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About The Author ...

From a young age I had an interest in aviation. Living in Sydney I was captivated by the familiar sight of the Ansett 
flying boats arriving and departing from Sydney Harbour. They would often fly over Manly as they made their landing 
approaches to Rose Bay. I began photographing the flying boats at Rose Bay from 1965 - it certainly was better than 
spending a Wednesday afternoon participating in disorganised school sporting activities. I started out using my father’s 
old camera and black & white film before graduating to modern 35 mm SLR cameras and using Kodak color slide film.

It was during my regular visits to Rose Bay that I was introduced to Stewart Middlemiss. He was instrumental in 
allowing me to further my photographic hobby at Sydney Airport and therefore meet other senior airline personnel who 
enabled me to gain airside access at most Australian airports both civilian and military. Over a period of 45 years I have 
built up a considerable library of aircraft images that  I can now share with other enthusiasts via my coffee-table photo 
books and CD-ROMs. 

This CD-ROM is based on the book ‘Beachcomber - The Story Of A Flying Boat’ that I produced for my own enjoyment. I 
hope you also enjoy this trip down memory lane.



Foreword

The operation of flying boats in Australia, New Zealand, offshore islands and other ports was something of a saga in its 
own right and has gained legendary status for observers of and participants in this aspect of Australia's aviation history. 
They were flying boats rather than aircraft and had bridges not flight decks. 

They made lasting impressions on those who were inside them as they departed and arrived, and on those who observed 
and recorded them in action or at peace on lagoon or harbour. With flights governed by the tides, they could be seen and 
heard over a period departing and arriving at all hours. I remember them well.

Two Sandringham flying boats in particular are fondly remembered. They are VH-BRC 'Beachcomber' and VH-BRF 
'Islander', the latter being a late conversion from a Sunderland purchased from the Royal New Zealand Air Force in 1963. 
They maintained the scheduled service between Sydney and Lord Howe Island until 1974 and are still recalled with more 
than usual fondness.

In this book, the latest in a series describing and recording the histories of important aircraft which have operated in 
Australia, Robert Smith has paid a lasting tribute to VH-BRC. It was operated with various companies, and looked good 
in the titles and liveries of all of them. 

Its final Australian livery was the 'delta' colour scheme of Ansett Flying Boat Services, and this remained substantially 
intact following its sale to Antilles Air Boats in 1974. Note that the titles of both operators referred to their status as 'flying 
boats' and operated under a nautical theme in contrast to conventional aircraft with conventional airlines.



Both BRC and BRF can be seen today on dry land. Although the owner of 'Islander' has aspirations of putting it back in 
the air, this is unlikely to happen. A similar machine is on display at Auckland, while others are on display elsewhere. We 
are fortunate that a number of flying boats remain for us to see and reflect on the strong legacy imparted to so many. 
Robert Smith has captured the history of 'Beachcomber' superbly on behalf of them all, and I am happy to commend this 
book to any reader with an interest in the subject.

Dr E. D. Daw, Canberra, 2009



Short S-25 Sandringham Flying Boat - Background Information

In November 1933 Britain's Air Ministry invited aircraft manufacturers to submit tenders for specification R.2/23. This 
specification called for the construction of a long range four-engined general purpose flying boat with no firm preference 
for either a biplane or monoplane configuration.

Around this time Imperial Airways - the forerunner to B.O.A.C. - were considering the advantages of equipping the 
airline with flying boats for all of their trunk routes to carry the mail under the Empire Air Mail Scheme. They foresaw a 
need for a flying boat capable of carrying 24 passengers and one and a half tons of mail over a distance of 800 miles with 
an economical cruising speed of 150 miles per hour.

In December 1934 Imperial Airways had recreived British Parliamentry approval to operate the Empire Air Mail Scheme 
using an improved version of the Short Kent flying boat, and invited Short Brothers to submit a design proposal. Arthur 
Gouge recognised the overall similarities of these  flying boat requirements. 

Some months earlier in October 1934, Oswald Short, Arthur Gouge and John Parker had inspected the K.L.M. Douglas 
DC-2 entry in the McRobertson England-Australia Air Race at Mildenhall. They came away suitably impressed with the 
American all-metal monoplane, and this influenced their decision to proceed with their monoplane configured response 
to both tenders.



Their response to the Imperial Airways request was given the design index of S.23 and was generally known as the 
Empire Boat, while the response to the Air Ministry’s request was given the design index of S-25. Using the Short Scion 
Senior as the basis for both designs, the Air Ministry awarded Shorts a contract to build one prototype which was given 
the serial number K4774.

Given the official name 'Sunderland' the prototype emerged from the No 3 Shop on October 14, 1937 to undertake taxiing 
trials. Powered by 950 h.p. Bristol Pegasus X engines it flew for the first time on October 16, 1937 piloted by John Parker 
and Harold Piper with George Cotton as Flight Engineer. Following satisfactory test flights the aircraft then underwent a 
series of modifications before returning to flight status on March 7, 1938.

Meanwhile the first batch of eleven Sunderlands ordered by the Air Ministry in March 1936 were taking shape. The first 
of these aircraft flew on April 21, 1938. It was the forerunner of 749 Sunderlands constructed. This number includes the 
two Sunderland Mk IV prototypes and the eight production Seafords, later to be known as the Short Solent.

By 1942 B.O.A.C. was finding it difficult to maintain the level of service expected of it with its dwindling fleet of aircraft 
operating in wartime conditions. Already a number of the Empire boats had been lost, either through accidents or to 
enemy action. While the Empire boats and the Sunderland shared a common ancestry they were entirely different 
aircraft. However given the Sunderland's large volumetric capacity it was a logical choice as an interim civilian transport 
to supplement the Empire flying boat fleet.

In December 1942 six Sunderland IIIs were removed from the production line and converted to passenger transports. 
This was achieved by stripping them of all military related equipment and fitting austerity bench and mattress seating. 
The first aircraft to be converted, JM660, first flew in its new guise on December 26, 1942, with the others following at five 
day intervals. 



They were entered onto the British Civil Aircraft Register but retained their standard camouflage livery of dark green 
and grey colors. The civilian registration marks were black with silver outlines with prominent tricolor stripes 
underlining them. In all 18 Sunderlands were converted directly to passenger transports from the production line, with 
the last batch of six airframes being converted during July / August 1944.

The success of the Sunderland as an interim airliner under demanding wartime conditions led Short Brothers to consider 
further modifications to enhance its performance. To this end airframe ML788 was returned to the Rochester factory to 
become the prototype of a new passenger flying boat, to be known as the Sandringham.

The Sandringham's most notable feature  was the improved low drag profile applied to the nose, which replaced the 
existing slab sided nose gun-turret fairing that had been used in the original Sunderland conversions. The rear gun-turret 
fairing was also streamlined, and extra windows cut into the hull. The interior was refurbished to seat 24 day passengers 
or 16 night passengers on the lower deck with a dining saloon, pantry and cocktail bar on the upper deck. The prototype 
retained its Bristol Pegasus engines although all other conversions were carried out from Sunderland airframes that had 
Pratt & Whitney R1830 Twin Wasp engines rated at 1,200 h.p.

Now registered as G-AGKX the prototype Sandringham Mk 1 flew for the first time in December 1945 and after a period 
of test flying it received its C. of A. in January 1946. Following extensive operational trials with R.A.F. Transport 
Command it was handed over to B.O.A.C. in June 1946. This was the only Sandringham Mk 1 built.

The second batch of Sunderlands to be converted were known as Sandringham Mk 2s. These aircraft had seating for 28 
passengers on the lower deck, with a further 17 seats and a cocktail bar fitted on the upper deck. A total of five aircraft 
were converted to this configuration for the Argentinean airline Dodero.



Requiring a flying boat with greater range, Dodero placed another order with Shorts to convert a further three 
Sunderlands. These conversions were called Sandringham Mk 3s and featured reduced passenger seating for 21 
passengers on the lower deck with the dining saloon and cocktail bar on the upper deck. Two of Dodero’s existing 
Sandringham Mk 2s were upgraded to this standard and given new construction numbers.

The next version of the Sandringham was the Mk 4 Tasman Class, four of which were ordered by Tasman Empire 
Airways Ltd in 1946 to replace the airline’s two ageing Short S-30 Empire boats. The first of these aircraft was delivered 
to TEAL on July 17, 1946. These aircraft were originally configured to seat 30 passengers on the lower deck with the 
pantry and cocktail bar on the upper deck.

The Sandringham Mk 5 Plymouth Class were leased to B.O.A.C. from January 1947 from the Ministry of Civil Aviation. 
Nine boats were acquired and operated by the airline while a tenth aircraft was destroyed by fire as it was being towed 
from the factory on January 18, 1947. The Plymouth Class boats had seating for 22 day passengers or 16 night passengers 
on a single deck, with a pantry being on the same level. It was intended to serve passengers their meals in their seats. 
Each of these aircraft were converted from virtually brand new Sunderland Mk Vs fitted with Twin Wasp R1830-90D 
engines.

Three Sandringham Mk 6s were ordered and built for the Norwegian airline D.N.L. These aircraft were configured to 
seat 37 passengers on two decks with a pantry on the lower deck. These aircraft retained the Sunderland’s A.S.V. radar 
installations to assist the pilots in navigating the rugged terrain of the Norwegian fiords, through which they operated.

The last batch of three Sandringham conversions were known as Mk 7 Bermuda Class and were built for B.O.A.C. in 
1947. These aircraft were configured to seat 30 passengers on two decks.



Altogether Short Brothers converted 28 Sunderlands to Sandringhams at the Rochester plant, of which 27 actually 
entered service. Today only two Sandringhams - a Mk 4 Tasman Class and a Mk 7 Bermuda Class still exist, both housed 
in museums. It is ironic that both of these aircraft have links to Australia as they were once on the Australian Aircraft 
Register. The Mk 4 was registered as VH-BRC while the Mk 7 was registered VH-APG.

The most famous of these Sandringham survivors is VH-BRC. It had the distinction of being the last commercially 
operated Sandringham flying boat in the world, used by Ansett Flying Boat Services on its Sydney-Lord Howe Island 
route until September 10, 1974.



'Beachcomber'

The history of Short S-25V Sandringham Mk 4 c/n SH.55C - VH-BRC

The unmistakable throb of four powerful Pratt & Whitney Twin Wasp radial engines reverberates within the confines of 
Sydney Harbour - arguably the finest harbour in the world. Heads turn as people strain to locate the deep throated 
sound and to identify its source. In the distance a white curtain of spray appears on an open stretch of water. From its 
midst an object appears, moving slowly at first, but gradually gathering speed.

Growing in size the Short Sandringham flying boat races across the blue-green water, straining to break free of its earthly 
bindings. Like a ballerina she inches higher above the water's surface until her planing hull is skimming the tops of the 
whitecaps thrown up by the cool winter breeze.

Carrying an increased fuel load she pauses on the step - as if to gather strength for that last push. Then, with a gentle 
rock fore and aft she breaks free, residual water streaming off her grey hull to glisten in the late afternoon's waning 
sunlight.

Flying in ground effect, no more than two to three metres above the water, she quickly outpaces the Department of Civil 
Aviation crash launches that have ensured her takeoff path was clear of encroaching speedboats and yachts that treat the 
harbour as their private playground.



Climbing slowly, she heads down the harbour towards the bustling city of Sydney, whose workers were oblivious to the 
scene that is being enacted above them. Commencing a gentle bank to port the iconic landmarks of the Harbour Bridge 
and Opera House slip quietly beneath her wing tips. Extending her circuit over the Eastern Suburbs of Sydney she 
swings back to make one final pass over the city that has been her home for the last 30 years. With a waggle of her wings 
as she overflies the Rose Bay Flying Boat Base for the very last time, those gathered by the water's edge gaze skyward, a 
quiet tear forming in the corner of many eyes.

And then she is gone. Nothing but a speck growing smaller in the distance, as she wings her way across the Pacific Ocean 
to her new home on the other side of the world. What will be her fate? Will she survive? The only thing that is certain is 
that Sydney Harbour has lost a real lady - a link with the past when flying was more leisurely and the lifestyle was much 
less 'in your face'.

'Beachcomber' was built by Short Bros at Rochester, Kent as a Sunderland Mk III in July 1943. It was delivered to Royal 
Air Force as JM715 at Wig Bay, Stranraer, Scotland and received by No. 1 Flying Boat Servicing Unit on July 8, 1943 for 
use in 'Project Chariot'. This project involved the transportation of manned torpedoes, known as 'chariots' by aircraft to 
high priority targets in an attempt by the allies to destroy them, where other means had been considered not viable. The 
German battleship Tirpitz sheltering in a Norwegian fiord was the main priority.

The top-secret project had reached an advanced stage and five Sunderland flying boats were set aside to be used in the 
project with airframes JM714 to JM718 being allocated. Airframe JM714 was used as the actual trials aircraft. 
Modifications were undertaken to attach the chariots in a cradle on each side of the Sunderland's hull.

Despite successful trials and with the test Sunderland taking off with an all-up weight of 61,000 pounds in 83 seconds, 
the project did not proceed. This aircraft, and the other 4 Sunderlands were transferred to No. 57 Maintenance Unit, Wig 
Bay on January 8, 1944  to be held in reserve.



JM715 was flown to the Flying Boat Modification Unit, Cairds Yard, Greenock for conversion to Mk V standard in April 
1945 by fitting Pratt & Whitney R1830 Twin Wasp engines. Following its conversion it was once again held in reserve. By 
1947 it was deemed to be surplus to R.A.F. requirements and was sold to Short Bros & Harland on April 30, 1947 for 
conversion to a Sandringham.

JM715 was selected to be converted to Sandringham Mk 4 Tasman Class for an order placed by Tasman Empire Airways 
Ltd. This conversion included seating for 30 passengers on the lower deck with a pantry and cocktail bar built on the 
upper deck. On completion it was transferred to the British Ministry of Transport & Civil Aviation for initial lease to 
TEAL.

It was entered onto the New Zealand Aircraft Register as ZK-AMH on May 29, 1947 but it was quite some time before it 
was flown out to New Zealand. It finally departed Poole Harbour, Dorset on the delivery flight to Auckland under the 
command of Captain H. J. Rose on October 15, 1947. The delivery route took the aircraft to Marseilles - Augusta (Sicily) -
Cairo - Bahrein - Karachi - Calcutta - Rangoon - Bangkok - Singapore - Sourabaya - Darwin - Bowen - Sydney before 
arriving in Auckland on October 29, 1947. The total flying time was 87 hours.

The official lease to Tasman Empire Airways Ltd commenced on October 29, 1947. The aircraft was named 'RMA 
Auckland' and operated its first TEAL service from Auckland to Sydney on November 7, 1947.

The Auckland-Sydney service did not go smoothly for the Sandringhams. ZK-AMH was withdrawn from use due to 
engine overheating problems on February 22, 1948 but was returned to service following their rectification on June 17, 
1948. It operated its final TEAL service in December 1949 before being stored at Hobsonville, Auckland.



It was ferried Auckland-Brisbane by Captain  S. Middlemiss for sale to Barrier Reef Airways on April 27, 1950. The sale to 
Barrier Reef Airways for £ 5,000 occurred the following day. Overhauled and converted to seat 41 passengers it was 
entered onto the Australian Civil Aircraft Register as VH-BRC on May 22, 1950,  registered to Barrier Reef Airways Pty 
Ltd. The aircraft was named 'Coral Clipper' thus reflecting the locality in which it was to be operated. It operated its first 
Barrier Reef service from Brisbane to Lindeman Island and Daydream Island on May 23, 1950. It operated its first service 
to Hayman Island on July 2, 1950.  

Unfortunately its flying days with Barrier Reef were limited as it flew its final scheduled Barrier Reef Airways service on 
November 12, 1950. Withdrawn from use on January 23, 1951 it was stored at Colmslie on the Brisbane River and 
cancelled from the Australian Aircraft Register on August 6, 1951. It was returned to the Register as VH-BRC on 
September 14, 1951 but remained stored until September 1952.

Following the sudden loss of its sister aircraft VH-BRD, also operated by Barrier Reef Airways, in the Brisbane River 
accident on October 31, 1952, it underwent a refit that was completed in seven weeks. Registered to Ansett Flying Boat 
Services Pty Ltd on December 15, 1952 it  underwent a series of test flights from the Brisbane River two days later. It was 
then ferried to Rose Bay, Sydney for Department  of Civil Aviation checks on December 18, 1952.

Having successfully completed the formalities the aircraft was renamed 'Beachcomber' and was returned to commercial 
service with Ansett Flying Boats on the Sydney-Brisbane route on December 21, 1952.

'Beachcomber' commenced operations to Lord Howe Island on charter to Trans Oceanic Airways on January 13, 1953 
crewed by Stewart Middlemiss and Phil Mathieson. It flew the final flying boat service from Hamilton Reach, Brisbane in 
March 1953 but it was not formally registered to Ansett Airways until 1954.



When operating flying boats in the marine environment pilots had to be aware of changing sea states and hidden objects 
lurking just below the water’s surface. Whilst due diligence was exercised when taxiing, the unexpected could catch out 
the flight crew, sometimes with alarming consequences. Such a case befell ‘Beachcomber’ on March 7, 1954 as  Captain 
John Cole taxied across Sydney Harbour towards his takeoff point adjacent to Steele Point, bound for Hobart.

As he swung ‘Beachcomber’ around to line up along its takeoff path, the port wing’s float collapsed, allowing the wing 
tip to enter the water. This slewed the aircraft violently to the left. Realising that the aircraft was in great danger of 
tipping over, Captain Cole gunned Number 1 engine whilst reducing power on the two right hand engines. This allowed 
the port wing to be raised out of the water but the aircraft was now unstable having lost its port side floatation device. 

Flight Engineer Hank Hamburg and co-pilot John McCosker quickly climbed out onto the slippery right wing to provide 
a counter balance. They were soon joined by a number of passengers who braved the backwash of the two starboard 
engines to sit on the outer wing until help arrived in the form of the DCA crash launches.

‘Beachcomber’ was successfully returned to the loading dock and the passengers were disembarked. Those passengers 
who had assisted the flight crew in saving the aircraft from an ignominious submersion in the waters of Sydney Harbour 
by sitting on the starboard wing while it taxied back to the Flying Boat Base no doubt had an interesting story to relate to 
family and friends in the following weeks.

However fate was again to strike at ‘Beachcomber’ on its test flight following the repairs to the broken float. Off the 
Sydney coastline Captain Cole found that the aileron controls had jammed as he commenced a left-hand bank. 
Unbeknown to the crew a bracket in the left wing had partially broken away and fouled the aileron cable.



With the aircraft entering a left-hand spiral both he and First Officer John McCosker exerted as much right-hand force as 
they could on the control wheel. This resulted in the remaining rivet holding the bracket in place to sheer, allowing it to 
fall free and release the control cables. The aircraft was flown back to Rose Bay immediately where it alighted safely.

In November 1957 ‘Beachcomber’ was chartered by the Cinerama Productions Corporation for several weeks to film 
various scenes around Sydney and in New Zealand for its latest film ‘South Seas Adventure’. The Cinerama camera, 
containing three lenses that take a picture 146 degrees wide by 55 degrees high was mounted in the bow of the aircraft, in 
a special housing. This certainly made it difficult for the steward to perform his normal mooring duties when 
approaching the buoy after landing.

The lenses or ‘eyes’ were matched 27mm lenses manufactured by Eastman Kodak. They were interlocked and focused as 
a single unit. The camera shutter was mounted in front of the lenses at the point where their fields of vision crossed. The 
single front mounted shutter allowed for precise exposure times of all three films. The left lens photographed the right 
third of the image, the right lens photographed the left and the center lens photographed the center one third.

VH-BRC was then used to film around the Sydney coastline as well as in the harbour itself. It flew a number of landing 
approaches to Sydney Airport involving low level runs along the runway before climbing away. This caused concerned 
members of the public to telephone the police and airport officials as it appeared that the flying boat was going to make a 
landing on the runway without any wheels!

It then flew up to the Blue Mountains to the west of Sydney to shoot scenes down the Megalong Valley. However the 
most spectacular piece of flying ‘Beachcomber’ undertook was when it flew under that iconic structure the Sydney 
Harbour Bridge with full Department of Civil Aviation authority. Whether all the scenes taken during this charter were 
used in the film is uncertain as copies of the film cannot be located.



‘Beachcomber’ received the new Ansett Flying Boat Services 'delta' livery in 1969  and was registered to Ansett Transport 
Industries (Operations) Ltd on March 1, 1970. It operated the final scheduled flying boat service to Lord Howe Island on 
May 31, 1974 but maintained a 'token' service until the Island's airstrip was completed later that year.

History had a habit of repeating itself when the flying boats were moored overnight at Lord Howe Island. On the night of 
June 9, 1974 ‘Beachcomber’ broke her moorings and was blown ashore just north of Cobby’s Corner in a severe storm. 
She had been chartered by a group of environmentalists who had flown to Lord Howe on Friday June 7 to inspect the 
new airstrip and its impact on the Island’s natural habitat. 

Crewing the aircraft on this flight were Captains Lloyd Maundrell and Bill Wilcher with Ron Bush as the Flight Engineer. 
Due to depart on Sunday the return flight had been delayed due to the bad weather impacting the island and preventing 
a safe takeoff being made.

During the night various Islanders carried out visual inspections to ensure that ‘Beachcomber’ was secured to its 
mooring. However at 4 o’clock in the morning the alarm was raised - ‘Beachcomber’ had been blown ashore! As the news 
was passed around the Islanders began the monumental task of trying to limit the damage being inflicted to the flying 
boat by the pounding surf. This involved trying to move the aircraft further up the beach.

Whilst the rescue efforts were being mounted a group of environmentalists engaged in a verbal argument with the 
Islanders concerning the damage they were making to the beach as a result of their actions. The environmentalists were 
instructed to leave the area immediately for their own safety.

Australian Army Engineers who were working to complete the landing strip on the Island at the time, assisted by 
dragging the aircraft up the beach clear of the high water mark. There she squatted like a beached whale while a rescue 
mission was implemented from Sydney.



The rescue mission required a group of engineers to be transported to Lord Howe to undertake the necessary temporary 
repairs that would enable the flying boat to be flown back to Rose Bay for full remedial work to be carried out.

Unfortunately the other flying boat ‘Islander’ was in the Rose Bay hangar being prepared for handing over to Charles 
Blair, its new owner, and was not in a flying condition. Working around the clock ‘Islander’ was made airworthy in 48 
hours and departed for Lord Howe on Thursday June 13 under the command of Captain Keith Mansfield with Charles 
Blair acting as co-pilot.

Not only did ‘Beachcomber’ require extensive temporary sheet-metal patches to be affixed to its starboard wing but it 
also required the Number 4 engine to be replaced. The engine had to be transported to the Island by sea as the airstrip 
was not yet operational.

With the temporary repairs completed VH-BRC was returned to the water in the late afternoon of July 4. The following 
morning at 10.00 hours ‘Beachcomber’ departed the Island’s lagoon bound for Sydney. It was flown out at minimal 
weight under the command of Captain Lloyd Maundrell with Captain Bill Wilcher and Flight Engineer Ron Bush 
assisting. With approximately a quarter of a tonne of Lord Howe Island sand still in its starboard wing tip, it had been 
‘trimmed’ for the flight by carrying more fuel in the starboard fuel tanks.

‘Beachcomber’ entered the hangar at Rose Bay shortly after its arrival, where more permanent repairs were carried out. 
These were completed by late August and the aircraft was successfully test flown on August 29. With ‘Beachcomber’ now 
fully operational ‘Islander’ was beached so that its pre-delivery work which was interrupted by the rescue mission could 
be completed.



The countdown to the final scheduled commercial service to be operated anywhere in the world by a Short Sandringham 
flying boat commenced. The chosen date was September 10, 1974. On September 9 ‘Beachcomber’ undertook two local 
charter flights. The first flight of approximately 90 minutes duration was for Ansett executives and invited guests. For 
this flight a fully stocked bar was installed in Cabin ‘D’.

The second charter flight was conducted for the N.S.W. Branch of the Australian Aviation Historical Society and was for 
approximately 60 minutes. The bar had been removed for this flight. The flight crew for both flights were Captains Lloyd 
Maundrell and Bill Wilcher, Flight Engineer Jim Davidson, Steward Lester Lewis and Flight Attendant Lindy McKew.

The following day the same flight crew was rostered to operate Beachcomber’s last commercial service to Lord Howe 
Island. Captain Maundrell accepted the final bag of mail to be carried to Lord Howe Island by a Short Sandringham 
flying boat from the Regional Manager of Australia Post. Safely stowed onboard, VH-BRC winged across the water to 
safely alight on the island’s lagoon some three and a half hours later.

Following a tearful farewell ceremony on the Island it was time to embark the final load of passengers for the return trip. 
After lifting off Captain Maundrell made a very tight low level pass along the lagoon before making a low level flyover 
along the newly completed airstrip. It was a fitting tribute to the passengers including the Royal Australian Army 
engineers who had just completed it. The following day VH-BRC made its final flight to Lord Howe to pick up some of 
the airline’s equipment that had not been returned to the mainland. This marked its 1,360th and last flight to the Island.

Operations into and out of Lord Howe Island did not always go to plan for the Ansett Short Sandringham flying boats. 
Actual weather conditions dictated the successful arrival or departure for all flights. As the Short flying boats had a zero 
crosswind tolerance, wind direction and speed, swell conditions and the water level in the island’s lagoon had to be 
considered before a landing could be made. On some occasions the flying boats either had to turn back before reaching 
the Island or be waved away once overhead due to the weather. 



On the odd occasion if a technical problem arose at Sydney that delayed the departure of a flight by more than 45 
minutes, the flight was cancelled and the passengers were told to come back the following day.

Similarly, flights from Lord Howe to Sydney were affected by changes in the weather. It was not uncommon for flights 
from Lord Howe to Sydney to be held overnight at the island at the last minute during winter due to a wind shift 
occuring on Sydney Harbour. As Sydney Harbour is a large commercial waterway, cargo ships are moored around it at 
various locations. Sudden wind shifts would cause these vessels to weather cock, and if they infringed on the glide path 
into the harbour, the return flight was held at the island until daylight when visual conditions would permit a safe 
alighting area to be marked.

Departures from Lord Howe Island were generally made no later than 90 minutes before last light. This operational 
requirement was to cover the eventuality of the aircraft having to return to the island if it encountered a mechanical 
problem soon after departure or if the weather conditions in Sydney Harbour had forced its closure. This ensured that 
enough light existed for the crew to alight safely in the lagoon and that there was enough water to permit a safe 
touchdown. If this was not possible then the aircraft had to divert to Redland Bay, Brisbane as this was the nominated 
alternative destination.

Two seating plans are provided on this CD-ROM. ‘Beachcomber’ had 42 non-reclining seats fitted. Cabin crew occupied a 
fold-down seat in Cabin B and a seat at the foot of the stairs for take-offs and landings. A fold-down seat was provided at 
the rear of the upstairs cabin. An extra seatbelt location was provided just inside the upper deck entry door to the rear 
freight hold which was sometimes used when an extra large passenger was being carried who could not fit in an existing 
seat. 

'Beachcomber' had been sold to Antilles Air Boats Inc, Virgin Islands with her sister aircraft VH-BRF 'Islander' when the 
closing of the flying boat service to Lord Howe Island had been announced. 



She was entered onto the U.S. Aircraft Register as N158C. It was originally named 'Southern Star' but this was changed to 
'Southern Cross' prior to rollout. It was cancelled from the Australian Aircraft Register on November 28, 1974 having 
flown some 17,820 hours.

In her new guise she departed Sydney Harbour on her delivery flight to the Carribean on November 28, 1974 under the 
command of her new owner Captain Charles Blair. She flew Sydney - Pago Pago - Honolulu (Pearl Harbour) - San 
Francisco - Fort Worth, Texas - Boston - Virgin Islands arriving safely on December 9. Entered onto the British Virgin 
Islands Aircraft Reregister she took up the marks VP-LVE in March 1975. Charles Blair had intended to use the aircraft on 
charters along the eastern seaboard of the United States, as his airline’s inter-island route between St. Croix and St. 
Thomas was far too short at only 15 minutes duration, despite carrying over 175,000 fare-paying passengers each year to 
effectively utilise the old girl. At some point post 1975 the seat fabric was changed in this aircraft and head rests were 
attached above the seats that backed onto a bulkhead. The seating arrangement in Cabins ‘B’ and ‘D’ was also changed.

However Charles Blair did fly 'Southern Cross' back to the United Kingdom during the summer months of 1976 and 
1977. In 1976 her U.K. base of operations was Studland Bay, an exposed stretch of water between Poole and Swanage. In 
1977 the aircraft was based at Calshot, but takeoffs and landings had to take place in open water west of Calshot near to 
Beaulieu due to the harbour being too congested to accommodate the movements of the flying boat.

'Southern Cross' was stored at Isla Grande, Puerto Rico following the death of Captain Blair on September 2, 1978.

With the driving force behind the continued operation of this aircraft now gone the aircraft's condition quickly 
deteriorated. Captain Ron Gillies and Michael E. R. Coghlan of M. M. Aviation purchased 'Southern Cross' to ensure at 
least one Sandringham was saved for posterity in the U.K. It was originally intended to maintain the aircraft in an 
airworthy condition and fly it at various air displays, but this proved to be beyond their capacity. A proposed sale to the 
Science Museum, England was entered into but this was conditional on the aircraft reaching the U.K. in one piece. 



Following considerable endeavours by a dedicated group of people she was returned to a serviceable condition and once 
again registered N158C in October 1980. She departed San Juan, Puerto Rico under the command of Captain Ron Gillies 
routing via St. Croix - Boston - Port Washington - Oyster Bay - Sydney (Nova Scotia) - Gander - Killaloe (Eire) where she 
arrived on October 24. Initially stored at Killaloe for 3 months she awaited approval to enter the U.K. This was granted 
and she arrived at Calshot, England for storage on February 2, 1981. Her total flying time to date was now 19,500 hours.

'Southern Cross' was transferred to HMS Daedalus, Lee-on-Solent for storage on July 6, 1981. She was purchased by the 
Science Museum, UK for 85,000 pounds in 1982. Finally she was moved from Lee-on-Solent to Southamptom via 
Marchwood for storage on March 1, 1983. The move was undertaken by teams from the Royal Corps of Transport based 
at Marchwood and from the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers. She was floated across the Solent on a Mexe float 
that is made up of bolting large box sections together to whatever size is required and powered by four diesel engines.

A new museum building to be known as the 'R.J. Mitchell Museum' was constructed to house this aircraft at 
Southampton, along with other significant historic aircraft. Whilst stored it was prepared for painting in the Ansett 
Flying Boat Services  'delta' livery. Unfortunately, despite a plethora of photographs being available of this aircraft whilst 
operated by Ansett in the 'delta' livery, incorrectly styled titles were applied to 'VH-BRC'.  

Now successfully installed in the 'Hall of Aviation', Southampton on August 27/28, 1983 the museum was officially 
opened to the public on May 26, 1984. Although she will never grace the water again at least she is preserved for those 
who are interested in such aircraft to view and climb onboard,  to sit in seats that by today’s standard of airliner travel 
leave much to be desired, and maybe by chance to dream about an age when such large waterborne aircraft provided a 
regular mail and passenger link to and within the distant outposts of the British Empire.

Robert N. Smith.  2010



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































General Specifications - Short S-25V Sandringham Mk 4 Tasman Class

Type:! ! !        Four engined commercial flying boat converted from a Sunderland Mk V  
Wingspan:! !        34.3 metres (112 feet 9 inches)
Wing area:! !        138.1 square metres (1,487 square feet)
Length:! ! !        26.3 metres (86 feet 3 inches)
Height:! ! !        9.75 metres (32 feet 2 inches) on beaching gear
Weights:!! !        Empty:! ! ! ! !                 18,600 kg (41,000 pounds)
! ! ! !        Maximum Zero Fuel:! ! !         22,226 kg (49,648 pounds)
! ! ! !        Maximum Take-off - Sydney:!         26,760 kg (59,000 pounds)
! ! ! !        Maximum Take-off - Lord Howe:      24,675 kg (54,400 pounds)
! ! ! !        Maximum Landing - Sydney:!         25,400 kg (56,000 pounds)
! ! ! !        Maximum Payload:! ! !           4,082 kg (9,450 pounds)
Engines:!! !        4 x Pratt & Whitney 1830-90D Twin Wasp radial engines
Engine Power:!        1,200 horse power
Fuel Capacity:!        2,880 kg (6,350 pounds)
Fuel Burn:! !        181 litres (40 gallons) per engine per hour
Max Range:! !        7,483 km (2,690 miles at 133 mph)
Maximum Speed:!       383 km/hr (238 mph at sea level)
Cruise Speed:!        150 knots at 6,000 feet
Operating Alt:!        8,500 feet
Seating:! ! !        42 -  ( 8 + 5 + 8 + 7 + 14 in cabins A to D lower deck, E upper deck) - Ansett Flying Boat Services
Seating:! ! !        44 -  ( 8 + 8 + 8 + 6 + 14 in cabins A to D lower deck, E upper deck) - Antilles Air Boats
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