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crankshaft, suffering little more than a single flat tyre and an 
insect in the fuel line. “The car was brilliant,” he says. “I could 
have comfortably driven it back to Longreach. It kept on going 
over harsh rocks and gullies. The main problem was that the 
narrow tyres bog in the sand.”

Hill reports it was actually the new gear that caused the 
most grief. “Problems were more to do with the support gear 
– broken axles on the trailer, tyre blowouts on the 4WD.”

The re-enactment involved visiting remote communities 
to raise awareness of the historic 1919 trip. Reflecting on the 
undertaking, Hill says, “I feel a bit more personally connected 
to what they went through. Out there, relying on yourself, 
the sense of isolation – it gave me a feeling of how heroic what 
they were doing was, and what they had achieved.”

 

 ON OCTOBER 8, 1919, after 51 days and 2179km, 
three weary men drove into Katherine. By then Fysh 
and McGinness had arrived at two conclusions – 

firstly, the race’s airstrips were better sited further south, and 
secondly, the brave new world of aviation could overcome the 
hardships of remote outback travel.

“As a result of the survey,” Fysh later wrote, “we were 
convinced of the important part aircraft would eventually 
play in transporting mails, passengers and freight over the 
sparsely populated and practically roadless areas of western 
and northern Queensland and North Australia.”

They had seen the future, and wanted to play their part. 
Fysh and McGinness spent the next few months promoting 
the idea of an air service for the region; their lucky break 
proved to be the all-too familiar sight of a broken axle. McGin-
ness chanced upon Fergus McMaster, a Queensland grazier, 
stuck in a riverbed outside Cloncurry. After helping to free his 
car, McGinness soon had McMaster convinced that the 
answer to his transport woes lay in the sky. 

McMaster became Qantas’ first major investor, enabling 
an order of two Avro biplanes on August 19, 1920. The fledg-
ling airline was then called Western Queensland Auto Aerial 
Service Ltd, registered on November 16 as Queensland & 
Northern Territory Aerial Services Ltd (QANTAS).

Qantas launched early the following year as a joyride, 
stock-inspection and air-taxi service based in Winton and 
then Longreach. On November 2, 1922 the airline’s first 
scheduled flight took off, a mail service to Cloncurry. Fysh 
landed the plane at the same Cloncurry airstrip he had marked 
out with McGinness on the car trip three years before. 

By 1935, Qantas was flying overseas. Ironically, Australia’s 
international carrier was born of a resolve to create what 
McGinness saw as an “airline for the inland”. Conceived to 
overcome the transport challenges posed by our vast outback, 
Qantas can truly be said to have been built from the ground 
up – starting with the red earth on the boots of two adventur-
ous young men in 1919, on the road trip of their lives.  �

Conceived to overcome the transport challenges posed by Australia’s vast 
outback, Qantas can truly be said to have been built from the ground up

‘‘

Don Hill and team 
in their Model T, 
re-enacting the 
epic 1919 Top End 
car trip that gave 
birth to Qantas
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