
AUSTRALIA’S WORST AIR CRASH IN 1960. CAUSE INCONCLUSIVE. MAIL 

RECOVERED 

 

The TAA Fokker F-27 VH-TFB Abel Tasman was on regular passenger flight 538 from Brisbane to 

Mackay via Maryborough and Rockhampton on 10 June 1960. Captain Frank C Pollard and First 

Officer G Davis were accompanied by hostesses K Wilmer and J Hamilton.  

 

 
Recovery of wreckage of VH-TFB Abel Tasman by HMAS Warrego  



The aircraft departed Brisbane at 17:11 and arrived at Maryborough at 17:52. It then took off at 18:12 

on the next portion of the trip to Rockhampton where it landed without incident one hour later. Just 

prior to the landing at Rockhampton, the aircraft was advised of a special weather report which indicated 

shallow ground fog at Mackay to a height of 20 ft with a visibility of 880 yds, and also that an alternate 

aerodrome would be required for the rest of the flight.  

 

The flight departed Rockhampton at 19:52. On departure the air traffic controller at Mackay was advised 

that the expected flight time to Mackay was 52 minutes at an altitude of 13,000 ft, and that Townsville 

had been selected as the alternate. At 20:17 the aircraft reported at the prescribed reporting point, 

Charon Point, 80 miles south of Mackay at 13,000 ft and gave its estimated time of arrival at Mackay 

as 20:40. It was advised that Mackay Airport was closed to landings at that time, and the situation 

remained the same when the aircraft reached the point at which it would normally have commenced its 

descent to Mackay. The captain indicated that he would continue the flight at 13,000 ft and would hold 

over Mackay at that altitude.  

 

At 20:45 the ATC Officer advised the pilot that visibility was fluctuating between 2 and 2½ miles along 

runway 14/32. The pilot replied that the airport lighting, the city area, and the surrounding country could 

be clearly seen, but that a belt of fog extending about 10 miles was situated to the southwest of the 

airport and was moving in a slightly northeasterly direction across the airport. The pilot then requested 

landing instructions. The aircraft was cleared to make a visual approach with a view to landing on 

runway 14. He reported on final approach, and at 20:55 the aircraft was cleared to land.  

 

As the aircraft approached close to the runway threshold at a height of about 50ft, the pilot advised that 

a small patch of fog had suddenly appeared on the approach to the runway. He then flew along the 

runway at a height of approximately 50 ft and commenced to climb away. The pilot advised that he 

would look at the approach to runway 32. 

 

The ATC Officer next observed the aircraft descending to approach runway 32. It reached a height of 

approximately 200 ft, but before crossing the threshold it began to climb along the line of the runway, 

and the pilot requested permission to hold over Mackay at 5,000 ft until an improvement in the weather 

occurred. This procedure was approved. The aircraft continued to hold over Mackay until about 22:00. 

At approximately 22:02 the ATC Officer noted the conditions improved rapidly and visibility was 

continually improving. When the aircraft was thus informed, it replied: Roger tower, will commence let 

down to approach on runway 32. The aircraft was cleared for a visual approach and was given the wind 

(calm) and QNH (1019 mb) and was asked to report on final approach. Nothing more was heard from 

the flight. During the approach the airplane contacted the sea and crashed, some 12 km short of the 

runway.  

 

The Inquiry 

  

The Board of Accident Inquiry was appointed on 29 July, seven weeks after the accident. It finally 

concluded on 10 November 1960 having taken evidence from 95 witnesses and examined 139 exhibits. 

 

The investigation was not able to determine a probable cause of this accident. No evidence was found 

of material or structural defects, fire or an explosion on board, or any commotion or unusual act by any 

person in the aircraft. It is possible that something happened within the last 2-3 minutes as a result of 

which the pilot was unaware of his actual rate of descent. This could have been either caused by the 

instruments not accurately recording the altitude, or by the pilot relying on visual observation of his 

surroundings without paying (sufficient) attention to the instruments. The accident happened at night 

with very few visual clues. 

 

Australia became the first country to mandate the carriage of cockpit voice recorders on civil transport 

aircraft, a trend which was later followed by other countries. Today, all large civil transport aircraft are 

required to carry a CVR 



 
Examining wreckage in a shed at Mackay Harbour 

 

This accident, and that resulting in the loss of the ANA DC-4 in 1950, remain the worst accidents in 

Australia with 29 lives lost. 

 

The Mail 

 

The mail, allegedly consisting of more than 7,000** articles, was contained in 8 mail bags, 3 of which 

were slightly torn. The bags were found floating in the sea on 11 June and delivered intact to the 

Postmaster at Mackay. 

 

After processing the mail, only slightly water damaged, was forwarded by the Post Office on Tuesday 

14 June. Less than 30 articles could not be delivered due to the addresses being obliterated by water. 

 

The contents of the 8 bags were as follows: 

From Melbourne 1 bag  3 lbs 12 oz 

From Sydney  1 bag  weight unconfirmed 

From Brisbane  2 bags  26 lbs 12 oz 

From Maryborough  1 bag  1 lb 

From Bundaberg 1 bag  1 lb 10 oz 

From Rockhampton 2 bags  15 lbs 

 

It was reported at the time that some covers were struck with a rubber stamp: 

Received Mackay in damaged condition 

 

No cachet nor endorsement was applied to mail destined for centres near Mackay. In these cases it was 

left to the Postmasters concerned to make personal explanations to the Addressees. 

 

No example has been seen by the author. 

 

**NOTE: Unless the weight of the Sydney bag was well over 100 lbs the number of 7,000 is suspect. 

It was not permitted to have a single bag weigh a hundredweight or more. Therefore, allocating 10 lbs 

to the Sydney bag, the number of articles was more likely to be in the order of 2,000. 

 

 


