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THE ADVENTURES OF ‘WALTZING MATILDA’: THE FIRST 

CIVILIAN AIRCRAFT TO REACH AUSTRALIA FROM BRITAIN 

AFTER THE SECOND WORLD WAR 

 

David Carment 

 

The first civilian aircraft to reach Australia from Britain following the Second World War 

landed at Darwin on 11 June 1946. A converted Halifax bomber named ‘Waltzing 

Matilda’, it had on board a complement of men, women and children who all wished to 

travel to Australia as quickly as possible at a time when commercial transportation links 

for civilians were virtually non-existent. 

 

The flight attracted considerable attention and is well documented. Major newspapers and 

Movietone News reported on it frequently and prominently. There are also the 

comprehensive first hand accounts on which my talk today is mainly based. ‘Waltzing 

Matilda’’s pilot and owner, Geoffrey Wikner, wrote his reminiscences of the journey that 

were published as part of his biography in 1993.  A collection of his documents about the 

flight is held in the National Library of Australia. He was an Australian born aircraft 

designer who moved to Britain in the 1930s and was a wartime ferry pilot who delivered 

new aircraft from their factories with the British Air Transport Auxiliary. One of the two 

flight engineers, Tom Sulman, described his experiences in an unpublished 

autobiography completed in 1969. His family now has his photographs and other 
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documents concerning ‘Waltzing Matilda’. Sulman was an Australian automotive 

engineer and racing car driver living in Britain who served as a British army officer 

during the war. Both Wikner and Sulman were keen to return home in Australia 

immediately after the war’s end but because of the shortage of transport and the priority 

given to people who served in the Australian armed services could not do so.  

 

When he was unable to get to Australia by any other means, Wikner bought a former 

Royal Air Force Halifax bomber to undertake the journey and found no difficulty in 

rapidly attracting 20 paying passengers and flight crew.  After weeks of frustrations, 

infuriating bureaucratic delays, almost endless red tape and modifications to make the 

aircraft more suitable for passengers, permission was given that the now re-named 

‘Waltzing Matilda’ could take off. It was only finally allowed to do so when all those 

whom Wikner accepted formally agreed to a strict set of conditions before joining what 

was officially described as an ‘exhibition flight’. The crew and passengers were probably 

aware of the potential risks. Far more aircraft crashed in the 1940s than now and there 

were many perils along the proposed route. In spite of some misleading press reports 

saying how well the journey went, however, it proved more adventurous and dangerous 

than anticipated.  

 

Once all the potential travellers were inoculated, their passports and visas were in order 

and permission for the flight arrived, Wikner decided to get going before the authorities 

changed their minds. He sent telegrams to everyone to be ready to depart from Hurn 

Aerodrome on 24 May 1946. Wikner, who had never before flown a fully loaded large 
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aircraft, ordered that heavy luggage be stored in the tail. After running up the engines and 

testing the controls, at 4.30 am Wikner taxied ‘Waltzing Matilda’ out to the runway and 

was authorised to leave. The aircraft only just managed to lift off, barely clearing trees at 

the end of the runway. It circled round and round like, Sulman wrote, ‘a constipated 

duck’ and could not make any height, so the crew carried the luggage from the tail to the 

navigator’s cabin.  Gradually the aircraft came back on an even keel. Due to the problems 

encountered, Wikner decided to land at Marseilles in France, instead of Tunis in Tunisia 

as intended.  

 

Next morning ‘Waltzing Matilda’ went on to Castel Benito in Libya, traveling across 

Corsica and hitting Africa at Cap Bonn. Leaving at daybreak the following morning, it 

flew along the African coast, the scene of the heartbreaking reverses and the eventual 

victory of the Allied forces. The desert was still criss-crossed with tank tracks and littered 

with burnt-out aircraft, vehicles and tanks. ‘Waltzing Matilda’ did a circle of Tobruk in 

honour of the Australians who defended the town, the harbour of which was cluttered 

with sunken shipping, and flew in over the Nile and pyramids to Cairo in Egypt. A day 

was spent checking the aircraft and fitting air scoops to cool the interior, as it had proved 

very hot and stuffy. From Cairo ‘Waltzing Matilda’ followed a pipeline until it veered off 

to the north. The decision was made to turn south, in the hope of picking up the 

Euphrates and following it down to Basra in Iraq, the next stopover. Instead there were 

hundreds of kilometres of flooded land, the trees sticking up like fingers above the 

muddy waters. There were no landmarks and time was running out before refueling 

would be necessary. C. B. Scott, the experienced navigator with a distinguished record in 
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the Royal Air Force during the war, proved his worth when at last the Basra and 

aerodrome came into view. The heat was intense and by the time crewmembers finished 

overseeing the refueling the wings were burning through their shoes.  

 

Leaving again at daybreak, the weather was still hot but bearable. ‘Waltzing Matilda’ 

flew down the eastern coast of the Persian Gulf over Bahrain, from where the oil sheen 

went way out into the sea. Worried about the fuel supply lasting to India, Wikner landed 

instead at a Royal Air Force fighter station at the desert town of Sharjah in the Arabian 

Peninsula. Due to the glare from the sand and the heat, ‘Waltzing Matilda’ fell hard on to 

the airstrip from about five metres and then bounced several times. Scott swore 

afterwards that the first two bounces showed on the altimeter. Wikner managed to steady 

the aircraft and taxied up to a fort, which looked like something out of the film ‘Beau 

Geste’. Inside was a large courtyard surrounded by green awnings, the rooms also being 

green with pictures of the English countryside on the walls. It was wonderfully soothing 

after the dazzling glare and heat of the desert outside. ‘Waltzing Matilda’’s crew and 

passengers lay back and relaxed in cane chairs, drinking large iced lemon drinks. A 

serviceman informed them that he was one of the original crew of the aircraft, and that it 

had always been considered a lucky ship. They hoped he was right. 

 

All too soon they had to leave, and then a nasty shock came. They were told the runway 

was only about 1300 metres long, shorter than normally needed to take off, and ‘Waltzing 

Matilda’ had a full fuel load. The moment Wikner felt the wheels leave the ground he 
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signaled for the undercarriage to be lifted. Even then the aircraft only just scraped over 

the sand dunes at the runway’s end.  

 

Karachi, then in India and now in Pakistan, was reached without any more drama. 

Because of the heat it was decided not to work on the aircraft that day and to stay two 

nights. On the following day, the crew once again checked the aircraft, trying to find a 

mysterious hydraulic oil leak without any success. The second night was so hot even with 

enormous punkas over beds that several of the crew and passengers got dressed, hired a 

taxi, and drove around the city until they left at daybreak.  

 

Crossing the Sind Desert,  ‘Waltzing Matilda’ approached the Indian city of Jodhpur. A 

wireless message warned of a sandstorm approaching. Wikner was told to land at the 

closest Royal Air Force airstrip without delay. The red and yellow cloud reaching high 

into the sky for some time had already puzzled him and the others on board, so he landed 

as quickly as possible. The crew only just had time to lash tarpaulin covers over the 

engines and make everything fast before the storm was upon them. The sun disappeared 

and an eerie half-light took its place. The wind howled and the sand enveloped them, so 

they were very glad to take shelter. The air force had access to an enclosed swimming 

pool in which most of the ‘Waltzing Matilda’ party spent the rest of the day, as it was 

stiflingly hot.  

 

After a one night stop at Calcutta in India, ‘Waltzing Matilda’ ran into very heavy 

thunderstorms, the forerunner of the monsoons that it had been hoped to beat. A wide 
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detour was made out to sea. Wikner was worried about finding the next port of call, at 

Pegu in Burma, an airstrip in the jungle not far from Rangoon. The visibility was so bad 

that he flew in very low. Scott, the able navigator, found the destination despite a 

complete absence of landmarks and the aircraft’s wireless set having a range of only 

about 15 kilometres. As ‘Waltzing Matilda’ touched down there was a terrific noise that 

shook all on board until they realized that the airstrip was paved with steel slats to stop 

aircraft bogging in the mud and a tyre was badly punctured. There was only a skeleton 

Royal Air Force staff to look after the needs of aircraft passing through, and a company 

of Sikh soldiers to provide security. The rains went on. Advice was received not to 

continue the journey until the weather cleared. With no oxygen tanks and children on 

board the safe ceiling was about 4000 metres. It was, however, necessary to cross a 

mountain range of approximately 5000 metres with only one gap through which to go. 

Clad in bathing trunks, crew members checked over the aircraft, tried to eliminate the 

numerous leaks in the fuselage revealed in the heavy rains, and once again unsuccessfully 

attempted to discover the elusive hydraulic oil leak.  

 

After five days in Pegu, during which some crewmembers went hunting, it was decided 

to take off at dawn and try to get through the gap in the mountains, much against the 

advice of the local air force meteorologist. Climbing up through the clouds ‘Waltzing 

Matilda’ came out in the sunlight. Skimming through the top of the cloudbank, the crew 

was able to pick out the gap through which the aircraft had to pass. After landing at 

Bangkok in Thailand to refuel, crew and passengers had a light meal at the airport, 
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bought some of the famed local silver jewellery and were soon off again down the Malay 

Peninsula to Singapore.  

 

At Singapore the Royal Air Force was very loath to let ‘Waltzing Matilda’ continue and 

insisted on a long-range wireless set being fitted. The aircraft was rerouted via 

Balikpapan in Indonesian Borneo, as the much more direct route over Surabaya in Java 

was too dangerous. Indonesian nationalists engaged in a war of independence against the 

Dutch were firing at aircraft going that way. 

 

Balikpapan aerodrome was practically deserted, only a handful of Dutch personnel left 

there with no equipment and very little food. ‘Waltzing Matilda’ was thoroughly checked 

for the long hop across the Timor Sea to Darwin, but the oil leak, which was getting 

worse, could still not be located. To make matters even more worrying there was no 

hydraulic oil available, so with much trepidation coconut oil was used instead, the crew 

hoping that the heat would keep it liquid enough. Inflatable dinghies and life jackets were 

carefully checked. At dawn, after two days stopover, the flight resumed. The only large 

land mass seen after Borneo was Timor.  The new wireless set proved useless, as the sole 

station the radio operator could raise was in Hong Kong.  

 

At last, after about seven hours flying, the Australian coastline, a barren, mangrove-

covered shore, came into view. ‘Waltzing Matilda’ missed Bathurst and Melville Islands 

and now seemed lost. The radio operator still could not raise Darwin. Crewmembers 

correctly determined that they were about 100 kilometres too far west. ‘Waltzing 
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Matilda’ quickly turned east and flew low to make sure the coconut oil would be liquid 

enough when the flaps and undercarriage were lowered, resulting in a bumpy ride as it 

landed without further misadventure to what the Sydney Morning Herald described as a 

‘rousing welcome’ at Darwin’s Royal Australian Air Force base.  

 

After the landing, staff members at the base quickly noticed that ‘Waltzing Matilda’’s 

exhaust stack was hanging on by just one small bolt. Sulman climbed up into the outer 

casing of the engine to inspect the damage and found the mysterious hydraulic oil-leak – 

a hairline crack in the casing that only opened up when hot. The air force workshops 

repaired the exhaust pipe and welded a new casing but had no suitable gasket to install. A 

jam jar rubber ring that was the right size was fitted instead and everyone hoped for the 

best.  

 

From Darwin ‘Waltzing Matilda’ had an uneventful journey to Sydney via Cloncurry. A 

crowd of about two hundred people was at Sydney airport to greet the aircraft’s arrival 

there on 15 June. 

 

As ‘Waltzing Matilda’ was the first Halifax in Australia, Wikner had intended to take it 

on an exhibition tour there. For various reasons this did not prove possible and it was sold 

to an airfreight company. After just one flight, it was allowed to rot at Bankstown in 

Sydney. The fuselage was finally destroyed when it was used for a fire drill. It was an 

undignified end for an aircraft that achieved so much.   

 



 9 

The story of ‘Waltzing Matilda’s 1946 journey reminds us of how greatly passenger 

flights have changed since then. When I last travelled by air from London to Sydney in 

2012, the trip took about 23 hours with just one quite short stopover in Singapore.  What 

a contrast to Waltzing Matilda’s adventures in 1946.  

 

Thank you for listening to me.  

 

 

 

 

 

    


