THE LOST BEAUFIGHTER
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dispersal, Flight Sergeant Schillerman
noticed that the aircraft was not climbing
normally.

Taylor, in A19-140, waited until the
dust cleared enough to see the runway
flares and commenced his take-off.
However, after only about 150 yards he
saw a bright glare and a flash of flame
and smoke just to the left of the runway
and approximately 1 %2 miles ahead.
Fearing the worst, Taylor abandoned
his take-off, rolled to the far end of the
runway and called for ambulance and
emergency crews.

Meanwhile, Flight Sergeant
Schillerman and Leading Aircraftman
Heald had arrived by truck at the end
of the runway, and after climbing up
a sandhill, observed the flames and
smoke out to sea. It seemed certain
that A19-163 had crashed into the sea.

The crash was seen by the station
manager of Thangoo cattle station, who
observed a large sheet of flame that lit
up the horizon. This was also seen by
the No 327 Radar Station operator, who
heard two loud explosions. However,
another witness stated he heard four
explosions. Other witnesses thought
the aircraft caught fire before crashing,
but this was not confirmed.

Asearch boat was sent to investigate
the crash site about one mile west
of Cable Beach, and floating debris
was found over about 500 yards. It
was considered that the wings had
disintegrated on impact and that the
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fuel tanks had exploded. The main
wreckage was in 30 feet of water, but
diving efforts were unsuccessful due to
tides and nil underwater visibility.

A Court of Enquiry was held at
Broome on 20 September 1944, and
concluded that the cause was ‘obscure’.
However, it went on to suggest that the
pilot was not experienced on the aircraft
(Kerrigan had over 400 hours total and
91 hours on type) and may have had
difficulty controlling the Beaufighter on
a night take-off, with no horizon.

Many take-off accidents have been
attributed to the false climb illusion,
caused by rapid acceleration. This
affects the inner ear balance, and a
pilot may have the impression he is
climbing too steeply and push down
on the controls. The Beaufighter was
particularly prone, as the short nose
gave no horizon reference. However,
in the case of A19-163, this can only
be speculation, especially as very little
of the wreckage had been found and
inspected.

In 2012 Broome historian Dion
Marinis and helicopter pilot Jim Miles
began a search for the wreckage. Two
years later, using side scan sonar and
metal detection, they found the debris
field, and scuba-dived on the target
area. They discovered the wing spars,
tail wheel, tail plane and 20mm Hispano
cannons, along with live rounds. On
the next dive both engines were found,
and the port engine was found to have

an exploded cylinder. This opened
up the strong possibility of an engine
failure during or after take-off as being
the cause of the accident. It was also
revealed that the aircraft had a long
history of engine faults.

After the Kerrigan and Smith families
were advised of the find, a memorial
was erected at Cable Beach, with the
assistance of Broome Shire. Then,
70 years to the exact date of the
crash, an emotional Dawn Service was
held, with three generations of family
members, a school choir, and RAAF
personnel, including Wing Commander
Joe Elkington from No 31 Squadron.
After the service, relatives were taken
by boat to the wreck site, where a final
ceremony gave closure.

Ronald Kerrigan and Ronald Smith
are commemorated at the Australian
War Memorial, Canberra, and the
Sydney Memorial, Rookwood. Ronald
Kerrigan is also commemorated at the
State War Memorial, Kings Park, Perth,
and on the 7 Wing Australian Air Force
Cadets Honour Board, and Book of
Remembrance at RAAF Pearce. The
accident is also featured in the book
Wings of Valour.
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