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Spirit

In 2010 Qantas celebrated the 90th anniversary of its foundation. 
This month the world’s oldest continuously operating national airline 

marks 90 years of scheduled air services, beginning in an outback 
region now home to the Qantas Founders Museum.

in full flight

Words david levell
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s the sun rose on the outback Queens-
land town of Charleville on november 2, 

1922, a new era in australian aviation 
was also about to dawn. at 5.35am, Qantas  
co-founder Paul mcGinness took off in a war- 
surplus armstrong-Whitworth fK8 biplane. the 
26-year-old ex-WWi ace was bound for longreach 
via tambo and blackall, accompanied by Qantas 
engineer arthur baird and 108 letters. 

this was the very first scheduled Qantas flight, 
launching a weekly return airmail service between 
the regional centres of Charleville and Cloncurry.   
the 577-mile (929km) journey took two days each  
way, overnighting midway 
in longreach where Qantas 
was based. landing there 10 
minutes early at 10.15am, 
mcGinness handed over the 
mail before a cheering 
crowd. Calling the seamless 
231-mile (372km) flight his 
best yet, he assured the 
unconverted that air travel 
was just “like sitting in an 
armchair” at 5000 feet.

the next morning marked another milestone 
when the first ticketed Qantas passenger boarded 
at longreach for the concluding leg to Cloncurry. 
a white-whiskered grazier eight days short of his 
85th birthday, alexander Kennedy was one of 
western Queensland’s original pioneers. back in 
the 1870s, the tough scotsman was among  
Cloncurry’s first pastoralists, taking more than 
two months to trek from longreach by bullock 
cart. now he would fly much the same route in a 
few hours, truly a man bridging eras. 

it was said he wanted to visit family and inspect 
stock, but these were really just excuses – Kennedy 

became an early Qantas investor and guarantor 
on the condition that the first passenger ticket be 
his. it didn’t come cheaply. at £11, the airfare for 
his 346-mile (557km) passage was more than  
double the average weekly wage in 1922.

at sunrise on november 3, Qantas’ other fK8 
was wheeled from the company hangar. this time 
Hudson fysh – soon to be Qantas managing direc-
tor – was behind the throttle. many locals turned 
up to witness history in the making, some helping 
to push the plane across the stony airstrip. fending 
off assistance, Kennedy climbed aboard and 
donned goggles and harness. after three take-off 

attempts, fysh taxied 
back to the hangar and 
found the engine was 50 
revs down, so he switched 
to the fK8 mcGinness 
had flown the day before. 
“be damned to the doubt-
ers!” Kennedy roared as 
the replacement taxied 
off, this time getting them 
airborne straightaway.

the sky was hazy and 
little ground detail was visible, apart from the 
occasional stock fence. but the flight was smooth, 
with 4.5 hours in the air and brief mail delivery 
stops at Winton and mcKinlay, where they were 
welcomed with great hospitality. likewise, almost 
all of Cloncurry turned out to see fysh, baird and 
Kennedy land at 11.20am, only 10 minutes late 
despite the half-hour delay in taking off.

Cloncurry celebrated that evening with a spe-
cial concert. Kennedy declared the flight “perfect 
from beginning to end”, saying he felt “splendid 
and 20 years younger” for the experience. While 
admitting “at present the space is small and the  

Take The conTrols

The Qantas Founders Museum’s 
newest attraction is the chance  
to faux-fly a Lockheed-Martin  
F-35 Lightning 2 fighter jet ($25  
for 30 minutes). The simulator 

accompanies a display comparing 
modern fighter planes with those of 

yesteryear. From early 2013, the 
world’s only WWI Bristol Bf.2b 
biplane simulator will enable 

visitors to sample the open-cockpit 
aerial combat Qantas founders 

Paul McGinness and Hudson Fysh 
experienced almost a century ago. 

McGinness’ eight WWI medals, 
including his Distinguished Flying 

Cross, are on display until early 
2013. www.qfom.com.au 

Clockwise: The first scheduled  
Qantas flight at Longreach, 1922  
(Baird far left, Kennedy centre, 

McGinness to his right, Fysh second from 
right); Qantas Founders Museum with DC3 

visible; Alexander Kennedy; his ticket
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noise from the engine is a little disagreeable”, he 
predicted the advent of bigger aircraft with 
enclosed cabins – and all the states linked by air. 

Kennedy continued to fly Qantas and lived to 
98, just in time to see the airline’s first overseas 
passenger service (brisbane-singapore) launch in 
april 1935. the old pioneer well knew the sky was 
the limit for aviation; even so, it’s tempting to  
imagine him dumbfounded by the Jumbo jet at 
longreach today, parked near the old Qantas 
hangar from where he first reached for the skies.

still standing at the modern airport terminal, 
the heritage-listed hangar forms the heart of the 
surrounding Qantas founders museum. its sig-
nificance goes beyond being one of australia’s 
oldest commercial aviation buildings. eight planes 
were built under its roof in the 1920s and Qantas 
is still the only airline ever to make its own aircraft. 

the adjacent modern museum presents an 
array of artefacts telling the Qantas story, from 
early tickets and uniforms to full-scale replicas of 
the first company biplanes. the model t ford 
retraced a historic Gulf Country aerial-landing 
survey that fysh and mcGinness did in a similar 
car in 1919. a mock-up of the first enclosed cabin 
seating (basically a hammock) shows how far 
passenger comfort has flown since the 1920s. 

While the core focus is the foundation years, the 
real planes outside are a nostalgic flight through 
our cultural memory lane almost touching the 
present day. the 707 flew the inaugural Qantas jet 
service to london (via nadi, Honolulu, san fran-
cisco, new York), leaving sydney on september 5, 

1959.  although sold in 1967, it’s now back in flying 
Kangaroo livery, with the plush interior – walnut-
finish cabinets and gold seat-buckles – preserving 
a glam post-Qantas phase as a private jet for a 
saudi prince. visitors also tread in the footsteps of 
pop royalty – in 1984, as a charter plane, it flew the 
Jacksons on their us/Canada Victory tour. 

Plainer planes, but no less fascinating, include 
an ex-raaf Douglas DC3 (in Qantas service 
1948-1960) and the type of Catalina (the five  
originals were scuttled) that Qantas flew from 
Perth to sri lanka in total radio silence during 
WWii. the average flying time, 28 hours, is still 
the world record for a nonstop flight sector.

beside the airport carpark looms the museum’s 
star showpiece – the world’s last surviving rolls-
royce powered 747-200 Jumbo, which first took 
off for Qantas in 1979 and landed here a week after 
retirement in 2002. the Jumbo tours offer a 
unique backstage pass into aspects of modern 
aviation that passengers normally never experi-
ence. Where else can you walk underneath a 
Jumbo, pose for a photo in its jet engine or inspect 
its cargo bay and cockpit? You can even stroll out 
on the lofty breadth of gleaming wing, where only 
clouds (and cleaners) were meant to tread.

new flight simulators allow the public to turn 
virtual pilot, while showing that, like Qantas itself, 
the museum continues to change and grow. and, 
like Qantas, it was nurtured by the wholehearted  
support of the longreach community. next door 
to the modern airport, it reminds visitors that the 
taken-for-granted present is born of the pioneering 
spirit of the past. from its modest beginnings in 
outback Queensland, Qantas proved to have a long 
reach indeed, now flying 2.3 million passengers a 
month all over the world. but the Qantas founders 
museum ensures australia’s national airline will 
always keep a spiritual home in longreach.  c

From top: Jumbo Wing 
Walk at the Founders 
Museum; a Qantas 
Catalina in the 1940s; at 
the Founders Museum, 
a replica of the first 
Qantas plane, an Avro 
504K (1921) used for 
charter and joyflights 
before scheduled 
flights commenced

“he predicted the advent  
of bigger aircraft With 

enclosed cabins — and all  
the states linked by air”


