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      Author’s note

      
      

      
      In telling this story I have relied significantly on the dramatic techniques of television—many conversations and events have
         been reconstructed. I have certainly not written a conventional biography or a formal history of events. But it is based on
         research into the era and the man, and on what is on the record.
      

      
      I am indebted to a great many people in the writing of this book; in particular Ralph Barker, who co-wrote Sidney’s book,
         Aviator Extraordinary, and who gave me permission to use extracts from it; to Sally-Anne and Charles Cotton who, although they were only young when
         he died have vivid memories of this extraordinary man and who gave me access to his letters and photographs; to Joan Hopkinson
         who, after she gave me an interview, passed away in her 94th year; to Jill Cotton in Calgary; to Pat Martin in Hawaii; to Joan Astley; Gill Drake, Rhoda Fraser; Sadika Tancred, Brian
         Brooke-Smith, Jack Eggleston; Leslie Axon and the late Desmond Sheen in England.
      

      
      

      
      For the background to the operations in France I have to thank Edward Leaf and his excellent book Above Us Unseen; and to the staff at the Australian War Memorial for access to Sidney’s papers; and to the Public Record Office in London;
         to Omar Khalidi for background information on Hyderabad; Heiderose Leopold in Berlin who made it easier for me to visit the
         Karinhalle, Hermann Goering’s country house, or what is left of it, despite obstacles placed in my way by the authorities;
         to Group Captain Stephen Lloyd, the commanding officer of JARIC (the Joint Aerial Reconnaissance Intelligence Centre) at Brampton
         in England; and to David Humphrey, curator of the Museum of Photography at RAF Cosford. Above all, my gratitude to my wife,
         Robin d’Arcy, whose exhaustive researches in many public archives unearthed a great deal of fresh information.
      

      
      Cotton’s own book, published in 1969, seems to lead to a series of dead ends. Names of the rich and famous are sprinkled like
         glitter dust as if to impress; many of them may well have been friends who subsequently deserted him when the going got tough.
         Cotton glosses over the more controversial aspects of his career and passes effortlessly from one chapter to the next, pausing
         only to vilify the bureaucrats and career officers who stood in his way.
      

      
      I was also intrigued to know more about Herr Schoene and Herr Traeder, the two German pilots who, according to Sidney, served
         on the staff of Hermann Goering. Despite exhaustive research, it was not possible to trace either—although there is a record
         of a Herr Traeger of Goering’s staff. In his dealings with the Nazis, was Sidney Cotton dealing with men with assumed names?
      

      
      

      
      After I made a documentary film about Sidney, a number of people contacted me to say that I had only told half the story.
         I am also aware that a number of people I interviewed sought to protect his reputation.
      

      
      Even now, it is clear that there may be a lot more to say.

      
      Jeffrey Watson

   
      
      
      Introduction

      
      

      
      I left it rather late in the day to write a book about Sidney Cotton. After all he had been dead for thirty years and the trail
         was cold. Most of the people who knew him during the early days were dead and gone.
      

      
      I first heard about him in 1980, not in his native Australia but in Newfoundland.

      
      Cotton spent most of his life overseas, in Europe, in North America and in the Middle East and his adventures were rarely
         reported. And because of the secret nature of his wartime work, he preferred to be behind the camera rather than in front
         of it.
      

      
      My enquiries took me to the librarian at the Royal Aeronautical Society in London.

      
      ‘How may I help you?’ he enquired.

      
      ‘I want to know everything about a man called Frederick Sidney Cotton.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ said the librarian, with a sharp inrush of breath, ‘he caused a lot of trouble over here you know.’

      
      

      
      That was an example of English understatement at its best.

      
      The search to find more took me to a great many places. It took me down a road through a pine forest in Germany to the house
         of Hitler’s deputy Hermann Goering. It took me to a dusty archive in Canberra Australia and a colour picture of a woman he
         called Mata Hari.
      

      
      It took me to the top of a hill on the island of Kauai in Hawaii to meet his mistress. It took me on a long drive along the
         shores of Lake Ontario to drink gin with an old lady who could imitate the cry of the loon.
      

      
      Australians love taking the British down a peg. When I made a film about Sidney Cotton many people wanted to believe that
         Sidney was a rough colonial who had bested the effete and class-conscious English. It is a nice idea, but it is wrong.
      

      
      Sidney neither looked nor sounded like an Australian and, despite what some academics have said, he was certainly no rough
         diamond. He was debonair, quietly spoken and articulate—what the French call soigné. More significantly, he could play the
         British at their own game and win.
      

      
      By the time I started writing this book, the cars and yachts and private planes had all gone. The bureaucrats and politicians
         and military men he either befriended or offended were all dead.
      

      
      All that remained was a photograph of a tall rather bland man in a suit.

      
      The most memorable thing about the picture was the barely perceptible smile that played around the lips. Like the smile on
         the Cheshire cat, it was there long after he was gone.
      

   
      
      
      Chapter 1
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      Spy in the Sky

      
      

      
      The aeroplane is painted a pale blue-green. Against the sky over north Germany it can hardly be seen. At the controls is a
         middle-aged man with eyes the colour of cornflowers. He flies the Lockheed like he is caressing it, the fingers of his left
         hand resting lightly on the oval control column, his right hand occasionally touching the two throttle levers.
      

      
      In the co-pilot’s seat is another man, his head bent low over an aviator’s chart. The map is a quilt of coloured squares and
         rectangles. It is the purple patches they are interested in—for these are the forbidden no-fly zones, containing sensitive
         military installations that would be of interest to a foreign power. The sensitive areas are those of the Greater German Reich.
         The foreign power is Great Britain.
      

      
      Behind them in the passenger cabin of the aeroplane five of the six seats have been removed to make way for extra fuel tanks—big
         grey metal boxes. There is only one passenger seat and a pretty girl in a pink angora sweater occupies it.
      

      
      

      
      The hairs on the sweater normally stand out in a fuzzy ball making her look plumper than she really is, but at this altitude—14
         000 feet—the drop in pressure causes them to lie flat like cat’s fur.
      

      
      From time to time she sniffs from a tube attached to an oxygen bottle. But the girl has a job to do. She lies on her stomach,
         her face close to the lurching metal cabin and busies herself with a large camera, its lens facing downwards, mounted in a
         hole in the floor. It is noisy in the back of the aircraft but she seems not to notice. Her jawline is set and she is preoccupied
         with the task in hand.
      

      
      The man with the silver hair turns round from his seat in the cockpit and shouts above the booming engines.

      
      ‘Over target now. Start the cameras.’

      
      She crouches low to the floor and cocks and fires the cameras.

      
      Three miles below in the dockyards of the German navy, a welder pulls off his mask and wipes the sweat from his brow. High
         above him he hears the drone of an aeroplane, but even on this bright clear day he cannot see it. Its undersides have been
         painted the same colour as the sky, so to all intents and purposes it is invisible.
      

      
      He loses interest and returns to his work, unaware of the fact that he has just had his photograph taken from 14 000 feet.

      
      In the sunroom of her house in Perth, Ontario, Joan Henry Cotton Hopkinson wishes to talk about her first husband, Sidney,
         the businessman.
      

      
      Her home is the ground floor of a three-storey sandstone house in Gore Street West, almost in the centre of town. She is sitting in a wheelchair on the deck which overlooks the car park of St Paul’s Uniting church next door. A pink plastic
         band straddles her head holding hearing aids in both ears. She is ninety-four but it is easy to see that Joan Henry, as she
         was when Sidney met her, was a great beauty.
      

      
      I have flown halfway across the world to see her. As it happens this will be the last interview she will give.

      
      A sigh. Was it from Joan or from the railway track at the end of the garden? It is from both. A freight train hoots mournfully
         as it clatters over the tracks on its way to Ottawa. She summons lunch: ‘Mr Watson has come a long way and would like to eat.’
         It is not yet twelve.
      

      
      From the depths of the house emerges Heather, a cheerful vague woman in her forties who offers boiled ham, potato and sweet
         corn served on white plates. Coffee is brought and Heather retreats below stairs although one gets the impression she is not
         far away.
      

      
      ‘Oh Sid, dear Sid,’ Joan says, and begins.

      
      A month before the outbreak of World War II, a luxurious private aeroplane landed at an aerodrome in Frankfurt, Germany. Stepping
         down from the door at the rear of the aircraft was a tall wolfish man with flowing white hair and blue eyes. A grey double-breasted
         suit and heavy spectacles completed the picture. The urbane British businessman.
      

      
      The aeroplane bore a civilian registration and stood out among the rows of more mundane private aircraft. Moreover, it was
         painted a pale blue-green, a curious colour scheme at a time when most private planes were silver. Only the most observant
         would have noticed that when airborne the Lockheed appeared to disappear without trace into the sky. Taking off into the gloaming or into the light of early dawn the
         aircraft was invisible.
      

      
      The man in the suit was Frederick Sidney Cotton. He was forty-five years old, the son of a prosperous grazier from Queensland
         Australia. Cotton had left his native land after World War I, hardly ever to return. He had flown as a pilot in the Great
         War and had then set up a number of business ventures in Canada. None of them had been especially successful, but Cotton had
         acquired a reputation as a focused and driven individual, an adventurer and a buccaneer, a man to whom officialdom and red
         tape were anathema.
      

      
      A group of Luftwaffe officers in their grey dress uniforms gathered around Cotton and der Kolossal Lockheed. Cotton noticed the yellow collar tabs denoting they were aircrew and black armbands bearing the names of their
         Geschwader or squadrons.
      

      
      The Lockheed was a modern airliner, fast and sleek and made of metal at a time when many aeroplanes were still covered in
         doped fabric. It was state of the art in 1939; there was a murmur of approval from the fliers. It was almost as good as the
         new breed of Luftwaffe aircraft on display, the Heinkels and Messerschmitts. Mr Cotton must be a rich man indeed to afford
         such an expensive toy.
      

      
      Mr Cotton was occasionally a rich man. Like all entrepreneurs his fortunes expanded and contracted like the bellows of a concertina.
         He made and lost huge sums of money.
      

      
      The truth was that the pale blue-green aeroplane was not really his. It had been paid for jointly by the Secret Intelligence
         Service of the British government and the French Deuxième Bureau, the money laundered through a private company, the Aeronautical Research and Sales Corporation with offices
         in Piccadilly. Chairman Sidney Cotton.
      

      
      Although at first glance the Lockheed might appear to be a gentleman’s luxury carriage it was a spy plane which was in Germany
         with one express purpose—to photograph from the air the military secrets of the Third Reich. If the Luftwaffe officers had
         examined the aircraft more closely they would have been shocked to discover that it carried hidden cameras in the wings. Embarrassingly
         they were German cameras, the best in the world—Leicas. And the reason it was painted an eggshell blue-green was so it could
         not be seen against the sky.
      

      
      Sidney Cotton was a man of many talents. He was an experienced pilot with a combat record in World War I. He was an inventor
         who knew about machines, metals and engines. He was a pioneer of colour photography. But perhaps his greatest talent was his
         single-minded determination to do things his way, even if it meant treading on a lot of toes. He was known as a charming and
         generous man and commanded enormous loyalty among the people who worked for him. But to some members of the British establishment,
         he was a colonial upstart.
      

   
      

      
      Chapter 2

      [image: Image]

      A Hidden Vale

      
      Motorists who venture south of Brisbane on the Cunningham Highway might find themselves in an outer suburb with the splendid
         name of Grandchester. Despite being named after Rupert Brooke’s famous poem, this is nothing like rural England. Flat farming
         land gives way to a long straight road flanked by eucalypts, which climbs steadily uphill to the entrance to the old Hidden
         Vale homestead, with its paved drive and Moreton Bay fig trees.
      

      
      Here in 1900 came Alfred Cotton, Sidney’s father, an imposing man with a moustache worn thick and long in the style of Lord
         Kitchener. Alfred J. Cotton had made his money further north and had bought this property from an Ipswich butcher, Philip
         Jost. In 1908 he replaced the Jost home with a splendid two-storey house with wide verandahs. In 1911 he sold it to return
         to England to educate his children, but bought it back again in 1914 for £27 500. The four Cotton children adored the freedom and mystery of Hidden Vale and this was where
         Sidney Cotton spent some of his happiest days.
      

      
      ‘I shall never forget the magnificent view as we emerged from the trees into open country approaching the property,’ he wrote.
         ‘We had driven about four miles from the railway station by buggy when we suddenly found ourselves on the top of a hill looking
         down across a valley.’
      

      
      Cotton had been born on a cattle station at Goorganga near Proserpine. He was six when the family moved to Hidden Vale. Sidney
         loved riding and working the cattle, and was fascinated by the new machines that were being invented, like motor cars and
         aeroplanes.
      

      
      When Sidney Cotton was born, Queen Victoria was still on the throne and the sun had yet to set on the British Empire. During
         his lifetime Cotton was to see the introduction of electricity and the telephone, of radio, television, nuclear energy and
         space flight. A high point of his own life was a bringing together of two of the most important developments of the twentieth
         century—photography and the aeroplane.
      

      
      Sidney Cotton had an insatiable appetite for new technology. How he applied that technology became one long adventure that
         took him to most countries of the world.
      

      
      Not much of Sidney Cotton survives in Australia, unlike some pioneer fliers. In Melbourne there is an aerodrome named after
         the great Harry Hawker. In Bundaberg there is a plaque to Bert Hinkler. Sydney’s international airport is named after Sir
         Charles Kingsford Smith. But the only memorial to Sidney is a metal plate in a cemetery in a place called Tallegalla.
      

      
      

      
      Sidney Cotton exchanged the featureless Queensland bush for an office in Piccadilly and a brown pinstripe suit. He could have
         stayed in Australia and played the gentleman farmer. Instead he went to Europe and America and acquired a circle of friends
         that included royalty, heads of state, and shadowy figures from the world of espionage. It was all a wonderful game.
      

      
      Who was Sidney Cotton? A great aviator or a confidence trickster? A brilliant innovator or a self-seeking social climber?
         A patriot or a war profiteer? Or all of the above?
      

      
      Sidney’s father, Alfred John Cotton, was one of Queensland’s pioneering pastoralists and could trace his ancestry back before
         the Norman Conquest. A. J. Cotton, according to one account, was one of the pioneers who blazed their tracks through the state
         of Queensland when it was ‘a wild and dangerous land inhabited only by treacherous blacks’.
      

      
      Alfred Cotton was born in St Helier in the Channel Islands on 21 June 1861 and went to school in Brighton and at the Taplow
         Grammar School in Bristol. He was the only son of Charles Nelson Cotton, a London merchant. An uncle, Sir Richmond Cotton,
         was Lord Mayor of London in 1875. The library of an ancestor, Sir Robert Bruce Cotton, was one of three collections which
         started the British Museum Library and is known as the Cottonian Library.
      

      
      Orphaned at fourteen, after his father had lost his money in South Africa, Alfred Cotton went to sea and served his indentures
         on the barque Edeline, a coal ship on the China run. It was a tough life for a boy in his early teens. The cabin he shared with a shipmate measured
         only six feet six inches square. Later he served on the barque Clara, which carried large numbers of immigrants between England and Queensland.
      

      
      

      
      In 1879 while the ship was in Hong Kong he completed his indentures and was promoted to third mate. With five hundred Chinese
         coolies on board the Clara set sail for Antigua in the Caribbean. The coolies mutinied but somehow Alfred Cotton regained control and the ship reached
         its destination. Alfred Cotton spent six years at sea before settling in Australia. He arrived in Australia when he was twenty
         years old and worked as a jackeroo at Yaleroi station in New South Wales.
      

      
      He soon developed a flair for handling horses and cattle and travelled all over Queensland droving cattle from one station
         to another. He arrived one day at Bromby Park near Bowen and met Annie Bode. Annie Bode was one of four daughters of Frederick
         Bode, a family with a German name and Teutonic roots. Cotton was not the only settler with aristocratic roots who farmed in
         Proserpine. Three other families were listed in Burke’s Peerage.

      
      Alfred Cotton had financed some of his early property deals by rounding up brumbies and selling them to the British Army for
         service in the Boer War. He got eight pounds a piece for the horses. After the war was over he exported the horses from South
         Africa and resold them for four pounds a piece.
      

      
      Alfred Cotton was a man ‘of frugal temperament’ and saved enough money to buy Goorganga station in 1894, the same year that
         Sidney was born. Goorganga is Aboriginal for ‘home of the waters and of the crocodile’.
      

      
      Six years later he sold Goorganga to the Lascelles family and bought, successively, Hidden Vale Grandchester (later the family
         home), Inkerman, Lawn Hill, Bohemia Downs, Springfield, Brunette Downs and Canobie near Normanton in North Queensland.
      

      
      

      
      Alfred Cotton bought and sold stations and won and lost fortunes. He was an expert in the cattle market.

      
      At one time he had 53 000 cattle on the road. He tells the story in his book With the Big Herds in Australia. Another time he took five contracts simultaneously to deliver 7600 cattle from North Queensland to New South Wales.
      

      
      Like many pioneer pastoralists A. J. had good years and lean years and his life was a constant struggle against drought. In
         1914 at the Sydney Agricultural Show he had met another pioneer pastoralist the Honourable James White of Muswell-brook in
         New South Wales. The Whites had acquired the enormous Brunette Downs station in the Northern Territory but it was not a success.
         They asked Cotton if he wanted to go into the venture on a 50:50 basis. Cotton agreed but had to sell all his other properties
         to buy into Brunette Downs and this weakened him. When the stock market crash came in 1929 he had nothing to fall back on.
         It had all gone. He lost millions. It was a pattern that was to be repeated with his eldest son.
      

      
      Sidney Cotton was born into this old money in 1894, the third of the five Cotton children. Alfred and Annie Cotton’s first
         child was a daughter, Lilian, born in Proserpine in 1891; she died in early childhood. Vera arrived next, followed by Sidney,
         Victor and Douglas.
      

      
      Today floatplanes and helicopters full of tourists fly over Goorganga on their way to the islands of the Great Barrier Reef.
         Down the road is Airlie Beach, a steadily growing tourist destination with its bars and backpacker hostels. Significantly,
         it is the aeroplane which has brought this part of Queensland just a few hours from the major capital cities.
      

      
      

      
      But in 1894 there were no aeroplanes or cars. A journey to Goorganga was by horse-drawn coach or steamer. Goorganga was just
         a speck on the map at the edge of a vast dry continent. It was more than five hundred miles to Brisbane, a journey that by
         road would take five days. The little settlements clung to the coastline, their only lifeline the steamer. The ocean looked
         placid enough but the estuaries were full of crocodiles and the dry inland teemed with snakes.
      

      
      Sidney’s earliest childhood memories were of Goorganga. The house was a Queenslander, a large wooden mansion with wide airy
         verandahs. It was here that baby Sidney would crawl around on his hands and knees playing with his toddler brother Victor.
         One day they put their hands through a hole in the edge of the verandah and found some fluffy white balls. ‘They were great
         to play with,’ wrote Sidney ‘and we always put them back in the hole after the game.’ The fluffy balls were the eggs of a
         tiger snake, one of the most dangerous of the twenty-eight varieties of poisonous serpents in Australia. Later Annie Bode
         drew her infant sons away with a shudder. The tiger snake had been crawling along the verandah and Victor had been crawling
         after it.
      

      
      It is not certain when Sidney Cotton saw his first aeroplane. The Wright Brothers had made their historic flight at Kittyhawk
         in 1903 and Louis Blériot had flown the English Channel in 1909, but Australia was largely isolated from the mainstream of
         aeronautical research. Even by 1910 there were few aeroplanes in Australia.
      

      
      Five months after Sidney Cotton was born in 1894, an Englishman called Lawrence Hargrave had successfully lifted himself into
         the air in a kite at Stanwell Park in New South Wales. Hargrave is acknowledged as one of the pioneers of flight. He had the machine but not the means to lift it into the
         air. Unlike the Wrights he failed to develop a successful engine to power his machine. Years later, however, the design of
         aeroplanes in Europe was dominated by Hargrave’s box kites.
      

      
      When he was nine or ten, Sidney sketched a design for his own aeroplane which looked surprisingly like the Caudron Type A
         of 1911. It was a twin boom biplane powered somewhat optimistically by a twenty horsepower motor. The rudder, curiously, was
         suspended between the struts of the underslung fuselage rather than above it, and carried Sidney’s initials S. C. It was surprisingly
         advanced for a country boy still at primary school.
      

      
      In 1904 when Sidney was ten he was sent to Southport Grammar School on the Gold Coast about seventy-five miles from Hidden
         Vale. Today its glorious white beaches are swarming with tourists but in those days Southport was a sleepy hollow. The journey
         from here to Hidden Vale would take the best part of a day so Sidney became a boarder. Six years as a boarder bred in Sidney
         a self-confidence and independence that was to serve him well in later years. But although Sidney was popular at school he
         had few close friends and developed a reputation as a loner.
      

      
      In 1910 Alfred Cotton decided to put all four children through their final schooling in England. The family sailed to England
         and checked into Berners Hotel just off Oxford Street in central London. Aviation was the talk of the town. All London was
         agog with talk of the Frenchman Louis Blériot who had flown the English Channel in an aeroplane of his own design a few months
         earlier. Most people were more interested in the personal details—the fact that he had broken both ankles in a previous crash and had roped his crutches
         to the fuselage.
      

      
      The French seemed to be doing it better than the English. However, if you were interested in aeroplanes in England in 1910,
         there was only one place to be: Brooklands. This famous aerodrome was not only the cradle of flying but of motor racing. Flying
         machines were built in the big black sheds and flown from the field at the centre of the famous banked racing track. Men in
         goggles drove around the perimeter in cars with names like Napier, Bentley and de Lage. All the great aviation names were
         here too—T. O. M. Sopwith, Alliot Verdon-Roe (Avro), and Harry Hawker, Cotton’s fellow countryman.
      

      
      Sidney wasted no time in cultivating the doorman at the hotel who told him how to find his way to Brooklands aerodrome—in
         those days a formidable journey from central London. Brooklands was near Weybridge in Surrey, about two hours by road. But
         Sidney did not have a car, although he harboured a desire to build one.
      

      
      ‘I was much too shy to do more than help push the machines out of their sheds and watch them trying to take off but I became
         thoroughly obsessed with aeroplanes.’
      

      
      His father meanwhile had rented Warthill Castle near Aberdeen. This was a property of some twelve hundred acres owned by the
         Patrick Leslie family, who also had properties in Australia.
      

      
      Business was booming. In October 1910 Alfred Cotton was rich enough to place an order with Chivas Bros of Aberdeen, spirit
         merchant, for two ten gallon drums of Chivas Regal whisky. Chivas Bros wrote to him: ‘We beg to acknowledge return of deposits on the empties; two 2 gallon jars 3s 6d, one 1 gallon jar, which is placed to your credit.’
      

      
      Aviation was as much a novelty in Scotland as it was in England but the opportunities to see aeroplanes in flight were fewer.
         Cotton senior had heard that there was a flying meeting at Lanark but this was a long way from Aberdeen. He grudgingly decided
         to treat the three boys to an outing. Sidney was thrilled to discover that the aviators included two of the most famous pioneers,
         Colonel Samuel Franklin Cody and Henri Farman. Cody came straight out of the Wild West. Born in Texas the flamboyant Cody
         was a crack shot and expert horseman as well as an aviator. In 1908 he had made the first sustained powered flight in Great
         Britain. Farman and Cody were on a tour of Britain to popularise flying.
      

      
      ‘Colonel Cody was the hero of the meeting, and headlines in the local paper reported that he had got up into the clouds,’
         wrote Sidney. Henri Farman the Frenchman, however, could not get very much lift and his aircraft crashed into the top of a
         tall tree. ‘There he stayed until someone got a ladder and fetched him down.’
      

      
      Sidney, Victor and Douglas were boarded at Cheltenham College in Gloucestershire and Vera went to school at the exclusive
         Wickham Abbey. During the two years that Cotton spent at Cheltenham he devoted much of his spare time to building model aeroplanes.
         With the help of the carpenter from the school carpentry shop he built a six foot model of bamboo and linen powered by a small
         single cylinder petrol engine.
      

      
      The model was ready to fly in time for the summer holidays and after a few short test flights on the school cricket field Sidney packed it up carefully and sent it up to Aberdeen. Tragically the beautiful model was lost on its first flight.
      

      
      ‘I set the rudder so that the plane would fly in a wide circle. It took off beautifully but instead of going into a turn it
         flew on and on and was soon lost from view.’ Sidney thought that the plane had ended up in the branches of one of the many
         fir trees on the estate. ‘I was inconsolable. I had lost the toy on which I had lavished six months of my school life.’
      

      
      At the end of 1911, Alfred Cotton returned to Australia. The four children remained behind at school in England. Sidney hated
         the long winters and chafed at the strict discipline of an English private school. He missed his father very much and pined
         for the freedom of Hidden Vale. ‘We could not adjust ourselves more than temporarily to what we felt was the restricted life
         in England’ wrote Sid. All four children petitioned their father to return to Australia and in 1912 he agreed.
      

      
      That strange machine, the motor car, was starting to appear on the streets of Australia, and Alfred Cotton was not slow to
         realise its potential. He needed a tough utilitarian vehicle which could handle the bad roads on his vast properties. But
         there was nothing available in the fifth continent.
      

      
      While he was in England Alfred Cotton had investigated all the motor companies to find someone who would build him a car suitable
         for the bush. He decided to build his own.
      

      
      Alfred Cotton’s car was the Land Rover of its day. An old Sunbeam was the prototype with many of the parts supplied by the
         Dennis brothers. It stood fifteen inches above the ground, high enough to ford the erratic creeks of Far North Queensland.
         There was a winch on the front so it could pull itself out of trouble. The radiator could be swung sideways so that grass seeds could be picked out of the core.
      

      
      Sidney, too, was to build his own car. In 1914 his father sent him off to Cassilis near Dalkeith in New South Wales to work
         for Frederick McMaster, a family friend. McMaster allowed him to use the equipment in the workshop and he ordered the parts
         to build a cycle car. This was a basic vehicle, registered as a motor cycle in some countries, and powered by a single cylinder
         engine. But, rudimentary though the car was, it had some revolutionary features.
      

      
      Sidney drove the car back from Cassilis to Brisbane for his holidays. In the absence of a driver’s seat he used a soap box.
         ‘My father was not at all pleased when he realised how I had been spending my time at Cassilis. It was our first real clash
         of wills,’ wrote Sidney. ‘There were many more to come.’
      

      
      But Alfred Cotton had to grudgingly admit that Sidney was showing aptitude as an engineer. The car was sent off to the Willys
         Overland agent in Brisbane to have a streamlined body fitted. Sidney was not to know it at this stage in his life but he would
         go on to own a number of most exotic motor cars—a crimson Hotchkiss, an ERA racing car and a beige drophead Rolls Royce. But
         all this was to come.
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