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The Coastwatchers Commemoration Event to Celebrate the
Unveiling of a Plaque in their Honour, held at the Grounds
of Newstead House on Sunday 10" August 2025.

Coastwatchers Commemoration Event held at the Grounds of Newstead House.

The “Master of Ceremony” for the Coastwatchers Commemoration Event was former Senator
and former Australian Ambassador to the Netherlands the Honourable Doctor Brett Mason,
who welcomed all of the dignitaries and other guests.

Brett acknowledged the traditional custodians of the land, the Turrbal and Yuggera peoples,
and in the spirit of the Commemoration, he further acknowledged all those who have fought,
served and those who have died in Australia’s name - especially at this Australia’s Second
World War Coastwatchers Commemoration Event .

The Coastwatchers Commemoration Event was to celebrate the erection of a Plaque in their
honour, just a few hundred meters away near the bank of the Brisbane River. Due to the
limited room available at the plaque site, Brett invited the guests to take a look at the plaque
following the commemoration service.
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Guests attending the Coastwatchers Commemoration Event included -

The Lord Mayor of Brisbane the Right Honourable Adrian Schrinner and the Lady
Mayoress, Mrs Nina Schrinner,

Councillor Julia Dixon for Hamilton Ward,

Dr Denver Beanland AM, former Queensland Attorney General and President of

the Royal Historical Society of Queensland,

Petty Officer Noel Christoffel representing Commanding Officer HMAS Moreton
Commander Rosemarie Apikotoa RAN,

Brigadier Giles Cornelia representing Army Commander of the 15t Australian Division,
Matthew Rowe, Immediate Past President of the Navy League of Australia and Harvey
Greenfield, President of the Queensland Division of the Navy League of Australia,
Paul Brown representing the Papua New Guinea Volunteer Rifles,

Captain Kasper Kuiper Chairman of the Qld Maritime Museum, and

Australian American Association, Brisbane - President Mike Harris, Secretary Teresa
Pokoj, and Members - Dr Betty Lee, Peter Rasey, John Gates and Norman Love.
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Dr Betty Lee standing beside the Coastwatchers Memorial Plaque.

The Coastwatchers Memorial Plaque was formally unveiled at “Newstead Terrace Park”
Brisbane, on 10th August 2025. It was Dr Betty Lee’s Great Uncle Commander Eric Feldt,
who was the instigator and initial leader of the Coastwatchers.
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In 2021, at a special service commemorating the Coastwatchers, organized by the Naval
Association of Australia, Dr Betty gave the following speech:-

“It really is a great privilege and pleasure for me to be here today at this special event to
honour the Coastwatchers of the South Pacific and their contribution to World War 2.

| wish to express my gratitude to the Naval Association of Australia Queensland Section for
holding this event. They have also written and produced the excellent comprehensive
handout you have all received. It would have been impossible for my talk to cover the
activities of the Coastwatchers in such detail.

While | find anything to do with the Coastwatchers fascinating, inspirational and often
moving, my knowledge of the Coastwatchers has been predominately to do with the
instigator and initial leader of the Coastwatchers, Commander Eric Feldt and the
Coastwatchers’ achievements under his leadership.

Eric Feldt happens to be my great uncle whom | never had the fortune to meet and it was
not until recently that | came to know what a remarkable man he was.

The Coastwatchers began after the end of World War 1. The Australian Naval Board
established a Coast Watching organisation around the coast of Australia so that in war,
suspicious sightings could be reported. It relied on responsible civilians such as Customs
Officers. They were supplied with a code and used land-line telegraph for reporting.
However much of the coast was not covered.

To the North East of Australia, the islands of PNG, the Solomon Islands and what was then
known as the New Hebrides formed a chain, almost like fence. There were only a few
Coastwatchers scattered throughout these islands. Naval Intelligence Director, Commander
Rupert Long wished to remedy this, but it was not until August 1939 that Cabinet approved
finance. There was no telegraph in the islands, but radio communication was well
developed. Rupert Long sought the help of his friend from Naval College days, Eric Feldt to
set up Coastwatchers.

Eric had been born in Ingham North Queensland in1899, attended Brisbane Grammar
School and was the only Queenslander to be selected into the first ever Australian Naval
Officer Training College. Post World War 1 the Navy decreased its fleet and finding
themselves with too many officers they introduced a retirement scheme. Eric took advantage
of this and his career change led him to rise through the ranks in the Administrative Service
of the Australian Mandated Territory of New Guinea. There he learnt the lay of the land and
gained the respect of the expatriate Australians and the indigenous people.

With war looming Eric Feldt re-enlisted on the Naval Emergency list. When war broke out in
September 1939, Rupert Long got his wish for the Coastwatcher project of PNG and the
Solomons to go ahead. Over many months Eric went around all of the Territory, traveling by
sea, small plane, car, bicycle and on foot, recruiting volunteer civilians to be Coastwatchers.
He enlisted mainly people who already had tele-radios and the Navy loaned tele-radios to
others. Eric taught his recruits coastwatching, gave them copies of the Coastwatchers
Manual and taught them Playfair code. Eric was also able to place some Naval personnel in
strategic coast watching positions.

By the end of November1941 the Coastwatchers existed like a chain across the islands that

could signal sightings of intruders to local forces and to a distant high command. The

question arose about what should be done in the event of an invasion. Those Coastwatchers
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who were naval officers, could be ordered to stay, taking to the bush if necessary. Not so
the civilians. The Navy told them they were to bury their tele-radios and escape. Eric, being
a forward-thinking individual, privately discussed the question with many of the civilians. He
told them their services might be of great value if they remained. Whether they did or not
was entirely up to them. That many of them did stay, was, in part, out of loyalty to Eric.

When war came to the Pacific many of the Coastwatchers did end up behind enemy lines.
In 1942 it was a unique situation surviving as a Coastwatcher in the steamy disease-ridden
jungles of Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands, spying on the Japanese advances
and sending out the vital messages by tele-radios. For Commander Eric Feldt, there was no
precedent for how to lead, support and to place Coastwatchers in the optimal position for
observing the enemy without them being discovered. Being caught, would have meant likely
torture and certain death. That they managed to succeed against great odds was a tribute
to their bravery, intelligence and sacrifice. The support and loyalty of the indigenous
populations was a vital and essential part of their success.

One husband and wife who remained were Skov and Ruby Boye on Vanikoro where Skov
was the manager of the Vanikoro Timber Company. In October 1940 Eric had set off for
Vanikoro, by ship calling in at many islands on the way. Bad weather struck and the ship
was damaged. After making no headway for 28 hours they did not have enough fuel to reach
Vanikoro which is 700km to the south of Guadalcanal. However, Ruby was eventually
enlisted into the Coastwatchers. She learnt how to operate the tele-radio and sent out
messages like vital weather reports and relayed signals from Coastwatchers stationed to
the north. Although Vanikoro was not behind enemy lines, the Japanese sent her a signal
warning her to stop transmitting or they would track her down. Ruby bravely kept on
transmitting. Perhaps because Vanikoro was south of the action, they did not follow up on
their threats.

Eric pushed for the civilian Coastwatchers to be given military standing to provide them
some income and a pension for their widows should the worst occur. However, the Navy
only granted Ruby Honorary Third Officer in the Women’s Royal Australian Navy and so she
received no payment for her contribution. As Coastwatchers became sick or exhausted they
needed to be evacuated and replaced. Civilians from PNG and the Solomons, both
Caucasian and Indigenous, were taken into all of the three Australian Military services and
with servicemen not from the islands, especially Commandos, were trained in
Coastwatching. At first this training was in Eric’'s small office in Townsville. Eventually
training centres were established including at Tabragalba near Beaudesert.

To help protect the secrecy of the Coastwatchers from the Japanese, Eric Feldt gave his
group the security name of Ferdinand. He chose the title to remind the Coastwatchers that
they were to sit and observe, like Ferdinand the bull who liked to sit and smell the flowers
and not to fight. Fighting would draw attention to themselves and their advantage would be
lost. If they were attacked, they certainly could fight.

It was the Coastwatchers’ early warning of planes, ships and troops which gave the Allies
such an enormous advantage. Forewarned is forearmed. In particular it was essential for
Allied planes to be in prime position in the air ready for the enemy planes rather than being
sitting ducks stationed on the airfield ground or on aircraft carrier.




Sightings and actions by the Coastwatchers played important roles in the positive outcomes
in the following:-

The Battle of the Coral Sea, Battle of Milne Bay, Battle of Guadalcanal, and Battle of the
Beachheads of Gona, Buna and Sanananda.

The Coastwatchers also rescued many people including about the following numbers: 360
Australian soldiers, 450 civilians, 320 airmen, 280 seamen including future American
President John. F. Kennedy.

All Coastwatchers played important roles in the success of the Coastwatchers. Many could
deserve to have their own individual remembrance ceremony. | would just like to mention a
small number of them here today.

Hugh Mackenzie who was Eric’'s second in command, Connal Gill who was Eric’s able
assistant and who helped Keith McCarthy. Keith McCarthy led the rescue of Australian
soldiers, Paul Mason and Jack Read whose messages helped save Guadalcanal, Lyndon
Noakes whose messages helped in the Battle of the Beachheads and indigenous
Coastwatcher Sergeant Yauwicka.

As the war progressed some Coastwatchers became un-Ferdinand like and with groups of
local native people conducted guerrilla warfare, killing 5,400 Japanese soldiers.
Coastwatchers including Paul Mason, Sergeant Yauwicka, Sir Pita Simogun, Donald
Kennedy and William ‘Bill’ Bennett were some of these courageous fighters.

However, the Coastwatchers’ main contribution was in Intelligence. In the dark days of 1942,
when the Japanese had the upper hand in the war in the Pacific, the Coastwatchers activity
was vital in getting the balance of power to swing the Allies’ way. Without the Coastwatchers
the fight would have taken much longer, and a greater number of people would have lost
their lives.

Sadly, my research into the Coastwatchers has taught me that they are not known in
Australia. If ever there was a band of heroes who deserve to be remembered by their nation,
surely it should be the Coastwatchers.

There is a lovely memorial to the Coastwatchers, but it is in Madang in PNG. It is not
something that Australians are aware of, nor do they know that an inscription on its base
reads:- ‘They watched and warned and died that we might live.’

As has been said of them elsewhere, we should marvel that the moment found such men
and might | add one woman. Moreover, it is wonderful that we can remember them here
today.”
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the The nght Honourable the Lord Mayor of
Brisbane, Councillor Adrian Schrinner
speaking at the Coastwatchers
Commemoration Event.

Dr Betty Lee speaklng at
Coastwatchers Commemoration
Event to Celebrate the Unveiling of a
Plaque in their Honour, held at the
Grounds of Newstead House on
Sunday 10" August 2025.
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Plctured from Ieft to rlght - John Ta|t Susan Peatfield, the Lord Mayor of
Brisbane the Right Honourable Adrian Schrinner, Dr Betty Lee, Cr Julia Dixon
of Hamilton Ward, Alison Early and John Gates.
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Commander Eric Feldt OBE, Director of the Coastwatchers

organisation during World War 2.

The National Memorial Plaque for the Australian Coastwatchers, was installed on
Friday 4t April 2025 at “Newstead Terrace Park” Brisbane and then formally unveiled
on Sunday 10th August 2025.

Please refer to the following two YouTube links which have been provided by our
Association’s Special Projects Officer - Mr Peter Rasey:-

The first link is of the installation of the Plaque, on Friday 4th of April 2025:-
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IULMMBhR9yg&list=PLv0V6xrruq2liwrhMZaiw6kDrISXi

wn7N&index=1

The second link is of the Unveiling of the Plaque at the Grounds of Newstead House on Sunday

10t August 2025:-

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=019ULt6bPcM &list=PLv0V6xrrug2llwrhMZaiw6kDrISXiwn

TN&index=6

LEST WE FORGET!

Mike Harris A
President, Life Member & Newsletter Editor, B
Australian American Association, Brisbane.
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