Thomas Macleod – The Birth of Aviation in Queensland

In 1910 the Queensland Aero Club was formed, with its headquarters in Turbot Street. Thomas
Macleod, a barrister, was prominent in the club activities. In that same year Thomas helped form
the Queensland Section of the Aerial League of Australia.
The new science of flight came to Queensland with gliding experiments at Herston Heights, Mt
Coot-tha and Oxley. The gentle slopes at the Belz property at Seventeen Mile Rocks, Oxley
were ideal for the activity and an experimental flying area was developed on a hillside. The
glider was stored in a shed on the adjoining Sinnamon property.
The first practical side of flying was in a bat’s wing bi-plane glider - the first heavier-than-air
flying apparatus constructed in Queensland built for and partly by Thomas Macleod at the Aero
Club rooms in July 1910.
To prepare himself for the serious experiments at 17 Mile Rocks, Thomas experimented and
trained on a specially constructed machine in the back yard of his home at West End, and made
some tentative flights.
It was in a bat’s wing monoplane glider he constructed that Thomas carried out the first officially
observed flight on 11 October, 1910. Mr J Larsen-Smith, a member of the Aerial League of
Australia, supervised the experiment and took the official photograph. The wind was blowing 23
m.p.h. with gusts of 28 m.p.h. and Thomas carried out experiments all afternoon (‘Flight’, Vol
102 No.5, Page, 1020, 1910).
On Thursday 22nd December
Thomas, after experimenting all
week with a full-sized monoplane
glider, did some practice in starting
from a rail some 32 ft. in length on
which a square frame or cradle slid
on greased leather. The use of the
rail gave such good results that
with the aid of two young boys
(Cecil and Hercules Sinnamon) he
had no difficulty in rising before
the end of the rail was reached.

Several short glides were made and then he rose to a height of 12-14ft although, owing to a
faulty launch, the glider come down rather heavily but was not damaged. This particular glider
had a span of 32 ft. and was built on the Wright Brothers’ pattern, with a few alternations, such
as receding wing tips.
Fellow enthusiasts came to observe and assist and these experiments marked the birth of
practical aviation in Queensland.
In November 1914, shortly after the outbreak of WWI, Thomas formed the Queensland
Volunteer Flying Civilians. With public support, members of the QVFC trained on a
reconstructed Cauldron at Hemmant in the art of aerial warfare. This flying school is unique in
the annals of military flying. Eight members of QVFC sailed with Thomas Macleod to England
and were commissioned or enlisted into the Royal Flying Corps immediately. He was also one
of the early directors of QANTAS and one of his last acts as a director was to move the motion
formally establishing the involvement of QANTAS in the original Royal Flying Doctor Service.

On Sunday 11th October, 1970 the Aviation Historical Society and the Royal Queensland Aero
Club erected a plaque to commemorate the 60th anniversary of the birth of flight in Queensland.
In recognition of Thomas Macleod’s contribution to early aviation it was sited on the slopes
below Seventeen Mile Rocks Road where he had carried out many of his pioneer flights.

The Thomas Macleod Aviation Archives, Queensland Museum, established in 1973, are named
in his honour.
In 1988 a brass plaque acknowledging Macleod’s contribution to aviation was placed on a
concrete plinth erected in the front yard of the former Seventeen Mile Rocks School, adjacent to
the site of his pioneer flights.
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On 18 December 2010 a memorial (below) was dedicated to Thomas Macleod to celebrate the
100th Anniversary of his gliding experiments especially to mark the anniversary of his
monoplane glider on the land where the 1910 flights took place. In a section of parkland
allocated by the Brisbane City Council at Windermere Avenue, Sinnamon Park, a brass plate on
a large plinth details Thomas Macleod’s achievements. A vintage aircraft flypast took place
during the unveiling by the Lord Mayor Campbell Newman. Erection of this memorial was a
project of the Centenary Suburbs Historical Society. See story about the dedication at
http://cshsoc.files.wordpress.com/2012/02/thomas-macleod-memorial-unveiled.pdf
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