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GUBA ll was the first of the many Catalina Flying ..,.ti
Boati to I come to the South Pacific: Ocean, 

' '.,

beginning an era which was to last for almost thirty :
years (Photographs -  Mervyn W. Pr imel

from the Royal Canadian Air Force came in the months of
March and Aprrl1942.

Available evidence of the Netherlands Catalinas is sketchy;
the flying boats came to Java in the late months of 1941
and almost immediately were caught up in the Japanese
advance. Numbers of them escaped and went to RAC
squadrons, while others were again caught in Australia and
destroyed except one which was impressed in RAAF as
A21-28.

The air route from the British Isles to Australia was cut
finally in early 1942. Nlalaya was ovelrun within two
months of Pearl Harbor day, Singapore fell to the Japanese
on 15 Februav 1942. and ihe last of the BOAC Empire
tlying boats on the Far East route were destroyed at anchor
at Broome in Werrt Australia. The interruption of the air
route was to last ibr over a year. As allied forces recon-
quered North Africa and the airways to India were estab-
lished or reestabiished, the link between England and
Australia became vital, and Qantas Empire Airways, which
was responsible for the Australian end of the Empire route
took on lease from the Australian government five of the
Catalinas and in mid-1943 began what is still one of the
iongest over-water routes, from Perth, ol the southwestern
c, ner of Australia, to Colombo, Ceylon.2

Tire account of these five flying boats, the VEGA,
ALTAIR, RIGEL, ANTARES, and APICA STAR's was
given in the JOURNAI, Volume 6, page 51, and another
interesting view is printed here from Merchant Airmen,
published in 1946 by HM Stationery Office:

The strenghening of the air routes which followed the
happier circumstances of the war after the African victories
was'particularly marked on the old Empire route connect-
ins Britain with the Middle East and with India . . . From
Britain, the West Africa detour was no longer necessary;the
trunk route which would have to be strensthened ran from
England. with stops at either Lisbon or Gi6raltar and some-
where on the Tunisian or Tripolitanian coasts, to Cairo,
then through Iraq to Karachi . . .

What is more, the one important link in the Empire chain
rvhich had been broken had been repaired again. Although
the Japanese still held Burma, Siam, Malaya and the East
Indies. the airmen of Australia had once more linked their
country to India . . . From the moment when their Empire
chain had been cut, Qantas Empire Airways had hankered
to re-knit it. They thought it not good enough for Australia
to be connected to Bdtain by air only eastabout: across the
Pacific, the Americas and the Atlantic. Westwards, there
were only two possible routes. Long-range aircraft could fly
from Western Australia across the southern waters of the
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The Consolidated Catalina flying boat, if not designed
especially for the South Pacific Ocean, fitted to the require-
ments of long-distance over water f l ight as no other airplane
would have. It was partly because the airplane, though
slow, was also the only type available in the necessary
quantity at the time and place when needed. And foi a long
time after the end of World War Two, when the Catalina

is in its most useful period of service, a significant num-
ber of them were operated betrveen the far-flung islands
and territorial centers unti i new and modern landplane
facil it ies could be buiit.

The first Catalina to come to the area was Dr. Richard
Archbold's, carrying him on an exploration trip throughout
\le-'v Grinea anC the suircuiidins islands for the .*rcncan
N{useum of Natural History. CUSA I and GUBA II were
both issued registrations NC777, and the second, a Modei
28-3, was the one flown to New Guinea, where the Museum
had been in operation with a Fairchiid 91 since early 1936.
GUBA II stayed in the area for eleven months unti l i t was
flown to Sydney in May 1939 for the return journey to the
United States. (See JOURNAI, Spring 1971, page 30).
GUBA, of course, entered wartime service and flew, under
the banner of the newly formed British Overseas Airways
Corporation. on the route from London to West Africa in
1 9 4 1 . '

Then came the War. Catalina flying boats were built under
various letter contracts for England, Canada, Australia and
the Netherlands and for which the desienations stood as
trllows:

ivlodel Ouantity Country Delivery Range
28 '5ME 106  Eng land  11 -23  40  ro  11 -7 -41
28-5MA 18 Austra l ia 2-6-41 to 10-1-41
2B-5MN 36  Ne the r l ands  8 -13 -41  t o  10 -31 -41
2B-5I /C 36 Canada 8-22-41 to 11-4 '41
2B'5AI ' ,4C 14 Canada 11-11 41 Io 12-31-41
28 -5AMN 12  Ne the r l ands  B -1 -42  t o  8 -18 -42

In the above, "M" meant Military while "A" was for the
amphibian version. In the tables below, the 18 for Australia
and the 48 for Netherlands East Indies can be identified en
bloc; the rest came to Australian and New Zealand forces
piecemeal from England and Canada.

Arrivals of the first of the Catalinas to Australia com-
menced in early February 1941 and lasted unti l late
November, just prior to the launching of Japan's onslaught.
The U.S. Navy was then operating Patrol Wing Ten in the
Western Pacific and as small increments of Allied forces
escaped to comparative safety of Australia, two of Patwing
Ten's PBY's were pressed into service of the Royal Australi-
an fur Force in June and July 1942. The nine Catalinas
WINTER 1971
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Indian Ocean to East Africa; or they could strike out north-

west to Cyelon. The latter was chosen. It entailed a non'

stop ocean flight of more than 3,000 miles.

No long-range land-planes were available' The best, indeed

the onl"y, #craft with sufficient range which could be

oifet.a'*.r. tornt Catalina flying-boats, seconded from
military duties with the R.A.F. Part of their cabin space
was filied with extra petrol-tanks, and into what remained
could iust be fitted tliree chairs and two canvas bunks. By
this conversion it was found possible to carry 1,000 kilos of
pay-load over the distance involved. The Catalinas were
hown frorn Britain by crews of British Overseas Airways
and handed into the charge of an R.A-F. squadron at the
flying-boat station of Kegalla, in Ceylon ' . .

An R.A.F. squadron flew the first seven experi-mental
flights in the Catalinas between Ceylon and Perth, Western
Aristralia. But there was no attempt to set up a regular
service; the flights always awaited weather forecasts in
which the wind-strengths in different directions over differ-
ent sections of the journey cancelled each other out for the
whole flight. That often meant delays of several weeks. No
passengers were carried.

In the middle of 1943 the route was handed over to British
Overseas Airways, with Qantas acting as their operating
asents. Captain W.H. Crowther, the Qantas pilot who had
<-#ee muci planning for the route, was placed in charge of
( ,rndertaking.

The first southbound Catalina service, Captain R.B. Tapp'
took off from Kegalla at 01.50 hours G.M.T. on July 1Sth,
1943. alighting at Perth, Western Australia, after a non-stop
flight of 27 hours 50 minutes. A passenger. was to have been
cairied, but his trip was cancelled at the last moment, and
il ' .c arrcralt tcck onii '  5l lb. cl diplo;natic and trocp ma!l.
Tapp arrived at Perth with 400 gallons of fuel to spare.

The second southbound trip, on luly 2lst-22nd, took 28
hours 32 minutes, carrying one passenger, diplomatic mail
and airgraph. The third, a week later, carried two passen-
gers; it-was later found possible, in suitable weather, to
carry three.
The Catalina is no air liner. Her quarters are cramped and
her speed slow. In the early days it was necessary for tLe
putttngttt to stand in a forward compartment for take-off,
icting 

-as 
ballast to trim the overlad-en flying-boat, and to

temain there for some hours until sufficient petrol had been
used to allow them to go aft to sit down. The only space
aboard where a man can stretch his legs is the gun-deck aft,
between the two big semi-spherical perspex blisters' The
n^ise of the two engines is harsh and does not relent. Only

Jwich meals are possible on this journey of more than a
day, and, with two big fuel tanks stuck in the cabin, no-
body may smoke. For the captain, navigation is the prob-
lem- for if that failt he will exhaust his fuel, and there are
no alighting areas in which he can find haven in emergency'

There was a little more speeding-up to be done- The mdn
purpose of this Ceylon-Australia service was to carry vital
bff"i.t despatches with the greatest speed between London

and Australia - the passengers, although important, were

incidental. On the eaf[er flights there was a delay of three

davs eettine the official mail from Ceylon to the north of

tnila."to rEmedy this, Qantas extended their Catalina ser-

vice from Ceylon direct to Karachi, in one overnigh! h.oq -

the east coasi of India is unsuitabie for flying-boat alighting
during the monsoon periods. Thus official despatches
reachEd Karachi from Australia in two jumps, and went
straight to London.

It is fittins that this ascount of the work of British mer-
chant airm-en during the war should end rvith Catalina ser-
vice between Australia and Ceylon. For not only was that
service a considerable feat of airmanship, it was also a
svmbol of the courage and endurance with which the mer-
chant airmen have kipt the air routes open despite all the
difficulties and dangers of war . . . Yet with aircraft by no
means the most suitable, the Australians nevertheless re-
oaired that line across more than 3,000 miles of ocean' So'thut, 

by 1944,not only were all the countries of the British
Commonwealth linked as firmly as ever through the air, not
onlv were there new British air services to all the major
alh6s of the United Nations, not only were merchant air-
craft plying on all the supply routes .to tthe-battlefronts;
but any man whose work was demed by,the Government
of sufficient importance to the war could circumnavigate
the globe by air, from London back to London, and travel
ever! mile bf ttre way, save the stretch of the Pacific be-
tween New Zealand and the western shores of the Ameri-
cas, with a British merchant captain in the cockpit. (End
quote.)

Following the War, numbers of the Catalina found their
way into civil service, most of which are in the accompany-
lne table. The experiences of pilots and crewmen of these

ha"ve not been toi'd, anci alvait oniy the enterpnsing pen 9f
,o*r ,.t.ut.her to bring to life' Some of them probably

will never be written; at least one of the operators managed
to stay only a half-jump ahead-of his-creditors, and there

*us nb time for reminiscing. Only the barest glimpse is
given in this listing, portions of which rvere taken from

Enus NA NIU c-Ctittn'q. (The aeroplane in New Guinea),
;;;ptl.d Uy ttre Pacific Islands Aviatibn Society' 3

Although one of the last flights of Cglu]il€ by a scheduled
airline,"Qantas, was related-in the IOURNAL (Volume 6,

oase 5l). This took place in 1958. Almost six years later,

ln6ther last flight, this time of T.A.A. (Trans-Australia Air-
iines), from Sa?nail, on 3 January 1966. It was the last of

itt" 6.tutinu flights to the furthermost eastern tip of Papua

and return to Port Moresby, via Kikori, New Guinea, and

oru, u..o*punied by the usual farewells of residents and the

thanks of itre lnglican Bishop of New Guinea, David Hand'

iwo T.A.A. Capiiins, John Simler and Bob Fisher, shared

the flvine as POSEIDON, a Catalina taken on charge fou-r

urutr ltfitt. made the last voyage. As POSEIDON took off

l-new aintrip was being completed nearby Samari which
would accomodate, firs1, Beach Queen Air's, and then

DC-3" when the strip was long enough. The end of the

Catalina in scheduled airline service in the Pacific had

come.o'
*lt was not yet the final act. In a forthcoming article by Dr' Douglas

ff . nof inr",i the JOURNAL will tell the story of yet another airline

*iti"f't i"unO great use for the Catalinas, Antilles Air Boats, in the

Carribean Sea. Editor'

REFERENCES:
i .  Let ter ,  T.E.  Scot t -Chard,  B.O.A.C.,  to Capt.  W'E'  Scarborough'

dtd 2 Apr i l  1971'
t- O"oi".,'R.E.G. A HistorY of the World's Airlines' London: Ox-

ford University Press, 1964.
t .  iu" i t [ ' i . fu.d Aviat i6n Society '  in  care of  Al lan Bovel t '  P 'O'  Box

i i i j i ,  r - "1.  New Guinea.  Batui 'Na Niu Guinea is  a compi lat ion-of

tft" ii*i"it and companies in operation in the South Pacific

areas as far back as research can determine'
4. Port Moresby Times Courier, Jan. 6, 1966.
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