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Frigate Bird II moored on the lagoon at Mangareva off Rabbit Island, Gambier Islands, French Polynesia. Powerhouse collection. Gift of Mr John 

Percival.  Photographer unknown. Circa 1951 

 

A NEW PERSPECTIVE ON ICONIC CATALINA 
Powerhouse today announced one of the most iconic objects in the museum’s collection – the 

Catalina flying boat 'Frigate Bird II' – will be presented in a new exhibition that tells its story 

opening on 6 October.  

 

In 1951 the Catalina undertook the first return flight from Australia to South America piloted by 

Sir P G Taylor. The two-week journey represented the first crossing of the South Pacific Ocean 

and the final link in the global aviation network. Departing from Sydney’s Rose Bay, the aircraft 

made many stops including the Pacific Islands of Noumea, Fiji, Samoa, Cook Islands, Tahiti, 

Mangareva, French Polynesia and Easter Island, before reaching Chile.  

 

Taylor was a pioneer of early aviation in Australia, captaining several first ocean crossings 

alongside pioneering Australian aviators Sir Charles Kingsford-Smith and Charles Ulm, the 

https://collection.maas.museum/object/207900
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pilots who made the first flight across the Pacific Ocean in 1928. Taylor gained a heroic 

reputation after saving the lives of his crew on the failed Southern Cross flight from Australia to 

New Zealand in 1935.  

 

Taylor donated the Catalina flying boat Frigate Bird II to Powerhouse in 1961. A major 

restoration of the aircraft was undertaken before it was suspended 10 metres above the Boiler 

Hall in time for the Powerhouse Ultimo opening in 1988. It has been the centrepiece of the 

Transport Exhibition for over 30 years, in recognition of its pivotal place in Australian aviation 

history.  

 

The Catalina flying boat Frigate Bird II will feature in an exhibition of previously unseen 

collection objects, oral histories and archival material documenting the pioneering flight from 

Australia to Chile, including material from the Pacific Islander communities visited on the flight, 

the crew onboard and the Taylor family. 

 

New acquisitions from the Taylor family will be exhibited, including a thermos flask which Taylor 

used to transfer oil to the failing engine on the doomed 1935 flight, a selection of photographic 

images from the flight, a navigation instrument set, a handcrafted photograph album presented 

to the crew on arrival in Chile, flags flown by the Catalina in Australia and Chile, and the 

remnants of a uniform cap destroyed by the aircraft's propeller during wild conditions departing 

Easter Island on the outward journey.  

 

‘I was fortunate enough to be able to fly with my father aboard the Frigate Bird III, a Sunderland 

flying boat, a few years after his South Pacific crossing with Frigate Bird II. Travelling in a flying 

boat of that kind, with their comfort and space, was such an incredible experience compared to 

air travel today. Although I was only young at the time, I still remember the magnificent aqua 

colour of the water as we flew in to land at Pacific Islands along the way. It was an unforgettable 

adventure and I will always treasure those memories with my father,’ said Sue Arnott, 

daughter of Taylor.  

 

'The Catalina flying bird Frigate Bird II is one of the most iconic objects in the Powerhouse 

collection and will continue to be showcased at Ultimo into the future. This exhibition presents a 

rare opportunity for our audiences to connect with the stories of this piece of Australian aviation 

history. Following the exhibition, the Catalina will permanently remain at Powerhouse Ultimo,’ 

said Powerhouse Chief Executive Lisa Havilah. 

 

- ENDS -  
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About Powerhouse 

Powerhouse sits at the intersection of arts, design, science and technology and plays a critical 
role in engaging communities with contemporary ideas and issues. We are undertaking a 
landmark $1.4 billion infrastructure renewal program, spearheaded by the creation of the 
flagship museum, Powerhouse Parramatta; expanded research and public facilities 
at Powerhouse Castle Hill; the renewal of the iconic Powerhouse in Ultimo; and the ongoing 
operation of Sydney Observatory. The museum is custodian to over half a million objects of 
national and international significance and is considered one of the finest and most diverse 
collections in Australia. We are also undertaking an expansive digitisation project that will 
provide new levels of access to Powerhouse collections. 

 

https://www.maas.museum/new-powerhouse/
https://www.maas.museum/museums-discovery-centre-expansion/
https://www.maas.museum/powerhouse-renewal/
https://www.maas.museum/sydney-observatory/
https://collection.maas.museum/

