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DE HAVILLAND DOVE CRASH AT CHINA BAY IN 1958: THE FIRST FATAL ACCIDENT 

INVOLVING A RCyAF TRANSPORT AIRCRAFT  

                                                   Compiled by Gp Capt Kumar Kirinde, SLAF (Retd) 

Annex A - Brief on the de Havilland D.H.104 Dove and the six inducted to RCyAF, Page 7  
Annex B - ‘The Batticaloa Airstrip’ by Maj A.J. Hacker, Royal Engineers (a passenger who died in 
the crash), Page 9 

_________________________________________________________________ 

      Based on material and pictures supplied by Roger Thiedeman and                        
Capt Dhamseth Pallawela 

_________________________________________________________________ 

  

RCyAF Dove CS 403 when new with two other Doves.                                                                                         
Note absence of word ‘ROYAL’ in the titles above the window line. 

                                                  
                                                  Pic Courtesy: Dhamseth Pallawela 

 

Thursday, December 18, 1958 is recorded as a dark day in Sri Lankan military aviation history. A 

de Havilland D.H.104 Dove aircraft of the Royal Ceylon Air Force (RCyAF), with serial CS 403, 

crashed on takeoff from China Bay, Trincomalee on a flight to Katunayake. At the time, the deaths 

of all six occupants earned the accident the dubious distinction of the worst RCyAF or Royal Air 

Force (RAF) crash in Ceylon in terms of number of lives lost during peacetime. (Earlier, the RCyAF 

had suffered three separate single-fatality crashes since its 1951 inception; and in late 1945 and 
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1947, seven and 11 persons were killed in crashes of, respectively, a Consolidated Liberator and 

Avro York, both of the RAF, in the vicinity of Katunayake.)  

Victims of the 1958 Dove accident were: 

 

• Flt. Lt. A. Varatharasa, RCyAF (pilot) 

• Flt. Lt. A.J.M. Shibly, RCyAF    

• LAC T.T. Peries, RCyAF 

• Major A. John Hacker, British Army Royal Engineers 

• Sgt. Maj. Gentle A. Fernando, Ceylon Army Engineers 

• Sgt. A. Guy, RAF 

 

There was a ‘connection’ between the death of Major John Hacker and the construction of the 

Batticaloa airstrip, which is explained in an article by Maj. Hacker in Annexure B. 

In memory of Flt Lt A Varatharasa, the pilot killed in this crash, the RCyAF introduced the 

'Varatharasa Trophy' which is awarded to the ‘Most Outstanding Sportsman of the Year’ at its 

annual (sports) colours awards ceremony. The award is made even to this day. 

 

 

                                                                   Varatharasa Trophy 

                                            Pic: http://www.airforce.lk/afsc/facilities.php 
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Contemporary newspaper reports on this and the next three pages from Ceylon Daily News 

on Friday, December 19 & Saturday, December 20, 1958. 

                  Roger Thiedeman collection via Department of National Archives, Colombo 
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                                                             De Havilland D.H.104 Dove 

The de Havilland D.H.104 Dove, designed as a short-haul airliner, was also used to good effect in 

the communications role by various air arms around the world including the RAF in Britain, Royal 

New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF) and, not least, Royal Ceylon Air Force (RCyAF)/Sri Lanka Air Force 

(SLAF). The version supplied to the RAF and RNZAF was designated Devon C.1, while ‘navalised’ 

variants operated by Britain’s Royal Navy from shore bases were named Sea Devon C.20. 

A few of the 544 Doves manufactured between 1946 and 1967 had their original pair of de 

Havilland Gipsy Queen six-cylinder, in-line engines replaced with other powerplants such as 

Lycoming flat-eight piston engines and Garrett AiResearch turboprops.  

Between November 1955 and October 1958 six examples of the D.H.104 Dove 5 variant were 

delivered to the RCyAF, as summarised below: 

msn*  serial              hand-over date 

04663  CS 401  30 Nov 1955 
04664  CS 402   10 Jan 1956 
04489  CS 403**   9 July 1957 
04497  CS 404    1 Nov 1957 
04501  CS 405  20 Nov 1958 
04502  CS 406  30 Oct 1958 
 
* manufacturer’s serial number (a.k.a. constructor number) 
** the aircraft involved in the December 1958 fatal crash 
 

(The D.H.104 Dove was developed into the larger D.H.114 Heron, powered by four Gipsy Queen 

engines. Four examples of the Heron Series 2D were delivered to the RCyAF between September 

1959 and September 1960.) 

                                                          

 
                        CS 402 of the RCyAF during a pre-delivery test flight in Britain. 

 

Credit: Roger Thiedeman collection, from The DH.104 Dove and DH.114 Heron monograph 
published by Air-Britain, UK, 1973 

           ANNEX A 
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                CS 404, in original RCyAF colour scheme, at SLAF Museum, Ratmalana 
                                                                  © www.oldjets.net 

 
 

 

                                                        CS 406 in flight over Sri Lanka. 
                              Credit: Roger Thiedeman collection, via Sri Lanka Air Force 
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This article, from the December 1958 issue of CEYLON Today magazine, was written by Maj. A.J. 
Hacker to mark the official opening on November 7, 1958 of the new Batticaloa airstrip,  following 
its construction which Major Hacker had project-managed and overseen on secondment from 
the British Army Royal Engineers to the Ceylon Army. Ironically, Major Hacker’s article was almost 
certainly published just before, if not soon after, his tragic death and those of the other five 
occupants of RCyAF Dove CS 403. (Roger Thiedeman collection via Mr. Victor Melder) 
 

 

        ANNEX B 
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This photo from the Ceylon Daily News of December 23, 1958 depicts Major Hacker with 

RCyAF Chipmunk CT 107, in which he carried out the first test-landing on the newly 

completed Batticaloa airstrip, as described by him in the boxed portions on the previous 

and following page of his CEYLON Today article reproduced here. 
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