P-3s and the other aircraft types announced were soon underway. These included, on 4 December, the Air Board accepting a number of broad assumptions put to it in the context of addressing the significant changes that had recently occurred to forecast requirements for the three-year program. Among the agreed assumptions was that ‘No 11 Squadron will remain at RICHMOND when equipped with P-3 Orion aircraft’. That assumption would remain in place until shortly before the first 11 Squadron crews departed Richmond in late 1967 to take delivery of their new aircraft.


By July 1965, planning was well underway for the introduction of the P-3A into RAAF service in 1968, in accordance with Prime Minister Menzies’ statement. However, against the background of the uncertain and deteriorating security situation in Australia’s area of interest, which was then highlighting Australia’s need to secure its sea lines of communication, then Chief of the Air Staff, Air Marshal (later Sir) Alister Murdoch, directed that options be examined for introducing the aircraft into service as early as 1 July 1967. Such a timeline would also fit the expected procurement of P-3A Orions with the acquisition of the C-130E in 1966, the expected acquisition of the MB-326H Macchi in 1967, and the then expected acquisition of the F-111 in 1968.7 For operational capability reasons, waiting until then for delivery of the Orion was ruled out by the RAAF, Operations Requirements (Maritime) staff noting inter alia, that:




If the P-3B is as much of an improvement over the P-3A as is anticipated then the USN will, no doubt, modify its 250 - 270 P-3As - a modification in which we could participate, if we wished.


While it would be the P-3B that was delivered to 11 Squadron, the P-3A then available for the early replacement of the old and obsolescent P-2E Neptunes presented significant and timely operational advantages. For example, with HMAS Melbourne’s half-life refit planned from mid-1967, its removal from theatre, unless replaced by an equivalent ASW capability, would leave shipping in Australia’s sea lines of communication exposed to submarine threats.


The P-3Bs that started to come off the Lockheed Burbank production line later that year offered several improvements incorporated into later-build P-3As (and retro-fitted to earlier build P-3As).8 These included the addition of an auxiliary power unit (APU), providing electrical power for air conditioning and engine starts. The APU became fundamental to the ability of the P-3 to deploy to remote airfields, where compatible ground power and air supplies were not always available. Avionics improvements included the Delayed Time Compression (DELTIC) upgrade which included installation of the AQA-7(v)5 Jezebel passive acoustic signal processor/recorder system. The P-3B’s other clear performance improvement came with its upgraded engines. While the water methanol-injected Allison T56-A-10W engines fitted on the P-3A generated approximately 4200 equivalent shaft horsepower (ESHP), the more powerful Allison T56-A-14 engines fitted to the P-3B generated approximately 4600 ESHP, without water methanol-injection. These engines would enhance the short airfield capability, climb and cruise performance of the P-3B and subsequent models of the Orion.


The various modifications to the later P-3A builds led to the ‘Heavy Weight Mod’. This modification, which increased the aircraft’s maximum airframe load carrying capability from 126 200 to 135 000 pounds, was achieved by the addition of structural elements throughout the airframe, mostly in the wings, to accommodate the heavier avionics and weapons now being carried. The modification also included strengthened undercarriage and an emergency fueldump capability. The P-3Bs delivered to the RAAF would all be DELTIC heavyweight models.
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P-3B side elevation highlighting improvements over the P-3A. (Source: Dauntless Aviation Image Gallery)








Although clear lead times for the delivery of the aircraft were not yet known, experience gained from the most recent Neptune acquisition suggested a period of not less than eighteen months from the date of order to the desired delivery date. Planning staff highlighted the need for test and ground support equipment, and the first year of aircraft spares to be in place in Australia prior to the aircraft arriving. Further, recognising that 11 Squadron would be spread across interim facilities at Richmond while awaiting construction of a new hangar and other dedicated facilities (not expected to be completed before December 1969), planners predicted a range of impacts on squadron efficiency ‘which would have to be accepted’, particularly since this would be occurring when base resources at Richmond would be further taxed by the introduction into service there of twelve C-130E Hercules aircraft from February 1966.


Subsequent advice from Lockheed suggested a lead-time of only fifteen months, (and that the longest lead-time for ground support equipment would not exceed twelve months) provided the order (‘letter of intent’) was placed with that of the US Navy, by mid-September 1965. US Navy officers who visited Canberra in 1965 as part of the Lockheed/US Navy briefing team indicated that while No 11 Squadron aircrew would train on the new RAAF P-3s, the US Navy policy would be to provide all ground and air training for conversion to type and operational training without charge, apart from meal and accommodation costs (an arrangement already extended to the RNZAF, whose No 5 Squadron would become the lead international customer for the P-3). RAAF planners considered the opportunity (not tied to the mid-September timeline for submitting the order) ‘for free use of first class USN training facilities and instructors is too good to miss’, such an arrangement enabling the RAAF ‘to better train replacement personnel later, after we gain experience with the aircraft.’9


Based on the fleet of ten P-3A aircraft sustaining a flying rate of 3777 hours per annum, and the increased complexity of the P-3A over the Neptune types then operated by the RAAF, planning staff estimated RAAF operation of the Orion would require eighty additional maintenance airmen, eight flight engineers, and seven technicians for the Weapons Systems Trainer. While many of the systems in the Orion, such as the radio and instrument systems were then identical to those fitted in the SP-2H, other systems were both more numerous and more complex. There were twice as many propellers, each being more complex and receiving greater squadron level maintenance than was the case for the Neptune systems, while the Orion’s navigation systems, additional hydraulic, air conditioning, pressurisation, sono and weapons systems and their increased complexity, contributed to the required increases to the workforce.


Among the options considered for manning the flight engineer positions was the use of commissioned flight engineers who could subsequently fill squadron engineering officer positions and, according to one staff paper, ‘... would provide an ideal solution to the problem of having ten officers and one NCO in a crew ...’


In the event, recognition of the need for a rotation capability, particularly for longer sorties, led to the requirement being increased to two flight engineers per crew. Selection of the first of these was conducted by the RAAF C-130 flight engineer team. The first two P-3 flight engineers, Warrant Officer Len Turner (who would become the 11 Squadron flight engineer leader) and Flight Sergeant Keith Wadling, were already C-130 flight engineers while the others, including decorated Vietnam helicopter crewman Sergeant Gordon Buttriss, were volunteers drawn from the pool awaiting selection for C-130 flight engineer training.10 All but Turner and Wadling would spend a significant amount of time training in the C-130 simulator at Richmond before departing, from late 1967, for the P-3B pickup.






While flight engineers were new to the RAAF maritime force, the enormous benefit they brought to a maritime patrol aircraft cockpit was already very familiar to Tom Trinder. The Royal Canadian Air Force P2V-7 Neptune crews with which Tom flew during his exchange posting, included a flight engineer in the cockpit, which Tom later described as ‘a good idea, but the cockpit was very crowded’. Space was not an issue in the capacious Orion cockpit and, during the P-3’s fifty years of RAAF service, flight engineers would be universally respected as being integral to the aircraft’s operations.


When identifying the new aircraft’s workforce impact, one planning staff estimate noted that No 11 Squadron aircrew conversion and operational training in the USA, at an expected flying rate of 300 hours per month, would be only forty-three hours per month less than the expected in-service flying rate. That in turn pointed to the requirement for all squadron maintenance personnel to be trained in the USA prior to commencement of the aircrew conversions and remain there to service aircraft during aircrew training, rather than that training being ‘... left to [a] slow and piecemeal training effort by a few newly trained aircrew and maintenance personnel in Australia.’


By having 11 Squadron serving in the USA ‘in toto’ for some time, and with some specialist technicians requiring longer training that would start earlier (for example, the ASN-42 (Litton LN-2C) Inertial Navigation System would require an eighty-five day course), the initial expectation, based on an Orion in-service date of 1 July 1967, was that 11 Squadron would cease Neptune operations in mid-October 1966.11 Operational requirements staff refined this proposal, suggesting the phase out of P-2E airframes as they became due for their E Servicing. Meanwhile, foregoing six such inspections due in the suggested timeframe was estimated to save 120 000 man-hours at No 2 Aircraft Depot at a time when the RAAF was experiencing a shortfall in its maintenance workforce.




[image: ]


Size comparison between the P-2 Neptune and P-3 Orion. (Source: Lockheed Orion Service Digest, Issue 1)






On 2 August 1965, US Navy P-3A 150515 made a brief visit to RAAF Fairbairn. Reporting on that visit the next day, The Canberra Times focussed on the aircraft’s ‘electronic equipment used for tracking and killing operations’, while the September 1965 issue of RAAF News described the Orion as ‘the best maritime aircraft available in the world today’. Perhaps encouraged by that visit, an August 1965 operational requirements staff paper was similarly effusive. Capturing both the optimism generated by the aircraft’s forthcoming acquisition and enthusiasm for its early introduction, the paper concluded that:


The enhanced operational capabilities of the RAAF MR element (including the ability to cover areas outside the range of the Neptunes), the boost to morale, and the clear indication of Australia’s growing defence preparedness are all benefits to be gained from an early introduction of the Orion. On balance the benefits in replacing the obsolescent P-2E Neptune with the effective P-3A Orion far outweigh the difficulties of this course of action.


Air Force members and the broader community would become increasingly familiar with the aircraft type selected to replace 11 Squadron’s P-2E Neptunes as US Navy Orions made further visits to Townsville, Richmond, Fairbairn, Melbourne and Edinburgh, particularly as exercise opportunities arose.


Meeting on 20 August 1965 the Air Board accepted staff advice that ‘there are sound operational reasons for an early replacement of the obsolescent P-2E Neptune with the P-3A Orion’ and that ten P-3A Orions could be procured by 1 July 1967. Although then Minister for Air, Peter Howson approved the Board’s recommendation, subsequent practical issues proved that timeframe to be overly optimistic. On 28 October the Department of Defence ruled the P-3 acquisition project could not be sponsored at that time due to budgetary considerations. However, the Department of Defence did agree to the requirement being reviewed in the first quarter of 1966, with a view to the contract being placed on 1 July 1966, allowing delivery in early 1968.


On 5 January 1966, reflecting what might have been gentle encouragement from the US, the RAAF Air Attache in Washington advised that the US Navy had requested RAAF attendance at a pre-provisioning conference to be held in the USA the following month. Subsequent Air Force representations to the Department of Defence on 14 January led to the Department, on 2 February, authorising Air Force to instruct the RAAF Air Attaché in Washington to release to the US Navy a letter-of-intent to purchase ten Orion aircraft and support equipment. On 2 March 1966 Minister Howson noted an Air Board submission that the P-3A pre-provisioning conference was no longer required. He also agreed the composition of the provisioning team and that the team should depart Australia at the end of April to remain in the US for ‘about six months’. The April edition of RAAF News subsequently reported the departure of thirty RAAF specialist officers and airmen, led by Wing Commander (later Air Commodore) Harvey Colebrook:


... for detailed examination of the technical and equipment aspects of the order for ten P-3A Orion maritime reconnaissance aircraft, [which the brief article described as] an electronic marvel, equipped with the world’s most advanced devices for sonar analysis, navigation and direction and direction finding.






In what may have been the first Air Force-sponsored reference to the updated P-3B version of the Orion, albeit having previously referred to the procurement of the ‘P-3A’ in the same article, RAAF News went on to report that:


All crew members on No 11 Sqn, which will be equipped with P-3B Orions will be trained by the United States Navy at a naval establishment in the US. Aircrew undergoing this conversion training would fly in RAAF Orions and RAAF ground staff would also maintain the aircraft.








11 Squadron’s Neptunes Depart




Withdrawal of the P-2E Neptunes from RAAF service became more real on 19 October 1966 when Royal Canadian Air Force exchange pilot, Flight Lieutenant ‘Chuck’ Smith and crew ferried one of 11 Squadron’s P-2Es, A89-301, to Laverton for handover to the RAAF School of Radio.12


Better news for 11 Squadron was the increasing influx of experienced aircrew from 10 Squadron and other postings. Starting with Tom Trinder’s posting from the Australian Joint Anti-Submarine School in November 1966, this would continue until the very eve of crews departing for the P-3B pickup. Among the many inward postings during this period was incoming 11 Squadron commanding officer, Acting Wing Commander (later Air Vice-Marshal) Russ Law from RAAF Staff College, arriving at the unit in March 1967. Russ Law flew his first P-2E conversion sortie on 29 March, two days after arriving at the squadron.13 This would also be the start of Law’s conversion to maritime flying, his background until then being as an experienced transport and test pilot. Experienced Neptune pilot, Flight Lieutenant (later Group Captain) Bob Holland arrived from Central Flying School on 28 April, along with graduates from No 2 AEO course, for their short exposure to the P-2E.14 May saw the arrival of a junior engineering officer, Flying Officer Jack Wurf, whose professional diligence was to play a key role in the lives of 11 Squadron aircrew during the P-3B pickup. Also arriving at Richmond late in May to participate in a Submarine Exercise were two P-3B Orions from the Royal New Zealand Air Force’s No 5 Squadron. This was their first documented visit to Australia, 11 Squadron’s unit historian recording that:


The crews were given a hearty welcome [and on their departure, that] Squadron personnel had obtained valuable P-3B familiarization by flying on these aircraft as observers during the exercise.


Despite P-2E conversion training continuing through early 1967, No 11 Squadron was now clearly focussed on the forthcoming P-3B pickup. Les Fisher later recalled that:


I can remember us spending a lot of time learning about the P-3s before we went away. I was the weapons officer on 11 Squadron and I remember giving quite a few lectures on the weapons system on the P-3. We were well into it.


In the United States, US Navy maritime patrol training squadron VP-31, which formed part of Fleet Air Wing Pacific, would provide conversion training. Wing Commander (later Air Commodore) Geoff Michael, then serving as the first RAAF exchange ‘Readiness and Training Officer’ on the staff of Commander, Fleet Air Wing Pacific, found himself responsible for the development of that training, and subsequently overseeing its delivery. Geoff Michael was a highly 





 experienced and greatly respected RAAF pilot.15 As one of the pilots who took delivery of No 11 Squadron’s (then) P2V-5 Neptunes in 1951, he had a very good understanding of the US Navy training arrangements for foreign aircrew taking delivery of new aircraft. Also, having recently undertaken a P-3 conversion in conjunction with his exchange duties, he had a first-hand current understanding of the challenges that would face 11 Squadron members as they converted to this significantly more complex and capable aircraft. Included in the US Navy delegation that attended a Pentagon planning conference for the RAAF P-3B pickup, Geoff Michael found himself sitting opposite the RAAF delegation. That meeting turned out to be very brief, as Geoff Michael would later recall, the US Navy rear admiral chairing the conference asked him:


Do you know what they need? ... I said, ‘Admiral I believe so, yes’ ... he said, are the Australians happy about that? I said, ‘they were’. He said, well, why are we wasting our time here? You know what they want, you make sure they get it. And I wish you a very good meeting. And that was the full extent of our conference in Washington.16


That meeting was to set the tone and characterise relations between the RAAF maritime force and the US Navy for the duration of the P-3’s service in the RAAF.








11 Squadron’s Relocation to Edinburgh




Throughout 1967 preparations for the P-3B pickup continued, including efforts to resolve the base accommodation issues previously identified at Richmond. When the Air Board met on 18 January 1967, the intention was for works to be undertaken at Richmond to allow it to accommodate the ten new P-3Bs and continue as 11 Squadron’s base. That meeting approved expenditure including $2 million for a hangar (and technical facilities in the annexes) ‘for the maintenance of two Orion aircraft simultaneously’; $800 000 for a new hard standing area for No 11 Squadron’s Orions and the new hangar; $275 000 to provide shelter for Orion simulator facilities; $120 000 for a maritime aircraft wash down facility; and $100 000 to relocate airfield aids to avoid their performance being degraded by the interference from the proposed new facilities.


Despite these approvals, the alignment of several loosely connected developments would point to 11 Squadron’s relocation to RAAF Edinburgh, situated between Salisbury and Elizabeth in the northern suburbs of Adelaide, South Australia. Opened by the Duke of Edinburgh on 22 March 1954, the base, located alongside the wartime Salisbury Explosives factory, and operating under the jurisdiction of the Department of Supply, had been developed to support the Anglo-Australian joint project to research use of long-range weaponry. By 1967 the joint project had effectively wound down and related support operations from Edinburgh greatly reduced. Attention then turned to alternative uses for the base and, associated with that, its possible transfer to the Department of Air. Also, at this time base resources at Richmond were under increased pressure following the arrival over the preceding year of twelve C-130E Hercules aircraft for the reformed No 37 Squadron.


On 29 September 1967, the Air Board considered the report of an RAAF Survey Party sent to ‘investigate the feasibility of transferring No 11 Sqn from Richmond to Edinburgh’. Chief of the Air Staff Murdoch highlighted the need for early progress on the issue, noting that:


... as there is a degree of urgency associated with stopping the construction of new works related to the Orion purchase which are about to commence at Richmond, and initiating action re new works at Edinburgh, I recommend that (the) Air Board agree in principle to the Survey party’s recommendation that No 11 Sqn be moved to Edinburgh, in order that more detailed administrative and planning action can proceed.








[image: ]


RAAF Edinburgh flight line, late 1950s. (Source: ADF Serials Image Gallery)






The Air Board agreed, directing that:


No action be taken to implement this agreement before the Board has had the opportunity to learn the outcome of the discussions at present proceeding in the UK regarding the RAAF’s assumption of full responsibilities for RAAF Edinburgh, and it has the opportunity to consider the full works/personnel/financial implications of the proposed transfer.


While the agendum paper’s recommendation referred to making ‘a full assessment of the position’ regarding the proposed move to Edinburgh, it was devoid of any reference to the operational implications that might arise from the move. Instead, the focus then was more on the administrative and economic advantages that might eventuate from the proposed move, and the RAAF assuming full responsibility for the operation and maintenance of Edinburgh. Meanwhile, at the 29 September 1967 meeting, the Air Board further directed the working party ‘to investigate the feasibility of also transferring No 10 Squadron to Edinburgh.’ Thus, was born the idea that Edinburgh could become the home of RAAF maritime flying, although that did not eventuate until after a ten-year gestation.


Many years later, AEO, Flight Lieutenant (later Squadron Leader) Gordon Johnstone recalled learning about the move:


We knew in September of 1967 that the Squadron was going to be based in Edinburgh as of January 1968. I had just moved into my new home in West Pennant Hills in September and found out three days later about the move. I will not repeat the words I used when I found out!




Making his own investigations into arrangements at Edinburgh, Russ Law flew there on 10 October for a three-day visit to ascertain where his squadron of new Orions, their aircrew and maintenance staff would be located. Included on his crew was AEO Flight Lieutenant (later Wing Commander) Allan Salisbury, who, having served on flying duties for three years at Edinburgh with No 2 Air Trials Unit in the early 1960s, had a good knowledge of the base’s layout and facilities. That knowledge led to the decision for Allan to be in the last group of aircrew to travel to the US for the pickup. Nearly fifty years later he would recall:


My main task was to arrange married quarter requirements and together with the Squadron Equipment Officer, Flying Officer Tony Thornton, the transfer and storage of all the ground support equipment... After the last Neptune left Richmond all the ground support equipment that was suitable to all types of aircraft had to be moved to Edinburgh. Hangar space was available for storage at Edinburgh. Tony and some non-technical staff were sent to Edinburgh to prepare for the arrival of this equipment, which was to be transported in a convoy of semi-trailers. I drove my car across to Edinburgh because Glynis and our two children would be coming later by air. I worked with [Commanding Officer, Base Squadron Edinburgh] Wing Commander Jim Wilson, who I knew from way back at East Sale, to establish the housing requirements, especially married quarters. The housing development around Elizabeth was booming at that time and there was no problem with housing. I got a house organised and was able to bring my family across before I left for the States.


Meeting again on 17 November, the Air Board approved the transfer of No 11 Squadron from Richmond to Edinburgh. The unit’s immediate and medium-term future would be impacted by the Air Board’s determination that:


No 11 Squadron will cease flying with the Neptunes on 30 November 1967 to allow time for aircraft to be returned to store and an advance party to be formed; No 11 Squadron will form in nucleus at Edinburgh on 1st February, 1968, and the base will be handed over from Support Command to Operational Command on that date; and No 11 Squadron will become fully operational on 1st October 1968.


There was no reference to the relocation of No 10 Squadron in either the agendum paper or the minutes for that 17 November meeting.


Many factors, both internal to the Air Force and externally, influenced the decision to relocate 11 Squadron. These might have started with the focus on the base that arose from its pending transfer from the Department of Supply to the Department of Air. Further favouring the move was knowledge that the cost of additional capital works required at Edinburgh would be offset in the short term at least by savings from the work no longer required at Richmond. Also in Edinburgh’s favour was the operational consideration that, uniquely, its location, along with the greater speed of the Orion, would allow a maritime air response to any part of the Australian coast within four hours.17 Finally, while not specifically canvassed in the Air Board’s deliberations, the positive impact the arrival of 11 Squadron would have on the depressed economy of Adelaide’s northern suburbs is likely to have been a consideration for Minister of Air Howson when he approved the transfer. As subsequently revealed by an Adelaide Advertiser article in February 1968:


Because of the generally depressed state of SA industrial expansion during much of last year, the housing estates have spread faster than the factories, providing homes for more people than the area had jobs for. Now, says Mr A. M. Ramsay, general manager of the SA Housing Trust, which has been left with a number of deserted houses, there is a new area of hope.








‘A number of deserted houses’ may have been an understatement. Tom Trinder later recalled that (a month before he was due to depart to the US for the pickup):


On 26 October I flew to Edinburgh to check up on married quarters availability. The South Australian Housing Trust had some 650 empty new houses built on the expectation of an increasing Holden work force that didn’t happen.18 I think that I was responsible for talking the Trust into leaving the air conditioners in situ and charging the RAAF fifty cents per week more in rent as it was going to cost the RAAF some $3000 to pull out the units and brick-up the holes!
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