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ONCE'extinct the Bristol Beaufort
is alive and well in. Australia.
49557 'QH-L' (above) served with
100 Squadron RAAF and is no
under restoration by lan Whitney
at his home: lt was,.recovered.in.
1974 trom Tadii, Papua New
Guinea, inan operation funded by
Yesterday's Air Force, who huni
on to the best of three.
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HE LAST FLIGHT OF THE RAAF,S
Beaufort bomber 4'9-55? was a rnis-
sion to destroy Japanese fuel and
ammunition dumps at Elimi. near
Wern'ak, onthe norlh coast of Papua

Neu' Guinea. The bomber, from the
RAAF's 100 Squadron, left its base at the
Tadji airstrip near Aitape, f-wther west
along the coast, on January 20, 1945, u'ith
a belildul of bombs. It returned some
hows later holed by anti-aircraft fire, and
with a live bomb trapped in its bomb bay-.

Jack Fowler, the pilot, made a series of
sharp dives over the sea hoping to
dislodge the bomb, but t'ithout success.
Finall1', he alerted the Tadji control
tower that he u.as going to land without
lou'ering the plane's flaps, so as not to
shake the bomb free on landine, elim-

inating the braking mechanism and guar-
anteeing a faster, more perilous descent.
The Beaufort landed smoothly, but trar-
eliing at 80 knots it soon ran out of run-
way. Fou'ler slewed the plane to the left,
taking bhe Beaufort onto an access road
Ieading to a workshop where two jeeps
were parked outside. When the aircraft's
brakes failed, it careened over both jeeps
and came to rest uith the front fuselage
hitting the workshopis overhanging roof.
There u-as a momentary silence. The
four-man cre'ng u,'aited for the bang; yet
the bomb fell into one of lhe jeeps and
someho'*- failed to explode. The crash
killed a soldier in one of the jeeps, hou.
ever, but the Beauforl crei - walked arvay.
The bomber itself u'as ctrrshed, holed and
disabled and later abandoned to the
steamy PNG climate for almost 30 years.

Memorial boughtthe sheil of 49-557 from
a Meibourne coilector. Nou'it is part of an
ambitious restoration project. When
flnished, it will be the only complete one
of its tJpe anywhere. Slowly, and with
painstaking diligence, War Memorial sta.ff
have assembled many of the 39,000 parts
that made up the bomber in preparation
for a non-flying version of the briginal.
The Memorial aims to unveil the Beau-
fort at the opening ofits Bradbury Air-
craft Hali in Canberra at the end of 1999.

Dfive: The project wi l l  cost about
S300,000, and the AWM Foundation
has taken a key role in encouraging its
financial support. The drive for funds
u'ill be helped by the distinctive indus-
trial history of the Beaufort: more
than 40 companies were originally
invoh'ed in the bomber's construction.
ranging from GMH and BHP ro Dulux.
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Five vears ago, the Australian War I
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tailplane were made in Newport. Victo-
ria._r"'hile the three wing sections r,r.ere
made at Islinston, in South Australia.
The parts werE then taken by rail to the
Government Air.craft Factory in Mascot,
Sydney, and Fishermen's Bencl, Mel-
bouine. The original plan was to supply
some of the bombers to Britain's RAF
which up until eally 1942had supported
the bomberrs procluction, but oniy a few
were deiivered to Britain before Aust-
ralia became involved in the Pacific War.
Betrveen iate 1941 and August IgM,700
bombers were macle. Theirverv Droduc-
tion was a triumph of indusiry over
expertise: 8500 workers - almost 3000 of
them women - laboured to put them
together. White estimates that only 20Vo
of the Beaufort worKorce had anv orevi-
ous aircraft prociuction experience.

Despite such efforts, the Beaufort was
not without its problems. About half of
lhose produced were destroved in

near Lae in PNG, aimost 42 years to the
day since it disappearecl. RAAF WinE
Commantler Mike Sargent says it was oni
transport mission between Milne Bay and
Madang r,vhen it went missing. The
weather lvas stormy ancl the bomber
appears to have been off course when it
crashed, but there is no evidence in this
case that the Beaufort's history of mechan-
ical flaws was responsible. The bodies of
the seven crew and passengels will be
given a firll military funeral next month at
the commonwealth war cemetery in Lae.

Amalgam: The Beaufoft's clecent-
ralised construction may have workecl to
the Memorial's advantage in the restor-
ation project. The final version of the
restoreci Beaufort will be an amalsam of
A9-557 and a couple of other rnoclels,
which precedecl and succeeded its con-
stnrction in Melbourne. White has no
manual to gride him. The original draw-
ings have disappeared. There is a 1200-
page repair book which is a closely-typed
- list of parts, but much of the

service, usually as a result ofmechanical i

tu
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John White, the curator of the NIem-
orial's military technology, points out
that building the bomberl during World
War iI was a hr.rge inclustrial effon,
involving seven factories in three states
and 600 subcontractors. Australi;r then
had a small inciustri:rl b:rse ancl fen-
skilied workers, so the responsibilities
were shalerl  ai 'ound in a moilel exrrmple
of co-operatir-e fedelalism.

The fonvard and tail encl of the fuse-
lage, the undercan.iage anci the outei'cas-
ing of the engines rveie marcle at Chullor:r.
in outer Syclney'. The re:rr fuselage zrncl
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.THE M()ST DISTURBIIIG
ASPECT (}F THE BEAUF{)RT
B(lMBTR'S HIST(IRY l|1lAS
Tl|E FREQUENT
UIIEXPTAINTD CRASl{ES.
S{)MT DISAPPTARED AT
SEA, OTHTRS SPTARTD
II{TO T|{E GR{}UND OR
II{tXPI.ICAB[Y BLElI UP'

work is being carried out by
volunteers who know the
Beaufort and can iclenti$r the
correct parts, which have been
rvarehoused at the Memorial's
Tbeloar Buiiding in Canberra.

Even so, the restoration is a
massive job. Heartened at the
success ofits recent restoration
of the de Havilland Mosquito,
which it has described as "the
most extensive and technicallv
diffrcult conservation/restod-
tion project" it has unclertaken,
the Memorial is nor,v at rvork on
a similar, though arguably less
demanding restoration - a
Wirrau'ay', which was the fust
mass-procluceci plane clesigned
ancl made in Australia. This
palticular Wiirari-a1'has a spec-

failure or procluction farilts. But by far the
most disturbing aspect of the bomber.'s
history u-as th1 freqLrent unerplainerl
o'ashes. Some rlisappeirecl at sea. others
speai'ecl into the grouncl or inexplicably-
bleiv up. The Beau"fort's reputation rvas s"o
barl at one st ,.{e that a ViCtorian tr.aining
blse lefen'e', lo the bomber.s us ..Cinusl

I irnrl  Hai lstories". Ser.ei iLl  investigatlons
rr-ele held. but impr.or-ed maintenance
meant that by late 1-9,14 the Beaufott had
become mole r.el iable.

Last Januarlr tlre RA\F locatetl
lnothef BeirLrfort.  Ag-106, in r lense.jungle

ial claim to its place in history
because, on Bo.ring Day 1C42, it
shot clown a J:rpanese Zero - a
Davitl antl Goliath contesr given
the Zero's cleal supei'iority.

White is clelightecl with the
Beaufort's progress. The Ag-
557 rvas cleliverecl to the

i RAAF in Januaiy 19.14 and spent its
; lvhole operational life ln PNG, flying 108
i missions ovel'se\:en months. Forvler fle.,v

it more than any other pilot - 3il times -
ancl regarclecl it u.ith affectjon, refening

: to it as his "beaut kite". Th'o months:rf'tei'
i tl.reir nartorv esc:rpe at T:rclji, on Nlat'ch
. 1:1, i945, he and his ct'e\\: rvel'e killed in
I another Beaufort - A9-ti50 - r'hen one of

its bombs exploclecl prematurell'. I

Tlte .ftnttl-t'cLisittg co-orrlincttot, .fbr the
At t st t'ct I i ct t t Wct t' l'l e nt o t. i cL[ F o u t t dctt t o t t
is llark BcLket..tel (06) l.!.t l:]i1
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