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John George Sharpe was born in Durham, UK on 04 March
1923. We do not have access to his Royal Navy records of
service, but his RAN file notes that he was ex RN with the
Official Number Fx699771, and that he had signed up on 05
November 1940. They also give hints of his previous training.

He appears to have initially qualified as aTelegraphist Air
Gunner (TAG), with his first record noted at being qualified as a
ActingT AG3 in December of 1941, and later as passing his
Petty Officer course as an Aircrewman in May of 1944.

Sharpe appears to have been discharged from the RN on 15
June 1946, and signed up for the RAN in October of 1948,
most probably attracted by advertisements for the newly
created RAN Fleet Air Arm.

He was accepted for pilot training in June of 1949 but, for
whatever reason, was deemed unsuitable for that role not long
afterwards. After initially electing to discharge the Service (in
May of 1950), he reversed the decision and was sent to the UK
aboard HMAS Sydney the following month for specialist
training.

It is likely he would have done this whilst attached to 737
Squadron based at Prestwick, in Scotland, with occasional
detachments to 719 Squadron at Eglington. His flying in the UK
was in Firefly Mk6. Aircraft of the Royal Navy.

On 30 July 1951 he was granted the rating of Observer IV.
Beyond this, his record is very hard to decipher. It is not known
when he returned to Australia, but noting that he was flying
Fairey Fireflies he would have been posted to 816 Squadron for
additional training and experience to achieve to front-line
standard.

There is no record of Sharpe ever being commissioned and his
specialist Grade at the time of his death was recorded as
“Observer Grade1”. There is one (unconfirmed) report that his
rank was Chief Petty Officer. (This could be the case as
Observers could be commissioned officers or senior sailors
depending on their background).

The Fairey Firefly had a crew of two (Pilot and Observer) and

could variously carry bombs, depth-charges, or unguided
rockets, with some equipped with 20mm cannons. As anti-
submarine work was a major part of 816 Squadron’s duties,
Squadron crews were often engaged in ASW training, which
involved search patterns by day and by night over the ocean.
These would have involved visual searches and also the use of
sonar buoys to detect submarine noises, with marker flares to
establish search datums at night.

It was during one of these night time exercises that Firefly
WB522 failed to pull out of a dive and crashed into the sea.
Accompanying aircraft saw wreckage but no sign of the two
crew members. Air Sea Rescue launches and aircraft from
Nowra continued a lengthy search of the area but no trace of
the men was ever found.

On 22 February 1952, CPO OBS1 John George Sharpe and
his pilot, A/Sub-Lt (P) Durrant Phillip Ernest Small were
declared missing, presumed dead.

The Naval Personnel records of John Sharpe note that a
payment of £797-12s-02p was made to “the Rating’s widow” in
May of 1952, by way of compensation for her husband’s death.

Regrettably, no other details of Sharpe’s family are known, but it
seems likely that his next of kin were still in Britain, as
newspaper articles of the time withheld his name “until relatives
in Britain are informed”. Further, the compensation for his
widow was specifically noted as being in Pounds Stirling,
suggesting that payment was made in the UK.

The remains of John Sharpe were never recovered, so he has
no known grave.
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