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rapt attention and delight in the early 1930s when the 

first aircraft appeared in South Westland. Later that day 

Dominie ZK-AKY and DC-3 ZK-DAK made a formation 

flight up the coast to Hokitika where an appreciative 

crowd watched them land.

Typical of the continuing interest in the restored de 

Havilland biplanes on the West Coast, was the 2008 charter 

of Dominie ZK-AKY by several men who as schoolboys in 

the late 1950s, had flown from Haast on the air service. 

Brothers Kerry, Roger, Peter and Cliff eggeling, with John 

Buchanan and David Glubb, chartered the Dominie in May 

for a nostalgic flight back to South Westland. Peter eggeling 

commented about how amazing perceptions change over 

the years. “The plane seemed so big back then, now it looks 

tiny. I am not sitting in the tail this time.  They used to make 

me sit back there among all the bread and newspapers that were for the Haast 

shops because I was so little.”

With the 75th anniversary of Mercer’s pioneering efforts being planned 

for December 2009, the South Westland community grasped the opportunity 

to celebrate the occasion.  In June 2009 a massive voluntary effort by many 

locals worked to renovate the historic Haast Aerodrome, thanks to the ready co-

operation of land owner Dave Saxton and family.  An extensive array of heavy 

machinery was used to clear more than 20 years of moss and grass growth 

from the runway as well as gorse and other rubbish.  The aircraft parking area 

was reclaimed from the encroaching swamp and given a fresh layer of gravel.  

This all-age voluntary effort was a vivid expression of the commitment by the 

Haast community to both its aviation history and aviation future. Planned 

for unveiling near the aerodrome on the 75th anniversary weekend is a 

commemorative plaque which will mark the significance of the unique South 

Westland air service – New Zealand’s pioneering licensed scheduled air service.

In May 2008 former Haast school 

boys who went to boarding school 

in Christchurch in the 1950s, 

chartered Dominie ZK-AKY to re-live 

their South Westland flights and 

again flew Hokitika to Haast. From 

left: David Glubb, Kerry Eggeling, 

Roger Eggeling, Peter Eggeling, Cliff 

Eggeling and John Buchanan ready 

to board at Hokitika on 10 May.  

(roger eggeling)

A new 

generation pilot! 

Noah Waugh, a grandson of Brian 

Waugh, plays on his Rapide/Dominie 

model in 2009.  (Theresa Waugh)

Appendix 1

South Westland air service staff

by Richard Waugh

AIR TRAvEl (NZ) lTD 1934-1947

Pilots
Bert Mercer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1934-1944

Jim hewett  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1936-1940

Cliff Lewis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1937-1942

John Neave . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1938-1940 

. . . . . . .
 . . . . . . 

. . . . . . .
 . . . .and 1945

arthur Baines . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1938-1939 

. . . . . . .
 . . . . . . 

. . . . . . and 1942-1943

orville ‘ozzie’ openshaw . . . .1941-1944

Des Patterson . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1942

Colin Lewis  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1942-1947

Norm suttie  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1943 

. . . . . . .
 . . . . . . 

. . . . . . and 1945-1947

Jim Kennedy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1944-1945

frank Molloy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1945-1947

Engineers/Stores etc

Bert Mercer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1934-1944

owen Templeton  . . . . . . . . . . . . .1936-1942

roy Markland . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1937-1941

Ted Toohey . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1938-1941

Jack Carroll . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1938-1942

Tom harris . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1938-1947

ron Barltrop . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1941-1944

ross Grant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1940-1944

Bill Little . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1940-1942

ross King . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1941-1947

alan salter  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1942

orville ‘ozzie’ openshaw . . . .1941-1944

Dick ferguson . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1942-1947

emil rosel . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1942-1945 

Bill Dini . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1943-1947  

harry howard  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1945-1947

Administration

Billee Mercer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1935-1936

Maureen Neale . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1936-1938

. . . . . . .
 . . . . . . 

. . . . . . .
 . . .  and 1942

andy Drummond . . . . . . . . . . . . .1938-1942

Marie Mercer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1938-1945

Miss Polbury . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1942

Griff o’Neil  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1943

roy Quinn . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1943-1944

Nadine hunter  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1943-1947

Jean stoop . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .1945-1947

Margaret Penman . . . . . . . . . . . . .1946-1947

NZ SERIES II: 1 of 4. The four passenger De Havilland Fox Moth was 

used extensively by Air Travel (NZ) Ltd. This pioneering airline played 

an important part in servicing isolated areas of the West Coast of 

New Zealand in the 30’s and early 40’s.

March 2007 - 40th Anniversary of the close of the historic South 

Westland Air Service. DH89A Rapide ZK-AHS of West Coast Airways 

(1956-1967) with long serving Chief Pilot Captain Brian Waugh at 

Haast Airfield with Mosquito Hill in the background.
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“NeW AIR SeRvICe” WAS THe HeADLINe IN LATe 1934 as Captain J.C. ‘Bert’ 

Mercer’s plans for a new West Coast airline came to fruition. For two years 

he had been working on a myriad of tasks and gathering financial support to 

operate a licensed airline under the new transport legislation. The name of “Air 

Travel (NZ) Ltd” had only just been confirmed in October – a much shorter name 

than “Tourist Air Travel and Transport Service Ltd,” used in all the fundraising 

brochures and previous publicity material.

Incorporated on 14 May 1934 the new airline company had a capital of £3000 

with original subscribers being; James Cuthbert Mercer, Aviator, Christchurch; 

Paul edmond Louis Renton, Merchant, Hokitika; Henry Worrall, Company 
In February 1935, soon after the 

pioneering air service had begun, 

Fox Moth ZK-ADH is ready for a 

mail and freight flight to South 

Westland. As well as mail bags for 

specific locations, there is a hand 

operated waterpump, parcels and a 

bundle of axe handles ready for 

loading at Hokitika.

 (via Canterbury aero Club)

Is this New Zealand’s most iconic 

aviation photograph? On the 

beach at Bruce Bay in September 

1935, Captain Bert Mercer has just 

climbed down from the cockpit of 

Fox Moth ZK-ADI after a flight from 

Hokitika and is greeted by locals. 

From left:  Jack Condon with young 

daughter Fay riding fairy the horse, 

Alex McEwan with suitcases, Pat 

Mahuika, Jimmy McLaren, Cyril 

McEwan, Letti McEwan and her 

youngest child Margaret, Captain 

Bert Mercer, unidentified small 

girl and Iris Wilson. Off shore, the 

Government steamer S.S hinemoa 

has arrived from Bluff with supplies, 

including stud Hereford bulls for the 

Condons. Jack Condon has his dogs 

ready to muster the bulls away from 

the aircraft when they swim ashore 

from the steamer. (Whites aviation)

Halcyon Days

Air Travel (NZ) Ltd 1934 -1939

2
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In the 5 September 1936 Wings magazine 

it was announced, “In view of the decision to 

undertake the Haast Pass road construction, 

Air Travel (NZ) Ltd, has decided to extend 

operations to the Haast valley. To that end 

landing grounds have been selected at the 

foot of Haast Pass, and when workmen 

are employed, urgent supplies, mails 

and parcels can be delivered at regular 

intervals, instead of waiting days for 

the packhorse service. The aeroplane 

service will also be invaluable in cases of 

sickness, accident or other emergency 

among the workmen.” Government officials also used 

the air service in early February 

1937 when a ministerial party spent 

over four hours airborne in South 

Westland. In July members of the 

Westland County Council, the largest 

in New Zealand at the time with 4419 

square miles, inspected their southern 

region from the comfort of Fox Moth 

cabins. The late 1930s were a time of 

FOX MOTH ZK-ADI
The LasT NeW Dh83 fox MoTh produced 

by de havillands in england carried 

constructors number 4097 and was built 

as a speed Model with a warranty being 

issued on 22 october 1934. it arrived in 

Lyttleton on board the Port Fairy on 8 

December 1934 and was assembled soon 

after at Wigram and flown to hokitika by 

Bert Mercer. on 18 December it earned 

its place in New Zealand history by 

inaugurating the first licensed scheduled 

air service and on 31 December the first 

unsubsidised air mail service.
on 8 february 1935 it was involved 

in an accident at Weheka (fox Glacier) 

and was badly damaged. repairs took 

six months before the aircraft returned 

to West Coast service. Throughout 

the late 1930s and the early war years 

ZK-aDi was a familiar sight in south 

Westland, transporting thousands of 

passengers, much freight and air mail 

and undertaking many air-ambulance 

and scenic flights. a new engine was 

fitted in November 1939, and Mercer 

test flew the aircraft at hokitika on 

1 December. ZK-aDi made one of a 

number of forced landings at Whataroa 

on 8 april 1939 and was involved in an 

accident at Jackson Bay on 10 february 

1940. By october 1940 it was reported 

the fox Moth had flown 2740 hours.
While the wartime patrols of air 

Travel (NZ) Ltd were usually flown by 

the Dragonflies, on 3 May 1942 Mercer 

carried out one such patrol in ZK-aDi. 

on 12 april 1943 ZK-aDi was impressed 

into rNZaf service as NZ566. air Travel 

(NZ) Ltd was compensated £1300 for 

the aircraft. During its early air force 

service it was fully camouflaged but later 

was painted silver overall. it spent time 

with the Communications 

flight at rongotai which later became 

No.42 squadron. one recorded wartime 

flight of NZ566 was on 8 March 1944 

when flying officer Cliff Lewis flew mail 

from Napier to Wairoa during serious 

flooding in the district.Post war the fox Moth was 

modified for aerial fire patrol duties and 

was stationed at rotorua during the 

summer season of 1945-1946 and the 

following two summers. The aircraft 

was demobilised in 1948, allocated the 

registration ZK-asP and sold to the New 

Zealand National airways Corporation 

(NaC) on 16 July. it was named Mimiro 

(North island Tomtit) and continued 

to be flown on the south Westland air 

service until withdrawn from service in 

1953. sold to Keith Wakeman it was then 

owned by a succession of eight owners, 

including air Contracts of Masterton, 

alex Blechynden, r.N. rae and s.M. 

Marker. John switzer purchased the 

aircraft in 1961and restored it over the 

following two years, then made extensive 

tours throughout New Zealand before 

selling it to a.J. evans in the late 1960s. 

a forced landing during take-off from 

ardmore on 30 July 1968 considerably 

damaged the aircraft. David Lilico 

purchased it in april 1971 and set about 

restoration. This work was followed by 

several nostalgic flights, including a 

visit to south Westland in July 1972, in 

conjunction with the 25th anniversary 

of NaC. John King accompanied this 

flight and did much to revive interest 

in the history of the south Westland air 

service. The fox Moth was then sold to 

Myles robertson who took 

it to the United states in april 1974 

where it was registered N83Dh on 23 

september 1975. in 1984 it was sold to 

Brian Woodford in the United Kingdom 

and operated by Wessex aviation as 

G-aDha, painted to represent a royal 

flight fox Moth. Gerald Grocott, a New Zealander 

flying for swissair, became interested 

in the fox Moth because of its historic 

New Zealand heritage, and made 

a trip to england in 1994 to see if a 

purchase deal could be struck but 

Woodford was away overseas. it was a 

year later on Christmas Day 1995 that 

Grocott and Woodford discussed the 

possible sale and a deal was settled soon 

afterwards.  Grocott returned the fox 

Moth to New Zealand to be based at 

the Croydon aircraft Company at old 

Mandeville airfield, near Gore. after 

some refurbishment and a return to air 

Travel’s original colour scheme it took to 

the air in early 1997. it made a nostalgic 

return to south Westland, landing at Big 

Bay and hokitika, flown by rod hall-

Jones and was displayed at the february 

1997 Westport air show.  The Croydon 

aviation heritage Trust eventually 

purchased ZK-aDi and operates it with 

a transport licence. how fortunate New 

Zealand’s first airliner continues to fly 

into the twentieth first century as a 

special tribute to the pioneering work of 

Captain Bert Mercer, air Travel (NZ) Ltd 

and the south Westland air service. n

At Neils Beach in the late 1930s, Parata Pita 

Kere (aka Friday Kelly) and Taane (Dan) Te 

Koeti with Dragonfly ZK-AFB. These men 

carried the mail to Haast and Jackson Bay 

for 43 years. Note the plywood monocoque 

structure of the Dragonfly fuselage which 

made for a clean and streamlined finish. 

(Mercer Collection via Des Nolan Collection)
LefT: Gordon Bowman working the Hokitika 

Aeradio,  call sign ZMP, on 4 August 1937.  

The Aeradio office was originally based in 

an annex of the Air Travel hangar but later 

moved to its own nearby separate building. 

(arthur orchard via Gordon Bowman Collection)

Fox Moth ZK-ADI circling before 
landing at Okuru.  The Whitebait 
factory is the largest building and 
in front a row of Public Works 
Department tents.    (Whites aviation 

via Des Nolan Collection)

John Neave in the pilot’s seat of ZK-ADI on 
a South Westland flight. 
(Jim hewett Collection)
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the open hatch, open door and windows, and McBride moving to the rear of the 

cabin – all necessitating tail angle adjustments which likely accentuated the drag 

in the final stages of the flight. The Board considered the slackening of the hub 

bolts was progressive over a period of time and had extended beyond the period 

of five hours and five minutes since the final check. The Board decided uneven 

and possibly inadequate tightening of the hub bolts was the reason for their 

failure and they had not been properly checked by Openshaw. As a consequence, 

Openshaw’s ground engineer’s licence was cancelled in July 1943.

The accident was a tragedy for all concerned; four lives lost, no specialist 

support available to Baines, controversial blame on Openshaw, and damage 

to the airline’s reputation. And there were further repercussions. Baines was 

convicted in the Hokitika court in April 1943 of assaulting Mercer, after being 

notified, without warning, of transfer back to the air force. On 7 September 

1943 the fishing launch Mahutu, skippered by Geoff Brunell, while about five 

miles off the coast, just north of Denniston, recovered some aeroplane fabric 

in their trawl at a depth of 24 fathoms. This further spurred Openshaw into 

action and he obtained the rights to the sunken Dragonfly 

from the underwriters and in late 1943 
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and early 1944, in a determined effort to recover 

the wreckage and clear his name, undertook further 

trawling work. In one letter to Civil Aviation on 

4 February 1944, he reported, “The aircraft broke 

surface but owing to the sea being most unsuitable, 

there being a heavy swell at the time, we had to 

abandon it. The aircraft acts as a sea anchor and 

whilst being hauled in towards the boat with 

winches very nearly overturned the boat twice, 

this being due to the heavy swell. The wire ropes 

were cut to save the situation.” For many years a 

range of conspiracy theories continued to circulate, 

including very heavy freight in the rear locker and 

even deliberate sabotage. To add to the sorrow, 

Arthur Baines died prematurely in Tauranga in 

September 1947, aged 33 years, leaving his wife and 

infant daughter.Notwithstanding wartime restrictions, usual 

services continued but one noteworthy incident 

occurred on 8 February 1943. Dragonfly ZK-AFB 

had the port engine fail while on a Nelson to 

Westport service, flown by Flight Lieutenant Colin 

Lewis, with four passengers. This happened about 

five miles south of Kahaurangi Point just after 

1pm. Lewis turned the aircraft about, and by taking 

advantage of the uplift of wind currents from the 

hills was able to gain altitude, making 2000ft, and 

returned to Nelson via Westhaven, Collingwood, 

Takaka and Motueka, landing at Nelson at 1.53pm. 

It was a feat of good airmanship and the Dragonfly’s 

ability to stay aloft was in marked contrast to the 

tragic Westport incident. Openshaw flew to Nelson 

in ZK-AeK and discovered the port magneto shaft 

had broken and upset the ignition timing. Soon 

after, veteran Fox Moth ZK-ADI was impressed into 

RNZAF service, leaving a reduced Air Travel fleet.

Later in 1943 another mishap occurred which 

attracted national attention. On 29 October 

Openshaw was doing scenic flying at Franz Josef. 

Four young women, all members of the WAAF, were 

keen for an early morning flight over the glacier 

before heading north. Margaret Cornwall, Molly 

Wilson, Clare McQuitty and Nell Ward crammed 

into the small passenger cabin of Fox Moth ZK-

AeK. A fifteen minute flight was expected, but 

instead the women found themselves tumbling 

out onto the snow after the Fox Moth crashed 

high on the glacier. The passengers were unhurt 

with only Openshaw suffering a facial abrasion. A 

Arthur Baines flew for Air Travel 
(NZ) Ltd in the late 1930s and then 

again during his RNZAF service 
from early in 1942. He was the 
pilot of Dragonfly ZK-AGP which 
was forced to ditch in the sea near 
Westport on 21 December 1942 
and did all he could to rescue the 
passengers.  (Whites aviation via MoTaT)

riGhT: The wreckage of Fox Moth 
ZK-AEK at about 5000ft on the 
Franz Josef Glacier, just below 
the Almer Hut. The port wing 
took much of the impact and the 
passengers were fortunate the 
engine broke away to one side so 
that they just tumbled out onto the 
glacier.  (via Des Nolan Collection) Taking a rest on the ice of Franz 

Josef Glacier are the four WAAF 
women (at centre) and ‘Ozzie’ 
Openshaw (bandage on head), 
the morning after the accident of 
Fox Moth ZK-AEK. The long cold 
night of 29 October 1943 had 
been cheered by the company, 
blankets and hot drinks supplied 
by the rescue party, seen here 
with the pilot and passengers.   
(a. C. Graham Collection via 
Dorothy fletcher)

Using a specially built skid arrangement, the Fox Moth fuselage is 

manhandled down the glacier by a team of fourteen men; six locals and 

eight climbers on loan from the Army and Air Force. November 1943. 

(M.C. Lysons via a.C. Graham Collection via Dorothy fletcher)

Carrying the fuselage of ZK-AEK up the moraine at the end of the lake, 

near the terminal face of the Franz Josef Glacier. 

 (M.C. Lysons via a.C. Graham Collection via Dorothy fletcher)

Salvage complete, the Fox Moth fuselage loaded on the truck ready for 

the drive back to Hokitika and a long rebuild.  

(M.C. Lysons via a.C. Graham Collection via Dorothy fletcher)


