BURNETT AIRWAYS AND THE TRISLANDER
by Andy Anderson

Introduction.
As a child, growing up on a cane farm some 40 kms to the west of Bundaberg I recall the F-27
Fokker Friendships from QAL/Ansett flying over although at the time, I didn’t know where they
were headed.
Some years later in 1971, I was on hand to see Neil Robson land at Bundaberg in Burnett
Airways’ Piper Navajo VH-PNK prior to starting the service to Monto and Thangool following
Ansett’s decision to stop operating the Fokker F-27 on the flights that I had observed so many
years before.
In the meantime I had gained my Private Pilot’s Licence and was starting to study for my
Commercial Pilot’s Licence theory subjects while employed as a Stock Clerk with Traders-ACS
(later REPCO).
The Britten-Norman Trislander

Adapted from diagrams appearing in Janes All The World’s Aircraft
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Basically, the Trislander was a stretched version of the successful Islander that featured a simple,
strong fail safe design manufactured by Britten-Norman Limited at Bembridge, Isle of Wight, UK
with production starting in 1967.
To create the Trislander, the second prototype Islander had a 2.29 m (7 ft 6 in) section of fuselage
added in front of the wing giving an overall length of 13.34 m (43 ft 9 in) with a revised window and
door layout, a strengthened undercarriage with larger tyres, increased wing span of 16.15 m (53 ft)
with the addition of larger wing tips that also carried additional fuel tanks, a strengthened rear
fuselage and the most distinguishing feature - a third engine of the same type as the wing engines,
installed on a squat fin on a modified tail unit.
The tail plane was moved from the fuselage onto the fin in line with the third engine cowling.
Initially the fin ended at the third engine cowling but was extended above it in production models.
The aircraft carried up to 18 people - including the pilot.
The aircraft made its first flight on 11th September, 1970 and entered production in June the
following year then, after only 80 were made but 7 unsold, production stopped
(Sources - Jane’s All the World’s Aircraft, Images of Aviation - Britten Norman by George Marsh and websites,
Wikipedia and Airliners Net)

The narrow cabin width of 1.09 m (3ft 7in) apart from making it somewhat cosy for two passengers
sitting next to each other on the bench type seats, also meant that a well laid out ergonomic
design of the instrument panel was not achievable or attempted.
I only took a couple of images of the interior of a Burnett Airways Trislander and the use of a small
format film 110 “pocket” camera, printing on textured photo paper and subsequent less than ideal
storage since 1975 has resulted in less than clear images for reproduction.
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The following diagram identifies the various instruments and controls on the Burnett Airways
Trislanders as shown in the photos.
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Key to Panel Layout
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Normally, the engine control levers were all grouped together on a pedestal at the mid lower
section of the instrument panel.
On the Trislander this was not considered possible and so the Mixture controls instead of being
levers were a Push/Pull control located separately at the top of the panel.
The secondary engine instruments were buried deep low down on the left side - like an
afterthought.
The back up or standby Altimeter and Artificial Horizon were way over on the lower right and
would have been a challenge to use if the primary ones failed.
My association with the Trislander and Burnett Airways.
The following words should be read mindful that it was a long time ago; I was there for only less
than nine months and technically; my role limited how much “piloting” I had of the Trislander.
One night in September 1974, I got a call from a former Instructor of the Bundaberg Aero Club, but
now with Burnett Airways in Brisbane.
Don Crittenden enquired as to whether I would be interested in a position with Burnett Airways that
involved some flying along with other ground duties and if so, to give the Manager/Chief Pilot, Don
Davies a call.
I duly called Don and the way I heard it, was that their Trislander did not have an autopilot and
there was a requirement on days when the weather was not so good for someone with a Flight
Radio Operator Licence to sit in as a sort of co-pilot to take the load of the pilot by operating the
radios and additionally to help with the paperwork and aircraft loading.
Additionally, I would be the company “gofer” running errands, cleaning aircraft, positioning aircraft
from one tarmac to another, etc.
There was some mention that the Company could assist me achieving flying hours for my
Commercial Pilots Licence.
After some deliberation, I accepted and moved from Bundaberg to Brisbane in late September
1974 at the age of 19 to begin my first aviation job.
My first flight on a Trislander occurred the first day of work and consisted first of a flight in the
company operated Piper Aztec to Archerfield where our maintenance was carried out and then a
return to Eagle Farm airport in Trislander, VH-BSG.
Subsequent flights were assigned, it seemed to me, in a somewhat haphazard manner but were
always eagerly accepted.
The Chief Pilot, Don Davies made some sort of decision based on a subjective assessment of the
weather conditions, indicating whether how much of the flight would be conducted in IFR
(Instrument Flight rules) conditions and this apparently determined if I flew or not.
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For all these years, I was under the impression that “radio operator” role was a legal or
Department of Transport requirement due to the issue in not having an autopilot and that my other
duties were secondary to this.
But perusal of the Trislander Owners Handbook which I obtained much later indicates an autopilot
could be fitted and maybe Burnett Airways chose not to install one or there had been issues with
its functionality.
So upon reflection, my inclusion on flights may have just have been in “in house” arrangement to
give the pilots a bit less to do and something for me to do other than the ground based duties
which were not all that time consuming.
I recall that in my short time with the company, it was an all Trislander operation on the published
routes unless the aircraft was unavailable due to maintenance or charter (a more profitable
operation) or if passenger loads dictated substitution with the smaller Piper Navajo (pronounced
Nav-a-ho) or smaller still, Piper Aztec.
I flew to Gayndah, Monto and Thangool (Biloela) plus Rockhampton and occasionally Theodore.
However, flights were predominately to Gayndah, Monto and Thangool,
Direct Thangool flights were either scheduled or resulted from the deletion of Gayndah and/or
Monto as dictated by passenger loads.
My first impression of the Trislander apart from the three engine concept - the Boeing 727 also
had three engines but that was the only similarity - was that I noticed it had a rear vision mirror,
something I don’t think had been fitted to a British aircraft since the Hurricane and Spitfire in World
War Two to enable fighter pilots to avoid attacks from the rear.
On the Trislander, it was provided to allow the pilot to monitor the operation of the rear engine and I suppose it could have also been used to “avoid attacks from the rear”.
Our aircraft had been fitted with a later modification that provided a red light in front of the pilot that
would illuminate should the engine RPM drop below 2500 during take-off.
Then there were also some nasty little sharp bits and pieces sticking out from various locations
around the aircraft like the fuel drain points that were installed at the bottom of the external fuel
sumps under each wing, flap hinges and also the Pitot Static probe position strategically under the
left wing that could give you a belt to the head as you passed under the wing.
I also later painfully discovered on one occasion while waiting on the tarmac that if you used this
as an arm rest and the heater switch had been left on, you could sustain a nasty burn and
subsequent blister.
Another issue was how to check the oil level in the tail engine located high above the tarmac.
I think we used to carry a lightweight aluminium ladder and climb up onto the top of the fuselage
and precariously proceeded to the engine and the oil access panel located on top of the engine
but the actual details elude me.
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Starting the normally aspirated engine and taxying was straight forward but when the throttles
were opened for take-off and the engines reached (apparently) something like 2700 RPM, it was
incredibly noisy - in case you didn’t hear that, let me repeat - “incredibly noisy”.
Later some aircraft had wing engines fitted the three bladed propellers which may have helped to
lower propeller noise caused by the high tip speeds of the standard two bladed ones.
Headphones had been installed at every seating position and supplied with taped music from a
“cartridge” player located by the pilots left elbow.

I don’t know if this was simply to provide some form of entertainment or provided to also assist
with the diminution of the thunderous racket that emanated from the engines and propellers.
I never tried them so I cannot vouch what effect, if any they had.
With the introduction of the A300 for TAA in July 1981, domestic passengers were able to listen
to a number of channels of in-flight entertainment such as was available on international aircraft
- no movies though.
Always innovative, TAA (by then called Australian Airlines) installed an ADF receiver on the Boing 737’s
that was normally used for the purpose of providing information to an instrument that indicated direction
to a dedicated ground based radio beacon.
To identify the correct beacon it had an audio function and Australian Airlines used this function as
a dedicated radio receiver to tune into the ABC although it could be used for any radio station
within range. This was supplied to the passengers as another channel of the entertainment system.
The receiver was installed on the First Officer’s (right) side of the flight deck.
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With the weight of an engine located at the tail, there was a distinct possibility that it could tip up
especially if freight and baggage was loaded into the baggage compartment so one requirement
while the aircraft was parked was to attach a “tail support stand” to the aft end of the fuselage.
My memory is unclear but I think this also had to be done immediately after arriving and before
passengers could disembark.
In addition to the noise it was difficult to keep the propellers in sync resulting in a disagreeable
variability or frequency to the din.
It was relatively straightforward to establish and “in sync” setting by use of the Propeller Pitch
levers and in smooth air it would mostly stay that way once set.
But any disturbance due to turbulence or other circumstances such as - stock market changes thermal output from the sun, etc - could change this delicate balance and the process would have
to be started again, so one of my duties in-flight seemed to be a constant adjustment of the Pitch
Levers.
The other item that caused discomfort was failure of one or both of the cabin heaters.
They were located in the nose and frequently failed - the reset button was located on the side of
the units and naturally, only accessible from outside the aircraft.
Those reading this with more experience would be better able to state more accurate numbers but
the following are a guide to the aircraft’s performance.
Climb speed was about 100 kts and cruise around 140 kts - not too bad for an aircraft with few
aerodynamic refinements.
Fuel consumption was about 32 gph at 67 % power settings and “lean” petrol mixture according to
the handling notes - relatively good numbers for an aircraft of this size.
Approach speed was around 80 kts reducing a bit on short final.
Maximum take-off weight was 4535 KG (10000 lbs)
When lightly loaded though it really was a sprightly performer of the runway.
My first duty on a passenger service was direct to Thangool and then direct back to Brisbane on
the 23rd of September, 1974.
I soon settled into my flying role and other jobs, the most dreaded for me involved driving the
company Mini Moke which had a habit of “engine failure” with the slightest presence of rain and a
tendency for the gear lever to come adrift from the gearbox.
We operated from the Ansett terminal of the old Brisbane Eagle Farm Airport and I flew quite a bit
through November and December - but then according to my logbook, flights tail off.
As previously mentioned there was the odd charter flight, one involving flying up to Bundaberg one
Saturday morning and taking a full load of Marching Girls to a competition in Sydney and returning
late Sunday night.
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I didn’t record this in my logbook for some reason - some sort of distraction possibly.
One I did record was to Bathurst on October 6th, 1974 taking a load of Brisbane Holden dealers, I
believe, to the Hardie-Ferodo 1000 car race.
It was the wettest race on record and Peter Brock was leading when they called it off on the 118th
lap.
I got that from the web because on the day, we stayed at the airport and could hear but see
nothing as Mount Panorama was enveloped in rain and mist.
The bad weather conditions also provided some challenges for pilot Mike Poletto to and from
Bathurst although the Trislander was a relatively stable aircraft to fly during Instrument
Approaches - as he was required to do that day into Bathurst.
The Trislander could be optionally equipped with airframe and propeller de-icing equipment but
ours, understandably equipped for mostly warm Queensland conditions, were not.
We experienced icing conditions en route that made it difficult to maintain altitude and also the
Lycoming engines were prone to ice forming in the carburettor and application of heat prevented
that but reduced the performance somewhat, which didn’t help matters as we needed all the
power we could get.
During November 1974, we also operated a couple of charters carrying newspapers up the coast
to Cairns via Mackay and Townsville and back via Mackay and Rockhampton although I don’t
recall what the return load consisted of and why the normal airline carriers could not do so.
A mix up in what units (kilograms vs lbs) were used to determine our load of papers out of
Brisbane resulted in a long take-off run and slow climb!
The country airports we operated to typically were not equipped with suitable equipment that
would allow an Instrument Letdown procedure to be flown to bring us below low cloud and so
during these times operations into these airports was a challenge.
I recall one episode at Thangool where we got below the cloud OK although it was pretty low, but
we could not be exactly sure where we were after the decent and the associated low visibility
meant we could not locate the airport.
After charging around for a while a passenger sighted it for us which was a relief because by then
fuel was becoming an issue and so a diversion to a suitable airport was imminent.
If you think that unusual, I recall having to do a similar thing while flying a Fokker F27 Friendship
for TAA in the early 80’s.
The weather also meant that flying at the typical relatively low cruise levels meant many
passengers had to resort to use of the sick bag and one of the duties after landing was to collect
and dispose of these “used” bags.
I don’t recall how I did that but possibly based on experience, they wouldn’t flush down a toilet and
in any case the septic system (if installed) at the airport could not cope with such deposits.
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I guess they went into the airport rubbish bin.
One of the problems in having only one aircraft of a specific type was that it had to be periodically
removed from service for maintenance or rectification affecting the route capacity.
Charters also affected the availability of our only Trislander - VH-BSG.
We needed another aircraft but then given our relatively small sized operation, with two we would
actually have excess capacity.
In March 1975 however, we got a brand new one, VH-BSP and it was added to the “network” plus
a new run to Stanthorpe and Warwick that commenced in May 1975 to utilise this seat capacity
although I doubt that this new route was ever profitable.
By February 1975 I was hardly doing any flights at all and by June I was becoming frustrated with
that and I also became aware that the company was financially struggling.
I asked my former employer in Bundaberg if I could have my old position back and this was readily
agreed to and so I departed Burnett Airways in early June 1975.
Although I was only able to add the 160 hours of flying as “supernumerary” time which did not
count as hours for gaining my Commercial Licence, nevertheless the experience was invaluable
and I really enjoyed the flying I did and the encouragement and good humour of the Burnett
Airways crew and staff.
Postscript
Upon return to Bundaberg, I completed my Commercial Licence study and flying training and in
March 1976 I gained my Commercial Pilots licence.
A little later in 1976, I gained a position as a Flying Instructor with the Bundaberg Aero Club and
later still, in 1978 I became the club’s Chief Flying Instructor.
I moved on to Country Air in Rockhampton in August 1979 and in December 1979 I was accepted
to become a pilot for Trans-Australia Airlines.
Ten years later found me in Singapore flying as a First Officer on the Boeing 747 and later I
became a captain on that and then the Airbus A380 - retiring in February, 2020 with some 25,300
hours of flying experience.

Andy Anderson
June 2021
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