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In July 1919 Norman Brearley returned to Western Australia from the war in Europe with
two Avro 504 aeroplanes.  He intended to introduce aviation to Western Australia where a small
population was spread across one of the largest areas on the face of the earth under unified political
control.  Yet almost no Western Australians had ever seen an aeroplane or knew anything about what
they could do.  Brearley’s job was to teach them.  To succeed he had to persuade Western
Australians that aeroplanes were useful and convince them to use air travel.  To do this he had to
make Western Australians airminded and create a solid base on which a business of flying could
grow.

Brearley was not the first person to bring flying machines to Western Australia.  Twenty-
eight years earlier, in 1891, 'Professor' Price and Miss Viola had made a series of balloon ascents and
in April 1910 another ascent had been made from the Western Australian Cricket Association
(WACA) ground.1  In January 1911 a team from the British and Colonial Aeroplane Company, with
the pilot J J Hammond, stopped in Perth on their way to the eastern states and made several
successful flights.2  In mid 1914 A W Jones failed to fly in Perth but later flew for seven minutes at
Kalgoorlie before a crowd of between 10 and 15 thousand people.3  The only other aeroplane to fly
in Western Australia was built in Kalgoorlie.  It made a number of flights in the Kalgoorlie-
Coolgardie area between May and October 1915 and then around Perth in December 1915 and
January 1916 before being put into storage.4

These flights attracted public interest simply because they defied gravity.  The balloon
ascents were stunts and their human cargoes flew at the mercy of the winds.  Aeroplane flights had
shown that pilots could have some control over the elements but they were made only in very calm
weather because even a gust of unexpected wind could bring disaster.  The aeroplanes which had
flown in Western Australia were simply too fragile, too underpowered and unreliable to inspire
anything more than curiosity and wonder that they could fly at all.

The aeroplanes Brearley brought back to Western Australia had been tested by war and were
a vast improvement over the earlier aeroplanes seen briefly in Western Australian.  An Avro 504
could carry a pilot and one passenger in open cockpits at a maximum speed of about 90 miles an
hour.5  Brearley was a far more experienced pilot than any who had previously flown in the State,
having had a great deal of flying experience over the Western war front in Europe and as a flying
instructor.  The question was whether or not he and his aeroplanes were capable of successfully
introducing aviation to Western Australia and making it a profitable business.

Norman Brearley was born in Geelong in 1890 and his family moved to Western Australia
in 1906.  He became intensely interested in aviation, saw Hammond’s flights over Perth in 1911 and
avidly read the aviation journals of the time.  In April 1915, when he had completed a mechanical



apprenticeship, he worked his passage to Britain and enlisted in the Royal Flying Corps to learn to
fly.6  He was severely wounded in mid 1916 and returned to Western Australia to convalesce.  While
in Perth he married Violet Stubbs, the daughter of Sydney Stubbs, MLA, and she accompanied
Brearley when he returned to England.  He spent the rest of the war in Britain learning to become
a flying instructor and later training other flying instructors.  By the war's end he commanded a Royal
Air Force flying instructor's school.7

Unlike many aviators Brearley returned from the war with a  broad range of experience and
skills that would be useful in successfully establishing civil aviation in Australia.  He possessed
mechanical and technical training and he was an excellent pilot.  As the commanding officer of a
flying school he had learned management and administration, skills not usually gained by pilots who
spent most of their war in squadron flying.

When Brearley returned to Western Australia public curiosity about aviation was very high. 
By 1919 aeroplanes could perform amazing feats of speed, agility and range that captivated the
public imagination.  For weeks on end in early 1919 the world followed reports of preparations to
fly the Atlantic Ocean and the attempts that were made.  The Western Australian press also reported
many other record breaking flights in America, Britain and Europe as well as the first post-war civil
flights in Australia and plans to create an Australian air force.  By mid 1919 attention was turning
to plans for the air race between England and Australia for which the Commonwealth government
had offered a prize of £10 000.8

Western Australians were curious to see, first hand, the wonders of modern aviation so
Brearley's arrival was greeted with great interest.  He was keen to talk about his plans to promote
aviation, starting with giving short flights of about ten minutes each to introduce the public to flying. 
Then he would float an aviation company to extend aviation services as people became used to flying
and the possibilities for commercial and pleasure uses increased.9

Advertisements for Brearley's first flying demonstration promised it would take place no
matter what the weather was like.  This was a bold claim because all previous flying in Western
Australia had taken place only under ideal weather conditions.  The day, Saturday
2 August 1919, was miserable with heavy rain in the morning and some rain in the afternoon. 
Brearley used the WACA ground because it was an enclosed popular venue with good transport to
the city and suburbs for paying spectators although the electric lighting wires hanging around the
edge of the ground for trotting obstructed the flying path.10  The programme was relatively simple
with patrons invited to watch as Brearley performed some aerobatics and took people up on joy-
rides.  There was also a band present to entertain the crowd during the breaks in flying.11

The Mayor of Perth was Brearley's first passenger.  They flew from the Belmont racecourse
where Brearley had set up his aerodrome to the WACA ground and circled gently before coming in
to land.  Brearley misjudged the approach; the aeroplane clipped the electric wires and came to rest
on its nose with the propeller and landing skid broken.  Neither Brearley nor the Mayor were injured
and the passenger was barely shaken by the experience.  While the band entertained the crowd
Brearley drove back to Belmont, collected his second Avro and was back over the WACA ground
within 30 minutes.12  He was scheduled to land and take up his next passengers but, instead, he



thrilled the spectators with the first aerobatic display given in Western Australia that left them
breathless.  He '"looped the loop" in quick succession, followed by several remarkable evolutions
which stirred the crowd to a high pitch of excitement and brought forth unstinting applause'.13

Next Brearley took aloft two more joy-riders.  One take-off was aborted because of the oval's
boggy condition and on the following attempt the aeroplane's wing again clipped the electric wires.14 
The damage was slight and, as if to show that it was of no importance, Brearley performed more
spectacular aerobatics for the crowd below before flying back to Belmont.  The display was reported
glowingly in the local press; 'Major Brearley's Thrilling Flights' said the Western Mail, while the
Sunday Times proclaimed 'Brearley Soars Aloft, Thrilling Flying Exhibition, Stirring Aerial
Manoeuvres Before an Enthusiastic Crowd.'15

Brearley's first display was a success because he was willing and able to fly in poor weather,
the brilliance of his aerobatics and the kudos of having the Mayor as his first passenger.  His cause
was also helped by the presence among the spectators of the Governor, various members of the State
Ministry and Members of Parliament.  The following Monday Brearley performed aerobatics over
the Swan River for the children of Perth who had gathered for a peace demonstration.  A forty mile-
an-hour gale blew but he still entertained the children and dropped pamphlets advertising a local
store.16

In subsequent weeks Brearley gave displays at various locations around Perth including the
Belmont Racecourse, the Claremont Show Grounds, the North Fremantle Oval and Subiaco.  All
demonstrations took the same form as his first display with some passenger flights and some
aerobatics.  All displays were given from enclosed grounds so he could charge an entrance fee but
large crowds also gathered at vantage points around the grounds for a free view of the flying.  In an
attempt to capture a wider audience Brearley organised a combined aviation display and motor-cycle
racing event at which he performed aerobatics and gave joy-rides between the races.17

Joy rides cost £5 for ten minutes in the air.  This was a lot of money at a time when the
average weekly wage was about £4/10/-.18  Brearley said that those who flew with him experienced
no difficulties and that many of them wanted to fly again.19  The press carried long descriptions of
what it was like to take a joy-ride and wrote glowingly of the wonderful sights, the pleasant
sensations and the lack of discomfort.20

Brearley used every opportunity to advertise himself and aviation.  When the Prince of Wales
visited Perth in 1920 he flew a newspaper reporter out to meet the train and then performed
aerobatics over Perth Station where the welcoming crowd had gathered.21  At the opening of the first
Peace Loan he performed aerobatics for a large crowd including the Prime Minister and Treasurer
and then dropped pamphlets advertising the loan and himself.22  He became a well known figure
around Perth, his activities were well reported in the press and there was very little criticism of his
flying activities.23  Within a couple of months of his return to Perth he had firmly established himself
in the public mind.  Despite this he had not found any secure flying work apart from dropping
advertising pamphlets and providing joy-rides.  Within a few months the supply of patrons around
Perth started to dry up so he improved his patronage for a time by fitting two passenger seats in an
Avro and charged £3/15/- each for joy-rides in it.24



To further prove the usefulness of aviation and to seek new customers Brearley undertook
a series of flights to the country areas of Western Australia but still relatively close to Perth. 
Towards the end of August 1919 he went to Moora, carrying copies of the West Australian, Peace
Loan pamphlets and a consignment for a local store.  While there he did 'good business' and decided
to organise further excursions into the country.25  In mid-September he flew to Northam and by
November 1919 he had made further inland trips, going as far as some of the wheat belt towns and
Kalgoorlie.26  In December he toured the Great Southern area, south to Wagin and, in the first few
weeks of 1920 he spent over three weeks in Albany.27  At the end of April 1920 he spent over a week
on a trip into the South-West of the state, visiting Bunbury, Donnybrook, Bridgetown and Harvey.28 
In August he toured more of the wheat belt area as far east as Merredin as part of the second Peace
Loan, combining joy-riding and aerobatics with speeches about the Loan delivered from the cockpit
of his Avro.29

Rural trips broadened the acceptance of aviation in Western Australia by giving country
people the opportunity to see and fly in one of Brearley’s Avros.  They opened up new sources of
revenue for his flying and generated additional press publicity for him in Perth.  The tours proved
very popular and people at each town along his route ran outside excitedly to watch him fly over. 
At Donnybrook there were people who had travelled over sixty miles to see the aeroplane.30  The
people of Kununoppin held a working bee to clear a landing ground in the centre of the town for him. 
They also erected a large bough shed where the big crowd that had spent the afternoon watching the
flying retired to for dinner and dancing in the evening.31  At Albany 50 people went up in three days
and Brearley was kept occupied there for about three weeks.  Over 40 passengers were carried at
Moora and at Narrogin a 'very large number of people' flew.

Despite his need to exploit new territory Brearley initially remained relatively close to Perth
so he could easily maintain his aeroplanes.  After a slight accident at Pingelly he was able to return
to Perth and pick up his second aeroplane to continue the tour.32  When the aeroplane he was using
for the second Peace Loan tour needed an overhaul he put it on the train back to Perth and used the
other aeroplane to complete the trip.33

Longer range flights worried Brearley who was afraid his little Avros could not cope with
them.34  However, in September 1920 the Western Australian representative of the eastern states
based Larkin-Sopwith Aviation Company announced he would shortly open a branch of that
company in Perth to popularise aviation among station owners who would buy aeroplanes.  The
announcement promised that when the company's aeroplanes arrived they would tour the State giving
exhibitions, passenger rides and instruction to pupils.  The first flight was planned to visit Onslow.35

Nothing came of the proposal.36  It may have been too optimistic in the first place or it may
have been because Brearley quickly countered with his own flights.  In the last week of September
1920 he flew to Tamala Station, at the bottom of Shark Bay and, in late October, he started a tour
which took him as far north as Onslow.

The trip to Tamala seems to have been unplanned.  Brearley was flying at the Geraldton
agricultural show when two men, one of them the owner of Tamala Station, asked him if he would
make the trip.  The complete flying time from Perth was six hours and the distance covered 470



miles.37  After staying a day at Tamala Brearley and his passengers returned south and the following
afternoon Brearley was at the Moora agricultural show.  The Governor was there and agreed to fly
back to Perth with Brearley.  They did not leave until late in the afternoon and arrived over Perth
after dark but landed safely.38

The trip to Onslow was much more arduous and not undertaken so casually.  Brearly told the
press:

I was never very much struck with the idea because the machine is quite unsuitable for
that class of work, but I thought it would do a great deal of good to make the trip in this
'bus' and thus prove how wonderful the right class of aeroplane would be on a similar
run.39

Brearley sent the aeroplane to Carnarvon by coastal steamer to save engine time.  He gave
displays and joy-rides there and then headed north for Onlsow, stopping at stations on the way to
give a large number of flights.  The return journey to Perth took four days with many stops.  He was
worried about his engine in the heat and his passenger and mechanic, who were not protected from
the sun by the upper wing of the aeroplane as Brearley was, suffered terribly in the direct heat of the
sun.  There was also some bad weather and a cyclone.'40

By the end of 1920 Brearley estimated he had flown 20 000 miles, made over 2 000 landings
and carried approximately 3 250 passengers.41  At that time the white population of the State was
about 340 000 so about one person in a hundred had flown with him.42  Brearley thought his tours
were successful in promoting aviation and showing that it could be useful to Western Australia in
the future..

I feel that the demonstration in the South-West has done a lot towards helping along
aviation in WA, and when suitable landing grounds are provided in convenient places
throughout the State, and experienced pilots have control of all flying operations, then
Western Australia will be able to advance more rapidly than has been possible in the
past.43

After the success of the second Peace Loan tour Brearley claimed the modern aeroplane had
proved itself to be an all-weather, reliable means of transport and his flying had helped create a sense
of aviation's value in the community.  Of those who did not yet appreciate aviation he commented
that 'if people only knew what flying was like they would never hesitate about taking the air on every
possible occasion'.44

Many press accounts of Brearley's flying had points in common.  Some were written by
Brearley and others were written from interviews with him so they show the kinds of things he
wanted the public of Western Australia to think about aviation.  They included the speed of flight,
its pleasures, its utility, its popularity and its safety.

He demonstrated the speed of flying by reporting the times taken on many of his flights.  On
the trip to Moora he reported times to the minute and emphasised speed by making comparisons with
other forms of transport.  The trip to Moora took two hours and twenty minutes and when he had
been in the air for only an hour and twenty minutes he overtook the train which had left Perth three



and a half hours earlier.45  On a trip from Perth to Bunbury Brearley and his passengers took one hour
and fifteen minutes to fly 105 miles.46

One of the great pleasures of flying was the view from a thousand or more feet in the air.  On
his return from the South West Brearley and his passengers were treated to the spectacle of the sun
sinking into the ocean, the moon rising and the beautiful beaches while 'the machine sailed along
with plenty of power, and as calm as if on still water'.47  Brearley's report of a trip to Wagin is full
of pleasant references; to Mundaring Weir which 'lay among the hills, the blue water looking like
a jewel amongst the huge mass of scrub', to the beauty of the coastline between Fremantle and
Bunbury and to Perth which 'looked a picture just after the sun had set'.48

Brearley always emphasised safety and claimed flying was as safe as travel in a motor car. 
He wanted to create the impression that aviation was safe and reliable in the public mind and get
away from the dare-devil image promoted by many aviators.  He reported a 'mishap' at Pingelly when
the excited crowd rushed in front of his aeroplane and he had to swerve and damage it slightly rather
than injure anyone.49  He said the second Peace Loan tour was cut short because it became necessary
to overhaul the engine.50  Brearley's report of his tour of the South-West emphasised the planning
and organization necessary before the tour could start.

However , his pioneering flying was not as safe as he wanted people to believe and his
emphasis on safety meant some of this reports differed from his later versions of the same events. 
Three examples demonstrate the point.

Following his first flight at the WACA ground in which both aeroplanes were damaged
Brearley told a reporter that while the ground had not been entirely suitable for aviation purposes he
was thoroughly satisfied and encouraged by the public reception.  He said that the second incident,
in which he had struck the wires during take-off, had been caused by a change in wind direction
which had necessitated him taking a slight risk rather than putting spectators in danger.51  In his
autobiography Brearley tells a different story; the WACA was the only suitable ground he could hire
but the Trotting Association also used the ground so there were tall poles strung with electric light
wire surrounded the ground to floodlight the track.  Beside the west end of the ground high tension
power lines ran from the near-by East Perth Power Station and behind them in Queen's Garden tall
Norfolk pines rose even higher.  The length of the available run was only a doubtful 200 yards and
as the ground was an oval there was only one way to take off and land, no matter from which
direction the wind blew.  The hazards were obvious, but probably only to somebody who knew as
much about flying as Brearley did, so the crowd was not concerned.52  He should perhaps have
cancelled the display but to do that would have tarnished his reputation before he had even begun

The highly publicised second Peace Loan tour was planned to conclude at Toodyay but
finished instead at Goomalling.  At the time he told the press that the change was necessary because
the length of the trip had made it necessary to overhaul the aeroplane's engine before continuing and
that took so long that Toodyay had to be left out of the schedule.53

In his autobiography Brearley was more honest:  He was taking a passenger for a joy-ride
when the engine started running rough and the whole aeroplane vibrated.  He landed and yelled to



his mechanic, for his passenger's benefit, that the spark plugs had oiled up and there would be no
more flying that day.  In fact one of the engine cylinders had cracked at the base and was on the point
of flying off, so it could only be repaired in Perth.  Brearley, however, had to be in Perth the next day
to complete the tour so he and his mechanic caught the train back to Perth, spent the night painting
a 'Buy Peace Loans' slogan on the lower wing of his other aeroplane and he was flying over the city
the next day.54

The return flight Brearley made from Tamala with the Governor could easily have ended in
tragedy.  Although he told the press 'I had to circle around a bit before landing ... as the picture was
too wonderful to leave', he later wrote he was too worried to take in the beauty of the sprawling city
because he could hardly see where to land in the darkness.55  Although he made the landing safely
the aeroplane passed only a couple of feet over the head of the visiting Governor General who was
standing on the edge of the landing ground waiting to meet the Governor.  A couple of feet lower
and Brearley would have made his name in aviation history for a totally different reason.56

There were four aspects to the public image of aviation that Brearley thought had to be
overcome if he was to make Western Australians an airminded state ready for commercial aviation. 
They were the common beliefs that it was warlike, that it was an occupation fit only for daredevils,
that it was inherently dangerous and that it was unreliable.

Brearley was ambivalent about aviation's military past.  While he tried to downplayed his
own military experience he also knew it attracted wide public enthusiasm and support as a returned
serviceman so his war exploits were reported in the press and he was commonly referred to as 'Major
Norman Brearley, DSO, MC, AFC’ for a long time after his return.  During his second Peace Loan
tour he and his mechanic wore their military uniforms.57  He also left the military markings on his
Avros during this period of his flying in the State.

Brearley had little time for pilots who tried to make their reputations by risking accidents but
believed himself a good enough pilot to take risks.  Later in life he said that a pioneer had to take
risks but, 'if you weren't skilful enough you shouldn't be doing it'.  To Brearley dangerous pilots were
those who did not take their flying seriously, who did not check their machines and had not honed
their skills.  He used his own skills to demonstrate this point and the press emphasised it.  One report
of Brearley's first aerobatic display over the WACA ground said 'No exhibition could have revealed
a more perfect control, a more easy confidence, or a more masterly handling of the aeroplane'.58  A
reporter who flew with Brearley during an aerobatic display described his confidence in his pilot,
assuring readers that 'the flight furnished delightful and realistic comprehension of the mastery of
the air and the safety of modern aviation'.59

Owning two Avros allowed Brearley to show the public that aviation was reliable.  His first
demonstration would have been a failure if he had not been able to return to the WACA ground with
his second aeroplane; his trip to the Great Southern would have been cut short had he not been able
to return to Perth for his second aeroplane and he would not have been able to give the impression
of the successful conclusion of the Second Peace Loan tour had he not been able to fly over Perth
with his second aeroplane.  He also gave the impression that aviation was reliable by taking
calculated risks.  They often did not appear as risks because most people in the State knew little



about aviation and so the public was generally obliged to believe what he told them.

Throughout this period Brearley was the only aviator flying in Western Australia and he
consequently made a 'good living' in comparison to many pilots struggling to set up flying in the
eastern states where there was much more competition.  In the west Brearley and aviation became
synonymous and may have frightened off competition.  He also had the foresight to buy his Avros
in Britain and shipped them home, giving him a lead over most other Australians who either
purchased obsolete aeroplanes in Australia, imported them later from Britain or waited for them to
be manufactured locally.  Distance and desert separated Western Australia and the east, isolating him
from the competition occurring there.  On the other hand, Western Australia’s vast size, a third of
the continent, was offset by its tiny population.  In 1921 there were only about 334 000 people living
in Western Australia and over five million in the rest of Australia.

However, Brearley was tiring and losing interest in his attempt to promote aviation by the
end of 1920.  Lieutenant John McIntosh, who had flown out from Britain with Damien Parer the year
before, arrived in Perth on a motorcycle in December 1920.60  He told Brearley he intended to bring
over an aeroplane to start flying in Western Australia but Brearley told him that he was already
negotiating to sell his aeroplanes.  The men reached an agreement that McIntosh would buy
Brearley's complete aviation business and the agreement was signed in January, 1921.61  Brearley
told the press he was giving up flying because his war wounds deprived him 'of sufficient strength
to conduct those strenuous country tours'.  He said he did not intend to leave the aviation business
entirely; he would remain in Perth as an 'aeronautical adviser and test pilot for those requiring such
services'.  He also intended to import aircraft and had options for securing some worthwhile agencies
for both motor cars and aeroplanes.62  McIntosh said he intended to follow in Brearley's footsteps
to achieve bigger and better things but he was killed in a flying accident at Pithara in March 1921.63

From mid 1919 to mid 1921 the name Brearley had become almost synonymous with flying
in Western Australia.  There were, however, other people in the State with an interest in flying.  His
brother, Stan Brearley, who had also learned to fly during the war  accompanied Norman on the
second Peace Loan tour.64  In early 1921 a branch of the Australian Aero Club was formed in
Western Australia with a committee comprising N Brearley, Val Abbott, F E Tregellis, A G
Simpson, A Blake and E C Broadhurst.65  All these men had some interest in aviation.  Simpson was
Brearley's first student in Western Australia.  Tregellis had formerly been an instructor at the air
force flying school at Point Cook.  Broadhurst had been the representative of the Sopwith Larkin
Company in the State.  Abbott and Blake had flown during the war and were among the pall-bearers
at McIntosh's funeral.66

Brearley’s plans to retire from flying showed that he had failed in doing what he had said he
wanted to achieve.  Aviation was still not a viable business in Western Australia.  When he returned
to Perth in July 1919 he said he hoped to set up an aviation company and establish a system to carry
mails and passengers by air and he expected there would be an air mail link between east and west
and to the north-west of the State within two years.67  By the end of November, however, he was less
confident about any long term commercial success because government officials and men of
commerce were not ready to support aviation.68  By the following April he had resigned himself to
making a living out of demonstration flights and joy-riding and the possibility of having to move on



when the supply of customers dried up in Western Australia.69

As the only aviator in Western Australia Brearley gained recognition, if not support, from
the most important men in the State.  He took the Governor for several flights and was invited into
the company of the most important people in Perth.70  On one occasion at least he was invited to
attend receptions at Government House and there met the most influential men in the state.71  He had
been helped by his choice of a marriage partner and his father-in-law, Sydney Stubbs, was a Member
of the Legislative Assembly and this gave Brearley access to the highest levels of Western Australian
society.  Stubbs took a personal interest in Brearley's aviation activities and looked after them when
Norman and Violet went to the eastern states for a holiday.72

Brearley also gained the reputation as a pioneer in a state where pioneers and pioneering were
particularly respected.  His tours, especially those to Tamala and Onslow, were seen as pioneering
journeys in the same vein as overland expeditions of the previous century.  The Western Mail called
him the 'intrepid pioneer of aerial navigation'.73

Despite the advantages and pleasure that Brearley gained from his flying he had decided to
retire by the end of 1920 for number of reasons, marking what is now clearly a transition in his
aviation activities but may have seemed like an end to his flying at the time.  He may have decided
to retire because of his health, during the war he had been shot through the lungs and this made
extended tours to the north-west and inland of Western Australia difficult.74  Second was the lack
of future prospects.  Third, Brearley may have been concerned about the remaining life of his
equipment, particularly his motors, having flown over 20 000 miles in them after they arrived in
Western Australia.75  Fourth, he might have seen little long term future in aviation in Western
Australia and wished to move into a more secure business while he still had the opportunity.  The
other possibility is that Brearley was watching events in the eastern states where the Commonwealth
government was showing a serious interest in aviation.  By divesting himself of his small joy riding
business Brearley may have been preparing himself for far more rewarding flying business.

Although Brearley had not been able to make flying a permanent paying business in Western
Australia there were men in the eastern states who could and did set about putting civil aviation on
a business like footing.  In September 1920 the Commonwealth government decided to support the
development of civil aviation, applications for the position of Controller of Civil Aviation were
invited in the Commonwealth Gazette on 4 November 1920 and the Air Navigation Act was given
assent on 2 December 1920.  H C Brinsmead was selected as Controller of Civil Aviation and took
up duties on 16 December 1920 as the head of the Civil Aviation Branch of the Department of
Defence which began to function on 28 March 1921.76

It took the Commonwealth government less than a year to turn its policy of support for civil
aviation into Australia's first subsidised regular air service.  It would begin the process of setting civil
aviation on a commercial basis by subsidising an air mail route in some remote part of the country. 
The Postmaster-General's Department studied likely air mail routes in Australia and recommended
that one along the north-west coast of Western Australia from Geraldton to Derby would be suitable
for a trial air route because it was the part of Australia most isolated from mail facilities.77



Traditions of progress, pioneering and development supported the air mail service in Western
Australia.  By the 1920s a large portion of the Australian continent had been occupied by white
settlement but there were still large areas which were only sparsely settled.  The ethos of taming and
developing the land had been a part of Australian political and social life for a century and had
previously been typified by the extension of railway lines.78  The railways, postal and other services
that went with them were believed to encourage settlement in remoter areas where the nation's future
wealth would be produced.  Reduced isolation would encourage people to move to remote areas by
providing the facilities of city or town life and reducing the fear of sickness or accident.79  The fears
of isolation were said to effect women in particular and many married men who went to work in
Western Australia's north-west did not take their wives while those women who did go north rarely
ventured from the towns.  Air services would 'do vast good in the Never Never' by alleviating the
fear of isolation by providing access to medical services and air mails.80  The Commonwealth agreed
with these claims.81

Even though the Western Australian service was recommended by the Postmaster-General's
Department there was pressure for the experimental service to be provided in inland Queensland by
the Queensland and Northern Territory Aerial Services (QANTAS) company which made its first
official approach to the Government in February 1921.82   Brinsmead, however, supported the
Postmaster-General's Department's recommendation for an air mail service for Western Australia
because Western Australians felt they had been:

... neglected, owing to their isolation, since the days of Federation, and it is therefore
certain that if the first Government Aerial Service is commenced there it will create great
local interest and every possible assistance will be given to ensure its success.83

The north west was one of the most isolated parts of Australia and one Western Australian
Senator spoke about it:

The north-west coast of Western Australia extends for a distance of 2000 miles.  Along
that immense stretch ports are dotted at intervals, but there are no vessels trading there,
with the exception of one which belongs to the State Government, captured from the
germans, and unsuitable for the trade.  All that she could do to serve the requirements of
the people of that area is very little.  There are from 15 000 to 20 000 people settled in
the territory I have described, and they are being denied fair play.  The Commonwealth
can well afford to send a ship or two there, and by that means insure the retention of their
holdings of these pioneer settlers.  The national aspect of this matter has to be borne in
mind.  In the north-west portion of Western Australia there is a territory greater than that
to be found in any other portion of the Commonwealth.  Its population of 20 000 souls,
by reason of the defective occupancy of that area, is entitled to special consideration.84

In August 1920 H Gregory, Brearley's supporter in Parliament, sent the Prime Minister a
prospectus Brearley had prepared for an air service from Fremantle to Broome.85  Despite the basic
air mail function of the proposal it also highlighted the defence value of such a service:

There is no doubt, if this service can be successfully carried out, it will be of value from
the postal point of view, and if properly controlled, should be of inestimable value to the
Defence Department.  I contend that commercial aviation should precede Defence
Aviation, and if some small subsidy could be granted by the Defence Department, this



Company could provide the Department with photographs and other information which
would certainly be of great value to that Department.86

Other representations also directed the Prime Minister’s attention to Western Australia.  In
September 1920 the Premier of Western Australia asked if an element of the air force could be
established in some of the State's northern centres to carry out training and observation duties and
also help the State to extend its medical facilities to those areas.87  In the same month the Prime
Minister met a deputation of Western Australians to discuss the development of the north and north-
west of Australia.  Although the meeting was primarily to discuss the proposal for a railway to serve
the region it is likely this matter also helped to focus the Prime Minister’s attention on Western
Australian claims for an air mail service.88

Initially the government proposed to use the air force to pioneer the first air mail service
before giving it to a civil contractor but later the government  also considered letting the contract for
the service direct to a private company.89  By early 1921 the air force was showing less interest in
flying an air mail service and proposed to use 11 aeroplanes and 43 men at a cost of around £86 000
for a 12 months service.90  Brinsmead told the government that a civil contractor could do the job
for an estimated £25 000 that was calculated at four shillings a mile for the total number of air miles
to be flown in a year.  Brinsmead confidently told the government he did not 'anticipate that any
satisfactory tender will be received for the Western Australia Service at less than the maximum
allowable subsidy'.91

Brearley was on holiday in the eastern states while the government was reaching decisions
on the Western Australian air mail service and Brinsmead asked for his advice about it.  When
Brearley returned to Perth in May 1921 he was well informed about the government's proposal and
expected that quite a number of aviation companies would tender for the service.  It is not
improbable that Brearley timed his trip to the east to coincide with Brinsmead’s drafting of contract
documents for the north-west service because Brearley knew more about flying in Western Australia
than anyone else and he and Brinsmead were on very good terms.92

Organization of capital to tender for the north-west air mail contract took place in Perth
during June and July 1921.  Brearley, with his good family and business connections, was well
placed to organise an air transport company.  However, it is possible he may not have been central
to creating the company which he later controlled.  It may have been originally put together as a hoax
by a confidence trickster.

With the call for tenders barely advertised Brinsmead reported that at least two prospective
tenderers already had promises of sufficient capital to enable them to make satisfactory proposals.93 
In mid-June Brearley told the West Australian that half a dozen groups were interested and that some
had approached him with a view to amalgamating, but as their ideas were not attractive to him he
had decided to keep with the people who had supported him in the past.94  At the same time the
Sunday Times reported that some of the State's most prominent men had formed a company to
develop aviation and had secured the services of Major K L Williams, said to be a noted British
pilot, and E C Broadhurst, who had been involved in the earlier Larkin-Sopwith proposal, to set up
an aviation business in Western Australia.95  A week later the same paper reported that E Lee Steere,



one of the most influential men in Western Australia, had advised Brearley and Williams to combine
their efforts and they had agreed.96  Williams' name soon disappeared from press reports but he
seems to have remained involved in the organization until after the tender had been accepted by the
government.  He was mentioned in the first prospectus for Western Australian Airways, but by then
he was no longer a partner.97

Brearley's autobiography makes no mention of those events but refers to a pilot with the same
qualifications as those claimed by Williams who sought a flying position with the company.  This
man later turned out to be an imposter.  Williams and this pilot were probably the same person who,
when he was exposed, caught the next train to Sydney.98  If Williams was an imposter those
organising the company would have been too embarrassed to publicise the fact and Brearley may
have inherited the cooperation of a group of business men who had been the subject of a confidence
trick.  Confidence men were not unknown in early aviation and there were several cases of
Australian companies which never bought or flew an aeroplane.99

Although Brearley tendered personally for the government contract he entered an agreement
with one of his backers that if he won it he would sell his personal interest to a company which
would pay Brearley's expenses in connection with the tendering process and pay him 5 000 fully paid
up £1 shares in the company.  As the capital of the company was not to exceed £50 000 Brearley was
therefore to be given at least one tenth of its initial total worth.  The agreement also assured Brearley
that he would be the company's first managing director and technical advisor for a term of three years
at a salary not less than £1000 per annum.100  Thus, if his tender was successful, Brearley stood to
gain by no less than £8000 over three years.  This was certainly the beginning of a good business and
showed Brearley intended to make as much as he could from his flying business.

The only other tender was Simpson Tregellis Aircraft and Transport Limited Company.  It's
main shareholders were A G Simpson, a brewer, and F S Tregellis, an engineer.101  It is likely that
the isolation of Western Australia had daunted many prospective tenderers and the Australian
Aircraft and Engineering Company of Sydney told the Commonwealth it was interested in tendering
for the service but later withdrew because the service was too far from its base of operations.102 
Despite Tregellis and Simpson’s enthusiasm they lacked Brearley's experience and knowledge and
his contact with important Perth business men.  On 2 August 1921 the Government announced that
Brearley had been awarded the contract to conduct the air mail service between Geraldton and Derby
for one year with a maximum subsidy payment of £25 000.103

Brearley had won the tender because he knew what the Commonwealth wanted from the
service.  His tender was for a service using six Bristol Tourer aeroplanes; a level of equipment that
required the full subsidy permitted by the government.  Simpson and Tregellis proposed to use three
low-powered Armstrong Whitworth aeroplanes for a subsidy of £16 000.  The Commonwealth
believed that their aeroplanes would be insufficient to meet the needs of the service and 'valueless
to the government as potential war machines, owing to their low speed, and poor performance'.  The
aeroplanes Brearley had chosen were civil adaptions of one of the most successful and liked fighter
aeroplanes the British had developed during the war and the government described them as 'the most
efficient general purpose war machine yet designed.104



Western Australian Airways (later generally called 'Airways') first prospectus appeared the
day after Brearley's successful tender bid was announced and was followed by a more detailed
document later in the month.105  Twenty thousand shares were initially offered for public subscription
at £1 each.  The provisional directors were all well known and respected in Perth business circles. 
Western Australian Airways was registered on 26 August 1921.106  However, while he had been
successful in making flying a respectable novelty at £5 or £3/10 a ride, he had much more difficulty
in extracting investment funds for aviation business, even with a guaranteed income for the first year.

Brearley calculated he would need about £16 000 to establish the service; £12 000 for
aeroplanes, £2000 for spares and £2000 for the erection of hangars.107  This amount was well beyond
the financial capabilities of any individual aviator and required the support of men with capital. 
Australia's largest aviation company at the time, the Australian Aircraft and Engineering Company
had paid up capital of £35 815 in August 1921.108  QANTAS, which  was founded in November
1920, had, a few months later, a total subscribed capital of £6 850.109

Within a few days of ordering the company's aeroplanes Brearley heard that some of his
expected backers had withdrawn.110  He ascribed the failure of the general public to support his
company to commonly held attitudes about aviation but perhaps Williams' withdrawal from the
project or word of his disappearance to Sydney also had some effect on investor confidence and
Airways was close to failure even before it started operations.111  By September only 6 200 shares
had been applied for and promises had been received for another 3 000, making a total expected
capital of £9 200 against an expected expenditure of £16 000.112

The crisis was eased when H V McKay, the noted Victorian industrialist, agreed to help
finance the purchase of the company's aeroplanes.113  This arrangement required Airways to pay for
the aeroplanes when they arrived in Perth and for that Brearley needed the government's agreement
to advance £8 000 against expected subsidy payments.114  McKay's help and the Commonwealth's
£8 000 advance allowed Airways to start operations but when the new business commenced it had
'insufficient to pay for buildings, fuel, salaries and other essentials.'115

As well as attracting public finance Brearley also had to recapture public confidence in
aviation because he did no flying until the end of 1921 and could not use it to promote his new
service.  He gave the press frequent progress reports as plans for the service took shape and spoke
to such bodies as the North-West Conference about details of the service.116  Unlike QANTAS,
which had aeroplanes and pilots to help promote interest and sell shares, Brearley had very little to
publicise his air service apart from his own reputation until his pilots and aeroplanes arrived.  The
five other pilots he had selected to fly on the service were officially presented at a function at the
Perth Town Hall in mid-November.117  In a speech Brearley, who was usually very careful in what
he said, spoke with unusual candour which might hint at unusual strain, He had, he said:

... had an uphill fight from the start, educating people up to the safety of air craft and
dragging money out of them as if it were a donation, but there were men there who had
stuck with him through thick and thin.  There was not an atom of doubt they would go
through the first year with not as much trouble as the average motorist experiences.118

Due to government delays in approving the advance of £8 000 Brearley took delivery of
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