AUSTRALIA's ONLY LOCKHEED VEGA

Geoff Goodall details the adventurous career of the only Lockheed Vega airliner
to come to Australia.

The Lockheed Vega was a high performance five-
passenger airliner, which was better remembered as a long
-distance record-breaker during the 1930s. The Vegas were
also popular as high-performance private aircraft owned by
wealthy American businessmen.

Aircraft designer Mr. Jack Northrop, who had
recently resigned from his position with the Douglas Aircraft
Company, drew up plans for his private venture “Vega” dur-
ing 1925 as a high wing fast airmail airliner. The newly-
formed Lockheed Aircraft Company agreed to produce his
all-wood Vega design and work commenced the following
year in a rented building in Hollywood, California. More
space was soon needed and Lockheed moved to ground
floor space at a glass manufacturing plant at nearby Bur-
bank, where a narrow strip of land behind the building
served as an airstrip for test flying. The high performance
of early production Vegas made it an immediate success
and orders were strong. They were completed at a remark-
able pace: two during 1927, 29 during 1928 and 40 during
1929 with more under construction.

However, with growing signs of a looming US
economic downturn, Lockheed company management took
advantage of an offer to sell out to the Detroit Aircraft Cor-
poration in Michigan, who took 87% of the assets in July
1929. Three months later the 1929 stock market crash
sent the USA into the Great Depression and the bottom fell
out of the aircraft market.

Detroit Aircraft Corporation, which had con-
trolling interest in other aviation ventures, kept the Bur-
bank operation going under a new name Lockheed Aircraft
Corporation, while developing new ideas from its own de-
sign team led by Jerry Vultee. To extend sales of the Vega,
a new all-metal Altair fuselage was designed and built in
Detroit to replace the wooden monocoque fuselage. These
new fuselages were transported across the country, proba-
bly by rail, to Burbank where Lockheed mated them to the
standard Vega wooden cantilever construction wings, tail
group, landing gear and Pratt & Whitney Wasp power plant.
This new model was designated Vega DL-1 (Detroit Lock-
heed One) with cabin seating for 6 passengers.

Nine DL-1 "Metal Vegas" were completed in
1930-34, including several for the US Army Air Corps,
which were the fastest military aircraft of the time. The
fifth Detroit fuselage was completed for a British order as a
model DL-1A Special and is the subject of this story.

The Depression sent Detroit Aircraft Co and
Lockheed Aircraft Corporation into receivership during
1932. However Lockheed was quickly reborn after its as-
sets were purchased for a very low price by new investors,
and its future was banked on an all-metal twin-engined
airliner, which became the Lockheed 10 Electra. This de-
sign spawned the Lockheed twin range of Lockheed 12,
14, 18, Hudson, Ventura and Harpoon over the next 15
years. The small factory on the edge of Union Air Terminal,
Burbank expanded to cover the airport with manufacturing
plant and the company later purchased the airport, which
was renamed Lockheed Air Terminal.

A total of 128 Vegas were built and the re-
maining few were still carrying passengers in Alaska as
floatplanes as late as 1958. The subject of this story, Lock-
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heed DL-1A Vega (construction number 155) was complet-
ed at Burbank in January 1931 to the order of Lieutenant
Commander G. P. Glen Kidston (Royal Navy Retired) of
London. It was designated as a Detroit-Lockheed DL-1A
Special, powered by a single 420hp Pratt & Whitney SC.1
Wasp radial engine. The British purchaser had specified
additional fuel tankage and other modifications which
increased the All Up Weight to 4,500 pounds and were
such that Aeronautics Branch in the Department of Com-
merce (predecessor of the current FAA) certified this sin-
gle Vega under its own Approved Type Certificate issued
on 3 January 1931 with American registration NC372E for
test flying. It was then dismantled and packed for shipping
to England.

Glen Kidson.

Paris and Cape records

At that time Glen Kidston was a household name in
Britain. After active Naval service during the 1914-18 war,
during which he served on cruisers and submarines and
survived being torpedoed three times, he was among the
pioneers of British naval aviation. Born into a wealthy fam-
ily, Kidston became an adventurer, racing cars, motorcy-
cles and speedboats in British and European gala events.
He was a darling of the aristocracy social set, with an
equally adventurous personal life.

Kidston purchased the Lockheed Vega for
his personal travel and for attempts on longdistance air
records, most of which had been set with lower-powered
British aeroplanes. While it was under construction at
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Burbank, in September 1930 he applied for British certifi-
cation, stating that it would be based at Croydon aero-
drome, London and also Nairobi, Kenya. It was formally
registered G-ABFE but Kidston wanted his initials on the
aircraft. Such was his standing, the rigidly inflexible British
registration allocation system agreed to change the Vega to
G-ABGK, a very rare example of such a change prior to the
1960s. The aircraft was assembled at Croydon Aerodrome
during January 1931 and Kidston took it for its first test
flight on 31 January 1931.

Experienced British pilot Owen Cathcart-Jones
had agreed to be Kidston's copilot and navigator for a
planned series of record attempts. Kidston checked him
out on the Vega during its next flight on 14 February 1931
at Croydon. A week later on 21 February the pair made a
fast dash to Paris, landing at Le Bourget in a record flight
time of 1 hour 12 minutes. Elated by the Vega's perfor-
mance, the two airmen set about planning a major chal-
lenge: England to Cape Town.

Kidston test-flew the Vega at Croydon on 19
March after extra fuel tanks were installed in the cabin and
on 28 March positioned the aircraft to Netheravon RAF air
station on Salisbury Plain where he was approved to use
the long runways. Three days later Kidston and Cathcart-
Jones, carrying a Marconi wireless operator in the cabin,
took off from Netharavon bound for South Africa. They
broke the record in fine style, reaching Capetown on 6 April
1931, in 6 days 9 hours.
Glen Kidston Killed in Africa

After much celebration at Capetown, the Vega
was taken on a tour of South Africa, visiting Kimberley, Ger-
miston, Baragwanath and Pretoria. Glen Kidston was invit-
ed by a friend Tony Gladstone to accompany him on a flight
from Johannesburg to Natal in a DH.80 Puss Moth ZS-ACC.
While they were crossing the Drakensberg Mountains on 5
May 1911, the Puss Moth was caught in a violent dust
storm, the forces causing a structural failure and a wing
detached in flight. Both men were killed.

Kidston's sudden death was headline news in
Britain. Several High Society ladies were reported to have
fainted when seeing the special late edition newspapers.
The executors of his Estate organized to have the Lockheed
shipped back to England and came to an arrangement with
Owen Cathcart-Jones that he would take over the aircraft
until it could be sold. G-ABGK's logbook records many short
local flights as well as the following, all flown by Cathcart-
Jones:
5.12.31 Test flight Hamble by Cathcart-Jones after reas-
sembly from being shipped from Africa.
12.4.32 Began flying as part of Sir Alan Cobham's Nation-
al Aviation Day displays around Great Britain
28.5.32 Demonstration flight for Guild of Air Pilots Civil Air
display
18.6.32 Hanworth-Nottingham-Hanworth to attend Toller-
ton Air Display
19.6.32 flew display at Hamble for Royal Aeronautical
Society Garden Party
17.7.32 Hanworth-Stoke-Hanworth to attend the North
Staffs and Lincs Aero Club display
10.8.32 Hanworth-Brooklands-Hanworth to visit Kings
Cup Air Races
17.8.32 London (Hanworth)-Belfast (broke speed record)
22.8.32 Dublin-London (Broke speed record)
25.10.32 Began daily demonstration flights at Heston until
6.11.32 for potential sale to H.H. Maharajah of Jodpur and
Sir Frank Spickwell of Imperial Chemical Industries
6.2.33 Hanworth-Croydon-Liverpool-Hanworth to visit
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Grand National steeplechase
6.2.33 G-ABGK retired, parked at Hanworth while adver-
tised for sale.

Owen Cathcart-Jones was to be a compete
against the Lockheed Vega in the following year's Mac-
Robertson Centenary Air Race London-Melbourne, team-
ing with Ken Waller to take 4" place in one of the purpose
-built DH.88 racers.

Meanwhile in Australia

The Australian airline scene was anxiously
waiting for the new England-Australia Air Mail service,
scheduled to commence in October 1934. Longstanding
Government airmail contracts and route subsidies were
being terminated. The Department of Defence Civil Avia-
tion Branch (predecessor of the Department of Civil Avia-
tion) had called for tenders from airlines to operate the
international route Australia-Singapore, as well as many
domestic routes to distribute mail within Australia. Long-
est of these connecting routes was Perth-Daly Waters,
which had been flown for the previous twelve years as far
as Wyndham WA by West Australian Airways, recording
impressive reliability and loadings.

In Adelaide, WW1 pilot Horace Clive “Horrie” Miller
was proprietor of a modest business Commercial Aviation
Company at Parafield Aerodrome. Wanting to expand into
scheduled airline services to Broken Hill and South Aus-
tralian towns, in 1927 he boldly approached chocolate
magnate and philanthropist Sir MacPherson Robertson
who agreed to finance his airline venture.
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Maylands October 1934. Horrie Miller (centre) with un-
characteristic smile, with pilots George McCausland and
Bert Hussey he has just recruited for the MMA Perth-Daly
Waters airline service. That same month MMA chief pilot
Jimmy Woods was flying Miller's Vega in the MacRobert-

Under a new name MacRobertson-Miller Aviation
Company scheduled passenger services began with a new
eight passenger DH.61 Giant Moth shipped from England.
However by 1934 the SA airline services which received
no Government subsidies, had suffered from the Great
Depression. Although some routes had been dropped,
MMA was barely covering its costs. Miller set his sights on
gaining one of the new Government postal subsidy routes
and submitted carefully prepared tenders based on ex-
tremely frugal operating costs.

1934 was also the year of Melbourne's centenary
and Sir MacPherson Robertson sponsored a London-
Melbourne Centenary Air Race for October 1934 with
£15,000 in prizes. This was arguably the world's greatest
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Lockheed Vega G-ABGK “Puck” race number 36 at Mildenhall before the start of the October 1934 air race to Melbourne

air race, and attracted entrants from many countries. Hor-
rie Miller was keen to enter. He had previously flown his
DH.9 VH-UHT in the 1929 Sydney-Perth 4,000 Km air race
and enjoyed the experience as well as the chance to win
prize money. Miller read in an aviation magazine about
Kidston's Lockheed Vega looking for a new owner in Eng-
land and decided this was just the type of fast aeroplane in
which he could win the MacRobertson Centenary Air Race.
Having gained financial backing from a Melbourne busi-
nessman, he cabled an offer for the Vega to England and
negotiations resulted in him acquiring G-ABGK. He com-
menced gathering maps and planning for the big race.

But fate stepped in to change everything. The
Civil Aviation Board announced the Government’s selection
of operators awarded the airmail routes to commence in
October 1934. To the shock of the Australian aviation in-
dustry, the high profile West Australian Airways lost not only
its bids for the international routes (in conjunction with
KLM) but also its Perth-Wyndham coastal route. The largely
unknown MMA in Adelaide was awarded Perth-Daly Waters
where the mail connected with Qantas Empire Airways,
which won the Singapore-Darwin-Brisbane sector using
DH.86 four-engined biplanes.

Miller was torn between the air race and his new WA
airline service, but realized the new air service must take
priority. He had developed a high regard for West Australia
Airways' Senior Pilot Captain James Woods, a mild
mannered teetotaler Scot who had flown for WAA since
1927 who held engineering licences for airframe and en-
gines. By this time Woods mostly flew the WAA Perth-
Adelaide service and often chatted with Miller while at Par-
afield. He made Woods an attractive offer to join the new
MMA West Australian service as senior pilot, with a proviso
that Woods happily accepted - that prior to taking up his
new Route Manager position in Perth, he was to go to Eng-
land and fly Miller's Lockheed Vega in the air race. It was a
serious entry, aimed at winning prize money to go towards
setting up the new WA airline service. Woods had interna-
tional experience, only the previous year having flown his
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DH.60M Moth VH-UPD "Spirit of Western Australia” from
Perth to London in a private record attempt. Forced land-
ings enroute dashed hopes of a record time, but Woods
battled on to reach Croydon aerodrome London.

James Woods in his DH.60M Moth VH-UPD which he flew
from Perth to London in July 1933.

On 13 June 1934 Woods flew his final West Aus-
tralian Airways service Forrest-Adelaide and joined MMA in
Adelaide. He sailed from Sydney on 27 June on board the
Monterey bound for California. He spent time with Lock-
heed Aircraft at Burbank to learn about the Vega's operat-
ing systems before sailing from New York on 28 July on
Britannic for England. Also in June 1934 Horrie Miller flew
his DH.60M Moth VH-UNX from Adelaide to Perth to com-
mence work on establishing the new Perth-Daly Waters
airmail and passenger service to commence in October.

He ordered three new DH.84 Dragon biplanes to be
shipped from England, tested and employed pilots and
made arrangements for refuelling and local agents at
towns along the long route. At first he met some re-
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Overturned during landing at Aleppo, Syria on the second day. (James Woods collection)

sistance from North West folk loyal to West Australian Air-
ways, but that was soon countered by Miller's genuine and
honest way of doing business.
Preparing the Vega for the air race

James Woods reached London in August 1934 and
immediately inspected the Lockheed Vega G-ABGK at Han-
worth Air Park near London. The tail unit and ailerons had
been removed, so he reassembled these and checked the
airframe over the next week. One report says he was assist-
ed at this time by Australian aviator Geoffrey Wikner. On 15
August Woods took the Vega on a test flight and the next
day flew it Rotterdam where KLM carried out an overhaul of
the engine and fitted a new propeller. With the race start
date of 20 October drawing closer, the increasingly desper-
ate search for a suitable navigator/copilot resulted in
Woods recruiting Australian Donald C. Bennett who was an
RAF Flight Lieutenant. Bennett had wanted to fly in the race
himself but was unable to find a suitable aircraft. Bennett
was to go on to a stellar RAF career as Air Vice Marshall, of
“Pathfinders” fame. The Vega's air race entry was amend-
ed to:
“Entry No.36: Entered by H.C. Miller, pilot J. Woods, naviga-
tor D.C.T. Bennett

Jim Woods flew the Vega back from Rotterdam to
Heston Airport, London on 14 September. Now the paint-
work was stripped and the aircraft was repainted all over
cream cellulose with red registration letters and trim lines.
In accordance with Horrie Miller's wishes, the name “Puck”
was painted on engine cowling, in recognition of his Ade-
laide friend Hugh "Puck" Grosvenor who had died in a Moth
crash. Miller had previously also named his Bristol M1C VH-
UQI “Puck”. Don Bennett joined Woods for the final prepa-
ration of the Vega prior to the 14 October deadline for en-
trants to present their aircraft to race officials at RAF Sta-
tion Mildenhall. It was a complex aeroplane and there
were niggling problems which were not rectified by the
deadline. Woods phoned the race committee and gained
approval to arrive at Mildenhall the following day. That
morning Woods and Bennett flew G-ABGK from Hanworth
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to Heston Air Park, before continuing to Mildenhall. On
landing at Heston the starboard undercarriage leg
jammed, and they worked all day to repair the strut. By
late afternoon their non-arrival at Mildenhall had officials
preparing to scratch the Vega. But just before dusk,
Woods and Bennett took off from Heston bound for Mild-
enhall. They carried no radio to announce their arrival and
to everyone's surprise, landed at Mildenhall in the dark.
Their entry was accepted.

Don Bennett later wrote in his book Pathfinder:
“Jimmy Woods was hampered by lack of sufficient funds.
The Vega was second-hand and he arranged for a number
of modifications to be carried out. On the day we should
have arrived at Mildenhall, the aircraft was not complet-
ed, but late that afternoon we managed to take off to test
the plane. In spite of the late hour Jimmy was quite unper-
turbed. He telephoned through to the race committee and
got permission to arrive the following day. It was fortunate
that he did, because an undercarriage leg jammed solid.
Even this did not interfere with Jimmy's tranquil manner.”
The big race - and disappointment

The MacRobertson Trophy Air Race started at dawn
on 20 October 1934 at RAF Mildenhall. The initial field of
sixty entries had reduced to twenty aeroplanes. Amid
great British Empire excitement, watched by a crowd of
60,000 spectators, the competitors were flagged off by
the Lord Mayor of London. Lockheed Vega G-ABGK, with
race number 36 painted on its tail, was airborne at
6.39am. With Jimmy Woods flying and Don Bennett navi-
gating, they made good time to the first mandatory land-
ing points of Marseilles, Rome and Athens. For each land-
ing, Bennett took a seat at the rear of the cabin for best
Centre of Gravity load distribution. Following a brief rest in
Greek air force barracks at Athens Airport, they pressed
on to Aleppo, Syria.

At Aleppo disaster struck. During the landing roll,
the troublesome starboard undercarriage strut collapsed,
the wing dropped and dug into the ground, causing the
aircraft to turn over on to its back. Pilot Woods switched
off the engine and main battery during the impact, no
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doubt preventing a fire from leaking fuel. He was burnt by
dripping hot oil and bleeding from a cut to his head,
trapped by the jammed cockpit door. Bennett was injured
when flung the length of the cabin, but managed to open
the cabin door and crawl out on to the dirt airfield.

The two men were taken to a convent where Syrian
nuns did their best to tend to their injuries. They agreed
Bennett should return to London while Woods would stay at
Aleppo to look after the Lockheed while arranging to have it
repaired. A despondent Woods sent detailed letters home.

In a letter to Horrie Miller's air race sponsor in Mel-
bourne he wrote : “This has been a sad say for us all and |
would have sooner lost a limb than see such a beautiful
machine wrecked. | had the aircraft pulled on to its wheels
after repairing the strut and it is at the military hangars.
This is a hell of a place to be stranded in, nobody speaks
English. | removed most of the instruments as they would
certainly have been stolen by these thieves. Bennett leaves
for London tomorrow via Port Said. | told him to send his
passage expenses as that was the least we could do. It is
all very regrettable and | can assure you | am feeling pretty
miserable. May the Vega live to see Australia.”

Pilot James Woods with bandaged head and customary
pipe while Syrian air force personnel with ropes turning
the aircraft back on to its wheels. Photo taken by his
navigator Don Bennett (James Woods collection)

Woods' enforced stay at Aleppo was an unhappy and
frustrating period. Hampered by his injuries and dwindling
funds, he dismantled the aeroplane and overcame lan-
guage difficulties to have it packed in five wooden crates
for shipping. He accompanied the crates overland to the
port of Alexandretta where they were loaded on a freighter
vessel “Zafaarar” for Port Said, Egypt. Woods' personal
belief was that it was best to send the aircraft to Lockheed
in California for repair. But at Port Said he received a cable
from Horrie Miller instructing him to ship the aircraft to
Perth where Miller was confident it could be repaired by his
own MMA metalwork engineering staff.

On 21 November 1934 Woods and the crated Lock-
heed Vega sailed from Port Said for Perth on board the Ori-
ent Line's SS “Oronsay”. After berthing at Fremantle on 11
December, the five crates containing the aircraft were
moved by road to the newly-erected MMA hangar at May-
lands Aerodrome in the Perth suburbs. Horrie Miller had
successfully launched the new MMA Perth-Daly Waters air
route in October, despite some accidents with his three
new eight-passenger DH.84 Dragons. James Woods took
up his position of MMA Route Manager and was soon in the
in the news.

On 19 December he left Perth in a Dragon in a fast
dash to Darwin carrying delayed Christmas airmail. After 16
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hours flying time from Perth northbound, he allowed him-
self an hour's rest at Broome before continuing to Darwin
to make the connection with the Singapore-bound mail
plane.

As repair work progressed on the Lockheed Vega at
Perth, Horrie Miller submitted applications for Australian
certification to the Civil Aviation Branch. He requested the
registration VH-BGK because the existing paintwork “G-
ABGK" had proved extremely difficult to remove or paint
over. The CAB responded that because it was a new type
in Australia, they would have to consult with the American
and British airworthiness authorities. As for the new Aus-
tralian registration, the CAB response was that the current
sequential allocation was at the VH-UT series and a jump
to VH-BGK was “not possible”. Instead, VH-UVK was allo-
cated, allowing at least s the last letter to remain un-
changed.

One can imagine Miller's feelings towards official-
dom when, soon after this correspondence, he was to
learn that the CAB was allocating special registrations to
record-breaking pilots: VH-AHB to Harry "Jimmy" Broad-
bent's DH.85 Leopard Moth, VH-AJM to James Melrose's
Heston Phoenix and VH-CKS to Charles Kingsford Smith's
Percival Gull.

In Australian service with MMA

The Vega completed its rebuild by MacRobertson-
Miller Aviation Co at Maylands Aerodrome, Perth during
August 1935. It was rolled out of their hangar, wearing its
new registration VH-UVK. Horrie Miller carried out engine
trials and fast taxy runs while he familiarised himself with
his new aircraft. On 22 August he made its first test flight.
Although the CAB had given approval for the aircraft to be
operated prior to issue of formal certificates of Registra-
tion and Airworthiness, only a few local flights at Maylands
were made over the following six weeks.

Horrie had some fun during a Maylands air
pageant on 6 October when he easily beat a RAAF Hawker
Demon in the Perth Aerial Derby over a fifty mile course,
followed by a duel with the Demon over the crowd. The
Vega made its first commercial flight a week later, an ur-
gent charter to Adelaide carrying two passengers on 13
October. MMA Captain James Woods had departed Perth
before dawn at 5.15am that morning and delivered his
passengers to Adelaide that afternoon at 3.45pm local
time, in an impressive flying time of 7 hours 55 minutes.

When the Vega returned from Adelaide, it was
parked in the MMA hangar at Maylands. Its log books indi-
cate no flying for the next eight months, while Miller
fought a frustrating and increasingly acrimonious battle
with the Civil Aviation Board, 2000 miles away in Mel-
bourne, to issue Australian certification. This was a time of
intense British Empire patriotism and “buy British” senti-
ment. The CAB did not reccognise American airworthiness
standards. Even Sir Charles Kingsford-Smith was branded
a traitor for buying his American Lockheed Altair “Lady
Southern Cross”. However by June 1936, the Civil Aviation
Branch had just completed a reorganisation as the Civil
Aviation Board, with changed legislative powers. Miller
was advised that Australian Certificates of Registration
and Airworthiness were being processed for his Vega. He
test flew it on 19 June and the sympathetic resident May-
lands CAB aircraft inspector submitted an inspection re-
port on the airframe and power plant. The essential Certifi-
cates were finally issued dated 23 June 1936 and copies
were mailed to Miller.
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Taxying at Maylands 22 August 1935 after the successful test flight (Geoff Goodall collection)

Over the next three years VH-UVK flew for MMA on fast
charters, occasional airmail catch-up runs and to deliver air-
craft spare parts and relieving aircrew along the long airline
route to the Northern Territory. The Vega had only two pilots,
Jimmy Woods or Horrie Miller. Here are some of the longer
flights of this period:

5.10.36 Perth to Adelaide, pilot Woods, flying time 7 hrs 10
mins, stops at Kalgoorlie, Forres, Ceduna
9.10.36 Adelaide-Perth, pilot Woods,via same fueling stops.

Logbook note: “half hour search for Dutchmen's bag-
gage near Zanthus". (Zanthus was an uninhabited siding on
the Perth-Adelaide railway line east of Kalgoorlie. Two Dutch-
men flying around Australia in DH.87 Hornet Moth PK-WDR
made a forced landing on an unnamed dry salt lake in that
general area. Their baggage was left behind when they were
rescued and flown out to Kalgoorlie on 30 Sept. 1936. The
bags contained their passports and valuables, so passing
pilots were asked to look out for them. The visitors were reu-
nited with their bags were they were located and retrieved by
a Kalgoorlie truck driver who made an overland expedition.
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14.10.36 Perth-Kalgoorlie, pilot Woods, charter for
D.Dalton and party
17.11.36 Perth-Adelaide, pilot Woods, 7 hrs 25 mins fly-
ing time, charter for Mr & Mrs Newburn
18.11.36 Adelaide-Perth, pilot Woods, 9 hrs 35 mins fly-
ing time, charter for Mrs.T. Boeri.

(Mrs.Boeri urgently wanted to reach Bunbury WA.
On arrival Perth she was quickly transferred to a MMA
DH.83 Fox Moth and Woods continued to Bunbury, where
there was only a short landing strip. Woods then flew the
Fox Moth back to Perth, landing at Maylands Aerodrome
just before last light.)

5.5.38 Perth-Bullsbrook-Perth, pilot Miller.
(Almost certainly refers to RAAF Station Pearce which had
just finished construction at Bullsbrook

28.8.38 Perth-Carnarvon-Port Hedland, pilot Woods
(Collected airmail from the delayed MMA DH.86 service,
delivered mail to Perth)

10.11.38 Perth-Geraldton-Port Hedland, pilot
Woods. First day of a five-day tour of 19 MMA ports in WA
and NT. Some stops were quite brief and the reason for

the tour is not known.
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