Adelaide
Airport
a brief overview of its history

1958 Royal Visit [SLSA B 25790]
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Every effort has been made to provide complete and accurate information,
please advise of any errors or omissions.
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FIRST FLIGHTS IN AUSTRALIA
13 March 1910
Adelaide businessman Frederick H. Jones imported a Bleriot XI monoplane to
Adelaide in 1910 and employed Carl Wilhelm “Bill” Wittber to assemble the plane and
test it. On 13 March 1910 Wittber was at the controls of the plane in a Bolivar paddock
outside Adelaide conducting taxiing tests. Wittber suddenly found himself about five
feet in the air and flew forty feet before landing. The flight was nicknamed the “Wittber
hop”.
Fred Custance, who helped Wittber work on the plane, also flew at Bolivar on 17 March
1910. He was up for five minutes and 25 seconds, flying at between 12 and 15 feet
according to the report. There were no stopwatches or cameras, just a few locals who
had wandered over to see what was up. Several newspapers carried reports of the
feat, though their accuracy has been questioned by some.

1910 Harry Houdini
https://www.maas.museum/inside-the-collection/2009/12/02/first-powered-flight-in-australia-episode-3/

To watch this flight on video visit (1m14):
https://www.airspacemag.com/videos/category/history-of-flight/houdini-in-australia_1/
18 March 1910
First official flight of a powered aeroplane in Australia recorded at Diggers Rest,
Victoria by Ehrich Weiss, better known as Harry Houdini. There is however some
dispute of this fact. The aeroplane was a Voisin biplane and Houdini made three flights
that day; the last, covering three kilometres, was witnessed by aviation enthusiasts,
newspaper reporters and representatives of the Australian Aerial League, and was
certified as the first controlled powered flight in Australia.
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HARRY BUTLER AND HIS HENDON AERODROME
A young man named Harry Butler was a keen helper to Wittber during this time and
later established the first airport in Adelaide.
Henry John 'Harry' Butler AFC (1889-1924) was a pioneer Australian aviator. He
travelled to England to join the Royal Flying Corps in 1916 to have an opportunity of
pilot training and was commissioned three weeks later. He became Fighting Instructor
(Turnberry, Scotland) and Chief Fighting Instructor in the RFC at Marske Aerodrome
in North Yorkshire.
He returned to Australia in 1919 with a Bristol monoplane and an Avro 504-K. Butler
established the first airport and the first passenger flight business in South Australia.
In partnership with Harry Kauper he converted the Avro to seat two passengers, and
operated as the Captain Harry J. Butler & Kauper Aviation Co. Ltd, initially out of an
aerodrome at Northfield, Adelaide, South Australia.

1920 Captain Harry Butler with .A. (Harry) Kauper with Bristol monoplane the 'Red Devil'.[SLSA PRG280/1/25/292]
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Butler then bought 60 acres (24 ha) in part of then largely rural Albert Park in the
Woodville district and in October 1920 moved his operations there, establishing the
Hendon Aerodrome (also known as "Captain Butler's Aerodrome").

1920 Plane at Hendon’ The Harry J. Butler & Kauper Aviation Company’ [SLSA PRG 1757/7/2/1]

Hendon was sold to the commonwealth government in July 1922. It was the first
commonwealth government airport in Adelaide.
Within a few years of purchasing the Hendon Aerodrome the government looked to
extending it. However, the cost of acquiring sufficient land and erecting power lines,
along with the close proximity of neighbouring residential development, all frustrated
the government’s plans and the Hendon site was effectively abandoned.

1921 RICHMOND EMERGENCY LANDING
In January 1921 several residents recall when Harry ran out of petrol and had to land
in Aldridge’s paddock on the Richmond Park Stud (which was partly bounded by
today’s Barnes Avenue, Marleston).
Albert Retallack recalls how the single-engine of the monoplane (known as the the the
‘Red Devil’) stopped, how the plane then passed low over their houses, managing to
clear the electricity wires, and landed in the paddock, only stopping when it ran into a
boxthorn hedge. The propellor was broken. This was a great event as it was the first
aeroplane the children had seen. (WTHS LH0295)
Jim Toohey remembers being on the roof of his house at the time, and, with all the
local children, rushed to the scene to view the wire, plywood and tin contraption. The
local ranger, a Mr. George Brown, was appointed custodian of the remains, pending
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repairs. The children would have been amazed to see a flying machine up close, let
alone talk to the pilot! (WTHS Collection LH0136)
Douglas Hime as a school boy was first on the scene. He was asked if he knew anyone
with a car. He fetched Mr Saint who lived on the Kinnaird Avenue/Richmond Road
corner, who took Harry and him to the Albert Park aerodrome for petrol. (This was kept
in 4-gallon drums in a hole in the ground.) Mr Hime recalls that repairs were made to
the plane at Richmond, including the replacement of the propellor. When Butler tried
to take off he ran into one of the deep ditches left when the land was ploughed. This
damaged his plane again and it then had to be carted away by horse and trolley.

When he was interviewed by the West Torrens Historical Society in 1990, Douglas Hime drew a sketch of the landing area.
(WTHS Collection LH0454)

The Advertiser
Mon 17 Jan 1921

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/rendition/nla.newspage2714819.pdf
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PARAFIELD AIRPORT
In 1927 the commonwealth government purchased 318 acres (129 ha) of land at
Parafield for £17,000. On 1 October 1927 H. C. "Horrie" Miller was the first pilot to land
at the Parafield Airport. Ground preparation was completed on the 17th and flights
began on 26 November by the Aero Club of South Australia. The site was officially
opened as an airport in August 1929 by the governor of South Australia, Sir Alexander
Hore-Ruthven. The Control Tower opened shortly prior to World War II. Prior to the
war Guinea Airways was the main company flying out of the airport.

1937 Aerial photograph of Parafield aerodrome [SLSA B 74379]

By 1941 the state’s aviation needs had outgrown Parafield and the state government
instigated a search for a new site.
As early as 1938 local commercial interests had pushed for an airport close to the City
of Adelaide.
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NEWSPAPER ARTICLES OF THE TIME
29 April 1938,
The Advertiser Newspaper

The need for a City Airport in Adelaide was stressed yesterday
by several aviation and commercial authorities. It was generally
agreed that, while Parafield aerodrome was suitable for
Interstate traffic, a landing ground for smaller planes flying on
short services within the State was needed close to Adelaide.
The question of an airport in the heart of Adelaide has come
into prominence again as a result of a recent decision by the
Associated Chambers of Commerce to ask State Governments
to co-operate with municipal bodies in providing city landing
grounds in each State. … Parafield Too Far Away - Speaking
as a vice-president of the S.A. Chamber of Manufactures, Mr.
F.T. Perry said that the establishment of an airport nearer the
city was a matter which demanded attention…
Referring to the possibility of an airport being established in the
parklands, Mr. Hill said that there was no question of disfiguring
or building upon the parks. There would be no need to erect
hangars or workshops. All that the air companies desired was
an open space of at least 800 yards square, where the smaller
types of machine could land and take off. Mr. Hill though it likely
that the parklands contained an area which was not used for
sport, and which could be used as a landing ground… enquiries
might be made into the suitability of ground behind the Zoo near
Memorial Drive.
https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/30864176#

21 May 1938, The Mail Newspaper

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/55847375#

The post-war development of the aeroplane as a mode of transport and communication has opened up new
fields for speculation in the matter of the most suitable place for Australia's central airport…
Up to the present this State has undoubtedly held the central focal position in the matter of overseas
communications. With the rapid strides made in the development of the air as a means of
transport, Adelaide's position as a nucleus to the arteries of overseas transport and communications cannot
be denied; in fact, it must be recognised….
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9 August 1944,
The Advertiser Newspaper

The Mayor of West Torrens (Mr. H. E. Comley) at the
meeting of the council last night said that the DirectorGeneral of Civil Aviation bad announced that an
additional aerodrome was to be established
for Adelaide probably closer to the city than Parafield.
Mr. Comley added that one of the suggested sites was
that situated on Tapley's Hill Road near the Glenelg
golf links. This area was within the municipality of West
Torrens. The suggested aerodrome would be less
than five miles from the GPO and could be reached in
15 minutes, whereas Parafield was about 11 miles
from Adelaide. Motor buses or an extension or the
Richmond tramway would serve the aerodrome and
open up part of the West Torrens area which otherwise
might not be developed for many years after the war.
... Such an area would take in the West Beach road
and probably involve the closing of the road from
Morphett road westward, a proposal which the council
could not countenance…

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/43215361#

26 January 1946,
The Advertiser Newspaper

https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/48688344#
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The Federal Government has approved of a general
plan for the development of a transcontinental, type
airport—the first of its type in Australia— including the
necessary land acquisition, at West Beach, South
Australia, the Minister for Civil Aviation (Mr.
Drakeford) announced today… The area of land to be
acquired is approximately 1.470 acres… "The
acquisition of the necessary land will proceed
immediately, but no disturbance of occupants will be
involved for a considerable time. The greater part of
the land is at present unsuitable for building, owing to
the low-lying nature of the area. … detailed
investigations, including an aerial survey, were made
in conjunction with the State authorities concerned
into the necessary diversion of Keswick Creek and
West Beach road, removal of the high-tension lines
crossing the area, and other factors involved.

The Federal Governement initially planned to buy around 1470 acres (c. 595 hectares)
at West Beach. By the time the government had completed most of the required land
purchases a couple of years later the quantity of land bought had increased to 1785.5
acres (c.723 hectares). (The airport site has been extended again in recent years to
approximately 785 hectares [c.1940 acres]).

The Advertiser 28 Janury 1946 https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/page/2628332#

BEFORE THE AIRPORT WAS AN AIRPORT
Official investigations by the commonwealth Department of Civil Aviation for a new site
for Adelaide’s airport had begun in 1941 (although survey photographs of land at West
Beach had been taken as early as 1936). The existing airport at Parafield, which had
opened in October 1927, was among other deficiencies too far from the city and too
small to cater for new aircraft then in the planning stages.
The officer in charge of both finding a new site and designing the airport itself was the
D.C.A.’s chief civil engineer Norman M. Fricker (a South Australian by birth).
Several other locations had been under consideration for the new airport, in particular
at Islington – on the site of a former sewage farm – and at Woodville, now the home
of the West Lakes development. Fricker decided that the West Beach site was clearly
the most suitable. The property was for example of adequate size and desirable
location – close to the city but not too close to the foothills – offered few natural
obstructions such as major rivers and was relatively cheap. (The land taken up by the
airport was sections 157-160, 164-169, 187, 215-218 and 2025-2026; and part
sections 103-105, 155-156, 163, 186 and 192, all in the Hundred of Adelaide).
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In earlier times most of what became the airport land had for many years been owned
by wealthy West Torrens landowner William Henry Gray (1808-1896). Gray bought
most of the land in the 1850s and 1860s.
At one stage Gray owned around 20% of all the land in West Torrens, much of it –
around 810 hectares (c. 2000 acres) – concentrated in and around the site now
occupied by the airport. After Gray’s death the land, known as Gray’s Estate, was
transferred to his five sons, each owning a particular portion.
What is now the airport land was principally in the hands of Gray’s second son, Alfred
F. Gray (1868-1964). A small portion was also owned by Alfred’s brother Walter E.
Gray (1876-1971).
In early 1926 Gray’s Estate was subdivided and auctioned. Much of today’s airport
land was auctioned in seven lots on 11 March at the Wool Exchange, Brookman’s
Buildings, Grenfell Street, by Goldsborough, Mort & Co. Ltd and Matters and Co. By
the time the federal government announced its intention in January 1946 to buy the
land it was in the hands of approximately 95 separate land owners and mortgagees.
(There are about seventy claims for compensation, some covering multiple owners –
including individuals, businesses, the state government and the West Torrens council
– listed with the National Archives).
Very few people lived on the site however; it housed about nine dwellings in total, with
only five occupied and four in very poor condition.

This house on Frank Street, Brooklyn Park (along with outhers nearby) to make way specifically for Airport Road, circa 1950
[WTHS collection LH0067-09]

The site had never been attractive to settlers because much of it was of little
commercial or residential value: the area was deep within the region known as the
11

Reedbeds and prone to flooding. Though the danger had been ameliorated to some
extent by the mitigation works carried out on the River Torrens in the mid-late 1930s,
the site was still primarily made up of swamp, lagoons and reedy vegetation
(particularly in its western portion) as well as sandhills, boxthorn and scrub in much of
the remainder.

Fulham area in flood, June 1923. [WTHS collection LH0047-01]

Indicating the low value and use of the land, the West Torrens council’s annual rate
income from the site in the early 1940s was only about £115.
Addressing rumours that there was to be an airport built at West Beach one letter
writer to the Advertiser in November 1945 had maintained that the area ‘has been a
constant eyesore for many years’. The Advertiser itself described the airport site in
September 1947 as ‘the sandy waste behind the West Beach dunes’.
From the time of European settlement the only parts of the site offering any hope for
significant profit were relatively small portions of its northern and eastern fringes (the
latter near Marion Road) where there was higher ground less vulnerable to inundation.
Market gardening, in particular the glasshouse cultivation of tomatoes, dairying and to
a lesser extent pig farming were carried out in these areas.
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In the late 1940s the government’s valuer described about seventeen properties on
the airport site as grazing land; there were also fifteen market gardens, three orchards
and two piggeries.
There was in the eastern sector also land suitable for horse agistment; for several
years Richmond Park stud for example used part of the site as an extra holding area
for its stock.

LAND ACQUISITIONS
Among the landowners and lessees of the airport land in the mid-1940s were the
Ancell, Costa, Charlick, Harris, Iles, Marles, Milledge, Pearson and Starr families.
The largest owner was Joseph Lorton who, with others, owned 220 acres (c. 89
hectares) in the western sector of the airport land (sections 163-166).

Farmhouse on Section 159 , Adelaide Airport [WTHS Collection LH0067-10]

In addition there were at least two rudimentary private trotting tracks on the property,
one owned by Western Trotting Speedway Company.
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As well, just over 44.5 hectares (c.110 acres) in the north and south of the site were
owned by the Kooyonga and Glenelg Golf Clubs respectively.

Kooyonga Golf Course, Lockleys and West Beach looking towards the sea [WTHS Collection LH0164-07b]

The West Torrens council also had its 10-acre (c.4.05 hectares) ‘refuse depot’ in the
western portion of what became the airport land.
In the event the federal government outlaid about £283,100 on land acquisition for the
airport, including just over £17,400 to one owner, R.D. McEwen of Toorak Gardens
(probably the largest individual payout).
The government’s spending on airport land was more than double its original estimate
of £133,100; the ‘sandy waste’ had proven to be much more valuable than some had
anticipated. The total cost of constructing the airport was £1,902,927, slightly over the
£1.6 million originally forecast.
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FAUNA OF THE AREA
The future airport was also home to a variety of fauna such as hares – mostly
escapees from the nearby Birkalla coursing ground – rabbits – a useful food source
for struggling local families – as well as snakes, lizards and an array of insects.
Seagulls, plovers, larks and various migratory birds were to be found in abundance;
there were also a few peacocks. The whole site was an exciting playground for local
children where many adventures could be had.

KAURNA USE OF THE SITE

Kaurna alongside river red gum, Glenelg, 1837, J. M Skipper [AGSA Collection]

The area had also been useful to the Kaurna people: a range of indigenous artefacts
were uncovered during the construction of the airport. Marine shells were also found,
the site (and most of the western suburbs) being underwater during the Pliocene
Epoch.
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1947 WORK BEGINS ON NEW WEST BEACH AIRPORT
In the sandy waste behind the West Beach dunes the roar of tractors and bulldozers
announced the opening phase of the construction of Adelaide's new airport by the
Commonwealth Department of Works and Housing.
Within sight of the city's skyline the Commonwealth's plan for a £1,500,000 municipal
airport to handle the air traffic which had outgrown Parafield began to take shape.
The north-east to south-west runway was planned to be 200 feet wide and 6,850 feet
long, providing a landing and take-off run for the biggest planes flying in Australia at
the time. It was also planned to have a margin for the heavier aircraft of the future.
Some of the heavy airfield construction plant used by the Allied Works Council during
the war levelled the tops of the higher sandhills on the runway site, which ran through
the box-thorn, scrubby trees and rushes. In some places on the first runway up to
eight feet of sand had to be cut from the sandhills. In other parts four feet of filling was
needed, using filling from a sand hill in the north-east corner of the airport to the
runway.

View of the original Adelaide Airport 1947 Masterplan 2015 p3 (Adelaide Airport)

Occupants of the scattered shacks on the site were given notice to vacate their
properties, which had been acquired by the Commonwealth. Departmental engineers
worked on plans for drainage and road works. The drainage plan involved the
diversion of the open Keswick creek drain which crossed the site on its way to the sea.
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1953 CONSTRUCTION DELAYS AND COST OVERRUNS
Each year since 1950, the original date for completion, Federal Ministers were noted
as saying, "It will be finished next year."
The main terminal building, estimated to cost £160,000, still had not had tenders called
and was expected to take a year to complete.

November 5 1954 https://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/page/11192543#

Also still to be completed at this stage was a second runway, a second giant Igloo
hangar for TAA-built planes, taxiways, roads, and other buildings.
It was estimated that the total cost would more than triple the original 1947 estimate.

17

MAJOR WORKS
The main work in constructing the airport involved filling in and levelling the site. About
2.6 million cubic metres of sand were moved for the preparation of the runways for
example, while in some places up to 2.4 metres of fill was required.

Adelaide Airport – early earthworks March 1948 [The Advertiser, 18 March 1948]

Preparation of the site also involved diverting the Keswick and Brownhill Creeks to the
south, redirecting power lines, water mains and sewerage pipes, and closing off
Morphett and Rosetta (Richmond) Roads. (Both roads were little used).

DCA proposed Adelaide Airport
Master Scheme of 1 August 1944,
showing the originally planned
four-runway layout of 3,200 m and
3,500 m main runways with
provision for two more in excess of
3,000 m. The intersection of
Morphett and Richmond Roads is
at the centre of the site [DCA files
– SAAM Collection].SA Aviation
Museum
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1954 ANNOUNCING THE OPENING
The announcement was made in October 1954 that the new £2,000,000 airport at
West Beach would be used by commercial airlines from December.
Advertised as being only four miles from the G.P.O., with the airport at Parafield 11½
miles from the city, the engineer of the Department, of Civil Aviation Mr. N. M.Fricker
said ‘it was essential that West Beach should be open by December 18 when T.A.A's
new Viscounts would begin operating to Adelaide.’
An anticipated four airlines would service South Australia. From February 1955, the
airport would see the arrivals of Viscounts and the arrival of passenger Douglas DC
6Bs.
A start had been made on a three-storey passenger terminal and control tower, but
this would not be completed for about two years, so temporary facilities were rushed
to allow the airport to open in December.

OPENING CEREMONY PLANNED BUT …
The Minister for Civil Aviation (Mr.Townley) had proposed to perform an opening
ceremony and was awaiting a report from the department on the progress of the
temporary facilities at the airport.
On the 17th December The Herald (Melbourne) reported that a final check of
instrument systems, radio controls and airport lighting was successfully carried out
and that it was ready for handing over to airline operators for regular services to begin
January 20.
The first commercial flight landed at Adelaide Airport on Wednesday, the 16th
February 1955 from Perth, however no official opening ceremony was held.
The permanent three-storey Passenger Terminal and Control Tower were not
completed until August 1957.

1957 - Adelaide Passenger terminal and control tower [Image: Airways Museum]
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1982 INTERNATIONAL SERVICES
International services started in 1982 when the Adelaide International Terminal –
known to some as the ‘tin shed’ – was opened. The terminal had only one gate with
limited space for passengers. Check-in desks were small and waiting space was
limited.

Mid 1980s [Image: Airways Museum]

2005 INTERNATIONAL TERMINAL
In May 1998 Adelaide Airport Limited purchased the long-term leases of Adelaide
Airport and Parafield Airport from the Commonwealth of Australia.
A combination of factors, the most notable of which was the collapse of Ansett
Australia (then a duopoly domestic carrier with Qantas) and the resultant loss of funds
for its share of the construction cost, saw the new terminal plans shelved until an
agreement was reached in 2002.
The new terminal was opened on 7 October 2005 by the Prime Minister John Howard
and South Australian Premier Mike Rann. However, Adelaide Airport Limited
announced that only international flights would use the new facility in the short term
due to problems with the fuel pumps and underground pipes.
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2006 COMBINED MAJOR TERMINAL
The refuelling system was cleared of all debris and the new terminal was used for all
flights from 17 February 2006. This new airport terminal was approximately 850 m
(2,790 ft) from end to end and capable of handling 27 aircraft simultaneously and
processing 3,000 passengers per hour.
In addition to high-amenity public and airline lounges, 14 glass-sided aerobridges, 42
common user check-in desks and 34 shop fronts, free wireless Internet was provided
throughout the terminal by Internode Systems, a first for an Australian airport.
In October 2006 the new terminal was named the Capital City Airport of the Year at
the Australian Aviation Industry Awards.
In March 2007 Adelaide Airport was rated the world's second-best airport in the 5–15
million passengers category at the Airports Council International (ACI) 2006 awards.
The old domestic terminal was closed and demolished in 2009. A new control tower
was built west of the current terminal with the old control tower maintained for
additional operations.

[Image: Airways Museum]
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2015 TERMINAL EXTENSION PROJECT
Adelaide Airport released plans for a $165 million expansion of its main terminal to
significantly upgrade international arrivals and departures, and create more retail and
dining options for both domestic and international travellers.
Since the existing terminal was opened in 2005 overall passenger numbers had
increased by close to 50 per cent. International passenger numbers almost tripled over
the same period.

Artist view of expansion https://www.adelaideairport.com.au/corporate/about-us/projects/terminal-expansion-project

Adelaide Airport Expansion on track for early delivery
The $200 million Adelaide Airport Terminal Expansion project is on target to finish up
to three months early thanks to outstanding collaboration between BESIX Watpac and
the client, Adelaide Airport Limited. 16 June 2021 https://besixwatpac.com.au/
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VICKERS VIMY HANGAR
1919 England to Australia Air race
On 19 March 1919 Australian Prime Minister Billy Hughes announced a competition,
with a prize of £10 000, for the first Australian aviators to fly from England to Australia
within 30 days.
South Australian brothers Ross Smith (pilot) and Keith Smith (navigator), with
engineers Walter Shiers (SA) and James Bennett (Vic), were the first successful crew.
Prime Minister Billy Hughes gave the crew permission to fly the aircraft to their home
town of Adelaide, and they duly departed on 23 March, arriving at 1.55 pm to great
excitement and a cheering crowd of 20,000.
The aircraft was stored and exhibited by the Australian War Memorial until 1957.
With the opening of the new Adelaide/West Beach Airport in 1954, the opportunity
arose to create a fitting permanent home for G-EAOU.
The aircraft was partially burnt during transfer and had to be rebuilt. In 1958 it was
installed in a purpose-built, fully enclosed shelter located adjacent to the airport
Passenger Terminal.
The shelter also includes a sculpture depicting the aircraft's crew, which can be seen
at right in the image below.

1960 Hangar and memorial sculpture of the crew (unveiled April 1958) Image: Airways muesum]

Ahead of Australia’s 2019 federal election it was announced that a new state-of-theart facility would be built for the Vickers Vimy at Adelaide Airport. The Vimy is set to
be moved to a prominent position within the new airport terminal in 2021.
SEE ALSO:

https://epicflightcentenary.com.au/the-vickers-vimy/
City of West Torrens 1919 England to Australia Air Race
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AIRWAYS MUSEUM
http://www.airwaysmuseum.com/

(Aug 2021 Note: Site showing as closed)
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