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Some time ago the Editor of SLIPSTREAM asked me to write
the story of the first night ejection from an aircraft in
Australia. That incident occurred on the 15 June 1960 at
RAN Air Station Nowra, NSW when a Sea Venom FAW 53 of
724 Squadron struck a tree on the downwind leg of the
landing pattern. The Pilot and Observer ejected safely.

As this happened over 41 years ago, | obtained a copy of the
Board of Inquiry report to refresh my memory . | wrote to Navy
Office, but as the documents were over 30 years old they had sent
them to the Australian Archives. | obtained a copy from them.

During this era Naval pilots gained their wings with the RAAF
and completed OFS at NAS NOWRA in either fighter or anti
submarine specialisation. 724 Squadron was equipped with Sea
Venom and Vampire aircraft to carry out night fighter pilot training.

The Sea Venom FAW 53 (FAW - Fighter All Weather) was a
side by side two-seater aircraft built by De Haviland in the United
Kingdom and shipped to Australia in HMAS MELBOURNE in
1956. The aircraft was. fitted with a Ghost 104 engine and radar
that enabled the Observer to locate a target passing in the front
sector of his aircraft. The Observers job was to verbally guide the
pilot into a position where the pilot could see the target under all
weather conditions, day and night. Aithough, when all went well,

the radar was magic in its day, | understand that it is pretty basic .

compared to toadies équipment whereby pilots pop off a missile
at a blip . We only had 20mm cannon thus the pilot had to actually
see the target before shooting. The Sea Venom was a good
aircraft.

The characters in the story are mostly confined to Sub
Lieutenant Brian A. Dutch and Lieutenant E.D. (Sandy) Sandberg
because some of the other players are no longer with us. | would
like to begin by thanking all the old 724 Squadron ground crew,
the NAS Nowra Air traffic Control staff and particularly all the
Armourers and Safety Equipment Branch sailors, without whose
skills, this tale would not be told by me.

Flying on the evening of 15t June 1960 began with a twilight
takeoff for Air Interception (Al) instruction, It was the 20 time |
had flown with Brian, so we were pretty well used to one another.
I had a lot of confidence in him and to my way of thinking in those
days, he was the better pilot on this particular training course. As
the Senior Observer of the squadron, | had the choice of pilots on
a course and checked all their logbooks before selecting him. He
was three years my junior in age; he had been flying for about 18
months and | for just on nine years. | have flown with a lot of
pilots, in a lot of aircraft and 1 still rate Brian as a good pilot.

This particular Al course was programmed to finish that night,
so there was pressure on us to get the appropriate number of
exercises in — | don't recall how many, but something like three or
four night interceptions would satisfy the syllabus. In fact we flew
three sorties that night to get the required runs in.

A Naval Board of Inquiry was convened to determine the
cause of the accident and several people on duty that night gave
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their version of the event to the Board but it was the pilot who
naturally underwent the most questioning and his version is the
best account of what actually happened. He informed the Board
that on returning from the first detail of the night the conditions in
the circuit were slightly turbulent but didnt worry him at all. The
detail as a whole was successful and the landing uneventful. After
refueling we took off for the second detail in the same aircraft. But
because the radar was unserviceable this time we returned to
change aircraft. We experienced very severe wind gusts in the
circuit area this time. On one occasion the weather sent us down
200 feet and then up 400 feet in a very short time. It was not a
very nice night.

Within half an hour we had changed aircraft and were airborne
again. Shortly after take off Brian had trouble with his oxygen
equipment. We stayed low until he sorted out the problem.
Fortunately this was not long and we were soon chasing our target
(a Vampire flown by Lieutenant Roley Waddell-Wood) all over the
sky for a successful mission. Now it was time to return to base
and have a couple of beers to celebrate the completion of yet
another night fighter course.

Below 3000 feet near NOWRA the turbulence started again. In
the circuit area the pilot was doing those meaningful little things
that a pilot does when coming into land. As | said earlier, | had
considerable confidence in Brian’s ability as a pilot and | was not
concerned in the circuit — after all , there was nothing | could do;
flying the aircraft was his part of ship!

On the run upwind at 900 feet the turbulence was again quite
severe. In fact we gained 100 feet on the turn downwind and this
was not caused by bad flying.. The airspeed at this time was
around 250 knots decreasing to wheels down speed of 210 knots.
| did my usual pre landing checks; there weren't many but
because of the turbulence my navigation bag down by my right
leg was bouncing around. | bent down to secure it. While | was
doing that | felt the bang... | bolted upright! The windscreen was
opaque. My radar was on my lap - | pushed it back. Fortunately it
stuck in its cradle otherwise it ejected with me or | left my legs
behind at the kneecaps. | switched on my microphone and
shouted 'BIRDSTRIKE, EJECT, EJECT!!

Naturally in a situation like this nothing works as it should. Of
course the intercom was U/S. It says volumes for my power of
command that the pilot heard me and responded in the only way
possible - by ejecting the canopy. Normally it was the Observers
job to do that little chore but these were not 'normal’ times. | don't
know where Brian got the extra hand from to release the canopy,
but he did it. After all, at that time he had the control column back
in his stomach getting height and the throttle full on getting power.
| suppose it comes back to that old adage 'If you want something
done in a hurry - ask a busy man.'

As soon as the canopy went, | went! No good hanging around
at that time. In its normal flying position the Observers ejection
seat is tilted slightly to the rear. When the canopy is ejected the
seat springs forward to arm the ejection rocket. To fire the gun it is
necessary to reach above the head and pull down the ‘D’ ring at
the top of the ejection seat. Attached to the D' ring is a felt and
canvas hood that covers the face to prevent injury to the head
from wind blast, flames or other 'nasties' one may meet on the
way out.

| felt nothing of the bang one would expect to feel in that
portion of the anatomy one would expect to feel it. My first
recollection was being clear of the aircraft and a recognisable
moment when movement seemingly stops. | was hanging in the
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