Airmen found after 52 years

THE wreckage of a RAAF
Beaufighter and the re-
mains of its two Aus-
tralian crewmen have
been found in Papua New
Guinea — 52 years after
they crashed.

The two crewmen have
been identified as pilot
flying officer John Coates,
of Lake Boga, Victoria,
and wireless air gunner,

flying officer Charles
Hilton Chapple, of Green-
thorpe, New South Wales.

RAAF spokesman Ken

~ Llewellyn said the pair

disappeared on Novem-
ber 25, 1943, as they flew a
low level offensive sweep
with another aircraft
against Japanese coastal
barge traffic. There was
no doubt they had
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Comrades in arms to the end

By TERRY BROWN

TWO RAAF airmen shot
‘down during low level raids
in Papua New Guinea will
‘be buried together, com-
rades in arms.

Their  bodies  were
found with the wreckage
of their Beaufighter about
two weeks ago, almost 52
years after it was downed
in thick jungle 300km
South of New Britain.

Percy Coates, 26, the
Victorian pilot, was a
carpenter around Lake
Boga before joining up.
He had been married less
than a year. SRR
_His unmarried gunner
Hilton Chapple, 21, came
off a farm at Greenthorpe

Peréyz:COates, :

in central NSW, where he

grew up, the second of
three children. .

Mr Chapple’s younger

brother Jack said yester-
day the find had revived
painful memories of los-
ing a “minder” and hero.

“But after that came a

feeling of relief that at last

- We knew his destiny,” Mr _cemetery near Rabaul
 the 52nd anniversas

crashed and little doubt
they had been killed. -

A French survey team
found the wreckage on
the island of New Britain
and reported it to Aus-
tralian authorities.

RAAF flight lieutenant
John Coughlan said the
dog tags of both men had
been found and their
identity confirmed by a
forensic dentist. e

 Hilton Chapple

died in the jungle. We now

know the end came

- as comrades in arms,” he
said. :
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Jungle
gives up
‘ missing
airmen

By CHARLES MIRANDA
in Canberra

THE bodies of two World War
IT Australian airmen have been
found in jungle on an island
east of Papua New Guinea.

Pilot flying officer Percy
Coates and wireless air gunner
Charles Chapple were still
strapped into their seats in
their Beaufighter when found
by a French survey team.

The team had been survey-
ing for minerals and oils on the
dense jungle island of New
Britain east of Madang when it
stumbled across the plane.

The find was reported to the
Australian High Commission
in PNG and a Royal Australian
Air Force recovery team was
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Coates, 26, from Victoria,
and Chapple, 21, from Green.
thorpe, NSW, had been on a
routine mission, locking for
Japanese barges which were
moving troops and equipment.

An accompanying allied

| fighter saw their plane shot
| down by ground fire.

Coates had been married
only a few weeks.

The men had been operating
their 30 Squadron Beaufighter
from Kiriwina Island, 445km
east of Port Moreshy.

RAAF spokesman Ken
Llewelyn said a lot of luck had
been involved in the find, but
hundreds of allied crashes
were still unresolved.

“Many relatives still have
queries in their minds about
what happened to loved ones:
and by making finds such.as
this we lay memories to rest.”

The men’s relatives — in.
cluding Chapple’s brother and
Coates’s sister — will fly to
PNG to attend a funeral service
at Bika Paka War Cemetery
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quickly.” Mr Chapple,; 63,
said being 10 years
younger than Hilton, he
worshipped him as little

brothers do. He will at-

tend the service.
Flying Officer Coates’
widow is too ill to attend.
RAAF  FlIt-Lt  John
Coughlan said yesterday
the airmen’s remains

‘would be buried in the

same coffin with full mili-

tary - honors - tomorrow

week at Bita Paka war
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’I:hé wreckage, and the re-=
mains, stayed untouched until
early October this year when’

~ three Australians, living and
- working locally, heard about the
- wreckage from a Papua New

Guinean oil palm plantatxo
worker, ani decided




RAAF crew’s
bodies found
in PNG |

By MAX BLENKIN

The wreckage of a RAAF Beaufighter and the
remains of its two Australian crewmen have
been found in Papua New Guinea, 52 years after }
they crashed.
~ The two crewmen have been identified as Pi-
lot Flying Officer John Coates, of Lake Boga,
Victoria, and Flying Officer Charles Hilton
Chapple, of Greenthorpe, NSW, who was the
wireless operator/air gunner.

T

RAAF spokesman Ken Llewellyn said the pair land-Fapua [ working locally, heard about th
disappeared on November 25, 1943, as their YT ; - wreckage fi a Papua New
plane made a low-level offensive sweep with an- wee i Guinean oil palm plantation
(t)_ther plane against Japanese coastal barge traf- fro 1 Ano- - worker. and ﬂecided:‘p 7
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There was no doubt they had crashed into the
'thick jungle and there was little doubt they had
'been killed, but exactly where remained a mys-
tery.

A French survey team came across the wreck-
age of the aircraft on the island of New Britain
and reported the find to Australian authorities.

RAAF Flight Lieutenant John Coughlan said
yesterday one of the surveyors was an aircraft

enthusiast who was able to find the plane’s
identification number. That and the location of
the wreckage meant the RAAF was almost cer-
tain of the identity of the plane and its crew
even before a RAAF team arrived at the site.

Flight Lieutenant Coughlan, who will escort a
small group of the men’s relatives to their fu-
neral at the Bita Paka war cemetery near Ra-
baul, said they were members of 30 Squadron
based on Kiriwina Island.

At that time, New Britain was firmly in Jap- Sy g early morning - ner
anese hands. The men’s plane had flown with isive run in their powerful
'another Beaufighter on what was a routine 'en“gmed Beaufighter, nick-
sweep against Japanese coastal shipping. } :d “Whispering Death”.
Moments before the crash, Flying Officer «eir job was to strafe Japa-
Coates radioed to the other aircraft that he was coastal positions as. part o
experiencing engine trouble, possibly as a result ategy to break the enem
of Japanese anti-aircraft fire. The aircraft ly lines and their strangle-
flipped over and crashed into the thick jungle on north-western PNG.
canopy which concealed the wreckage from sub- rning for home, the men
sequent searches, until now. hit by li ghten emyﬁrc,their
He said the RAAF had been able to find a > struck a tree on a ridge ' wa

number of relatives including one man’s widow,

wiho v:lalls unfor;nlmately not well enough to trav- C’Aﬂ N , : sk .
el to the funeral service. ; s

The funeral will be held on November 25 — 52 25‘5'64 rMEl ME4 O‘@’V/C & 1P
years to the day since the men disappeared. . | 94 T




