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Squadron Leader LR, “Smokey* Dawson: served as RAAF kaison officer
with the Dutch at Merauke. He was lost whan the VH-RDK disappeared,

On September 7, 1044, a
Dutch Dakota with 19

people aboard
disappeared. Nola Bates
reports on the discovery
of its wreckage.

NE OF Australia’s greatest

aviation mysteries was

solved last month when a

group of botanists accidentally stum-
led on a missing Dutch transport.

The wreraft, with 19 people on board,
included 1w Australian servicemen and
two women, had disuppeared on September
T, 1944, while on a regular flight between
Merauke, 10 what 15 now Inan Java, and
Caimns.

Seven members of the Australian New
Zealand Scownnfic Dxploration  Socwety,
while wet, tred and hungry, chanced on the
ol plane when collectmg plam specimens
on junple peaks. west of Mossman, (n far
nortk Quernslaned

Unsure of their discovery they quackly

contavied Air Foree officals 1n Canberra
with the astounding story
The ANZSES icam leader. Gordon

Baied, returned by helicopler with two
RAAF mveshigators from Townsville and
the trio were winched down through the
yunphe canopy 1o the site

Civil regastiration markimgs VH-RDK on
the tal quickly identificd it as the mussing
Duich Dakota DT941 A large section of
wing, radial cngines, pant of the fusclage
with windows, an inscnbed walch from
Holland and the mary personal belongings
scattered about also helped 19 confirm 1he
find.

News ol the discovery was quickly
Nashed to The Hague in the Netherlands
and the difficult task ol tzacking down the
next of bun began, Amazingly some were
found 10 be Iiving i this country

Mezowhile. hack &t home, the Ausiralisn
famihes also had 10 be traced. The Austro-
ltan servicemen killed were Squadron
Leader L R, “Smokey™ Dawson of Quirin-
di, NSW, a RAAF liason officer with the
Dutch  m Mernuke, and  Lwutenam
H. W.A. Armstrong. an Army offices, who
had come from Perth

Also aboard the il fated awrcrafl were
seven Dutch fighter pilots, all members of
120 Squadron fying P-4 Kty hawks,
coming back for rest and recreation keave

Many personal souvenirs. including na-
tve arifacts and metal models of thewr
aircraft. were found among the crash debris.

The Jast radio call received from the
Duteh transport wits @1 1901 hours when
the piot radioed Cairns that he would be
“landing 1n about 10 minutes”

There were no further (ransmissions
thaugh witnesses were later to report heas-
wng 11 around Tnntty Beach (north of
Cairnst. and an RAAF radar stanon ploned
@ track Srom the same area to 1 3km infand
where it was lost at 1924 hours.

The flight from Merauke o Cairns s
about 11150km and wsvally took about four
hours. Endurance for VH-RDK on that day
wits seven hours and 2600 Wires of fuel with
the aircrafi due 10 armive 41 1825 howrs,

The weather that night at Carns was
poor with frequent showers and the sky
clouded over. Accordingly the Australian
duty pilot at the ‘drome had suggesied that
the Dutch alrcraft diven further south o
Townsville where conditions were clear

To help e Duich miot Cams airstnp
left its flarcpath and revolving beacon on
and army searchhghts lit the sky

In addstion the air force™s Volunieer A
Observer Corps in the arca was alerted by
lephone, Flarepaths  at  Mareeba and
Cooktown rematned on till | lpm

A Dutch C-47 ransport plane similar to the VH-ADK racentty found in morth Queensiand. While the mystery of the
VH-RDK has been solved the fate of many other planes missing in the Mossman-Calrns area remains uncertain,

At dawn the next morming 8 huge scarch
began. RAAF Avro Ansons, Bcauforts,
Boumgrang [ightery, Catalinas and a Man-
ner scoured the land and sea. They were
supporied by the Anmy and police as well as
scores of ervilians i remote areas Mean-
while. offshore. the Navy searched 1w
coastal waters

Colonel Zomer, the Commanding Offi-
cer of the Royal Netherland East Indses Air
Force, abo flew (o the arca and was con-
vinced that “owing 1o the rugged nature of
the country and its dense cover of forests
and jungle. 11 would be possibie for seirch-
ers 1o fly almost disectly over the missing
wircrafl without being able 10 see it™.

ERAUKE was a combined Dutch,
Ausiralian and Amencan base during
Warld War [1. In mid-1944 it was defended
by Ni 120 Netherlands East Indses Squad-
ron and s Kittyhawk fighters, VH-RDK
was one of the regular couner aireraf) that
connected it wath the Australian mainland
YH-RDK had gene through similar
problems the mighy before (September 6)
with very bad weather and torrential rain
On that oecasion advice had been received
from the Volunieer Air Obserser Corps
that the transport was circling Mossman.
believing it 10 be Cairns, and was atlempt-

ing 10 land

The Caims control tower then radioed
the pelog, gava H him his present position
and & course to tly tosafety. At this stage the
Dutch pilot sull felt that he was over the
correc! “drome. Conscguently the RAAF
arranged for search and shore lights to be
lit. VH-RDK sighted the lights and flew
south, ammving with only a small supply of
petrol remaining.

Members of the RAAF who visited the
crash site snd it had to be “walked on o be
found” and that the wreckage, 200m below
the ndgeline, was cold and inhabied by
Jeeches. Parts of the camouflagad parcrafy
blended i with the surrounding country
and rocks

The first Asr Force people 10 reach the
site were Hym% Officer Pat Kenny and
Corporal Andy Clarke, has radio operator,
both of No 27 Reserve Squadron at Towns-
ville. Their helicopier pilor was Flight Lieu-
terant Fony Thorpe

11 % hoped that later an appropriate pan
of the nircrafi, perhagps a propeller, can be
recovered for the RAAF Muscum and as a
memortal 10 those who lost their lives.

There are quite & number of other air-
craft missing in the gencral Mossman.
Casrns area, sl Amencan. They include

24 Liberators, B-25 Mitchells, A-20 Hav-

ocs, C-47 transporis and fighters. All had
been on ferry fights up the coast or n-
bound from New Guinea.

One can only speculate how many others
lic in the nearby ranges and jungic and
might aiso be discovered in future years.

The finding of ane usually heightens lo-
cal people’s awarencss and sumulstes the
solving of yet another aviation mystery.

The list of names on board DT9-41, as
released by Australian and Duich authon-
s, 1s as follows:

Dutch personnel: First Llﬂlklll.l\l B yan
Aken, First | RT,

First Lieutenant M.P, Levy, First Lieuten.
ant 0, Leyding, First Licutenant R.). Saim,
First Lievienant J.S, Zwart, Sergeant AJ.
Schalie (all were fighter pilots transpored
south for a rest period). Crew: First Liew.
tenant HJ H. Daanen (captain), Sergeant
W.A. Torn (2nd pilot). Sergeant E. Kerdijk
(weather/operations), Sergeant J.F. Dam-.
wijk (engineet),

Others: Second Lievtenant Lebesu; Sec-
ond Licutenant Boreboom, Sergeant Straub
(Dutch military); Mr S, Jacob, Mrs Waas,
Mrs Wakewau (civilian). Licutenant
HWH Amstrong (Austraban  Army),
Squadron Leader LR, Dawson (RAAF)




