T B The Canberva Times

Wednesday, March 7, 2012

A Douglas C-47 and its 19 passengers
vanished at sea off Papua New Guinea
in 1945. Canberra historian Bob Piper

reveals how a 20-year search may have
led to the discovery of its wreckage.

Follow the trail on pages 4-5.
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Glimmer of hope for
long-lost souls

By Boh Piper
early 67 years ago, an

after take- )I'Hmm Milne Bay in
Papua New Guinea.

The location of any wreckage of
the ill-fated flight, struck by wet
l\?‘llh?ram‘l 00T \'I‘\l\l\l has
always re but
e TR ki
has surfaced

In 20 metres of water in Milne
an Australian tour boat
operatorand ave founda
wreck_ Itis in the same location
where oil, lifejackets, mailbags and
cushions surfaced after the
accident in September, 1945

Rod Pearce, awell-known P!
diver who operates his charter
boat Barbarian Il throughout the
islands, and Norwegian diver
Kasper Sommerand Danish diver
Roy Torgerson have confirmed the
location of the plane.

They have recovered a number
of items including a propeller, tail
wheel tyre as well as aviation cable
and a control quadrant part

undercarriage and the tail, which
match a Doug

where sediment from nearby
mountain rivers reduces visibility
on most days.

However, no remains of those
an board have been found ora
positive identification made that it
i5 AB5-56 (VH-CIJ), the missing

Pearce, who has just visited
Canberrs to confer with Defence
officials, has assisted the RAAF
other successful recovery
operations of remains from
submerged wartime aircraft. He
also plans to dive and examine the
aircraft furtherin future months

Itis perhaps fortunate, and
colncidental,that detailed reports
and a map on the subjectby
Lieutenant Eddie Stanton, of the
Australia New Guinea
Administrative Unit (ANGAU),
have been recently rediscovered

‘This paperwork confirms the
same position in the original court
ofinquiryand which Pearce had
marked on his chart. That pasition
is 200 metres offshore on t
eastem side of the bay and
adjacent to Gumey airfield

Air force transport AB5-56, from
No. 33 Squadron, departed
Gurney Strip at 10.15am on
September 11, 1945. On bo.ml
were s crew of three and

The transport
acknowledged the

signal by
try”.

Ok, will
. no further

signal was heard.

enveloped in a heavy tropical
downpour, radioed back and the
crew advised they were “returning
and asked to be homed".
AL10.37 the aircraft was
instructed by Aeraradio to ““climb

er
flight to Dobadura, on the
norther coast.

On take-off weather conditions
were described as

‘not good with
siblity of six to eight miles'

He: H-CI)

disappeared into the “bad patch”,
which quickly moved up the bay
and closed the landing field they
had just departed from. Minutes

4 after take-offthe Douglas, now

an
strip closed. call bac]
transport acknowledged the signal
by “OK, will try” and though (they
were) subsequently repeatedly
called, no further signal was heard
from Al 6. ing more has
been sPeu or heard of the aircraft
andthose on board since.

in the passengers was a crew of
four from a Beaufort bomber

(No. 6 Squadron) as well as a RAAF
entertainment group. The latter
consisted of Corporal Neil Mackay
tviolinist), AC1 John Haslam
(cellist), Sergeant Keith Devenish
(piano) and asinger.

One of the army men,
Lieutenant Noel Williams, was
from ANGAU and carryinga
payroll of more than £2000, a
considerable amount of money in
1945 and about $300,000 in
today’s values. Williams was a

Bani

transport aircrat was Flight
Lieutenant Eric Beer, of Boort in
Victora, who had earlier seen
action with No. 30 Squadron.in
Beaufighters, On one of the.
operations with that unit he had
crashed in the seaand he and his
observer had spenta dayanda
night in a dinghy before being

scue

Aerial, sea and ground searches
at the time for the missingaircraft
initially found nothing. Twa of
No. 6 Squadron’s Beauforts as well
as No. Jdbqlmdmn 's Douglas VH-

Aswell as 13 RAAF
on board there were also one o
andtwo army personnel, ncladed

former C:
emplayee from Cairns.
The pilot of the miss

ng

UJ scoured the local area. United
m..m and Australian shipping as
well as a RAAF crash boat also

checked the local waters. Then
village Constable Wahae, of Wagga
i\-agen;ua& searchingina
canoe sighted two yellow
lifefackets, cushions and oil
floating up to the surface shortly
after noon on September 12.

Launches subsequently
patrolled the area as well as
American forces dragging the
bottom for the aircraft. Dynamite
was also detonated underwater in
order to try to break up the

and release the bodies.

Although itis reported hard hat
divers stos in water that was
only 30 metres or less deep, none
were sent down as no wreckage
had been snagged in the dragging
operations.

Papuan people at the village of
Duabo, which is perched on the
range at 330 metres overlooking
the Gumini and Gibara rivers on
the south-west side of the bay, did
notsee the aircraft in the heavy
rain but were certain from the
sound “well below” that it did not
enter Sagarai Valley to the south-
west, orrise totheir height, but
they did hear it crash info the sea.

Theyalso stated it only circled
twice (probably using the Gurney
Strip radio beacon as a guide and
reference).

People from the coastal vil
of Buimui also heard Ih!'alu‘mﬁ
and its last anti-clockwise circle of
the bay before a LDl!dnuhl’ asifit
had hit the sea. One person
deseribed itas “like dynamite was
being set off underwater

They also described how they
had first heard the plane flying
¢low during the morning near
the G ra River, however, they
d not see it owing to the heavy

Milne Bay, at the eastern tip of
Papua New Guinea, is surrounded
by 1500-metre high mountains
and is often subject to torrential
rainand poor visibility. A pilot
suddenly caught in these
conditions can find himselfina

very precarious on,
especially shortly after take-off.

Alrcrew can either attempt to
slowly climb away on instruments
to the west, or head east out of the
bay knowing that thy
small gap or cone of safety ofonly
five degrees that the
inside to avoid <mkmgan\ land
mass or high ground. To the north
and south are peaks that require
5000 feet of altitude to safely clear.
In fact Milne Bay is virtuallyri
by high country and obstacles for
pilots and aircraft flying in
instrument conditions.

When caught in desperate
situations like this, a pilot can also
circle down low and try to stay in
sight of the ground or water and
attempt 1o retrace their steps back
to the aerodrome. The latteris
apparently whi Lt Beer
attempted as his engines were
heard very lowin the area bya
number of witesses before it is
believed he struck the sea and
quicklysubmerged. The other two




letters to the relati
board, by the then
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