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Foreword 

I was honoured to be invited to write the Foreword to Robert N. Smith’s book on the history of the Qantas Boeing 
707-138 VH-EBA, the latest in his series on Australian civil airliners. I expect him to be surprised that I begin by 
looking at the de Havilland Comet, the world’s first passenger-carrying commercial jet airiner.  de  Havilland had a 
formidable reputation for building aircraft of wood and fabric, many of which are still flying today. But the company 
had negligible experience in building metal airliners, the best known being the DH 95 Flamingo which made its first 
flight only months before the outbreak of World War II.

As the war neared its end the Brabazon Committee developed Britain’s requirements for the post-war aircraft 
industry. One of the most outstanding results was the de Havilland Comet 1, also designated the DH 106. The all-
metal Comet 1 took to the air for the first time on 27 July 1949 with a capacity to carry just 36 passengers. The world’s 
first pure jet commercial flight took place on 2 May 1952. But the end of the Comet 1 came with a series of disastrous 
crashes in 1953 and 1954.

Lessons were learnt, a number of Comet 2 and 3 developments were built, but it was not until the DH 106 Comet 4, a 
truly beautiful aircraft, took to the air on 27 April 1958, finally giving BOAC the capacity to operate the critically 
important trans-Atlantic route, that the aircraft reached its design capacity. The Comet 4 was built with a number of 
variants in fuselage and wing capacity to suit the requirements of various airline customers. Qantas operated six 
Comets in about 1960 with its name prominently painted on when it needed extra capacity but it never acquired any. 
By then, Qantas was already firmly committed to another manufacturer.

For the Comet it was too late. It operated its first service from London to New York on 4 October 1958. 



In the United States, Boeing’s four-engined jetliner (known as model 367-80)  had made its first flight on 15 July 1954. 
From it evolved the 707-120 which first flew on 20 December 1957, making its first trans-Atlantic flight on 26 October 
1958, just three weeks behind the Comet on this critical route.

Boeing proved to be more adaptable in tailoring its basic 707 model to the differing needs of its various customers. 
Thus, the 707-120 was adapted to the trans-Pacific needs of Qantas as the 707-138 which had a shorter fuselage and 
thus an adjusted seating capacity to suit the route's requirements. It was already under construction in 1958, and 
Qantas acquired seven of this model and six of an improved 138B version which had the same shorter fuselage.

The early 707-138 models were subsequently upgraded to 138B versions. So successful was the 707 in Qantas service 
that Qantas went on to fly no less than twenty-one larger 338C models. For the sake of completeness, we should note 
that it also operated two leased 707s for additional capacity when needed on a short-term basis.

Thus, Qantas operated a total of 36 Boeing 707 aircraft ranging from the earliest to the most advanced. The Boeing 
707, and the willingness of its manufacturer to quickly adapt the engineering characteristics of that aircraft to the 
needs of its customers, meant that it rapidly acquired the dominance it sought.

Qantas’s first 707-138 made its first flight on 20 March 1959. The fleet was registered in the VH-EBx block. VH-EBA 
was delivered to Qantas in Seattle on 16 July and arrived in Sydney on 20 July as the “City of Melbourne”. However 
EBB had been delivered before it on 2 July. Operational and crew training experience were carried out with EBA and 
EBB, and so it was the third of the fleet, VH-EBC, having  arrived in Sydney on 9 July 1959, which had the honour of 
operating the first passenger-carrying commercial jet service in Australia when it flew the Sydney to San Francisco 
route on 29 July 1959.



Repainting of the fleet into the famous V-Jet livery with the red tail was undertaken in 1961, and the red tail in one 
version or another has been a distinctive feature of the entire Qantas fleet ever since.

Qantas operated its first round-the-world service with two Lockheed L-1049 Super Constellations early in 1958 just as 
the airline was on the brink of entering the jet age with its first 707 jet under construction later that year. In its 
different versions it was an outstanding success not only for Qantas but for other airlines as well including BOAC 
and its British successors.  

VH-EBA was restored to its original appearance and condition and returned to Australia as recently as 2006 for static 
display at the Qantas Founders’ Museum at Longreach, Queensland after some training flights were conducted to 
various Australian airports. 

One former Qantas 707-138B, once VH-EBM but now in private ownership on the American civil aircraft register, is 
still flying in Qantas V-Jet colours. A second aircraft is currently registered in Zaire and has been used as a V.I.P. 
transport. These three aircraft remain a visible testimony to the importance of the Boeing 707 for Qantas.
     
Robert Smith’s book leaves no room for doubt about that.

Dr. E. D. Daw. Canberra, 2009



The Boeing 707-120 series - background information

No one should underestimate the significance the British de Havilland Comet had on the decision of Boeing to 
commit $US 16.5 million of company funds to construct the one-off research prototype jet airliner that became 
known as the Boeing Model 367-80 (Dash 80). 

The Comet 1 was the result of British aeronautical engineers marrying the relatively new and inefficient turbojet 
engine to an all-metal stressed skin airframe large enough to carry a modest number of passengers and mail over 
moderate distances at a speed that was for its day quite remarkable. Not only was this achieved in the late 1940s but 
it was done by an aircraft manufacturer that had made its name building predominantly wood and fabric biplanes.

The Comet 1 first flew in July 1949 and operated the world's first commercial passenger jet airliner service when 
B.O.A.C. flew the Comet G-ALYP on the London to Johannesburg service on May 2, 1952.

On the other side of the Atlantic Ocean Boeing executives would have been following these developments with 
some trepidation. How was it possible for an aircraft manufacturer with a prior history of building wood and fabric 
aircraft, including airliners, to be able to lead the world in building such an advanced passenger airliner?

Despite the seemingly huge gap in technological advancements between Britian and the United States of America, 
Boeing had been very busy in the early 1950s working with the United States Air Force to determine its requirements 
for a jet aerial refuelling tanker to service the Strategic Air Command’s increasing fleet of jet bombers. The possibility 
of utilising the same airframe to provide the Military Air Transport Service with a fast and efficient jet transport was 
not lost on the Boeing engineers.



Within 18 days of the Comet 1 entering commercial airline service Boeing decided to proceed with the building of 
the Dash 80 prototype, which represented the largest financial risk ever undertaken by an aircraft manufacturer to 
date.

Unfortunately the de Havilland Comets suffered a series of catastrophic crashes which resulted in their Certificate of 
Airworthiness being withdrawn in April 1954. One month later on May 14, 1954 the 'Dash 80' was rolled out of the 
Boeing’s Renton factory to an admiring audience.

Also in  May 1954 the U.S.A.F. issued a Request For Proposals (RFP) indicating a service requirement for some 800 
jet tankers to fulfil its aerial refuelling needs. This RFP was sent to Boeing, Convair, Douglas, Fairchild, Lockheed 
and Martin. While other aircraft manufacturers were still pondering this RFP Boeing was nearly ready to test fly its 
proof of concept demonstrator.

Just over two months later Boeing’s first jet airliner took to the skies on July 15, 1954 under the guidance of Boeing 
test pilot Tex Johnson. The first flight lasted some 84 minutes and with it was born the dynasty of Boeing jet 
transports.

Whilst the Dash 80 was involved in test flying an order for 29 military jet aerial refuelling aircraft was placed with 
Boeing by the U.S.A.F. in September 1954.

Boeing engineers now had to develop the 'proof of concept prototype' into its respective derivatives to satisfy 
demands. The military version, known as the KC-135, differed greatly from the commercial passenger variants, the 
Boeing 707 although both appear to be similar. They were built to different specifications and used different 
construction jigs and design philosophies.



As the commercial passenger jet was developed, many airlines were reluctant to commit to buying this new airliner. 
Some based their hesitation on the aftermath of the Comet disasters while others could not see the developments in 
airport infrastructure, airline operational and maintenance skills taking place that would enable jet transports to be 
used effectively.

Meanwhile Boeing had settled on a jet airliner configuration that was largely dictated by the thrust available from 
the early generation turbojet engines. This was an airliner with a cross-section of 3.76 metres (12 ft 4 in), capable of 
seating 6 abreast in comfort with a maximum take-off weight of 116,575 kg (257,000 lb). Intended as a medium range 
airliner it was known as the B-707-120 version.

Pan American World Airlines, under the stewardship of Juan Tripp placed an order for 20 Boeing 707 jet airliners in 
October 1955. This was quickly followed by the other U.S. mainland airlines, and as they say, the rest was history!

In the mid 1950s Qantas Empire Airways had been examining the rapid developments taking place in commercial 
airliner development. Realising that the Lockheed 1049 Super Constellations, the backbone of the then Qantas fleet, 
were going to outclassed by the revolutionary jet transports, they began to consider their options.

Britian's de Havilland offered Qantas early delivery positions on the new and revised Comet 4s commencing in 
February 1959. However it failed to provide the airline with realistic performance data. The information that was 
supplied indicated that the Comet 4 would have been a backward step in terms of passenger and freight capacity on 
the many long sectors that made up the Kangaroo route to London and the Southern Cross route to the United 
States.



In September 1956 the then Qantas Chief Executive Officer Mr C.O. Turner announced that the airline was placing 
an order for seven Boeing 707 airliners. This order was valued at 18,800,000 pounds Australian, and was in fact one 
of the first orders placed for this airliner by a non U.S. airline. The first proper Boeing 707-120 first flew on December 
20, 1957. Following the granting of its type Airworthiness Certificate on September 18, 1958 this aircraft was 
delivered to Pan American and shortly thereafter entered commercial operations.

Despite placing an order for the Boeing 707-120 Qantas were not happy with the performance guarantees for this 
aircraft. Runway limitations at Sydney Airport, the Qantas homebase, necessitated a restriction on uplifted payloads, 
which would seriously jeopardise the viability of this aircraft. Not only would Qantas be payload restricted at 
Sydney Airport but when flying the Honolulu-Nadi sector Qantas would be restricted to a payload of only 6,810 kg 
(15,000 lb) thus negating the benefit of introducing jet airliners on the Southern Cross route.

In response to Qantas requests, Boeing developed a modified version of the B-707-120 series. This version had the 
fuselage shortened by 3.05 m (10 ft) which reduced the aircraft’s empty weight by some 3,175 kg (7,000 lb) and the 
maximum take-off weight by 4,536 kg (10,000 lb), effectively sacrificing size for improved payload and range 
performance.

Qantas were the only airline to order this variant of the 707, which became known as the B-707-138 series. The first 
aircraft, VH-EBA, was rolled off the production line at Renton on February 11, 1959. It flew for the first time as 
N31239 on March 20, 1959. 

It was retained by Boeing for development, certification flying and Qantas pilot training. This aircraft incorporated a 
full hydraulically boosted rudder which was requested by Qantas to provide better control at full take-off weights at 
slow speeds. This modification was later incorporated by Boeing on all 707s.



Although VH-EBA was the first 707 built for Qantas, it was in fact the third aircraft to be delivered to the airline in 
Sydney. When Qantas took delivery of VH-EBB it became the first non-U.S. airline to take delivery of an American 
built jet airliner.

Boeing continued working to improve the performance of the 707. This resulted in modifications to both engines and 
airframe. The 'B' series as it became known as featured Pratt & Whitney JT3D-1 turbofan engines rated at 17,000 lbs 
thrust, a full hydraulically boosted rudder, a taller fin and rudder, full span leading edge slats and a new inboard 
section that effectively increased sweep on that part of the wing thus reducing its thickness / chord ratio.

The installation of turbofan engines resulted in a quieter, more powerful and less smokey engine that was more fuel 
efficient. The first Boeing 707-120B version flew for the first time on June 22, 1960 and was certified in March 1961. 
These modifications were made available to all 707 operators.

Qantas announced on March 15, 1960 that it had decided to upgrade its existing fleet of 707-138s to the 'B' standard 
and purchase three new B-707-138Bs. The total cost of the upgrade and the purchase of three new aircraft came to 
20,500,000 pounds Australian. These modifications certainly made the Qantas 707-138 variant a real 'hot-rod', so 
much so that Qantas subsequently purchased a total of 13 of these aircraft until they bought the true intercontinental 
version of the 707 - the 707-330C - but that’s another story.



History of Qantas Boeing 707-138 VH-EBA c/n 17696-29 ‘City of Melbourne’

This aircraft was the first of seven Boeing 707-138s to be built for Qantas. It was rolled off the production line at 
Renton, Washington on February 11, 1959.

Registered as N31239 its first test flight occurred on March 20, 1959 lasting one hour seventeen minutes. After 23 hours 
of test flying the fin and rudder were modified with the rudder now incorporating a full hydraulically boosted system.

It was the first passenger jet aircraft entered onto the Australian Aircraft Register when it was registered as VH-EBA to 
Qantas Empire Airways on June 7, 1959.

Qantas accepted the aircraft at Seattle on July 15, 1959. Although it was the first 707 to be built for Qantas it was the 
third Boeing 707 delivered, as its sister aircraft VH-EBB had arrived in Australia on July 2, 1959 while VH-EBC arrived 
on July 9.  At the time of acceptance the aircraft had flown a total of some 231 hours in test flying and pilot training.

Although VH-EBA was originally named 'City of Canberra' this name had been given to the second Qantas 707 
VH-EBB for its delivery flight. It was therefore renamed 'City of Melbourne'

It departed Seattle on its delivery flight to Australia on July 17, 1959. The flight crew were Captains A.E. Yates, I. Ralfe 
and F. Fox. The delivery route took it via San Francisco-Honolulu-Nadi before it arrived at Sydney at 18:34 on July 20, 
1959.



Crew training commenced almost immediately with the aircraft being a familiar sight in the circuit at Avalon Airport, 
Victoria. On August 19 1959 it departed Sydney on a proving flight to San Francisco and New York as EM774P/
775P-005.

Its first commercial revenue service was flown as EM774-008 when it departed Sydney for San Francisco on August 29, 
1959. This was quickly followed by the inaugural jet service from Sydney to London via Nadi-Honolulu-San Francisco-
New York when it departed Sydney at 16:10 on September 5, 1959.

Six days later it operated the inaugural 707 service from Sydney to Vancouver when it departed at 11:07 on September 
11, 1959.

At 18:57 on July 31, 1961 VH-EBA departed Sydney for San Francisco on its final 707-138 flight. From San Francisco it 
was ferried to Seattle on August 1 where it was converted to Boeing 707-138B standard.

The conversion work was completed by September 12, when the aircraft was handed back to Qantas. Following 
acceptance flights it departed Seattle on its return flight to Sydney. On arrival at 07:38 on September 16, 1961 the 
aircraft entered the paint shop to have the new ‘V-Jet’ tail livery applied and other engineering work carried out. 
Following test flights on September 28 it resumed service the following day when it departed Sydney at 19:00 on the 
first 707-138B service to Vancouver.

On December 5, 1961 it operated its first Sydney-Tokyo service. Unfortunately tragedy struck on May 3, 1962 when 
LAME Maxwell Joseph Hardcastle was killed whilst performing routine maintenance on the aircraft. He was changing 
the starboard fuel dump chute latch mechanism when he was crushed between the leading edge of the inboard 
starboard flap and the rear main spar when the trailing edge flaps were retracted. 



Engineers involved in the flap retraction were unaware that he was working in that area at the time when instructions 
were issued to retract the flaps from 15 to 0 degrees. Three engineers were tasked to maintain a lookout whilst the flaps 
were being operated as part of the starboard aileron rigging and clearance check, associated with the flight control 
system check, but Hardcastle was not visible in that area when they last looked.

1963 was a busy time for VH-EBA. On February 24, 1963 it operated its first Sydney-Hong Kong service, while on 
August 13 it operated a Sydney-Singapore charter for the Australian Army and on November 22 it operated its first 
Sydney-Singapore service.

On July 18, 1964 it flew the commemorative 50th Anniversary flight marking the first Australian Air Mail service from 
Sydney to Melbourne in just 38 minutes 25 seconds under the command of Captain Roly Probert.

VH-EBA was used for the inaugural Sydney-Auckland 707 service when it departed Sydney at 10:05 on November 24, 
1965.

Unfortunately the curtain finally closed on Qantas operations with VH-EBA when it operated its last revenue service 
on the Sydney-Auckland-Sydney route on August 25, 1967. On its return to Sydney it underwent a Block A overhaul 
which included a reweigh of the aircraft and compass swing. 

It was test flown on September 27, 1967 before being parked behind the hangars at Sydney Airport awaiting sale, 
which was not long in coming. It was sold to Pacific Western Airlines of Canada. Its Australian registration was 
cancelled on October 31, 1967. 



Before it departed Sydney on November 3, 1967 it had been entered onto the Canadian Aircraft Register as CF-PWV. Its 
Canadian registration was changed to C-FPWV on January 1, 1974 when Canada switched over to a new registering 
system. It served with Canadian Pacific until September 1978 when it was withdrawn from service and stored at 
Vancouver Airport.

Tiger Air purchased the aircraft for conversion to an executive configuration. It was entered onto the U.S. Aircraft 
Register as N138TA and registered to Tiger Air Inc on October 25, 1978. It was a participant in the 1981 Paris Airshow 
at Le Bourget Airport.

By October 16, 1983 it had been acquired by Airmark Corporation. It was utilised by the Jackson 5 group (including 
Michael Jackson) for their ‘Victory Tour’ in 1984. It is not known if the aircraft was used to transport the group to all 55 
venues covered by the tour, which concluded in Los Angeles on December 9, 1984.

In September 1984 the aircraft was re-registered as N220AM to the Airmark Corporation. However by January 1986 it 
had been registered to Community Transport Inc, of San Antonio, Texas, but by October 1986 it had been re-registered 
as N138MJ.

N138MJ was noted at London’s Heathrow Airport on August 31, 1987, but by September 17, 1987 it had been sold to 
the Royal Saudi Air Force who had registered it as HZ-123. It was used by Prince Bandar, the Saudi Ambassador to the 
United States of America.

By September 1999 it was noted as being in open storage at Southend Airport. However in July 2000 it underwent 
maintenance with Heavylift at Southend and by the end of the month it was rolled out in a new white livery with the 
Saudi flag and registration marks on the tail. 



It appears that little if any flying was performed by the aircraft, for it became a permanent fixture at Southend until its 
purchase by the Qantas Foundation Memorial Ltd on June 28, 2006.

The aircraft had deteriorated considerably due to its inactivity. A major rejuvenation / restoration effort was mounted 
from Australia so that the aircraft could be ferried back for preservation and display given its significance. It was 
entered onto the Australian Aircraft Register as VH-XBA on July 7, 2006 and registered to Qantas Foundation 
Memorial Ltd, Longreach, Queensland.

On November 30, 2006 the aircraft carried out taxy trials at Southend before it departed at 13:30 on December 2 for a 
local test flight, lasting some 3 hours. It was test flown again on December 6 for some 3.5 hours before final plans were 
put in place to commence the ferry flight back to Australia.

It departed Southend for the last time at 09:28 on December 8, 2006 and headed for Dublin, Ireland. On departing 
Dublin it headed south to arrive at Tenerife Sur Reina Sofia the same day. On December 9 it flew to Bermuda before 
continuing onto Orlando, Florida the next day. On December 11 it transited the United States to arrive at Los Angeles 
Airport at 13:58 local. 

It arrived at Honolulu at 14:18 local time on December 12, 2006 before continuing on to Nadi, where it arrived at 12:39 
on December 15. The following day the final sector was flown to Sydney where it appeared on short finals to Sydney 
Airport at 09:00. The flight crew were Captains M. Warfield, R. Walter, B. Phoebe; Flight Engineers H. Hermans, J. 
Plemenuk and Cabin Supervisor K. Glass. After its arrival considerable remedial work had to be carried out on the 
aircraft before further flying could take place.



It operated a crew recency flight from Sydney to RAAF Richmond and return on March 16, 2007 and a similar flight 
was undertaken on April 5, 2007. On April 7 it flew Sydney - Longreach - Sydney for crew training. Its Sydney fairwell 
flight was carried out on June 7, 2007 when it flew Sydney - Canberra - Albion Park - Sydney.

On June 10, 2007 the engines were fired up for its final flight to the Qantas Founders Outback Museum where it was to 
go on permanent display. It departed Sydney at 08:10 and landed at Longreach Airport, Queensland at 11:00. VH-
EBA / VH-XBA had flown a total of 61,909.4 hours with 23,618 landings recorded in its logbook.

Eight days later its decommissioning had been completed.

The following sequence of photographs depict the history of this aircraft and remind us of the advancements that have 
taken place in our aviation history since Qantas took delivery of its very first Boeing 707 some fifty years ago.

















































































































































































Extra Material

The following set of publicity images were taken inside the Qantas B-707-138 cabin trainer at Sydney Kingsford 
Smith Airport, circa 1959.

They depict the ‘Blue Ribbon’ cabin service that was provided to passengers travelling First Class. Passengers 
travelling Economy Class had 6 abreast seating and were supplied with a comparable meal service.

The other images have been included for your enjoyment.





















General Specifications - Boeing 707-138

Type:! ! ! ! ! Boeing 707-138
Wingspan:! ! ! ! 35.6 metres (130 feet 10 inches)
Wing area:! ! ! ! 261.9 square metres (2,433 square feet)
Length:! ! ! ! ! 41.02 metres (134 feet 6 inches)
Height:! ! ! ! ! 11.77 metres (38 feet 7 inches)
Weights:!! ! ! ! Empty:! ! ! ! 49,896 kg (110,600 pounds)
! ! ! ! ! ! Maximum Take-off:! 112,037 kg (247,000 pounds)
! ! ! ! ! ! Maximum Landing:! 83,915 kg (185,000 pounds)
! ! ! ! ! ! Normal Payload:! ! 18,598 kg (41,800 pounds)
! ! ! ! ! ! Normal Cargo:! ! 3,969 kg (8,750 pounds)
Engines:!! ! ! ! 4 x Pratt & Whitney JT3C-6 2 spool turbojet engines
Engine Thrust:! ! ! 11,500 pounds dry - 13,500 pounds wet
Fuel Capacity:! ! ! 39,250 litres (14,858 gallons or 114,480 pounds)
Range:! ! ! ! ! 7,483 km (4,650 miles)
Maximum Speed:!! ! 1,002 km / hr (623 mph) - Mach .895
Cruise Speed:! ! ! 885 km / hr (478 kt) - Mach .81
Ceiling:! ! ! ! ! 11,277 metres (37,500 feet)
Seating:! ! ! ! ! 40 first class and 50 economy or 120 economy
Crew:! ! ! ! ! Flight:! 4! Cabin:! 5 to 6 
Cost new:! ! ! ! $US 4,570,000 (approximately)
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