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US Navy PBY-5 Catalina seaplane 08446 parked on the beach in front of Dempster Head, Esperance Bay, 1944 
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Photographs, maps, plans, information and surveys courtesy Geoff Goodall, Esperance Museum Local History 

Collection, Shire of Esperance, Australian War Memorial, State Library WA, National Library Australia and National 
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About Esperance Airport 

 

During the First World War, global aviation rapidly evolved, which, locally, presented Australia with a boundless 

opportunity to expand the use of these wondrous ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴΩ ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘΦ ²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘǊƛǾŜΣ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘ ǘƻ ƭŀǘŜ 

мфнлΩǎΣ ǘƘŜ 9ǎǇŜǊŀƴŎŜ wƻŀŘǎ .ƻŀǊŘΣ ƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ {ƘƛǊŜ ƻŦ 9ǎǇŜǊŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻǘƘŜǊǎ around the globe were soon looking 

to develop dedicated landing grounds. In 1929, the Kalgoorlie Miner reported that the most suitable area in Esperance 

ǿŀǎ ƴŜŀǊ {ƘŀǊƪ [ŀƪŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΣ άǘƘŜ Landing Paddockέ - where the aerials are straight opposite what is now 

Shark Lake CBH - was soon after cleared and usable. At the time, access to the Landing Paddock via the Coolgardie-

Esperance Highway meant a slow and rough drive over little more than sandy cart rut tracks, so many of the first 

aircraft to Esperance instead landed on the dry salt pan of Pink Lake. So it was that the first two aircraft on record to 

visit Esperance, a de Havilland Moth and a Simmons Spartan, landed on Pink Lake in January of 1930. 

Western Air Services, the company that bought the Moth and Spartan to Esperance, were, at the time, on the cusp of 

starting an aviation business planned to serve Esperance and many other WA towns. This venture however tragically 

fell through with the death of Charles Nesbit, one of the primary partners and pilots, later that same year. Enter a 

second player in that market, and the first aviation business to service Esperance was thus a different entity, Goldfields 

Air Navigation, with their corrugated iron Junkers F13 VH-UKW (pictured following, see page 7) flying in and out 

between Esperance, Kalgoorlie and Wiluna in 1931. This too was a short-lived venture, and that Junkers was sold and 

flown to Papua New Guinea later that same year. 

Other aircraft infrequently flew in and out over the next decade, generally landing on Pink Lake, in the Landing Paddock 

(Location 1354 / 1874 Coolgardie-Esperance Highway, directly opposite Shark Lake CBH, see page 6) or on Fred .ƻǿΩǎ 

farm in Gibson (Location 630 Bow Road, see page 71), however World War II was the catalyst for the development of 

the present-day Esperance Airport. The two main sites used to that point both had significant drawbacks - Pink Lake 

was salty and often too muddy to land on while the Landing Paddock was constricted in size by the road, rail, slope 

and telegraph line. With these limitations, the Department of Civil Aviation had been slowly investigating other local 

sites for about a decade. In 1939, World War II saw the RAAF commandeer that process for defence purposes, swiftly 

deciding on the present-day Esperance Airport site as the most suitable - it was big enough, flat enough, had low salt 

content, and was anecdotally far enough from the coast to be safely out of the shelling range of war ships. 

WƻǊƪǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ w!!CΩǎ ά!ŘǾŀƴŎŜŘ hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ .ŀǎŜέ ƻǊ ά!h.έ ƛƴ 9ǎǇŜǊŀƴŎŜ ōŜƎŀƴ almost 

immediately thereafter in 1940. Surveying, clearing, cross-ploughing, seeding, levelling and fencing were all completed 

under three separate contracts in 1940, and "extremely urgent" RAAF buildings; wireless telegraphy receiving station, 

wireless telegraphy transmitting station, sleeping quarters and mess, earth closets et al, were all erected in a tight 

deadline between December, 1940 and January 1941 by contractor Jack Flett. Three machine gun emplacements, one 

of which is still in place today, were then constructed in 1942 under contract, two by Cyril Wildy and one by Ern Hodges, 

along with an array of other RAAF buildings, including, among others, fuel and oil stores, a pyrotechnics store and 

bomb dumps. A Home Guard unit was placed in charge of the new Esperance Aerodrome, "...where there were sheds 

full of bombs and stacks of 44 gallon drums of aviation fuel". 

By 1943, the war had evolved to a point where the RAAF knew there was little chance of invasion from or through the 

south of Australia, and they instead wisely focused their defence efforts on the north, east and west coasts. This 

presented an opportunity for use of the Esperance Airport by a private airline, and on June 25, 1943, the first Airlines 

(WA) Ltd aircraft, a 4-seat de Havilland Dragonfly VH-ADG, arrived in Esperance on a trial flight, thereafter serving a 

Perth-Ravensthorpe-Esperance-Norseman 'milk run' route from its inaugural passenger flight on July 16, 1943 until 

being replaced by a larger 8-seat de Havilland Dragon Rapide in 1945 (VH-UZY, pictured page 73 being refuelled on the 

grassed runways at Esperance Airport in 1945, RAAF barracks past the tail in the background). 

Towards the end of the Second World War, the running of many Australian airports was handed back to the 

Department of Civil Aviation (DCA). In 1945, DCA employed Arthur Leslie "Joe" Hill as the groundsman and airport 

manager.  
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"The first task [given to Joe Hill by DCA] was to get the abandoned strips into service, build airport markers and paint 

them orange and white and align them alongside the airstrip. Material came from the bomb and ammunition stores. 

These buildings were dismantled. A waiting room was built [in 1946] from one of these buildings [the former telegraph 

transmitting hut, see page 81] after the bulwarks [ΨōǳƭǿŀǊƪǎΩ ŀǊŜ splinter proof traverse walls - see plan 41/42/1674, 

page 37] were removed. The building was jacked up and fitted with four plough steel wheels with timber axles and 

towed into position with the Fordson tractor, then settled into place. 

Next water, a well was dug behind the waiting room and lined with the same timber and iron. 

Trees were planted; some of these are here today. Phone connected and the old barracks were converted into living 

quarters or a house [see pages 74 and 75, converted to a house in 1947, demolished ca 1984]. 

The clover and rye grass on the existing strips was dying so Joe had to top-dress it for the coming year. Joe came from 

a farming area in Queensland and had some experience with trace elements, so he mixed copper sulphate and zinc in 

with the super by hand ŀƴŘ ǘƻǇ ŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊƛǇǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƻƭŘ ǎŜŜŘ ŘǊƛƭƭ ƘŜ ōƻǊǊƻǿŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ DǳŜǎǘΩǎ ŦŀǊƳΦ 

He was sent an ex-army grader to be drawn by the Fordson tractor and we set about grading the strips to 150 feet 

wide to cater for the larger aircraft. Aircraft were first the Dragon Rapide then the Dove planes. 

Everyone that saw the results of the super and trace elements on the clover were blown away by the result. 

The next piece of machinery was a drawn mower, as the grass now had to be cut, as the long grass marked the aircraft 

propellers. This almost became a never-ending job. 

Joe was later [in 1949] transferred to Guildford Airport for several years and was later transferred to Cocos Island until 

he reached retirement age. He died at Mandurah aged 72 years and is buried in Mandurah."  

In 1955, Airlines (WA) Ltd merged into MacRobertson Miller Airlines, and the big Douglas 5/оΩǎ ǎȅƴƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

image of MMA would serve Esperance for many years. After MMA departed the scene, Skywest, Virgin and later 

Regional Express would continue to connect Esperance to Perth. 

The Esperance Airport terminal itself has seen several incarnations over the years, the original being repurposed from 

the former RAAF wireless telegraphy transmitting hut and described as being "no bigger than a bus shelter". The 

second terminal was built in 1962 to hold about 20 people, and the third terminal, still standing as the centre section 

of the present-day terminal, was opened in 1984 as demand grew to accommodate '"up to 80 people in comfort". 

More recently, sizeable extensions on the 1984 terminal took place in 1999, then later again in 2012 around Federal 

Government security requirements post 9/11.  

As for the runways, in the 1940's, these were initially bare earth seeded to become grass paddocks, allowing landing 

and take-off in almost any direction on any of four runways pending the wind. When the aerodrome was transferred 

from DCA to the Shire of Esperance in 1962, Esperance was referred to as "...a two-strip natural surfaced aerodrome". 

Soon after, circa 1965, runways 11/29 and 03/21 were gravelled, allowing improved, though not quite all-weather, 

access. Runway 03/21 was left as, and remains, a gravel surface, however runway 11/29 was upgraded to a bituminous 

chip seal in 1973 under a 1969 Commonwealth Development Grant. This first 1973 bituminous seal covered a length 

of 1,220m x 18m wide. Further extensions took place in 1982, extending runway 11/29's bituminous chip seal surface 

to 1500m x 30m, then in 2007, runway 11/29 was lengthened a further 300m to 1800m x 30m, with a strengthening 

asphalt layer added in 2009.  
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January 24, 1930 - ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ !ƛǊ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜΩǎ ŘŜ IŀǾƛƭƭŀƴŘ 5IслD DƛǇǎȅ aƻǘƘ ±I-UKM taking Esperance residents E J 

McCarthy (top) and Ellen Gorman (bottom) for joy rides. Landing on Pink Lake, Captains Nesbit and Snook toured 

several wheatbelt towns in this Gipsy Moth and a Simmons Spartan (not pictured) all the way to Esperance to promote 

Western Air Service, though that would be a short-lived venture. Captain Charles Nesbit died in a plane crash later 

that same year, while VH-UKM (pictured above) was destroyed in a separate crash in 1931. 
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1930 - {ǳǊǾŜȅ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ Ψ¢ƘŜ Landing PaddockΩ ƻǊ Ψ!ŜǊƛŀƭ [ŀƴŘƛƴƎ DǊƻǳƴŘΩ just north of the Shark Lake Rail Crossing and 

straight opposite what is now the entry to Shark Lake CBH. This site was small - about 900m end to end - and 

constricted by location, the rail, the highway and the telegraph line, and was infrequently used as a result. The Landing 

Paddock ǿŀǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άΧǘƻƻ ǎǘŜŜǇ ŦƻǊ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ŀƛǊŎǊŀŦǘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ 9ǎǇŜǊŀƴŎŜ !ƛǊǇƻǊǘ ǎƛǘŜ 

was recommended in its place. 
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1930/31 - Goldfields Air Navigation started a venture in 1930 to connect Wiluna, Kalgoorlie and Esperance using the 

Junkers F13 VH-UKW pictured above (bottom) at Pink Lake. Using Pink Lake as their airfield, Goldfields Air Navigation 

only served Esperance briefly during 1931, VH-UKW being sold to Papua New Guinea later that same year. 
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December, 1934 - On the night of December 18, 1934, the Flying Doctor landed on Pink Lake under the vehicle 

headlights of Esperance residents. Taken the following day, this photograph of VH-UPD on the edge of Pink Lake shows 

the wings of the de Havilland DH 60M Moth folded back, with sticks being used to chock the wheels. 

  



9 | P a g e 
 

 

1939/40 - The Department of Civil Aviation (DCA) had been slowly looking into a dedicated site for an aerodrome in 

Esperance for more than a decade. The onset of WWII hastened that process, and late in 1939, the current Esperance 

Airport site was selected. Site preparation by DCA on the new RAAF Advanced Operational Base, the Esperance Airport, 

commenced in 1940, completed that same year under contract to ǘƘǊŜŜ ŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎΤ άǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘƛƴƎ 

ƎǊƻǳƴŘέ ōȅ the Dundas Road Board, άǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊȅ ƳŀǊƪǎέ Ŝǘ ŀƭ ōȅ aŀƭƭƻŎƘ .ǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ άŜǊŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

boundary fencingέ by R Sweetman (DCA plan Y404, NAA: A705, 7/1/527).  
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October 31, 1940 - Works requisition authorising construction at the Esperance RAAF Advanced Operational Base, 

including the building of a wireless telegraphy receiving station, wireless telegraphy transmitting station, sleeping 

quarters and mess, earth closets et al (refer RAAF plan 39/40/163 following, NAA: K1141, O1940-41-77).  
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WŀŎƪ CƭŜǘǘΩǎ ǘŜƴŘŜǊ ŦƻǊ £мΣслр ǿŀǎ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ƻƴ 5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ нΣ мфплΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ άŜȄǘǊŜƳŜƭȅ ǳǊƎŜƴǘέ building works at the 

ά9ǎǇŜǊŀƴŎŜ w!!C {ǘŀǘƛƻƴέ were completed, barring a few minor construction warranty issues, on January 8, 1941 

(NAA: K1141, O1940-41-77). 
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December 20, 1940 - ²ƛǘƘ ²²LL ƛƴ Ŧǳƭƭ ǎǿƛƴƎΣ ǎƛǘŜ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴŎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ w!!CΩǎ 

Advanced Operational Base in Esperance in 1940. Looking east across the airport towards the Coolgardie-Esperance 

Highway, Crawford Road on the right, this photograph shows one of the first ŦƭȅƻǾŜǊǎ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ά9ǎǇŜǊŀƴŎŜ [ŀƴŘƛƴƎ 

DǊƻǳƴŘέ (NLA: Esperance L.G., Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra). 
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December 20, 1940 - Looking westward over the rail line and Coolgardie-Esperance Highway towards the newly 

cleared and developing Esperance AOB, Crawford Road boundary visible left of picture (NLA: Esperance L.G., 

Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra). 
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1940 - Plan showing the proposed location of the wireless telegraphy receiving station, wireless telegraphy 

transmitting station and RAAF accommodation buildings (refer RAAF plan 39/40/163 following) as constructed by Jack 

Flett between December, 1940 and January, 1941 (RAAF plan 39/40/459, NAA: K1141, O1940-41-77).  
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1940 - The tender for construction of the Esperance AOB wireless telegraphy receiving station, wireless telegraphy 

transmitting station, sleeping quarters and mess was issued by the RAAF in December, 1940 (all three buildings shown 

on RAAF plan 39/40/163 above, later split into plans 40/41/384, 40/41/388, 40/41/396 and 40/41/397, NAA: D156, 

1956/290 - ǎƭŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŜǎǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ {ƛŘƴŜȅ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳǎ ϧ /ƻΦ Ψ/ƻƳŜǘ {ǘŜŜƭ CǊŀƛƳΩ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ), with 

works completed by contractor Jack Flett in January, 1941.  
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1940 - ¢ƻǿŜǊ aŀǎǘǎ ŀƴŘ 9ŀǊǘƘ {ȅǎǘŜƳ ²ƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ¢ŜƭŜƎǊŀǇƘȅ 9ǉǳƛǇƳŜƴǘ ŀǘ !h.Ωǎ (RAAF plan 39/40/197, NAA: B3712, 

Drawer 94 Folder 7 Part 2). 
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1940 - Advanced Operational Bases - Wireless Telegraphy Transmitting Mast (RAAF plan 39/40/546, NAA: B3712, 

Drawer 94 Folder 7 Part 2). 
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1940 - !ƳƻƴƎ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƻǘƘŜǊ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎΣ WŀŎƪ CƭŜǘǘΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ w!!C buildings at 

Esperance AOB included two ά9arth /ƭƻǎŜǘǎέ, toilets for officers and other ranks, completed between December, 1940 

and January, 1941 (refer requisition above, RAAF plan 39/40/376, NAA: B6444, 39/40). 
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October 31, 1940 - Memorandum re RAAF Advanced Operational Bases - Provision of Wireless Telegraphy Huts and 

Masts, including those άǳǊƎŜƴǘƭȅ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘέ at the Esperance AOB (refer RAAF plans 39/40/459, 40/41/384, 40/41/388, 

40/41/396, 40/41/397, NAA: K1141, O1940-41-77). 
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November 13, 1940 - Memorandum re RAAF Advanced Operational Bases - Provision of Wireless Telegraphy Hutments 

ŀƴŘ aŀǎǘǎΦ aŜƳƻǊŀƴŘǳƳ ΨŘŜǎƛǊŜǎΩ ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ at Esperance by February 1, 1941 (refer RAAF plans 

39/40/459, 40/41/384, 40/41/388, 40/41/396, 40/41/397, NAA: K1141, O1940-41-77). 
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December, 1940 - A 24 hour Army guard unit was recommended to be stationed at the Esperance Aerodrome (NAA: 

A1196, 25/501/28).  
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1940/41 - RAAF Advanced Operational Bases - ²ƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ wŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ϧ /hΩǎ hŦŦƛŎŜ όǘƻǇύ ŀƴŘ ²ƛǊŜƭŜǎǎ ¢ǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ϧ 

Engine Room (bottom, RAAF plans 40/41/384 and 40/41/388, NAA: A1196, 15/501/165) as constructed at Esperance 

Airport by contractor Jack Flett between December, 1940 and January, 1941. 
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1940 - Transmitting Mast for Advanced Operational Bases (RAAF plan 40/41/389, NAA: B3712, Drawer 94 Folder 7 Part 

1). 
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1940/41 - RAAF Advanced Operational Bases - Sleeping Quarters & Mess Hut (Type 1, top, and Type 2, bottom, RAAF 

plans 40/41/396 and 40/41/397, relate to RAAF plan 39/40/163, NAA: B6444, 40/41/396, NAA: D1051, Folder 18 

Drawing 14). Constructed by Jack Flett between December, 1940 and January, 1941, this Ψstandard Sidney Williams & 

Co. Comet Steel Fraim buildingΩ was later ŎƻƴǾŜǊǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ άDǊƻǳƴŘǎƳŀƴΩǎ wŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜέ (refer plans WA 8056 

and WA8963 following) in 1947, eventually demolished ca 1984.  


