
Australian National Airways in 1959 was the 
nation’s major airline, with a route structure 
extending from far north Queensland to 
Hobart and across to Perth in the west. On 26 
June 1950 the fl eet fl agship, VH-ANA Amana, 
was to make a return trip to Perth from the 
eastern states. Leaving Sydney early, it would 
fl y to Melbourne and Adelaide, on to Perth, 
thence back to Melbourne. 

Arriving at Perth at 8.15pm in fi ne, clear, 
moonlit conditions, Amana was prepared for 
the return trip. The DC-4 was refuelled, and 
the ground crew foreman drained the fuel 
fi lters in the nacelles of all four engines, then 
checked the two fuel drains under the centre 
section of the wing.

The crew for the return fl ight comprised 
Captain H J Chapple, First Offi cers Trevitt and 
Willis, and Stewardesses Graham and Britton. 
Two fi rst offi cers were usually rostered on 
DC-4s operating the long Perth-Adelaide-
Melbourne service. There were only 24 
passengers, a light loading, and the weather 
was expected to remain fi ne. All engines 
started normally and at 9.44pm the tower 
controller cleared Amana to taxi to runway 
29. He also passed its airways clearance: the 
DC-4 was to cruise at 9000ft on the radio 
range track. At 10pm, Amana reported on 
course and ‘ascending to 9000ft’.
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Passengers boarding Amana in  front of the ANA terminal at Essendon soon 

after DC-4 operations had been  transferred from RAAF Laverton. Passengers, 

conditioned to air travel in  DC-3s, were awed by the scale of the DC-4's loading 

arrangements. One was  reported in the press as exclaiming: ‘It’s like boarding 

an ocean  liner!’

Sixty years on, as Macarthur Job discusses, 
the cause of the Amana crash, one of Australia’s 

worst airline tragedies, remains unsolved. 
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At the time we set 

course, we saw a brilliant 

explosion ahead, and as 

we passed the spot we 

saw a fi re burning.

Ten minutes later, a TAA DC-4 also took off 
for Adelaide on Runway 29. As it turned on its 
easterly heading, the TAA pilots saw a vivid 
fl ash directly ahead in the far distance. It 
quickly faded, leaving the horizon dark again.

But as the TAA DC-4 levelled out at 7000ft, the 
crew began to make out a line of intense fi re 
on the darkened ground directly ahead. By 
the time they passed over it, they were above 
a thin layer of stratus, but the fi re was visible 
through it. Back at the airport, the Aeradio 
operator was about to call Amana because 
its position report was overdue. But before 
he could do so, the TAA DC-4 called to ask if 
Amana had reported.

For the next four minutes, the operator called 
Amana without result. Then the TAA DC-4 
called back: ‘At the time we set course, we 
saw a brilliant explosion ahead, and as we 
passed the spot we saw a fi re burning.’ The 
fi re was 28nm east of the airport, ‘scattered 
over a large area through trees’. Shocked, the 
senior area controller immediately instituted 
emergency procedures. 

Minutes earlier, a farmer had been woken by 
the noise of a large aeroplane, apparently in 
trouble. As he ran from his bedroom he heard 
the sound of a distant explosion, and saw a 
small fl ash in the low, timbered hills to the 
south-east. Seconds later a tremendous fl ash 
lit up the sky.

Meanwhile, in a hut not far from the 
homestead, a beekeeper was also awakened 
by ‘a terrifi c roaring of a plane passing 
low overhead ‘with the engines cutting on 
and off’. 

Before he reached his door he ‘heard a crash’ 
and, on the south-eastern horizon, saw a 
small fl ash. Half a minute later there was a 
‘very large fl ash which lit up the whole sky’. 
Shortly afterwards, the farmer ran from the 

homestead calling to him. The two men set 
off on foot through the forested hills towards 
the crash. It was moonlight, 
so they were able to run for 
much of the time.

After half an hour of hard 
going, they saw a great 
mass of fragmented, still-
burning wreckage scattered 
amongst trees on the gentle 
downward slope of a low 
ridge. They were astonished 
to fi nd an elderly man, his 
clothes dishevelled and burnt, walking about 
dazed. Shocked and suffering burns, he told 
them he had been a passenger.

‘The fi rst thing I noticed wrong’, the survivor 
told them, was that he felt himself going 
forward and ‘thought he was having a heart 
attack’. But then he saw that other passengers 
were also ‘leaning forward’. The next thing 
he remembered was having diffi culty freeing 
one hand to beat out fl ames on his clothes. 
The 67-year-old engineer from Adelaide later 
died in hospital.

With 28 killed, the Amana accident achieved 
the unenviable status of Australia’s worst 
airline disaster—a dubious distinction that, 
together with the death toll from TAA’s F-27 
VH-TFB accident in the sea off Mackay 10 
years later, still stands. Within ANA itself, 
there was at least thanksgiving that the DC-4 
had half its 44 passenger seats vacant.

Yet the accident dealt a savage blow.  
Extended, nation-wide publicity, proclaiming 
the glories of its great stately four-engined 
DC-4 Skymasters and its fl agship Amana, 
whose registration bore the company initials, 
was highly successful: there was hardly a 
newspaper reader who did not have a mental 
image of VH-ANA Amana.
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Amana’s  undercarriage begins retracting as the aircraft lifts off from RAAF 

Laverton  on a revenue fl ight in 1946. When the aircraft fi rst arrived from the 

USA,  Melbourne’s Essendon Airport was still a grass aerodrome, and nearby 

Laverton  was used for all passengers operations until the fi rst paved runway 

was  completed at Essendon a few months later. In this picture, lines of surplus  

RAAF wartime aircraft can be seen parked in the background.   

Accident investigators found the DC-4 had 
crashed in undulating, timbered country, on 
the direct track from Perth, but on a north-

westerly heading. The crew 
had evidently begun a turn 
to the left, probably with 
the intention of returning. 
Just clearing a ridgeline 
during the low level turn 
in the dark, the aircraft 
had descended into trees. 
From close to the ridge 
top, wreckage extended 
down a gentle slope for 

260m. The main impact with the ground itself 
was violent, the fuselage ploughing a furrow 
for 165m as the aircraft burst into fl ames and 
broke up.

The four engines were scattered over the 
wreckage trail and the number 1 and 3 
engines had broken apart. The number 1, 2 
and 3 propellers were all rotating at impact, 
but the no. 4 propeller was feathered. 
Unfeathering action had been taken before 
the crash.  Deposits of water corrosion were 

This was followed by loud 

engine noise ‘like a high 

powered motor vehicle 

travelling over a rough 

track in low gear’. 

found in no. 4 engine's fuel feed passages. 
The engine was probably shut down because 
water-contaminated fuel caused it to run 
roughly.

A puzzling fi nding in all four engines was 
unusual crushing damage to the vapour 
vent fl oats in the strainer chambers of their 
carburettors.  But despite the combined 
expertise of Pratt & Whitney, the Australian 
Research Laboratories, the Department 
of Civil Aviation and the US Civil Aviation 
Authority, all efforts to explain it proved 
fruitless.

Apart from the farmer and the beekeeper, 
other country people in the area of the 
accident described backfi ring, erratic engine 
running, and a period of near silence shortly 
before the crash. The aeroplane also seemed 
to be unusually low, and after its engine noise 
quite suddenly ceased altogether, there was a 
sound for about 10 seconds of  ‘something was 
rushing through the air’. This was followed 
by loud engine noise ‘like a high powered 
motor vehicle travelling over a rough track in 
low gear’. 

Then it was as though ‘the ignition was 
switched off’, and a moment's total silence 
was followed by a ‘very bright red fl ash in 
the sky’. Seconds later there was a noise 
described as ‘a dull thump’, ‘a loud tearing 
or rumbling’, ‘a big bumping noise’, and a 
‘rumbling explosion which rattled the house’. 
These sounds of impact would have reached 
the witnesses after the fl ash lit the sky.

The survivor's belief that he felt himself ‘going 
forward’ and saw other passengers ‘leaning 
forward’ suggested the aircraft was subjected 
to some 'g' force immediately before the crash. 
Together the witness evidence indicated:

 Shortly before the crash, one or more 
engines were running irregularly.

 There was one and possibly two periods of 
silence, when all engines ceased running.

 Before the fi nal impact, there was a high-
pitched surge of power, following one of 
the periods of silence.
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The  wreckage trail at the crash site, looking in the direction of impact. A main  

undercarriage assembly can be seen in the foreground. In the background is the  

still-smouldering main wreckage. The forest in this area has since been  cleared 

and the site is now part of a farm paddock.

Amana in  fl ight over Melbourne. Amana was  the fi rst of Australian National 

Airways’ 44-passenger DC-4s to enter service  in the early post-war years 

and this publicity photograph was widely used  throughout Australia in the 

company’s advertising and sales promotion  literature.

The investigation sought to fi nd why all the 
engines failed. Fuel problems seemed most 
likely. Yet there was little evidence of water 
corrosion in the other three engines. Nor could 
water in the aircraft’s tanks be explained. The 
tanker vehicle that refuelled the DC-4 had 
been checked for water two hours previously, 
and had also supplied other aircraft from the 
same fuel load. 

It was possible that water was in one of the 
no. 4 fuel tanks when Amana arrived at 
Perth. But the ANA foreman said that when 
he checked the fuel fi lters in all four engines, 
together with two fuel drains in the centre 
section of the wing, he found no water. Even 
so, the investigators were convinced it was 
the reason for no. 4 engine having been shut 
down. As for the other engines, ‘The periods 
of silence’ was ‘suggestive of intermittent 
fuel starvation’, and ‘consistent with water in 
the fuel’.

The investigators’ report went on: ‘It could 
have been the result of a change in fuel tank 
selection ... it may even have resulted from 
water in the no. 4 tanks, and all engines being 
cross-fed from that tank. If water caused the 
loss of power on the no. 1, 2, and 3 engines, 
it is possible that it eventually passed through 
these engines, thus accounting for the burst 
of power just before impact, and the fact 
that no signifi cant corrosion was detected in 
these engines’. The report concluded: ‘The 
cause of the accident was that the aircraft 
failed to maintain height, probably due to 
loss of engine power ... possibly due to the 
presence of water in the fuel supplied to all 
engines.’

And so the mystery remained. This was 
mitigated in the public mind only by the 
fact that it had occurred months earlier, 
and similar fl ights had continued many 
times daily without incident. But to those in 
the know within ANA, there was a possible 
explanation. The clue to this extraordinary 
chain of circumstances came to light during 
the Inquiry’s cross-examination of ANA’s 
airport staff.

The one-gallon can used for the fuel fi lter 
checks after Amana was refuelled was later 
found on the apron, well behind where the 
aircraft had been parked. 
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Left unnoticed beneath the aircraft in the dark, it had 
apparently been blown away when the engines started. 
The theory postulated that:

 The second of the two fuel drains which the foreman 
checked under the centre section happened to be the 
cross-feed drain cock. Without the cross-feed valves 
being selected during the previous fl ight, little fuel 
ran out.

 But just as the foreman opened this cock, he was 
called to the telephone -- his wife was irate over 
some domestic matter. Because of the distraction, he 
neither retrieved the can, nor closed the cross-feed 
drain cock. Amana started its engines, blowing away 
the fuel can.

 During climb, rough running developed on No 4 
engine, if not from water in the fuel, then from 
ignition trouble—ANA was experiencing trouble with 
spark plugs, and the No 4 engine was fi tted with 
earlier, more troublesome plugs. The rough running 
worsened, so much so that the engine was shut down.

 A ‘one-engine-out’ situation before reaching Kalgoorlie 
usually required a return to Perth. However, this 
would involve a long delay, so the crew continued, 
cruising on three engines at the altitude Amana had 
already reached.

 To attain the best aerodynamic performance with no. 
4 engine shut down, they decided to trim the aircraft 
laterally by running all three live engines on no. 4 
main tank until its fuel was consumed. 

 No. 4 main booster pump was switched on, both 
cross-feed valves opened, and the no. 1, 2 and 3 
main tanks turned off. The booster pump would 
be switched off again as soon as fuel pressures 
stabilised.

 Shortly afterwards, because air was being drawn into 
the fuel system through the open cross-feed drain 
cock, fuel pressure for no. 1 engine fell, starving the 
engine. The crew attempted to unfeather no. 4 engine, 
but while they were doing so, fuel pressure also fell on 
the no. 2 and 3 engines.

 Suddenly deprived of all engine power, the crew could 
only maintain airspeed by gliding while they tried to 
sort out the problem. Finally, as the aircraft was losing 
height to a dangerous extent, the truth dawned—and 
they quickly selected all engines to main tanks and all 
booster pumps on. Power was suddenly restored to 
engines 1, 2, and 3 with a loud, high-pitched scream 
as the propellers oversped into full-fi ne pitch. And 
with pronounced positive ‘g’ force, the DC-4 began to 
level out.

 But it was already too late. Before Amana could 
regain level fl ight, it struck the tops of trees—and all 
was lost.

During a test fl ight in an identical DC-4, ANA Flight 
Superintendent P T L Taylor, together with ANA Technical 
Superintendent Don Stewart, a professional aeronautical 
engineer, simulated all these sequences at a safe height, 
satisfying themselves the theory offered a plausible, likely 
explanation. But on legal advice they never made it public.
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LATTER-DAY EVIDENCE
Many years later, in 2001, Grahame Higgs, a 
retired and highly experienced RAAF offi cer, 
long intrigued by the Amana disaster, had an 
opportunity to visit the site of the crash. For 
years he had been tantalised as to how a four-
engined, highly-proven aircraft could crash so 
suddenly in fi ne visibility only a few minutes 
after setting course. He resolved to learn 
more about Amana’s fi nal moments.

Though a forested area when Amana crashed, 
the site was now a farm paddock. But despite 
years of cultivation, evidence in the form of 
scattered pieces of alloy skin still lay over the 
ground.  The farmer who owned the property 
told Higgs he had found ‘new’ wreckage in 
a location seldom visited, about 1.5km from 
the crash site itself. Comprising fi ve pieces of 
crumpled wing skin structure, it had obviously 
been torn from the aircraft in fl ight well before 
the fi nal impact. Two pieces were particularly 
intriguing. One was of crumpled heavy gauge 
alloy containing a complete inspection hatch 
of distinctive shape and design. The hatch and 
the area around it bore traces of black paint. 
The piece also had a double row of screws 
along one edge.

Australia’s only remaining DC-4, VH-PAF, 
was based at Brisbane’s Archerfi eld airport. 
The DC-4 airframe abounds with inspection 
hatches of various designs, and time spent 
trying to match the hatch design and double 
row of screws was rewarded when a match 
was found under each wing. But from which 
side had the wreckage piece come?  Happily, 
aviation historian John Hopton was able to 
provide a photograph that answered the 
question. The picture showed the underside of 
Amana’s starboard wing was unpainted, while 
the port wing carried Amana’s registration 
letters—the wreckage piece was clearly from 
the under-surface of the port wing and the 
black paint part of that registration.

The second piece of wreckage, clearly from 
the same wing area, though less impressive 
in appearance, proved the more revealing. 

Of much lighter gauge than the wing skin, it 
had a pronounced scorch mark across one 
face. The scorching was uniform throughout 
the creases and wrinkles, indicating that 
whatever caused it, occurred before the piece 
was crumpled.  The other face showed no 
sign of scorching.  Near one of its edges was 
a screw head, the shank of which protruded 
through the metal on to the scorched face, 
indicating the scorching process took place 
inside the structure while still intact. The wing 
area from which the pieces of wing wreckage 
had come, housed the main fuel tank for the 
no. 1 engine.

During the original investigation, two 
witnesses reported seeing a small fl ash 20 to 
30 seconds before the fi nal enormous fl ash 
lit up the night sky. It thus seemed possible 
that Amana, with power just restored to three 
of its engines and recovering from its gliding 
descent, struck a tree with its port wing much 
earlier than previously determined. Had this 
ruptured and ignited an outboard fuel tank, 
causing substantial damage to the wing?  The 
newly-found wreckage suggested this was 
possibly the small fl ash seen initially by the 
famer and the beekeeper.

Additionally, if the damage resulted in loss 
of lift as well as damage to the port aileron 
linkage, the DC-4’s turn to the left away 
from its planned track, might not have been 
intentional. And could the shock of this 
explosion have triggered a momentary pulse 
of high pressure into the fuel lines, the effect 
of which caused the vapour fl oats to crush as 
over-pressurised fuel was forced through the 
vapour vent?

Fascinating as these latter-day fi ndings 
are, the truth of the Amana story remains 
a mystery. 
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