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SquadronLeaderL.R. "Smokey"Dawson:servedas RAAF liaisonofficer

withthe Dutchat
Merauke.

He was lostwhenthe VH-RDK
disappeared.

On
September 7,1944, a

Dutch Dakota with 19

peopleaboard
disappeared.

Nola Bates
reports on the

discovery

of its
wreckage.

ONEOF
Australia's greatest

aviation mysteries was
solved last monthwhen a

groupof botanists accidentally

stum
bledon a missing Dutch

transport.

The
aircraft,

with 19 people on board,

includedtwo Australian servicemen and

two women,had
disappeared

on September

7, 1944,whileon a regularflightbetween

Merauke,
in whatis now IrianJaya,and

Cairns.

Seven members of the AustraliainNew

Zealand Scientific Exploration Society,
whilewet,tiredand hungry,chancedon the
old plane when

collecting
plant specimens

on jungle peaks, westof
Mossman,

in far '
north Queensland.

Unsure of theirdiscoverythey quickly

contacted Air Force officials in Canberra

with the
astounding story.

The ANZSESteam leader,Gordon
Baird,returnedby

helicopter
with two

RAAF
investigators

from Townsville and
the trio were wincheddown throughthe
jungle canopy to the site.

Civil
registration markingsVH-RDKon

the tailquickly identified

it as the missing

DutchDakotaDT9-4I.A large sectionof
wing,radialengines,part of the fuselage

with windows,an inscribed watch from
Hollandand the many personalbelongings

scattered aboutalso helpedto confirmthe
find.

News of the discoverywas quickly

flashedto The Haguein the
Netherlands

and the
difficult

taskof
tracking

downthe
next of kin began.Amazingly some were
foundto be livingin thiscountry.

Meanwhile,
back at home,the

Australian

families also had to be traced.The Austra

lian servicemen killed were Squadron
Leader L. R. "Smokey"Dawson of Quirin

di, NSW,a RAAFliaisonofficerwiththe
Dutch in Merauke,and Lieutenant

H. W. A.
Armstrong,

an Army
officer,

who
had come from Perth.

Also aboard the ill-fatedaircraft were
sevenDutch fighterpilots,all membersof

sevenDutch fighterpilots,all membersof
120 Squadronflying P-40 Kittyhawks,

coming back for rest and
recreationleave.

Many personal souvenirs, includingna
tive artifacts and metal modelsof their
aircraft,

were foundamongthe crashdebris.

The last radiocall receivedfrom the
Dutch transport

was at 1901 hourswhen
the pilotradioedCairnsthathe wouldbe
"landingin about10

minutes".

There were no further transmissions

though witnesses
were laterto report hear

ing it aroundTrinityBeach(northof
Cairns),and an RAAF radarstationplotted

a trackfromthe sameareato 13kminland,

where it was lostat 1924 hours.

The flight from Merauke to Cairns is
about1050kmand usuallytook aboutfour
hours.Endurance for VH-RDKon that day
was seven hours and 2600 litres of fuel with

the
aircraft

due to arriveat 1825 hours..

The weather that nightat Cairns was
poor with frequentshowersand the sky
cloudedover. Accordingly the Australian

dutypilotat the 'dromehad
suggested

that
the Dutch aircraftdivertfurthersouthto
Townsville where conditions were clear.

To help the DutchpilotCairns airstrip
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To help the DutchpilotCairns airstrip

left its
flarepath

and
revolving beaconon

and army
searchlights

lit the sky.
In additionthe air force's Volunteer Air

Observer Corpsin the areawas alertedby
telephone. Flarepaths at Mareebaand
Cooktown remained

on till11 pm.

A Dutch C-47
transport plane similar to the VH-RDK recently found in north

Queensland.

While the mystery of the
VH-RDKhas been solvedthe fate of many otherplanesmissingin the

Mossman-Cairns

area remainsuncertain.

At dawnthe next morninga huge search

began. RAAF Avro Ansons, Beauforts,

Boomerang fighters, Catalinasand a Mari
ner scouredthe landand sea.Theywere
supported

by the Armyand policeas wellas
scores of civilians in remote areas. Mean
while,offshore, the Navy searchedthe
coastalwaters.

Colonel Zomer,the Commanding Offi
cer of the Royal

Netherland

EastIndiesAir
Force,alsoflewto the areaand was con
vincedthat"owingto the ruggednatureof
the countryand its densecoverof forests

and jungle,it wouldbe
possible

for search

ers to fly almostdirectly
overthe missing

aircraft withoutbeingableto see it".

MERAUKE
was a

combinedDutch,
Australianand American base during

WorldWar II. In mid-1944 it was defended

by No 120
Netherlands

East Indies Squad

ron and its Kittyhawk fighters. VH-RDK

was one of the regularcourier aircraft
that

connected it with the Australian mainland.

VH-RDKhad gone throughsimilar
problemsthe night before(September

6)
with very bad weatherand

torrentialrain.
On that occasionadvicehad been received

from the Volunteer Air ObserverCorps
that the transport was circlingMossman,

believing
it to be Cairns,and was attempt

ingto land.

ingto land.

The Cairns control tower then radioed

the pilot,givinghim his presentposition

anda
course

to flyto
safety.

At this stagethe
Dutch pilot stillfeltthathe was overthe
correct 'drome. Consequentlythe RAAF
arranged

for searchand shorelightsto be
lit. VH-RDKsightedthe lightsand flew
south,arriving

withonlya small supplyof
petrol remaining.

Members of the RAAF who visited the
crashsite said it had to be

"walked

on to be
found"and that the

wreckage,
200m below

the
ridgeline,

was coldand
inhabited

by
leeches.Parts of the

camouflaged aircraft,

blendedin with the
surrounding country

and rocks.

ThefirstAirForcepeople to reachthe
sitewereFlyingOfficerPat Kennyand
CorporalAndy Clarke,his radio operator,

bothof No 27 ReserveSquadron at Towns
ville. Their

helicopter,

pilotwas Flight Lieu
tenant Tony Thorpe.

It is hopedthat lateran
appropriate

part

of the
aircraft,perhapsa

propeller,

can be
recoveredfor the RAAF Museumand as a
memorial to thosewho lost theirlives.

There are quite a number of other air
craft missingin the generalMossman

Cairnsarea, all American. They include

B-24
Liberators,

B-25
Mitchells,

A-20 Hav

ocs,C-47
transports

and
fighters.

All had

Tu hdp ~bi: Duttt. pilut C.airm :ain~ p 
ldt ,~ f..a,ctl&,lb i.nd re ... ot-.,:nc be.O.oon on. 
•nd arm~ te3fe'hl1t;f!U h~ 0.e 31ry 

In J<Wi1iori thr air fu rte'5 \'olu1nttr'Air 
(M,~r.-cr C:(lffK in lhc ;m:n ,,..11, Jllltt"lr.d b)• 
tclej)l1onr lla: ::pa.ths at M1i11.i:-ba ~,,~ 
C.;.'Oktown ,cnuirwd or: 1in 11pm. 

A O(,jlle'l'I c .. 1 ,,-11,ocn P:ant S;lfllltJ to 1M VH-ADK ,.ot~tly l~ftl lit ~ b Dl•n•Wld, Whilt IJ'le ~ of t1i. 
'JH-ADK l'n been ao~'tld lhe f'l~O~I mt/11'/ ~ttlef plllf\!1$ fflllGl'I~ i~ the MOHITian-Ceirr. ... ........,.. unc.1#11. 

• , : d4~ft lhc ntll momtnJl bugt tdl: :h 
be&an. l{.\AF Awo AtlSOOL Jk..JulofU, 
8001:1.crar,i; fi, h1trs. Crnilill3$ Jnd 3 M;ari . 
itl'f .M'.<">urtd tbt land ar.d ,ell, 1'1'1()' we-~ 
~uf1S1>.Wt-:d b:, !I.!! Arnt) .11:.J p.;lii;.;-4 ~ .,,,,11 as 
!tOU'5- -,,• .ch•il1.1ns in ,_em:..te A.')..'&.'- Mcan
"'-'h1lt'. offY,(lr<,, 11-.~• N11vy sc.uc:ltd lhc 
\'•)~SI.a! ~•al.::s. 

C.:lond Zanwr, d'I~ Ccmm1md1na. Off'" 
('Cf nf ~'le Rthal S('!;,t:rli.l'ld EHt (1"1c.fW'1 Air 
n.>rt1.', a.Ml fie~· l:O lh.: aft:~ a,1d ...... ,,ur,. 
1.·1n0;>d 1h31 "owins :o 1he ruged n11ure,ot 
lht 1,.'11)~1 r. ll') :llnc1 its ~ Ml" «:o~·~.,t c,( tor'tsh 
;rnJ 11.111,1k ii "'-.:Wd ~ pvnit.f\" for scat.:~
('~ ll) Jly almost dirc('llY OH(·~ ffl l5SinJ 
;w, nit\ withou 1 be1ngabl(' 10 s« 11". 

MERAt:KE '"''&'le :1. 1.umbmtd Ou.leh. 
AU!ilr.Jli.ar..and Amencao b4st during 

WtW\ctWar ll f:i muj, l~it~sd,efc~«t 
~) Nu 1.W ~ :1~1lan~ E:as, lndic, SQ.u..i~ 
roo an.: hs K.iU)'!'l&Wt. fliht~ ... VH-,RDK 
- ~ t'ln( or l ht :;i.ul,r ('(I\JOC; J ll(Filtt I bat 
,·v1mn:11:d it w·i1h lhr AU!lrJ.li11.n m,1inlaDd. 

\ 'H-RO~ had g•: tli' 1htau,itl 1,irr.i la, 
prObfMH t!:-t: :i!J!H bcfatt {Srpk~ htl" _liJ 
,..,lh YC'!\ b-•iJ \ll"U.tl1;1 arttl lllfrtntul nun. 
Or. lhat C:u.,:,~·s;an =-c1,·;« !\a~ betn ~ci:i.,.i:d 
fmm th.: Vl'lfur.1crt Ai: <1b\l~r\'"' f'n~ 
~:. tbe lr.:ww;1.1n ~-,~ ~mli• 11 M:.-1i1111 ;an,. 
belif,•in1, i1 10 bt e111ms. and "-':IS. aurmpc-

inftn l:ind . 
T:lr C1.1ms control ww"r 1htn ~dlOtd 

tb: p.!ot, Ji":1'11 tiim tit, ptci1tr.t ~,.,,1,io.n 
a:id a ((IU,t'S( toll) 10 \aft l), At thtHl;iJ,: die 
l>Jldt pi1oJI still M1 1hit ht \\.a$ O\'f'r du: 
C'OrTOC.'l 'drom.~. ("nn1o::q1Ji:.-.otl)' lhc R,Jo,U~ 
·am::g:d lor sCa.i·ch aoo shr,re hgl',t-. t,;, b: 
Iii. \'H-RDK 1iihltd 1h,: liJht.~ and 11~ 
!'iOO!h ~m,-in,r. wi:h onl)' a .1mali s.uppf)' o( 
sr.uu, :cm:..i.ml'lll 

Mtm~~ nfthc RA4f w·,,o '(~ lltd th: 
crl'nh iilt',$,lid tl il.lli'f \U ~ ....... 111b-J Oh 10 t» 
fou~d" .1nd 1lia1 lbe wr>!\'kai,lc. io:,m i.em 
use ndg~11·1~. ·w.,~ ""'"' ano ioti., b•tcd b\' 
lcc: hf:, . hm of tl!c ~1111wu:'~ .iir.,T.a(t 
bkind. t-d 1n with ltw Sin'1\:Uldit l 0011.n1r, 
and rock~, 

T'., e finl Air F·:•n't' poop!, w rt3<h the 
~i1, . .,..c_re Flyine. Officer P;11 Kmn)I and 
( orJ'.ll)ral .'-nci',· ( 'liri::, b is 1ad10 o~til lOt, 
b.;,~'1 of ~11 l1 ktsi:,·•e-Scauilcboo :.&t Towns• 
' 'ill-!. Their h-!Jito~et pilot was Ai&h1 Lieu. 
~n•nr lcny·1;,Qrflt', 

11 ,s 'hoped ,llat later an 11l'.ll)ropria1t Nil 
"r the aitt-mft , f!Crt:q,, a· r,1:-.n,:Ftt. t'iu:, he 
t C>."O\'ctc-:' !Or 1.hc RAAF ~ 11kwn. ;and as ., 
ml?mori3! \0 lhos~who lc--si thelf lives. 

T here 1trf' quite ,1 11umbcr of other llit• 
tnfl mini.tA m. the [lllm:ral Mosw.a.n
C:A.ims l.rtfl, all ,\m<'ritan. TIit► ifttlud: 
ff-1.4 l,it,c,r;tk)f\, U•! ~ M1\ctieU!, .\·?tl I la..,.. 

0ct,. C:--4 '.' ttuupon• ahd fi.,_ltfl- Al hed 
......... .,..,,. r. ,,.,... AlD,. n • ,..._ -• .,. . .... , 
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beenon ferry flights
up the coast or in-

bound from New Guinea.

One can only
speculate

how manyothers

liein the nearbyrangesand jungleand
might alsobe

discovered

in future years.

The finding of one usually heightens

lo
cal people'sawareness and stimulatesthe.
solvingof yet another aviation mystery.

The listof nameson boardDT9-41,as
releasedby

Australian
and Dutch authori

ties, is as
follows:

-
Dutch

personnel:
First

Lieutenant
B. van

Aken, First Lieutenant R.T.
Braakensiek;

First
Lieutenant

H.P. Levy,First Lieuten

ant 0.
Leyding, First

Lieutenant

R. J. Salm,

First
Lieutenant

J.S. Zwart,SergeantA.J.
Scholte(all were fighterpilotstransported

southfor a rest
period). Crew:FirstLieu

tenant H.J.H. Daanen (captain), Sergeant

W.A.Torn(2ndpilot),SergeantE. Kerdijk
(weather/operations),

SergeantJ.F. Dam-
wijk

(engineer).

Others: SecondLieutenant Lebeau; Sec
ond Lieutenant Boreboom, SergeantStraub
(Dutchmilitary);Mr S. Jacob,Mrs Waas,

Mrs Wakewau (civilian); Lieutenant.

H.W.H. Armstrong(Australian,Army);
Squadron LeaderL.R. Dawson(RAAF).

flt'I, C:...t7 1tar,1pon• •nd fi ... ltrl. Al heel 
bt:eo 'Uft ferry flipg llP &he COiii or .... I 
bound from Ncw(iujl)ea. 

O•t <'lo un1y ~-:ulatc bo,,_, maa, o,hetl 
.lit ·in &be neartry rMfC1 Mid j•" aDd 
mi&i,1 • f~:.i bi: di1eovcn:d In (wf ll.f'e )lelR.. 

The Cindio1 ol one unalty hc4h1tM I~ 
cal ~npW.·s. •~rtncM ftd slimullltt 1't 
w lvinll ur yet a:sc:ihcr avi,11ion fllYSU'fY. 

Th~ li11 of narnH on board Dn~I. -. 
ttkU<'d by AinlraJiao and Dutch aa.,lhOri• 
ties. ;s M fo1!1J'\·f: 
Dutch pt,111Q11nd; Fini Lirult.nant B. win 
Aleen. first titu!cnut R ·T. llrNtc-nsitlt, 
Fi11t Lleu\en~M H.P. Lev)., Pir\l tiewn• 
tnl 0. Lcydir,1, Firn liCuttnan1 f{,J. s.tm, 
Flti l LK'1Hcnlnl J,S. Z-..an. Serpant AJ, 
SChoUr (,all Wert figbk t pil(l1$ 111_n'l"poined 
wutli fUI • rest pcriuJ}, Otw. f'lNI Lieu• 
1enu.t IU.H .. Ountn (cap&air). ~nl 
W.A, Torn lad oil .. ~ Serpni E. J;ffllijk 
1~·a.thcr/11pcralin111), $1'.rgt.Anl J.f . Uam, 
--iJi. li:11aini:t'J) 

Oll1t:n,; S:x:ond Litull'Mtl 1.tbea: S.,C.. 
oad Licutcna:,1 li(ftMOm.ScrarantShaub 
1Du1;h nriliw)), Mr S. Jacob, Mrs Wu,. 
Mtt Wat.cwau (ci•Wlnt Licuttn, 01 
H.W.H, Armsuon1 (,<\ullnli• ,._,.,► ): 
Squadron Ltadt.r L A,, lJa•son (.RAAF). 


