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Loolging.down, he glimpsed the flyng
boal 4g,.q flaming comet with engines
screanitrat full tFottte, piummet sEply
into theilwle below.

Still atnard at their posts were the dead
Austqli4n..crew with their Anerican cap
tain sffi..|ed mortally wounded over the
@ntroJs,l '

Thgg_RAAF Catalina A2$9 passat into
histori;llecoming our first reconnaissancc
aircraft shot down in the New Guinea area
duringJYorld War II and it$ pilot, Lieuten-
ant Gpp.BbJ-eland Hutchinson, of the US
fsgatidn in Canberr+ the first American to
give hifrffijn that theafie ofoonflict.

Th9.f.opg-range eyes and bombers ofAus-
tralia ellJie beginning of the Pacific war
were its .ponderous but faithful Catalina
flyingboat'sl

Initi{ry, figbily arned wirh vhtagc
Worl&'lilar I machine4uns, ths Caralinl
A2+9sfu- far and wide without fiehtsr
proteoCien,and at the mercy of the op[osi-
tion's- Sl€ Zero fighters.

TufifA[stralian Catalinas were lost on
JanuaQyll- 1942, while on these patols,
The fit$ 1|24'9, flown by US Naw pilot
Hutchinson, was brought down by Zeros
oear Dt9Sbout noon while her sister shio.
A24&qi"ie lost near Kavieng two hout
Iater ilfld# similar circumstances.

In^the latter, there were five suryivon
who iverBigicked up by a Japanese cruiser
and tn:nile FOWs for the duration. How-
ever, jir A249 only one man parac,huted
clear,'Tbn'Keen. This then is the story as
told Sr thesote survivor.

Th6-:ftii$rion for that fareful day was a
deliv€ty fttl't of radio equipmeot to SaIa-
maua, on lhe north coast which would then
proqd 0F a search for a JaDanese lleet
thoug[t fio be somewhere off Rabaul, and
attack'lf,located- The Cat was to be firlly
armed,"with eight 2501b bombs slu"g undei
lneqpgis"

Iq:caeh.eide blister were the main means
of ddFgFh;,,twin lewis guns with stzrndard
ammunition, becauee inoendiaries and trac-
srs "qrpre the barrels out tcn quicHy".

Sergeant Doug Coote had joinod the
creu, that morning as the onlv pally srrrli-
fied.gunner on b,oard. The rest w6re sur-
prised to hear that he had never lired a
Lewis gun.in his life! Corporal Tom Keen
gave.hm -g$ mucb instruction as he could
on the,ttbpon before they departed"

Tligri4Qxrous day the Cat crew had near-
ly ccillided'head+n with a siant four en-
gined-Iananese flyrng boat at Soralren in
Bougainville. Then, flying onto Rabaul
with their radio not wortins" rhev had
swept in under the smoke from1urning nret
tanks and blazing ships, narrowly avoirling
the last wave ofdeparting enemy bombers. 

-

Extra insurance
Thg,crew were, naturally by this stage,

Ueginalry{o become a little apprehensive.
It wo8fd. ijnly be a matter of time before
lhey+rtbdd,see real action. *11utch'1, their
4me.nca! skipp€r had lnally managed to
obtain*ine parachutes for the day's opera-
tion.rllftat a prize. Just a tittle ex-tra insur-
qgge!,3F,,9$. their prcvious missiorrs they
ddn't have any parachutes at all.

A voicc in his earras shouting'Yor've
got him- You've got him". It war young
Tomny Rorq wto had his c,hin on Tom'g
shoulderwatchingtheattadrcrplunge

Alf bcll broke loocc agrin as explosions
burst vcry doee uound th flexiglasscane
py. Tom tboughtheweshit Heturdand
sas f,qp frlling It see,med likc erarything
was happening in slow motion Ovcr at tbe
otherguns, Brue Craigie was also morally
hit and had fi|lenbac] in hisgunneds seat,
right hasd dampd on the triggcrs and tbe
weapon firing ainlasly into the sky.

Lt C€gme Leland Hutchinson: the J::
US Navy pilot of Catalina A24-!1.

Tom gnabbed the intercom, saw the red
lieht blink androld Hurch that those in the
rcar rere also dead and the two bad better
hurry ug and jump. The Anerican ac-
knowledged and was midway through a sen-
t€nce aboul dropping the bombs when there
was another clattcr of bullets tearins into
the CaL The voice cut offand the-plane
nmed owr into a steeo divc: Tom thousht
the finnl burst bad tiflea tne pilot and-he
had frllen on the controls, They were about
,lfiD feet abovc the coastal range.

r eqrring out the hatcb, Ton nas suddeii-
ly sucked through and the pamchute pack
tore loose ftom the harness as he fell Panic
seired him- He thought the parachute was
gonc. Iaoking up he saw it above him stil
in its envelope. The webbing sEaps had

. oeen.uy@ out of their press clip tabs.
lom,-hoseveq still had the parachlte at-,'Egnrd' bur sfieaming above him as he
ptrmmet€(L
" Clirnling-up the straps hand qyer haD(' q€ gor-hrs c4in ov€f, the pack, fabbed thd
npcord and pulled- It had been a fal of
so-me lS{D fwt bcfore there was a flash of
white silk and the chute fina[y opened"

The- high-pitcfied buzz of 
'raiial 

Logio",
ma<tc lir!! glance up. Several of the Zeros
were circling abovg with the leader divine
dir€ctl-y at hitrL The peculiar screeching anii
w.n$urng nors€s w€f,e bullets whizzing-past
hisleftleA;

Torhrred grinding
- Tben -a flesh of inspiration. Tom

shammed dead- It was easi to dq he was
nearly dgad with fright an!.cay! Hii ataci-
groarcd past and the others followed, not
nnng.

Tom heard ratbcr than saw his Caalina
impact below. There was a torturcd grind:
ing noise as she hit a mounain sDur. it was
ficllourcd by a sudden updraft wilich tore at
trs bo<ly and slcin, It musl have caught the
,l€ro$ too because he heard them climbins
awayrapidty. Below, an unbrokengrcen sei

ff"'"fffffH,trt'H?ffiffi

'Qid, 
CtraR of rhe roaring

fire, gradually became aware
.tof.a serbne and heavenly peace

as hisffi{chute blossomed open and
he flo8t$d'eafihwards.

I.a$DOSTUOD or rIIe Ctew at Inrs moment
wa+lfrgdows on the bow gun, Lieutenant
HulqFqson at the controls, Downes and
Ser!ffit-Coote on the radio, Murphy up in
lhe engineer's seat under the fuel tanks,
Craigie on the twin guns portside, and Tom-
my RtlprE; lhe second pilot, between the
perspEi btristers to act as fire controller.
TomiK6Ch was with his twin l*wis guns on
the'siarhnrd side and newlv arrir'6d Jack
Wybtu on the single weapdn in the rcar
tunnel{ompartm€Dt.

Affih$tlt appeared as ifthey had notbeen
sigbtodton the seaward side. Hopefully
their.baruou{lage was blending against the
jucgb: aad mountain backdrop.

Inas hstatrt, however, the raggal pattern
of dnfs tightened formation and borod in
toqands &em. Tbey'd been seen Tom fclt
then that €ach man on board consider€d
thal death was only minutes ar{ay for some
ord$ilffihcrcw. 

-

Hutch oushed the throttles forvard to
embftdhcj'power in an attcmpt to escape. It
na$ a desperatc effort to try to climb into
some clouds hangng at 70fl) feet on the
to6 of the nearby mounttins.

Tb.*Australians and the American
waiEd.lsithout sp€aking; e36[ meq x$s6ft-
ed ia;l*rown thoughts. The tail $wung a
littleal0 there they wer€, astern andclosing
radidy. |[t 800 metres the leader on the
riSht*rdd*veered out a littlq his Number
Tvtoshot up higher, and the Number Three
drepped slightly. A fourth swung out wide
on the opposite side.

The Catalina sufered a simultaneous at-

tack fiom fourpoints Converging fire with
the Cat in the apex ofthe cone. A quick
glance forvard and Tom notied they we
only a thousand foetbelow the first layers of
cloud-

Theeffective range forthe Cat's 303guns
was 4{X} metrcq so the guners hld their
fire. As Tom sieht€d on his tsrgot, the lea&
er, he saw two small puft of grey smoke
form near the oentre ofhis engine, then two
shrill whistles past the left sidc ofhis face
were follorred by explosions and a roar-

Voices were shouting, a noise like hail
qlas hemmering against the hull. Tom got
sick ofuraiting for the order to fire and let go
a few bursts at his targEt He saw the figbter
wobble badly, recover and come on

His Zero wa$ now vcry closc, only a
couple ofhundred feet away and Ueginning
to shear off He could clearly see a_crimson
strip that ran from its engine nacelle down
the fuselage and below the red ball.

Tom qqueezod both Eiggers and swung
his guns up and down the fighter. It scemed
to shudder, the nose jerted up until it
stalled and fell. He fired again and again as
it dropped offinto a dive.

A[Q7Jf,.hours' the Catalina lifted slowly
off thg:br-lqur and began trackine down
the €4$l'qOast of Papua before swincins
norttil4rduossing a low'point in the rairgei
Dom€Wngre near Eanrara" on the oDDoslte
coas-q $ey banked teft igain and'beean
trackind,rest up the adja&nt coasl Tb-eir
courC*trb(, in fact" been three sides of a
rcctaaglc, The Catalina was only a few miles
ofshore and droning steadily-along from
por+1,:g?9rnt some 15fi) feet above the
rropsal.gqa.

It'lves just on midday when the hternal
ktauid.'sMdenlv blew *iction stations" and

By now, fames and snoke were cverp
where ad it ws impwible !o s€e over-
head" A sudden janing shoct tse Tom's
mouth. He tried to affi rgf,in, but the left
foresighrunsgoneandthebarrelbent

One of their shols had hit the end of the
Irwis gun singing the but cod ino his hoe.
Then the rcmaining weapon jammed- All
this time frithftl old A2&9 had droned
along on an cvcn kccl gamely but vainly
so*ing thc shdtfi of th clouds. The
trailing frbric edgps of the mainplane were
aligbt and thc flan€si as they swirled and
eddied undet the wing were licking the
paint offthc bombs below. Even with the
engines roddng fbc stricken ship cE6 mush- r
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tortands them. Thcy'd beel seen Tom felt
then that each man otr hard consider€d

give hjfrli,fein that theahe ofoonllict.
Thg.fopg-mnge eyes and bomben ofAus-

tralia llilo beginning of the Pacific war
were its ponderous but faithful Catalina
flvinsboat's.Alngboaili'

Initqlly lightly armed with vintage
World'lilar I machine4uns, the Catalina
A2+9s'Te* far and wide without fighter
proteGien,and at the mercy of the opposi-
tion'sSil€ Zero fighters.' TuftS'Australian Catalinas were lost on
Januqlf 2d1 1942, while on these prfols.
The fftS{ A24.9, flown by US Navl' pilot
Hutciinsq4 was brought down by Zeros
near D|d3bout noon while her sister shio.
A24&,.qrie lost near Kavieng t*,o houil
later f fi det sim ilar circumstances.

In. the latter, there were five suryivors
who ,itbrbgicked up by a Japanesc cnriser
and E€tile FOWs for the duration. How-
ever, i'ir A2,l-9 only one man parachuted
clear,lTon'Keen. This then is the story as
told byfhcsole suryivor.

Th€;friission for that fateful day was a
delivety ftight of radio quipment i. Sala-
maua, on the northcoast which woutdthen
pro@ on a search foi a Japanese fleet
thoufbi to be somewhere off FLabaul, and
attack.'if,located. The Cat was to be fullv
arme{,wi& eight 250tb bombs slu'g undei
lnew|'qgs.

IqEach side blisterwere the main means
of ddnnpH, twin kwis guns with stzrndard
ammunition, because incendiaries and trac-
ers'Vore the barrels out too quickly".

Sergcant Doug Coote had joinrd the
qrew that morning as the only really quali-
f,ed gunner on board. The rest were sur-
prised 1o hear that he had never lired a
Lewis,gun.in his life! Corporal Tom Keen
gave_h{n _ap much instruction as he could
on thalihpon before they departed-

Tlip,ffiXious day the Catcrew harl near-
ly ccdlided"headon with a giant four en-
gine4Japanese flying boat at Soraken, in
Bougainville. Then, flying onto llaba,rl
with their radio not workins. thr.v had
swept in under the smoke fromlurning fuel
lanks and blazing ships, narrowty avoiding
the last wave ofdeparting enemy bonrben. 

-

Extra insurance

thal death was only minutes ar*ay for some
ordfibf,Secrew. 

-

Elutch pushed the throttles forward to
embftrinc! powerin an attempt to escape. It
was a desperate effort to try to climb into
some clouds hanging at 70fi) feet on the
tops ofthe nearby mountains.

Ths-Australians and the ,American
waited'reithout speaking each mau absorb,
ed iartrh,own thougbts. The tail swung a
littlearid there they werc, astern and closing
rafidy. At 800 metres the leader on the
right,gde..veerea out a littlg his Number
T{oshot up higber, and theNumtrerThree
dropped sligbtly. A fourth swung out wide
on the opposite side.

The Catalina suffered a simultaneous at-

tack fiom four points. Converging firc with
the Cat in the apex ofthe cone. A quick
glance forvard and Tom noticed thcy were
only a thousand feet below the first layers of
cloud"

The effective range for the C.at's 303 guns
was 4{D metres, so the gunners bold their
fire. As Tom sighted on his argpt, the lead
er, he saw two small puffs of grey smoke
form near the centr€ ofhis enging then two
shrill whistles past $e left sfre df his face
were folloured by explosions and a roar.

Voices were shouting a noisc like hail
was hammering aginst the hull. Tom got
tirg s;y{ting for the order to fre and let go
a few bunts at his larget He saw the fighler
wobble badly, recoverand oome on-

His Zero was now very closc, only a
couple of hundred feet away and tSnding
to shear off. He could clearly see a srimson
strip tbat ran from its engine namlle docm
the ft selage and below lhe red ball.

Tom qqueezed both riggers and swung
his guns up and down the figbter. It seem€d
to shudder, the nose jerked up until it
stalled and fell. fls fir€d egein 3ad agtin sg
it drcpped offinto a dive.

Tommy Roua, c,hb hadhischin on Tom's
shoulderwatchingtheattaclcrplunga

All hell broke loocc agin as explosions
burst vcry cloae amund thc flexiglass cane
py. Tom thought he was hit He turood and
gay f,ere fnllin& It see,ned like everything
was haprpening in slow motion- Overat thc
otherguns, Bruce Craigie was also mortally
hit and had frllen back in his gunneds seat,
right hand clamped on the triggers and the
weapon frring aimtessly into th€ sky.

By now, flames and smoke w€r€ ev€rJF
where and it was impoesitile to see over-
head A sudden jaming $hock tore Tom's
nouth. He tried 16 aim sgsia, but the le,fi
foresigbt was gonc and the barrel bent

One oftheir shots had hit the end ofthe
kwis gun singing the butt end into hisfae.
Then the rcmaining wapon janmed- Alt
this time failhful old A2L9 had droned
along on an ev€n koel gamely but vainly
seeking the shcller of thc clouds. The
trailinc fibric edeps of thc mainplane were
alight and thc flanes' as they sndrled and
edilied under the wing were licking thc
paint offthe bombs below. Even with the
engines roaringthe stricken ship *as mush-
ing dowa with a third of its wing gone.

Tom beard Hutch say over thc intercom:'"Thqy're all d€ad up forcrard Thet're all
dead." At thc same tihe he realised tEe euns
on all rides had ceased firing Th€re-was
only thc roar ofthe flames o-ver his head
sounding like a giant blow torph. Throush
the open door of the trnnel compartmeit
he could eee Jackie Wychc was also d€a4
Iroking down, Tom 

-saw 
the parachute

jammed betwocn the seat and hirll where
he'd stocred it eadier. [fs slnmm€d i1s1.

A voice in his earwas shouting "You've
got him- You've got hin". It- was young

Lt C'egfge Lelancl Hutchinson: the l"
US Navy pilot of Catalina A24-!1.

Tom grabbed the intercom, saw the red
light blink, and told Hurch that &ose in the
rear wre also dcad and the two bad bett€r
hurry up and jump. The American ac.
knowledgEd and vas mid*ay through a sen-
t€nce aboul dropping the bomba when there
was another clatter of bullets tearing into
the Cat The voioe cut ofand the plane
nosod over into a st€€D dive: Tom thoucht
$s final burst had tiled tne pilot and-he
badfrllen on the coatrols, Thejr were about
tl0fi) feet above the coastal range.

Iening out the hatcb, Ton was sudden-
ly sucked through and the parachute pack
tore loose frrom the harness as he fell Panic
ssizd him- He thought the parachute was
gone" Iooking up he saw it above him still
in its envclope. The webbing shap6 had

r og0o r:yp€d out ofthefu press clip tabs..
rOrD, trOwever, EfiI| had the Darachule at-
Ache4 bul streaming 36sye him as he
ptumtneletl
' 

Clinbing up the strapo hand over hand-
hg got-his chin over rhe pack, rabbed rh6
npcord and pulled, It had been a fall of
sqme 15fi) feet before there was a flash of
$'hi& silk and the chute finally opened

Th€ high-pirched buzz of'radid ,ncio",
made ll;l!! glance up. Several of the %roa
were circting abovg with the leader divine
directly at him- The peculiar screeching anii
w.hrsttrng nots€s werc bullets whizzing-past
hisleftleg;

Tortured grinding
_ Then a flash of inspiration. Tom

shanm(d dead" It was easi to do, he was
nearty dead wi& fiight anycray! Hii anack-
erroared past and the others followd not
trnng.

Tom heard rathcr tban saw his Catalina
impact betow. There was a torhred grinG
ing noise as she hit a mounain spur. it qas
fo-llg@ by a sudden upCraft wtfr* tore at
hls body and skin It must have ca'sht the
Zeros too because he heard tnem clinbins
awayra-pidly. Below, an unbrokengreen sei
ot ffiernodotrgt{ee tops. Above, quite high,
the Zeros still circled A smdl-titact $ti

- Thg.cre* were, naturally by this stage,
begrnilrg4o become a little apprehensive.
It wo$fd. ijnly be a matter oftime before
theyttbtrld,see real action. "!lutch'1, their
American skipper had finally managed to
obtainfdne parachutes for the day's opera-
tion.cll{bat a prize. Just a liltle ex-tra insur-
qgge!.tJs,,gq their previous missiorrs they
ddn't have any paracbutes at all.

A!^Q/Jl,"hours, the Catalina lifted slowly
off ttg.\ar.bour and began tracking doni
Ue 4A$t'coast of Papua before swincins
p{91$crossing-a low'rroint in thr: raingel
Domewnere n€af |'anulra, on ue oDDosrle
coas-t, tley banked left ig"in and- began
trackinsi,rcst up the adjacent coasL Tfieif
courCrbhd, in fact, been three sides of a
rectangh. The Catalina was only a few miles
offshore and droning steadily-along from
polnt".tp* point some 1500 feet ahtve the
tropl&?tgna-

Itygs jqst on midday when the intemal
klaxiil'sMdenly blew "action stations" and
the $yi4g boat swung steeply towards the
coa3tl-rhE. Arthur Meadows, the wileless op
eratot-".UAshed through and n:portexl
"We've been recalled to base, the Ja-panesri
are attatking [ae and Bulold so wetre get-
ting'outofdanger".

The Catalina was now retracins its course
along the coastline, only this tim6 stos€1
inshore. A few minxlas hter a shout came
through the intercom, "Thirteea or morie
eneryt aircraft on the port bow, about five
rnu€fi_:r:., .. :
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appeared ia thr canopy beloy and Tom
nirnilrulated ftfu chufe to h€ad fof it

Rolliag inro a ball he ftlt thmr4h" re'
oeived a few sharp scratches on his bare
bacl and ended up bouncing like a yo yo
suspended five metres above the glound
Turningthe release lever, hedropped outof
the harnesg hit the soft ground with a
thump and rolled down a slope until hc,
collided with a small tree trunk

Bootle$s, Tom initially trid to head in-
land to where he Oought the vreckage lay,
but the slopes proved too stccp and he
continually fell back Taking the easier
route, he follourcd the gully dom, reason-
ing that it would eventually nrn to the sea

The ercund did finally flanen ou! and he
soon crossed a small snamp at high sp€e(
to elude any srocodile$ Then, crawling
though pig tunnels becane necessary to
Denetral€ the thick uodergrowth- Several
lmes on the way out Tom climbed t€e$ to
surdy the lie ofthe land- Omsionally he
thought he smelt the salt of the sea Eventu-

Column of srnoke
Lehacr had scen the whole action from

hishouseandtoldTom that 17 fighr€rs had
beeninvolved" Iater, tom hisveranOat, le
pointdd 1q x tin column of smoke about
eight kilomehes away in a direct lire. It was
drifting up from the last resting phce of
CatalinaA2+9.

The kindty old missionary saw that the
Australian was bathe4 fed and ptaced in a
comfortable bed" Several tines Ouring the
oight Tom awoke screaming abbut flimes
and each tme his host was !6sid6 him te
russurc the airman through to the dawn.

Docn the coa$t to r ^e by canoe aad old
ute, then back to Moresby via Nadzab and
Wau Although it uas only a tenday ab
sene sine he left, it seemed lite several
lifetimes

Tom Keen survived the war and retired
at Ghdstone in Queensland"

Bad h€alth, as a result of his escapg
plagued him for much of his latter life and
hediedlate in 1985.

It would be unforfirnate if Australia for-
gol Li€utenrnt Geom l*land Hutchinson
USN and his crew. In bis short attachnent
to our air force, he had.also participated in
longdistane raids on Truk and nad Uen
one ofthe pilots in the airsearch for HMAS
SydreyoffWestAustralia

Hutch now lies at the Golden Gate Na-
tional Cenetery at San Bruno in California.
Efforts to contact his rclatives throrqb the
American press have notbeen successfirl.
- However, itis planned, in the nearfuture,
for an ap'propriate plaque to be installod ai
the US Embassy in Caft€rra to honour this
pilol fhe Australian crrew wto perished
with hirn, and the solesurvivor.

ally after ctossing a path, he reached Oe
ooiast.

A swim in the beautiftrl cool sea Tom
washed offthe caked mud andbloo4 inthe
process discoveringhis wrist watch was still
fu nctioning and reading I 420 hours"

Wishing to locate:a native village as soon
as possible - the area wasnl ),et occupied
by the enemy - Tom made towards a
rocky headland where he had seen two
small figures moving ofr in the disaace"
Thirstwas troubling him constantly. In the
bush there bad been waler holes, bul now
out herc only small salt water creeks ex-
ist€d- A heavy passing shower helpe4 and
he found he could suck drops of moisture
ofthewetleaves.

One moment he was walking and then
miraculously, the next instant, the path be-
came a liule village. Something vas urong
though- It was as quiet as a tomb. Where
werc all the people, the childreq tbe pigs,
fowls and dogp? Then, natives shyly
emerged fiom hiding and indicated they
had seel the battle overhead and one man
ftll slowly to lhe earth. One of them had
becn given basic medical trainin& and as a
"lili lik doctot'' trreated Tom's wounds

The coastal people plomised to help the
injurcd aimtan and began 1e 65sist him
frour village to v'illage. As the sun dip@
low on &e horizon thq same day, they came
towards a huge white man in pith helmet
khaki Sorts and shirr I1 was Mr Lehner,
the German Luth€ran missionary at Hopoi
He kept saying'!ou poor bot''owr and
over again as he put his arms around tom
and hugged him like a hurt child-

Bob Piper recalls the tale of a survivor from
an early air battle over New Guinea in L942.

Corporal Tom Ke€n, tho solo
survivor of Oatalina A2'l-9. ABOVE;


