
Warbirds Over Wanaka Airshow 2012
The biennial and world famous Warbirds Over Wanaka Airshow was held 
on Easter weekend and attracted a crowd estimated to number more than 
60,000. Jill McCaw attended on behalf  of  KiwiFlyer, contributing this article 
and captioning some great photography by husband John, as well as by Geoff  
Soper and Gavin Conroy. Many of  Gavin’s pictures were taken from the back 

IT WOULD be hard to 
imagine a more scenic setting 
for an airshow than Wanaka 
airport. Crisp clear autumn 
sunshine added to the appeal 
and the 60 to 65 thousand 
people who attended had a 
thoroughly enjoyable time. 
There was a great range 
of  aircraft present, literally 
something for everyone, from 
a crowd stopping model to 
gliding, helicopter, military and 
warbird displays. The surprise 
appearance of  All Black 
Captain Richie McCaw to 
commentate the glider display 
set a lot of  hearts fluttering. 
The fly past by Air New 
Zealand’s latest acquisition, 
the Boeing 777 excited many 
more. 

This of  course is a 
Warbirds’ airshow and there 
were plenty of  them on 
display. WOW has a focus on 
WWII aircraft and the crowd 
were treated to displays of  
Spitfire, Grumman Avenger, 
Corsair, Kittyhawk, and 
many others. More modern 
favourites were the Vampire 
jet and Hawker Hunter while 
a nice collection of  WWI 
aircraft showed how far 
military aviation has come in just under a hundred years.

The show has grown substantially, both in numbers of  displays 
and numbers attending since the first show in 1988. Originally 
developed by Warbirds aircraft enthusiast Sir Tim Wallace, this now 
biennial event is a very big deal for the area. 

Visitors to Warbirds Over Wanaka know what they’re going to 

get, with a formula that has 
become set over the years 
(and one which has been 
followed by a good many other 
airshows). There’s nothing 
wrong with that. Civilian 
aircraft display first, this year 
including a wonderful mass 
helicopter display, followed by 
the WWI biplanes, RNZAF 
display, leading into the WWII 
aircraft that everyone has come 
to see. It’s a tradition of  the 
show to have a mock attack of  
the airfield with pyrotechnic 
explosions followed by all the 
aircraft scrambling to protect 
the airfield. It’s spectacular and 
it’s fun. 

This year was without any 
big ticket guest appearances 
of  overseas based Warbirds 
and ironically, there were 
some who found the most 
interesting aspects of  the 
show to be the Boeing 
777 appearance, the very 
impressive and near silent 
glider aerobatics, and Frazer 
Brigg’s 3 metre span model 
synchronised to catchy music. 
How spoilt we are by the 
collection of  classic Warbirds 
in New Zealand, and what a 
debt of  gratitude we owe to 

those who own, maintain and generously fly them so often for the 
pleasure of  airshow spectators. 

Everyone I spoke to agreed they would happily return again for 
more in two years time, and if  you’ve never attended a Warbirds 
Over Wanaka then don’t miss the next opportunity. We’ll see you 
there in 2014.

Curtiss P-40 Kittyhawk (right): The crowd at 
Wanaka were very fortunate to see two of these 

American built fighter aircraft display. The RNZAF 
operated 297 P-40 Kittyhawks in the Pacific during 

WWII where they were responsible for the loss of 99 
Japanese aircraft. Even when replaced by Corsairs in 

1944 they remained in use as advance fighter training 
aircraft. Their extensive use by the RNZAF makes them 

a very popular display aircraft. Especially thrilling, 
was the pass by Liz Needham with guns firing (blanks 

of course) with plenty of spine tingling noise and 
muzzle fire evident. Co-owner Frank Parker fired the 

guns at Wanaka 2010 and said he would have done 
the same in 2012 except that “Liz took the keys”.

Yak 3: Graeme Frew presents his beautiful Russian Yak 3 to the back of the Hercules for a 
photo opportunity (above). This aircraft has been rebuilt from the ground up. It may look like the 
original wooden wing aircraft, and in fact has been rebuilt using the original Russian aircraft 
jigs, but this aircraft has a new design metal wing and an American Allison V-12 engine 
replaces the Kilmov V-12 of the original. The 1300hp Yak 3 first went into service in 1943. There 
were two Yak 3s at the show, the second (at left) flown by Arthur Dovey of Wanaka.

Corsair FG-ID (left): The beautiful gull wing 
shape of the Corsair flown by Keith Skilling 
made it a crowd favourite. A non-flying trick, the 
folding wings, designed to allow the aircraft to 
be stored on an aircraft carrier, was also popular. 
The RNZAF operated 424 of these aircraft during 
WWII and the display aircraft, NZ5648 is the 
last remaining in operation. It is powered by a 
2000hp Pratt and Whitney radial engine and can 
cruise at 44,000ft. It can travel at over 400 mph 
and has a range of 1500km without refuelling.

C-130 Hercules: The beautiful pyrotechnics (see cover image of the flare drop) 
which ended the Hercules display have a serious purpose and are used to confuse 
heat seeking technology that may be attempting to lock onto the aircraft’s engines. 
As well, one of the RNZAF 40 Squadron’s C-130s showed off all its tricks from high 

approach, short landings, reversing along the runway, short take off, and more. 

of  an RNZAF Hercules, an opportunity our Air Force generously made 
available once again for photographers at Wanaka. There’s also some excellent 
video footage of  this exercise available on YouTube. We’re especially fortunate 
in New Zealand to have great airshows such as this and we hope the following 
pages convey some sense of  what it was like to be there.

Text by Jill McCaw. Images by John McCaw, Geoff Soper & Gavin Conroy
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Supermarine Spitfire: The Spitfire is always a popular sight at Wanaka. The original aircraft of show founder, Tim Wallis’ collection was a Spitfire after 
all. This year there were two, both resident in New Zealand. The Deere family’s aircraft flown by Sean Perrett, is decorated in honour of family member Air 

Commodore Alan Deere while the second Spitfire piloted by owner Doug Brooker is repainted in the colour scheme and markings of the Mark IX flown in the 
North Africa campaign by Squadron Leader Colin Gray, New Zealand’s highest scoring Ace.

North America P-51D Mustang: Yellow checkered marking on the nose makes this aircraft stand out from other Warbirds in a mass display. Mustangs 
were American built, but British inspired, long range escort fighters. The Mustang became the first fighter capable of accompanying the American bombers 

flying to Berlin and back. Flown by Robert Borrius-Broek, as in previous years the display was sharp, precise and fast. First flown in 1940 with Allison engines, 
later models had Packard Merlin engines which gave them extra power at altitude.

Grumman Avenger: The Grumman was the largest single engine aircraft of its time and yet it 
needed a lot less runway than many of the other aircraft in the show. That is because it was designed as 

a carrier-borne torpedo bomber. It even has folding wings (not up like the Corsair, but back). The large 
lumbering Grumman showed us its impressive carrier landing capabilities and flew past side on with 

bomb doors open so that we could see into its belly.
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Hawker T-6C Texan II: In New Zealand to show off its 
training capabilities to the RNZAF, they kindly threw 
in a couple of airshow displays as a bonus.

Harvards: 
Nothing sounds better 
than a Harvard, unless 
it’s several of them 
together. Led by Frank 
Parker, the five aircraft 
of the Roaring Forties 
Display Team put on 
a fantastic show with 
their characteristically 
wonderful, feel it in your 
bones, surround sound.

The Jets: They were loud and they were fast.
1. Strikemaster: These aircraft replaced the Vampires 
in our Air Force which acquired sixteen. They 
were popular training aircraft around the world. 
Sponsorship now helps to keep this one in the air. 
Pilot Dave Brown.
2. De Havilland Vampire: One of the first jet fighters. 
NZ got its first one in 1951 and they remained in 
service until 1972. This aircraft looks stunning and the 
size of its loop (at least 5000 ft in diameter) gave an 
idea of its speed. Pilot Brent Emeny.
3. Hawker Hunter: This impressive aircraft wasn’t seen 
on the ground as it couldn’t land at Wanaka. It flew 
over from Queenstown for its displays, an estimated 
flight time of four minutes in cruise mode. It was the 
RAF’s first fighter capable of breaking the sound 
barrier, something sadly it was forbidden from doing 
at Wanaka. It was still VERY LOUD. Pilot Dave Phillips
4. Aero L-39 Albatross: This is the second time this 
aircraft has flown at this show since arriving in the 
country in 2010. Developed in Czechoslovakia these 
jet trainer aircraft have served with over 30 Air Forces 
around the world. Pilot Grant Bisset.
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Royal New Zealand Air Force
It was the RNZAF’s 75th birthday and they’d 
already had an airshow of their own the weekend 
before at Ohakea. They didn’t seem to mind 
performing again. The Red Checkers Display 
team (1) were at their best Friday and Saturday, 
although unable to perform on Sunday due to 
illness of one of their members. The Kiwi Blue 
parachute display team (6&7) showed a different 
set of piloting skills while the various helicopters, 
Sea Sprite (2), Iroquois (3&5) and the brand new 
Agusta A109 (4) were put through their paces. The massive P3K Orion sub 
hunter (9) was a favourite and as already mentioned the C-130 Hercules (8) 
was there too, putting on a spectacular show with its flare drop (on the cover 
in case you missed it!).

5&6. WWI aircraft: A good turn out of early warbirds included the Sopwith Camel, Bristol Fighter, 
a rare Fokker D-8 and the crowd pleasing Tiger Moths (not technically warbirds). One Tiger Moth 
was piloted by Dave Phillips who on landing dashed out of the cockpit, was flown to Queenstown by 
helicopter and appeared over the crowd again in his Hawker Hunter.
7. Air NZ’s 777-300ER: The 777 is so big that even when it’s flying at 300 knots with a back drop of 
the Wanaka landscape it still seems to be going slow. When it flew slow and dirty along the flight line it 
looked like it should fall out of the air. It is larger than a 747 and has the most powerful jet engines on a 
commercial aircraft worldwide. One engine has more thrust power than the four engines on the very first 
Boeing 747-100 which flew in 1969.
8&9. Pyrotechnics: The airfield came under attack in what is always the highlight of a Warbirds Over 
Wanaka show. In the show finale every aircraft on the field scrambles to get in the air and see off the 
attackers. Everything is flying, explosions are happening and the re-enactors are racing around firing 
guns. Smoke rings rise in the still autumn air and the punters wander home happy.

1. DC3: New Zealand’s two airworthy DC3s ZK-AMY and NZ3456 - in RNZAF livery, took to the skies 
with a fighter escort. Seeing these aircraft together brings up memories of the days when flying was 
romantic and exotic.
2. Model Aircraft: Frazer Briggs throws his 200cc model around the skies in ways that don’t seem 
aeronautically possible. His very impressive display was part of the lunch time entertainment, and had 
the crowd turning around and taking notice.

3. ASH-25 Glider: Amid all the noise of the rest of the show a silent flight really stood out. The crowd 
were wowed with a spectacular aerobatics display by Doug Hamilton in a high performance glider. The 
ASH-25 has a 25 metre wingspan, a glide ratio of 1:57 and a top speed of 150 knots. All Black Captain 
Richie McCaw made a surprise appearance to commentate the display, sharing his passion for the sport 
with the crowd.
4. Helicopters: A massed display of civilian helicopters (there were 6)was a first for a New Zealand 
airshow. Largely unrehearsed, the group still provided an excellent synchronised display that was great to 
watch and showed of the capabilities of their aircraft.

1 2

3 4

7 9

5 6 8

1

2 3

4 5

6 7

8

Wanaka Airshow Feature

14 KiwiFlyer Magazine Issue 22 Please support our advertisers and tell them you saw their advertisement in KiwiFlyer. 15www.kiwiflyer.co.nz

KiwiFlyer

Tanker to Aircraft
Refuelling at Ardmore

Tanker to Aircraft
Refuelling at Ardmore

Avgas and Jet A1
Call George Hoskins
Phone 021 369 600
or VHF 133.1 MHz

Ardmore Sky Station
Ph/Fax: (09) 297 7188

Email: skystation@xtra.co.nz

NEW Switlik Single Seat Life Rafts

www.aviationsafety.co.nz

Phone 07 543 0075 or Email: switlik@aviationsafety.co.nz

180lb of bouyancy and only 2.45kg. Stowable or belt pack. Floats 
downwind. Stable. Weather-tight fully enclosed canopy with window.

Subscribe to KiwiFlyer
Subscriptions cost just $25 for 6 issues. 
Visit our website for secure credit card 
payment, or post a cheque to Kiwi Flyer Ltd., 
PO Box 72-841, Papakura 2244. Thanks !
www.kiwiflyer.co.nz 

P: 0800 CESSNA    
Chris Barry: 021 844 490   

www.flightline.co.nz                                E: chris.barry@flightline.co.nz

We are looking for quality used aircraft to sell.
Talk to us today about how we can market your aircraft.

Cessna, Piper, Beechcraft, Mooney, you name it, we want it!
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