City mourns crash victims
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"This will absolutely shatter this town."

Those were Glendyn Groves's first words when he found out the news: Peter and Helen Walsh, pillars of the Wagga community, had died in a plane crash in the US.

The two Australians were among four members of a flying club who were killed when their light plane crashed into the sea off Connecticut just before 2pm local time on Monday, in Long Island Sound near Pine Island.

Two passengers from Arizona were also killed on the flight from Maine to Connecticut.

The single-engine Cessna 182 was one of nearly two dozen planes participating in the International Fellowship of Flying Rotarians' annual "fly-about", club member Phil Yoder said.

The 22 planes, carrying about 70 people, left Chicago last week and were on a tour that had included stops at Niagara Falls and Portland, Maine, Mr. Yoder said.

"It's very hard to comprehend what has happened," said John Studdert, President of the Rotary Club of Wagga Wagga and friend of the Walsh's for 10 years.

"Peter just loved Rotary and loved working for the community. He was a wonderful person, a very good friend and a very prominent businessman in Wagga, and he's going to be sadly missed."

Alan Lean, chairman of Country Hope, and spokesman for the family, who he had known for 20 years, said: "Helen was a very quiet person, devoted to her family and a great stalwart for people who were underprivileged in the community. This is a tragic loss, not just for Wagga but for the Riverina region."

The couple was involved in charities and causes across Wagga. As well as Mr. Walsh's 36-year involvement with Rotary, the couple volunteered at an Aboriginal support centre and Country Hope, a support group for children with cancer. Mr. Walsh had been a founding director of Country Hope. Mrs. Walsh also did volunteer counselling for teens in trouble with the law.

The cause of the crash had not been determined, but Coast Guard officials said there was heavy fog in the area at the time the plane went down.

The couple is survived by three children and three grandchildren. 
