When Sgt. John Spatharos of Tangerine Woods, Englewood, Fla. climbed aboard the A-20 dubbed “Steak and Eggs” at Kila Airstrip on the island of New Guinea during World War II, he had no idea what fate had in store for him.

He was taking a few days R and R in Australia after serving months in a radio shack as a communications specialist for the 89th Bomb Squadron, 3rd Bomb Group, 5th Air Force. He didn’t make it, his plane crashed in the Coral Sea.

“‘Steak and Eggs’ was born from the wreckage of seven other airplanes,” Spatharos recalled decades later. “We rebuilt her and turned her into a transport that flew troops, ammo and food from Australia to New Guinea along with lots of officers’ whiskey.”

He flew in the nose of the bomber on the first leg of their journey from the airstrip to Port Moresby, New Guinea. While stopped at the port to get one engine worked on, Spatharos had a bit of extra time so he looked up a friend in the service there.

“When I left my buddy he gave me a bottle of whiskey. He didn’t drink. A captain had joined our crew by the time I got back to ‘Steak and Eggs.’ He wanted to sit in the nose of the bomber to get a better view. I gave him my seat up front,” Spatharos said. *

“The weather was terrible. It rained all the way from New Guinea to Australia. We were supposed to land in Darwin, up in the northern part of Australia. The pilot called the tower for an ETA (Estimated Time of Arrival). When he got that he realized he had missed Darwin some how and was lost. I could hear him talking to the tower.

Finally the pilot said to me, over the headset, he was going to drop down out of the rain and see if the visibility was better at a lower altitude. It wasn’t “We kept flying and it kept pouring something awful. I sipped a little booze out of my whiskey bottle as we flew along,” Spatharos said. “Then the pilot said he was dropping down again and asked me to take a look around and see if I could spot land any place. I looked but couldn’t see anything because it was still pouring.

“A short while later the pilot called me again and said, ‘I think we’re going to have to prepare to ditch because I am running out of fuel. He told me to get everyone in the back of the plane to put their barrack bag up against the bulkhead and lean up against their bags and using them as a cushion.

“One of the guys in the back with me was Catholic. He was praying with his rosary beads,” Spatharos said. “‘I can’t swim and I have no life jacket,’ he told me. “I had my chute on and I was wearing my May West. I gave him my life jacket.” This was Louis Douty, also in the Communications Section with Spatharos.  

“The pilot brought the plane down closer and closer to the sea. He couldn’t use his flaps because the surf might catch the flaps and cause the plane to cartwheel. We must have been going 200 mph when the A-20 hit the water. When it did a 6-foot by 3-foot trap door in the rear of the plane flew open and the sea rushed in. The bomber bounced 100 feet in air. ‘Steak and Eggs’ was wobbling all over the place, but somehow the pilot got it down in the sea.

“I told the crew chief, who had been praying with his rosary, we needed to get up to the front of the plane and see about the captain, who was sitting in the plexiglass nose, as soon as the bomber stopped. I could hear the sides of the plane scraping against something, so I knew we must be in shallow water.

“We had crashed in the Coral Sea on a little spit of sand no larger than a football field surrounded by huge rocks sticking out of the sea. The plane had come to rest on an angle with part of its fuselage on the sand and the tail section in the water wedges between a couple of giant boulders.

“The two of us jumped out of the plane. When we got up to the nose of the bomber I could see some of the plexiglass had been broken out and there was blood all over.

“The captain’s broken collar bone was sticking out of shoulder. He had a big cut on one leg and he was delirious,” Spatharos recalled. “We got him ashore in the rain. We laid him down beside a bush and draped my parachute over the bush and and used it to over him to protect him from the rain.”

He remembered his whiskey bottle and went back out to the plane and found it floating in the seawater inside the bomber. He couldn’t believe it hadn’t been broken in the crash.

“I grabbed the bottle and brought it back for the captain. I lifted his head and told him to take a big gulp. It was just what he needed.”

For the next four days the crew of “Steak and Eggs” subsisted on coconuts they found at the foot of three palm trees on the island. They split the coconuts open, drank the milk and ate the white meat inside.

“On the fourth day we were sitting around a fire on the beach we had made when I spotted a boat on the horizon,” he said. “The pilot fired a couple of flares from a flare gun, but the boat’s crew apparently didn’t spot them.

“I told the pilot, ‘If you give me the flare gun I’ll run down the beach and try and get a better angle on the boat and fire again.’ He agreed. I fired a third time and someone aboard the ship saw our distress signal. The ship changed course and headed our way.”

Lucky for the bomber crew, she was a Dutch merchant vessel headed to Australia with a cargo of war material. It could just has easily been a Japanese vessel.

“The ship came as close to shore as possible, then they put a big row boat over the side and came and got us. I signaled them with a flash light we needed a stretcher for the captain.

“On the trip to Australia aboard the Dutch freighter the first mate told me we were very lucky to have been spotted. The skipper of their boat had been taking a shortcut while passing by the tiny atoll where we crashed our A-20.”

Because Spatharos arrived in the Pacific Theatre in 1942 he had amassed enough points to return to the states and be discharged from the Air Force.

“I married Muggie on Pearl Harbor Day, Dec. 7, 1944,” he recalled with a smile. “We’ve been married 70 years this Dec. 7. The couple has three children: Connie, Patty and John.

For 27 years he worked as a tool and die man for General Motors. When he retired from GM he was the third shift plant superintendent with 325 men working for him. The Spatharos have lived in Tangerine Woods mobile home park for 13 years.

* Some accounts list this person as Lt. Kennedy, but according to John Spatharos he was a Captain and the purchasing agent with the funds to procure the goods being brought back from Australia.

