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MIDWEEK MAGAZINE

Does
Australia

haveits own BermudaTriangle?

Reg Watsonlooksat one
of the manyunusual
disappearances

that have
occurredin Bass Strait.

AT 6.19pmon Saturday, Octo-
ber 21, 1978,a Cessna182L
lightaircrafttookoff from
Moorabbinairport,Victoria.The
lone occupantwas

20-year-oldflying
instructorFrederick Valentichwhose
destination

was King Island,Bass
Strait.

Valentich and his planewouldnever
makethe islandand wouldneverbe seen
again;no

wreckage,

no oilspill,no body-
nothing.

Fourteen yearslater,the mysteryre-
mainsand the

question
is stillasked,"What

happenedto FrederickValentich?"

Did he havea close encounter,

as has
beenclaimed,witha UFO?Or was his
disappearance

a hoax,as has been
asserted,

or did he have an
unfortunateaccident?

We

will explorethese
questions.

Firstwe must
establish

that mysterydis-
appearances

overand on BassStraitby
aeroplanes

and shipsof varioussizesand
typesare not

uncommon.Indeed,we could

say they occurquite
frequently.

One such amazingeventwas the disap-
pearance

in 1920of two
vessels,

the bar-
quentine SouthernCrossand the 12-man



Canberra Times (ACT : 1926 - 1995), Wednesday 8 April 1992, page 23 (2)

National Library of Australia http://nla.gov.au/nla.news-article122408572

vesselAmeliaJ. What is more
remarkable

is

the
disappearance

of the plane,a De Havil-

land DH9A,piloted by seasoned veteran,

Captain W.J. Stutt,who was ordered to
searchfor the two vessels.

His planewas lastseenoverCapeBarron

Islandby his colleague,Major Anderson,

who was also
searching

in a sister aeroplane.

Stutt's planewasseento go
behind

a
cloud,

neverto return.The
intriguing aspectwas

that
"rockets'

or "flares"visibleup to eight
minutesat a timewere

witnessed

by locals

alongthe eastcoastof
Tasmaniabeforeand

afterthe event.Even thoughMajorAnder-

son saidit was way off courseand Stutt

would"never land there" he helped search

the areato no effect.No sourceof those

lightsin the sky haveeverbeen
satisfactory-

ly answered.

On May6, 1908,the
114-ton vesselOri-

on ownedby WilliamHolymanand Son
Ltd,

Launceston,

wentdownoff the coastof
FlindersIsland.The vessel Wybiawas sent
to searchfor the Orion.Meanwhile

a resi-

dent reported

at the timethatshe had seen
"rockets"

in the sky. Wreckagewas later
foundon Long Islandoff

Flinders.Twenty-

sevenpeople went down and were never
found.

On Friday,October19,1934(note:Octo-
ber again)the

airlinerMissHobart,a 12
passengerDe Havillandownedby William

Holymanand Son, left northern Tasmania

at 9am for
Victoria.

It too was neverseen
again. Fifty-seven

yearslaterthe circum-

stancesof its
disappearanceremaina mys-

tery.

The
following year,againin October (the

second), anotherDe Havilland craft,again
ownedby WilliamHolymanand Son,
crashedoff FlindersIsland,killingall five
occupants.

And whiletherewas a witnessto
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the crash,thereis
mystery

as to why it
crashed.

Radioing in just minutesbefore intend-

ing to land at
Whitemaker, FlindersIsland,

pilotNormanEvanssaidthatthe craftwas
on courseand Mr

Eichstadt,

the operatorat

Flinders,

saidthatit was not in
distress.

Then,as a witnessstated,the craftbehaved

in an erraticmanner,turnedon its sideand
disappearedbehinda hill.

Projecting ourselvesto mid-1978,letters

beganappearing

in the smalllocalweekly
newspaper publishedon King Island called

KingIslandNews.Reportsof lightsin the
sky overthe islandbeganin Julyof that

year,a full threemonths before
Valentich's

possible encounter.
One letter,datedSep-

tember 20, 1978, reported "beautiful

strangelights".One light,reportedthe King
Island News,followeda vehicledown the
northroadintoCurrie(themaintown)and
"then disappearedtowardsthe

lighthouse".

Anotherstrangelight appeared over
Camp Creek."The strangevehiclewas re-
portedovalin shape".This "strangevehi-

cle"was the sameshapeas reportedby
island fisherman George Newmanand sons
Peterand Neilwho,whileon a huntingtrip,
followedit in a vehiclebeforeit

disappeared

towardsthe ocean.

On October21, 1978,Frederick Valen-

tich left MoorabbinAirport,Victoria,for a
privateflight to King Island.His

intention

was to log up morenightflying
experience

and in the meantimepickup somecrayfish

in Tasmaniafor the officersof the Air
TrainingCorpsof whichhe was an

instruct-

or.It wasto be a quicktripandhe
planned

to be backin
Melbourne

by 10pmfor a
familyreunion.

For some reason,testifiedhis father,

Guido
Valentich,

his son was 40 minutes
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late leavingthe club at MoorabbinAirport.

It was revealedlaterthathe did not inform

the KingIslandServiceof his flightplan.

King Island authorities
had no knowledge

of his flight intentionnor,
naturally,

the
needfor landinglightsas thisis the flyer"s

responsibility.

Thisfacthas raisedthe
question whether

he had any
intention

of everreachingCurrie

Airportor whetherhe had in factintended

to landmore
inconspicuously

at an alterna-

tive airport.Thishad led to the chargeof
"hoax",eventhoughit wouldhaveto be an
elaborateone, a chargeGuido Valentich

rebuffsstrongly.
Frederick

was a keenstudent of the UFO
mysterybut,assertshis father,was not a
"fanatic"on the subject, though convinced

of their existence.

Forty-seven minutesafter takingoff,
withhis aircraftoverBassStrait,he radioed

the MelbourneFlight Serviceand what fol-
lowed is the remarkableconversation.

Frederickasked trafficcontrolwhether
therewas any othercraftin the areabelow
5000ft.They replied,"No known traffic".

Frederickreporteda largeaircraftbelow
him,onlyto haveit passoverhim"atleasta
thousandfeet above".Becauseof the speed
it was

travelling

he requestedto know
whetherany airforcecraftwerein the area.

Again,Melbournestated, "No known air-
craftin the

vicinity".

The mysterious craft then approached

Frederickfrom his east side. Frederickstat-

ed, "It seemsto me thathe's playingsome
sortof game.He'sflyingoverme two or
threetimesat a timeat speedsI couldnot
identify."

He was not ableto
identify

the
craft.Thenat 7.09pmhe said,"It'snot an
aircraft". Melbourneasked:"Can you de-
scribe the... er... aircraft?"
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"Asit's
flying pastit'sa long

shape...

[I
cannot]identifymorethanthat.It has such
speed... beforeme right now, Melbourne."

Askedhow largethe objectwas, Freder-

ick repliedthat it seemed stationary

and
"whatI'm doingrightnow is

orbiting
and

thethingis just
orbiting

on topof me also

and it'sgota greenlightand sortof
metallic.

It'sall shiny[on]the
outside."

Laterhe stated, "... the strange aircraft

Frederick Valentich: disappeared in
Bass Straitin 1978.
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is
hovering

on top of me again... it's
hovering

and it is not an
aircraft."

There was no further transmission.

The AircraftAccidentInvestigation

SummaryReportstatesthatat the timethe
weatherwas clearwith a traceof stratocu-

muluscloudat 5000 to 7000ft,scattered

cirruscloudat 3000ft,excellent visibility

and lightwinds.

An
intensive

air,sea and landsearch was
continueduntilOctober25, 1978,but no

traceof the aircraft was ever found.

So what
happened?

A number of expla-

nations were expressed; one that Valentich

was flyinghis planeupsidedownduringthe
conversation

and thatit was possiblehe saw
the lightsof Cape Otway

lighthouse

and
that of King Island.The

Department

of
Transport

saidthattherehad beenno other
reportof anythingunusualin the areaon
that

Saturday night;but thiswas wrong.

The KingIslandNewsin its leading

articleafter Frederick'sreporteddisappear-

ance states,"Enquiries

at the News office

makeit clearthatthe publicis not
prepared

to be
fobbedoffwiththejargon

of
official-

dom."It wenton to sayon theverysame
nightothersightings

had beenmadein Cur-
rie and furthernorth.

At 2pmon the sameday, October

21,a
womanat King Islandwas

sunbathing

in
her

backyard.

The sky was clearexceptfor
one cloudand from that cloudcame an
object"similarto a largeballaboutquarter

the sizeof the moon".The
object,

she said,

was whiteor silverin colourand moved
slowlyto the westtowardthe sea.

From the coastof Victoriaand from
Melbourne

on the sameday camereportsof
an unknown object.

A phototakenof the sunset overBass
Strait, 20 minutes beforethe

disappearance
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of
Frederick,

by Roy
Manifold,

was analys-

isedby computerand was foundto contain

a solid,probably metallic object.

Six colour negatives were inspected for
evaluation

andin framesixa largecloud

likeimagewitha disc
structure

is visible

abovethe tenuousshape.

Nearlytwelveyearslater,GuidoValen-

tichwas
approached

by a witnesswho had
never beforecome forward.

Not wantingevennow to
publicise

him-
selfand the

responsiblepositionhe holdsin
employment,

he toldGuidohe had seenthe

craft(the UFO) which
encountered

his son
fromthe ground.

The hoax claim, however, persists.
Some

believe Frederickplannedit all, including

thepartwherehe willturnup later witha
fabulous storyonlyto earnmassesof mon-
ey for

revealing

all.
Quentin Fogarty,the New Zealand tele-

vision journalist,

when aboarda flightoff
the New Zealandcoast travelling

with a
filmcrewjusttwo monthslaterin 1978,
described

on tapeand filmed bright lights

that were trackedon radar.

The Valentichstory naturallyinterested

him and he
eventually

met a
well-known

psychicfromthe UnitedStates,Pat
Gagliar-

do. Mrs Gagliardosketcheda route possibly

takenby
Frederick

and it
appeared

to sug-
gest that Frederickactually reachedthe ex-
treme north-west coast of Tasmania.

Impressedsufficiently enoughto organ-
ise a search,Mr Fogartyand a friendwere
unableto find

anything.

Guidobelieves
thathis son may wellbe

alive,but it is his beliefthathe was
abduct-

ed by a UFO.

"Thefactthat
absolutely

no tracewas
foundand duringthe searchfor him the
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waterwas quitecalm.Somethingwould
have been found.

"Secondly,

my son wouldnot go on the
radioto say suchthings.It would

jeopardise

his
career,"

he said.

A hoax?An accident? The evidencefor
eitheris not

convincing,

but thereis much
strongerevidencethatpriorto and on the
day somethingstrangewas occurringin the
sky overBassStraitrightthroughto the
coastof New Zealand.

Can we concludeanythingbut thatFred-
erick Valentichon October21,1978,off the
coastof King Island encountered

a UFO?
The answer must be that we cannot.


