
NAVAL HISTORICAL 
 

REVIEW 
 

Patron: 

Vice Admiral T.W. Barrett, AO, CSC, RAN 

Chief of Navy 
 

Volume 37 No. 1 – March 2016 
 

Contents Page 
The Bosun’s Call ............................................................................................................ ii 
Meet the President ......................................................................................................... 1 
Lieutenant Commander C.H. Read, RANR .............................................................. 3 
The Missing DDG ......................................................................................................... 6 
Coastwatching in Northern Australia, World War II: Part 1 .................................. 8 
Australian War Brides at Sea ...................................................................................... 17 
A Disproportionate Consequence: 
The Battle of Cape Matapan (NEOC Essay) .......................................................... 21 
Aurora: The Ship that started a Revolution.............................................................. 26 
HMAS Brisbane in the Far East 1925 ........................................................................ 29 
Japanese Surrender at the end of WW II ................................................................. 31 
River Cruises and the Big River ................................................................................. 40 
Book Club ..................................................................................................................... 44 
Letters to the Editor .................................................................................................... 45 

Editor (and Bosun): Walter Burroughs 
Assistant (and Bosun’s Mate): Doris Shearman 
 

All rights reserved. Reproduction in part or whole is forbidden without the express 
permission in writing of the Society. Opinions expressed by contributors are not necessarily 

those of the Society. 
 

The Editor of the Review is available to offer advice to prospective contributors. 
Contact: The Editor, The Boatshed, Building 25, Garden Island, NSW2011 

Telephone: 02 9359 2372/2243 Fax: 02 9359 2383 
Email: secretary@navyhistory.org.au Website: www.navyhistory.org.au 



 
ii Naval Historical Review March 2016 

The Bosun’s Call: 
Friday 04 December 2015 was a momentous 
day in the naval calendar, marking the 
commissioning of HMAS Adelaide under the 
command of Captain P K Mandzity, CSC, 
RAN. The newly designated Landing 
Helicopter Dock (LHD) joined her sister 
HMAS Canberra providing the RAN, in their 
multi-purpose role in Australian Defence, 
with a most capable and sophisticated air-
land-sea amphibious deployment force.  

At 27,500 tons with a length of 230.8 m 
and a beam of 32.0 m the LHDs are large 
ships, providing accommodation for a tri-
service complement of 358 (293 RAN, 62 
Army and 3 RAAF). Combined diesel and 
gas propulsion systems are coupled to 
azimuth thrusters making these vessels 
highly manoeuverable and with relatively 
light draught they are able to visit numerous 
secondary ports. Many an ‘old salt’ will look 
at them in comparison to the ex-carrier 
HMAS Melbourne, a much smaller ship at 
20,000 tons with a length of 214 m and 
beam of 24.4 m.  

At the other end of the spectrum we 
have patrol boats, with Navy quietly 
introducing two new vessels from the Cape 
class to complement the existing Armidale 
class. Australian Defence Vessels (ADVs) 
Cape Byron and Cape Nelson have been lent by 
the Australian Border Force to the RAN. 
Here they will support the remaining 13 
Armidale class vessels and help fill a gap 
created by the loss of HMAS Bundaberg in a 
fire (see NHR June 2015). The new ships, 
which retain their blue Border Protection 
colour scheme, are crewed by the navy and 
operate out of Cairns.  

In this edition of our magazine we 
complement some in-depth articles with 
others that are less demanding in time and 
attention. We start off by getting to know 
our new president, Captain David Michael, 
RANR. The Reverend John Harris then 
provides a very worthwhile story on his 

father’s service as a missionary and 
Coastwatcher in the Northern Territory. 
This previously unpublished work provides 
a different perspective to coastwatching 
within our own shores. Part 2 will appear in 
our June edition.  

Mike Turner has provided a most 
interesting analysis on the factors leading to 
the Japanese surrender which brought 
WW II to a close. Does mine warfare play 
an important part here? Coming across the 
recently digitised WW I dairy of LCDR 
Clarence Hansby Read, RANR we note his 
significant service ashore in New Guinea 
and later with the Bridging Train. When we 
mentioned this find to friends in New 
Guinea they asked the Naval Historical 
Society if we could provide a foreword to 
Read’s diary, as they intend publishing this 
important work.  

We have a NEOC essay and, while the 
subject on the Battle of Cape Matapan is 
well known, this essay is particularly well 
written with an admirable degree of clarity. 
There is a medley of other articles which 
hopefully provide variety and maintain the 
interest of our readers.  

Walter Burroughs, Editor and Bosun 
Doris Shearman, Assistant Editor and 

Bosun’sMate 
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Meet the President 

 
EVENTEEN YEAR OLD Townsville boy 
David Michael joined the navy in 1972 

after being enticed by smart new Attack 
class patrol boats observed while sailing on 
Cleveland Bay and with encouragement 
from his father, who had wartime service in 
HMAS Kanimbla. Graduating from the RAN 
College in December 1974 he proceeded to 
the United Kingdom for operations and 
warfare courses.  

Returning home in 1976 David served in 
HMA Ships Assail, Duchess and Parramatta 
where he obtained his bridge watch keeping 
ticket. His interest in the Supply Branch 
arose when assigned to assist the lone 
Supply Officer in HMAS Parramatta during a 
six-month Asian deployment. Discovering 
his aptitude for and enjoyment of supply 
work, he was encouraged by the SO to make 
the change. This appeal was underscored by 
his perception that a supply officer had 
more individual authority and responsibility 
than many junior seamen officers who, 
although qualified, took a back 
seat when the ship was in 
pilotage waters, undergoing 
replenishment or other 
challenging evolutions.  

Following Supply training he 
served as DSO in HMAS Stuart 
then at the Naval Air Station 
Nowra, Fleet Headquarters and 
as Supply Officer of HMAS 
Jervis Bay. Subsequent positions 
between 1984 and 1990 
included Staff Officer to the 
Chief of Staff, Naval Support 
Command and Supply Officer 
HMAS Waterhen, followed by 
two years as the Assistant Fleet 
Supply Officer with 
responsibility for setting and 
maintaining logistics support 

standards in fleet units. 
Promotion to Commander in July 1990 

as SO Logistic Plans in Naval Support 
Command coincided with the invasion of 
Kuwait by Iraqi forces of President Saddam 
Hussein. Part of the Australian 
Government’s response was to form an 
RAN task group which deployed on 
13 August 1990 under command of 
Commodore Don Chalmers. The Naval 
Support Command was directed to plan and 
conduct ‘in theatre’ logistics support for the 
task group. Consequently David found 
himself immersed in this for the next two 
years. A reconnaissance visit was made prior 
to arrival of the task group in Muscat, Oman 
which had been selected as the port for 
logistic support. After many frustrations the 
Omani government finally approved the 
establishment of a logistics support element 
in the port of Mina Quaboos, Muscat. The 

 
Captain David Michael 

S 
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approval was made easier because the 
Omani Chief of Navy was a personal 
acquaintance of CDRE Chalmers, as they 
both attended the Royal College of Defence 
Studies.  

After a busy two years monitoring 
logistics support in the Middle East, he 
joined the world of submarines. David’s first 
posting was as Squadron Supply Officer 
HMAS Platypus before transferring with the 
Squadron to HMAS Stirling as the new 
Collins class entered service. Highlights 
during this period largely centred on 
maintaining and improving submariner 
retention rates, which were threatened by 
the move to WA. 

Following relocation of the Submarine 
Headquarters to the west David found 
himself the inaugural Director Submarine 
Training and Systems Centre, a SM 
command qualified position. The test here 
was to create a cohesive organisation out of 
multi-disciplined personnel including RAN 
personnel, Australian Submarine 
Corporation staff, academics and vocational 
instructors variously responsible for Collins 
and Oberon training.  

Then came more than two years (1998 
to 2000) in Canberra, as a newly promoted 
Captain in the Commercial Support 
Program and as Director Preparedness and 
Plans. The Defence Reform Program 
focused on better and more efficient use of 
resources. During this period Navy was 
reorganised into seven Force Element 
Groups including the Amphibious and 
Afloat Support Group (AASAG) consisting 
of eleven ships (two LPA, one LSH, two 
AO and six LCH) and the STS Young 
Endeavour. Commanding this disparate 
group of older but capable ships was yet 

another satisfying experience. 
The final phase of his career, 2004 to 

2009, was one of strategic studies at the 
Indian National Defence College and on the 
staff of the Australian Centre for Defence 
and Strategic Studies (CDSS). He then 
became Defence Attaché Dili with the 
responsibility of representing Australian 
Defence interests and improving the 
professionalism of East Timor’s Defence 
Force. Both roles were challenging as the 
Timorese Government was attempting to 
resolve several major security challenges 
with support from the United Nations 
Integrated Mission in Timor-Leste and the 
International Stabilisation Force consisting 
of Australian and New Zealand Army 
personnel.  

For Captain Michael, ending his 
permanent naval service in an operational 
environment was most satisfying. In 
subsequent reserve service he had two 
postings: six months back on the CDSS 
directing staff and eighteen months as the 
Director, Naval Heritage Collection. His 
experience managing the Heritage Collection 
dispersed between four museums and the 
repository on Spectacle Island taught him 
that there is a fascinating story behind every 
item and these stories need to be told. For 
him, it was a natural progression to become 
involved as a volunteer at the Naval 
Historical Society and an honour to be asked 
to take the helm of the Society.  

David and his wife Cissy have an adult 
son, Joseph and have settled permanently in 
Sydney. They share a love of travel and 
other interests. David is also passionate 
about cross-country skiing and regularly 
participates in marathon length ski events. 
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The New Guinea Diary of LCDR Clarence Hansby Read, 
RANR 1914-1915 

 
The manuscript of Read’s diary was acquired by the Mitchell Library in 1919 for the sum of £30. It lay 
undisturbed for nearly a century until transcribed into digital format in 2014. The 137 page manuscript 
contains a fascinating level of detail important both to naval history and the history of New Guinea. As the 
University of Papua New Guinea Press has received permission from the Mitchell Library to reproduce the 
diary they asked the Naval Historical Society to provide a foreword to the new publication. 
 
The following minor extract from the diary 
provides an indication of what can be found 
in such documents. Many readers will recall 
a captured WWI German field gun displayed 
in the Naval Heritage Centre at Garden 
Island. The history of this gun has remained 
obscure. However Read’s diary provides 
some answers when he tells us of his visit to 
Government House at Rabaul on Friday 18 
September 1914 where his No 2 Company 
of Naval Reserves was erecting aerials for a 
radio station.  

Government House is a quaintly built 
comfortable dwelling surrounded on all sides by 
broad balconies, the whole raised 8 feet from the 
ground. Our troops had shown little respect for the 
fine furniture in the drawing room and bedrooms 
and it was enough to make the heart bleed to see 
exquisite carvings of the cabinets, bookcases, 
sideboards etc. ruthlessly destroyed by the bayonets 
and clubbed rifles of the intruders.  

The following day Read adds: 
While at Government House yesterday we came 

across two German field guns cast down by some 
blundering idiot into a steep gully where the carriage 
of one of them has been irreparably damaged. The 
other, however, is intact. We have obtained 
permission to reclaim them and bring them on board 
Berrima. Our lads at work on the wireless mast are 
eager to recover them and Munro proposes that as 
our party were the discoverers we should bring them 
into town.  

In confirmation of Read’s comments 
there were a number of unsavoury incidents 
regarding looting by troops in New Guinea 
with, for example, a report by Colonel 

Homes to Army Headquarters stating: 
On the night of the 13th instant some looting 

took place at Government House by part of a 
Company on outpost duty on a hill in the vicinity, 
and troops there apparently got somewhat out of 
hand. I am inclined to think on account of want of 
proper supervision by the officers concerned.  

These unfortunate incidents appear 
mainly confined to unruly militia and 
discipline was better preserved within naval 
ranks.  

 
Proposed Foreword to the Clarence 
Hansby Read Diary 
Clarence Hansby Read was born in the 
Sydney suburb of Darlinghurst on 
7 October 1879 (the exact date was 
extrapolated from his diary which mentions 
his birthday). He appears to have been 
schooled for some while in the Blue 
Mountains as his name appears in the 
Glenbrook Primary School WWI Roll of 
Honour. Later records show his profession 
as a clerk and after his marriage to Mabel 
Louisa Coates on 22 May 1907, the couple 
resided at ‘Kenilworth’, Pine Street, 
Randwick.  

The earliest record of his naval service so 
far found is a Commonwealth Naval Forces 
List dated October 1905 where he is shown 
as SBLT C.H. Read of the Naval Militia 
Sydney with a seniority of 01 August 1902. 
A later Imperial Service Record from 
January 1916 says he was then aged 36 years 
4 months with 19 years 6 months prior naval 
service, indicating he was born in October 
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Captured German Field Gun 
RAN Heritage Centre  

1879 and joined the Naval Brigade in about 
1896. Reserve Officer training records show 
he was promoted to SBLT on 01 August 
1902 after serving six years as a MIDN, 
promoted LEUT 01 April 1912 and LCDR 
01 April 1920. The training record ceases 
with the Royal Australian Naval Brigade 
being officially disbanded on 30 June 1920. 
The above indicates he joined the Naval 
Brigade on or about 01 August 1896 just 
before his 17th birthday. He served with 
distinction in the Brigade for nearly 24 years.  

A contemporary two years Read’s junior 
for whom we have better records was 
Leighton Bracegirdle. He joined the NSW 
Naval Brigade in 1898 as a cadet and two 
years later was promoted to midshipman. 
Bracegirdle was also from Sydney and 
employed as a clerk. He was to win fame as 
the commanding officer of the Naval 
Bridging Train employed at the Dardanelles. 
In due course he became Rear Admiral Sir 
Leighton Bracegirdle. 

Lieutenant Read, RANR (M), joined 
HMAS Berrima in charge of No 2 Company 
of the NSW Naval Brigade as part of the 
Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary 
Force (AN&MEF) bound for German New 
Guinea in September 1914. He was involved 
in the capture of Kaiser Wilhelmsland and 
from 24 September to 31 December 1914 

commanded the naval detachment stationed 
at Madang and then transferred to 
Herbertshohe (Kokopo) where he served 
briefly as executive officer of the naval 
detachment from 19 January to 10 February 
1915.  

On 10 February 1915 Read returned 
from Rabaul with 726 troops plus 313 naval 
forces in the transports Eastern and Navua; 
the naval forces were accommodated in the 
latter vessel. They arrived in Sydney on 19 
February to a warm reception; unfortunately 
the Read diary ends here. Nineteen female 
nurses enlisted with the AN&MEF and were 
employed at the Namanula Hospital at 
Rabaul; it is assumed they also returned with 
their patients, many suffering from malaria, 
in the Eastern.  

A photograph on page 73 of the Official 
History of Australia in the War of 1914 -18 
Vol. X shows men of the Naval Reserve and 
Machine-Gun Section, 1st Battalion, 
AN&MEF. In front are five officers 
including LCDR Bracegirdle and LEUT 
Read. A further official photograph of 
officers serving in New Guinea shows 
LEUT Read standing with pith helmet on 
the far right. 

Following his return to Australia he was 
amongst those chosen to form the 1st 
Australian Bridging Train of 12 officers and 
304 ratings which was mobilised in 
Melbourne from personnel of the Naval 
Brigade drawn from all states. In March 
1916 he embarked in HMAT Ballarat for her 
voyage to Suez with the Naval Bridging 
Train. Read was posted as second in 
command to Bracegirdle. They served 
together in Egypt constructing wharves and 
piers for shipment to the Dardanelles and 
for a while Read assumed command while 
Bracegirdle was hospitalised with malaria. 
Read also succumbed to disease and a 
nervous disorder and was hospitalised in 
Egypt for two months in early 1917. 



 
 Naval Historical Review March 2016 5 

Officers serving in New Guinea with LEUT Read, RANR at far right AWM 

With work on the successful evacuation 
of troops from Gallipoli completed there 
was less work for the Bridging Train and 
sections were often lent to numerous other 
units. In early 1917 a decision was made to 
disband the Bridging Train and members 
were offered the choice of being posted to 
other units of the AIF, mainly serving in 
France, or to return home. About half chose 
to continue in the AIF and Read was 
amongst the remainder who opted to return 
home.  

On 29 May 1917 Read, with about 120 
other men from the Bridging Train, 
embarked in the transport Bulla at Suez and 
arrived in Melbourne on 8 July, and at the 
end of the month he was demobilised. For 
his efforts Read was awarded the British 
War Medal, the Victory Medal and the 1914-
15 Star. Nearly three years later, in April 

1920, he received notice of his promotion to 
LCDR RANR. 

This remarkable man, whose history is 
important to the formation of the RAN, has 
only recently come to notice as his diary of 
his time with the AN&MEF which was 
deposited with the Mitchell Library was 
transcribed and digitised only in 2014. This 
helps fill many gaps in our knowledge of 
early naval campaigns, especially in the 
capture and control of mainland New 
Guinea centered on Friedrich 
Wilhelmshafen (Madang) and extending to 
Berlinhafen (later Eitape, now Aitape) in the 
north to Adolfhafen (Morobe) in the south.  
 
A copy of LCDR Read’s diary can be found 
on the following website: 
http://acms.sl.nsw.gov.au/_transcript/2014
/D24942/a6722.html 
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The Missing DDG 
 

By John Smith 
 
A question was recently posed as to why hull number 40 is not used by HMA Ships. The DDGs Perth 
38, Hobart 39 and Brisbane 41 are to be followed by the AWDs Hobart 39 and Brisbane 41.  
 
This article deals with guided missile 
destroyer (DDG) pennant numbers, also 
known as hull numbers. More specifically it 
addresses the pennant number D41 of 
HMAS Brisbane. 

The first two RAN DDGs, HMA Ships 
Perth and Hobart, were ordered in 1962 and 
were allocated by the RAN the pennant 
numbers D38 and D39 respectively for the 
reasons explained later. The third RAN 
DDG, HMAS Brisbane, was ordered later in 
1963, her pennant number being D41. Why 
was it not D40? 

Insofar as most of the Western Nations 
were concerned, post 1960 there were two 
principal authorities which assigned, but did 
not co-ordinate between them, the 
allocation of pennant numbers. They were 
the United States Navy and a loose coalition 
of NATO and Commonwealth Navies. 

Looking firstly at the USN system, 
traditionally ships were numbered 
sequentially by type, e.g. battleships, cruisers, 
destroyers. USS Gyatt, DD712, was 
commissioned as a Gearing class destroyer 
in 1945 and then in 1956 was converted to a 
DDG and became DDG712. As this was a 
new type of ship, her designation was 
changed in 1957 to DDG1. Gyatt was 
followed by the 23 USN Charles F Adams 
(CFA) class DDGs, DDG2 to DDG24 
inclusive, the last of which was USS Waddell 
commissioned in 1964. 

As the three RAN modified CFA class 
DDGs were ordered before the USN order 
was completed, the USN designated the 
RAN vessels as DDG25, 26 and 27. Soon 
afterwards, the West German Navy also 
ordered three modified CFA class DDGs 
and these were designated by the USN as 
DDG28, 29 and 30. Neither the RAN nor 

the FGN utilised these pennant numbers, 
nor were they subsequently reallocated to 
USN ships. 

Rather than building a new DDG class 
after the CFAs, the USN decided to convert 
some of the Forrest Sherman, Mitscher, Hull 
and Coontz class vessels to DDGs and 
numbered them DDG 31 to 46 inclusive. 
This includes DDGs 38, 39 and 41 which 
were the pennant numbers already allocated 
separately by the RAN to Perth, Hobart and 
Brisbane and commissioned as such. 

Looking now to the other principal 
system for allocating pennant numbers, 
which came into force in about 1960, and 
was contained in a NATO publication Allied 
Communications Publication (ACP) No. 
130, NATO Supplement 1, Section 2 titled 
‘Decoding of visual callsigns (pennant 
numbers) allocated to Ships and to Certain 
Authorities of European NATO Countries 
and of the Countries of the British 
Commonwealth of Nations (excluding 
Canada)’. As the USN had its own system as 
already explained, their ships were also 
excluded from the publication. As from 
January 2012, the above supplement is now 
an integral part of NATO publication ACP 
113 (AI) ‘Call Sign Book for Ships’ as Annex 
B. For information, it encompasses the 
following countries: 
NATO: Belgium, Germany, Denmark, 
France, United Kingdom, Greece, Italy, 
Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, 
Spain and Turkey. 
Commonwealth Nations: Australia, 
Kenya, Malaysia and New Zealand. 

Perhaps surprisingly, Annex B is 
sponsored and coordinated by the 
Australian Department of Defence through 
the Directorate of Multinational Relations 
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HMAS Brisbane (DDG 41) 
and Interoperability. This Annex does not 
differentiate between destroyers and DDGs. 
In it the RAN allocation of pennant 
numbers for destroyers in 2012 was as 
follows: 

D08 spare 
D38 spare 
D39 HOBART 
D40 spare 
D41 BRISBANE 
D42 SYDNEY 
D57 to D59 spare 
D109 to D162 spare 
Although this system ensures that there 

will be no duplication of pennant numbers 
in types of ships of the participating 
countries, there will be duplication in 
numbers between, say, destroyers and 
frigates. Thus there could well be a D30 and 
a F30. As most navies do not have the type 
letter painted on the hull as well as the 
pennant number, there is the possibility of 
ships with the same number operating in 
company. Bearing in mind that the USN has 

RAN 
its own system, there could have been, for 
example, a USN DDG, an RAN destroyer 
and a Spanish frigate all with the same hull 
number operating together. 

It has been predicated by some that 
Brisbane was designated D41 and not D40 so 
that it would not duplicate the DDG40 
pennant number of Coontz. However this 
theory is not agreed with. As explained 
earlier, USN ships were numbered in 
accordance with a different system to the 
RAN and Coontz was not designated as 
DDG40 until 1975, well after Brisbane was 
commissioned. It would appear that there 
was no logical reason as to why Brisbane was 
therefore not designated D40 as this number 
was allocated to the RAN. 

The answer would appear to be in an 
RAN file now archived away. Would that 
someone in Canberra with time to spare 
could search the archives to resolve this 
recurring issue! By the way, what happened 
to the Royal Canadian Navy in all of this? 
But that is another story. 
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‘Simply a Question of Duty’ 
A Coastwatcher in Northern Australia 

Part 1: Coastwatching before World War II 
 

By John Harris 
 

ROUND AUSTRALIA’S northern coast 
and islands before and during World 

War II a small band of civilians in remote 
locations was asked to volunteer as official 
Coastwatchers. Little has been written about 
these people who served along Australia’s 
own northern coast. They eventually became 
part of a larger coastwatching network 
which included New Guinea and the 
Solomon Islands. As the war progressed, the 
whole coastwatching operation became 
most secret, particularly to protect the 
identity of Coastwatchers in New Guinea 
who found themselves behind enemy lines. 
Identifying information was not placed on 
record and eventually, in an attempt to 
protect the identity of the Coastwatchers, 
the term Coastwatcher was dropped 
altogether and replaced with code words.1 

Prior to World War II, Len Harris (the 
author’s father)2  was a missionary on 
Groote Eylandt. One of an informal 
network of unofficial observers, he had a 
pedal radio, reporting any unusual activity as 
part of a daily radio schedule. After Japan 
entered the war by attacking American and 
British bases in the Pacific, this previously 
loosely-organised band of observers was 
placed directly under the command of the 
Royal Australian Navy. Harris was one of 
those formally sworn in as a Coastwatcher. 
It is hoped that by telling his story, a little of 
the unrecognised service of these few 
dedicated Australian volunteers and their 
Aboriginal friends will be better understood. 
 
The first Australian Coastwatchers 
After World War I, the Royal Australian 
Navy faced the problem of monitoring 

Australia’s long, undefended northern coast 
where an enemy could operate without 
hindrance, even without detection. Acting 
on the advice of Captain J.G. Clare,3 but 
working with very limited peace-time 
resources, the Department of Defence 
established a network of unpaid civilians to 
observe and report on activities on the 
coasts of New Guinea and the Solomon 
Islands. In time of war, these Coastwatchers 
would become Australia’s front line. 
Australia’s own northern coast was still 
vulnerable and so the Navy soon 
recommended that the scheme be extended 
to include the Australian coast. The 
Department of Defence agreed and issued a 
directive in March 1927. 

I am directed to inform you that the Department 
of Defence has devised an organisation, known as 
the Coast Watching Organisation, whereby selected 
civilian residents in coastal regions will report 
voluntarily to the proper authority unusual 
movements, activities, etc. coming under their notice 
in time of war. An outline of this scheme together 
with Coast-Watching Guide, showing method of 
reporting, is attached. 

Although the comparative absence of 
communication precludes an extensive application of 
the scheme there, it is now desired to include North 
Australia in the scope of the Organisation… 
(and)…supply the Government Resident, Darwin, 
with copies of the Coast-Watching Guide for 
distribution to such officials or trustworthy civilians 
whose location renders them particularly suitable for 
inclusion in the scheme.4 

On the remote northern Australian coast, 
the Northern Territory authorities sought 
volunteers among the few suitably-placed 
residents, mostly Christian missionaries, who 

A 
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had local knowledge and good contacts 
with Aboriginal people. They were advised 
of the creation of the Coastwatching 
organisation and asked if they were 
‘prepared to act under this scheme and 
make any reports from time to time which 
may become necessary and where 
opportunity offers’.5 

Twelve people were finally appointed as 
Coastwatchers.6 Six of these were 
Government officials so only six were true 
volunteers. Five of the six volunteers were 
missionaries at the Bathurst Island, 
Goulburn Island, Roper River, Groote 
Eylandt and Milingimbi (Crocodile Island) 
Mission Stations. Each of these responded 
formally in writing expressing their 
willingness to serve as Coastwatchers as an 
act of duty. 7 

The volunteer Coastwatchers were issued 
with the official Coast Watching Guide,8 a 
very serious and strongly-worded document, 
referring in bold capitals to their duties ‘in 
time of war or proclaimed imminence of 
war’. It went on to detail the reporting of 
warships, submarines, aeroplanes and the 
landing of enemy troops. Fortunately, in 
those first years there was virtually no 
recognisable enemy activity on which to 
report. In practice, however, these first 
Coastwatchers understood that although this 
was not war time, their role was still to 

report unusual or suspicious happenings. 
But their means of communication were at 
first far more limited than the Guide 
presumed, without any access to the post 
offices or telephones mentioned in the 
guide.  

On 15 January 1933 an example of the 
communication problems experienced by 
Coastwatchers occurred when Aborigines 
from the east coast of Groote Eylandt 
came to the mission and reported that a 
month previously they had seen a 
steamship with one funnel travelling north. 
Missionary Leslie Perriman immediately 
wrote a report on this sighting but as it 
transpired, the already irregular shipping to 
Groote was further delayed and the letter 
did not leave Groote Eylandt until 28 
February, when Perriman himself was able 
to board a vessel en route to Roper River. 
He delivered the letter to Roper Bar Police 
Station. It finally reached Darwin on 20 
March, just over three months from the 
original sighting.9 

However communication to and from 
Groote Eylandt was about to be 
revolutionised. In the 1920s, Rev. John 
Flynn (‘Flynn of the Inland’)10 of the 
Presbyterian Church’s Australian Inland 
Mission was planning his Aerial Medical 
Service, the precursor of the Royal Flying 
Doctor Service. Conscious of the problems 

of communication over 
vast distances, he 
employed talented young 
engineer Alfred Traeger 
to work on the design of 
a small, easily-operated 
radio transceiver.11 
Traeger developed his 
legendary pedal-operated 
radio, based on German 
First World War 
equipment. 

 
Methodist Missions in 
Arnhem Land   Author 
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The invention of the pedal radio suddenly 
gave isolated outposts the possibility of a link 
with the outside world. The Australian Inland 
Mission distributed 150 radios to remote 
settlements such as missions and cattle 
stations for free. By the mid-1930s almost all 
were equipped with radios.12 The initial 
intention was to give these isolated 
communities access to medical aid but this 
new instant method of communication 
proved to have many more uses. 

The Northern Territory Administration 
quickly saw the advantage of the new radio 
communication for policing and other 
official purposes. The Naval Intelligence 
Division also recognised the value of the 
new technology to their volunteer 
Coastwatchers and, by the mid-1930s, 
ensured that all mission stations on the 
northern coast and islands accepted and 
understood their responsibility to report any 
enemy activity. The agreement was that 
Coastwatchers would make daily radio 
contact, whether there was an important 
reason or not, via the Australian Aerial 
Medical Service radio station in Cloncurry 
from where messages were relayed to the 
appropriate authorities and through which, 
in return, they could receive instructions. 
This was to become the legendary daily 
radio schedule – the ‘sked’. 

As the potential value of the 
Coastwatchers became even more evident, 

Japanese sampan (lugger) arrested 
in Darwin Author 
attempts were made to 
provide some more specific 
support than the previous 
‘biennial letter’.13 Those on 
the Northern Territory coast 
were visited from time to 
time by the patrol boats of 
the Northern Territory 
Administration as part of 
their police and customs 
duties although the furthest 
Coastwatchers, such as the 

missionary on Groote Eylandt, may only 
have been visited annually.  

One of the tasks of the patrol officers 
was checking up on Japanese fishing luggers. 
The Japanese were permitted to come 
ashore to take on fresh water.14 The 
Northern Territory authorities were anxious 
about preventing loss of revenue if the 
Japanese failed to pay duties on pearl shell 
and other dutiable catches. There was an 
agent in Darwin through whom Japanese 
luggers were supposed to be registered but 
there were also many unregistered luggers 
and the trade was difficult to control.  

The abuse of Aboriginal women was also 
a particular concern. All luggers were 
supposed to seek specific permission to 
enter waters adjacent to Aboriginal Reserves. 
An added security issue arose when it was 
realised that some Japanese luggers had 
radios and that they could intercept 
messages from the Coastwatchers.  

On 8 October the Rev. Chaseling at 
Yirrkala Mission Station sent a telegram in 
the following terms to the Administrator in 
Darwin:- 

Foreign luggers continually anchoring Bremer 
Island Melville Bay Area (Stop) Repeated attempts 
to molest native women. 

The Administrator has advised that the contents 
of this telegram were known to the Japanese pearling 
agents in Darwin at the same time as, if not earlier 
than, he received the telegram. It will be appreciated 
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HMAS Kuru  RAN 
 
that the sending of messages 
which can be picked up and 
read by the Japanese vessels 
would only tend to act as a 
warning…15 

Following discussions 
between the Admin-
istrator and the Navy, it 
was determined that from 
this time on, sensitive 
radio messages should be 
transmitted in code. 
Enquiries revealed that some missionaries 
already possessed a copy of Bentley’s 
Code.16 This was not necessarily for secrecy. 
This kind of code book was commercially 
available and mainly used for brevity as 
telegraphic messages were costly and 
charged by the character. Naval Intelligence, 
however, had the ultimate control and 
decided on an alternative cypher system, 
‘Everybody’s Pocket Code’17 which they 
distributed in sealed packages to seven 
mission stations.18 Although it was also a 
commercially available code, the rationale 
was that Japanese crews were unlikely to be 
able to decipher the code or, if they could, it 
would take them too long for it to be of any 
advantage to them. With the distribution of 
the code, the Navy assumed full control of 
the coastwatching organisation. 

While this is primarily a wartime organisation, 
they have been instructed to communicate direct to 
this Office, and if possible, Navy Office, Melbourne, 
any movements of foreign craft etc. in their area 
during peace time, which may be of interest.19 

The mission pedal radio transmissions 
could not reach Melbourne and so what 
happened in practice was that the missionary 
Coastwatchers radioed Cloncurry as they 
had always done and the radio operator 
there relayed any coded messages 
concerning foreign vessels to the Navy.  

In 1938, in order to improve the policing, 
customs and coastwatching network PV 

Kuru, a purpose-built Patrol Vessel, was 
constructed in Sydney and commissioned to 
regularly patrol the Northern Territory coast 
and islands and visit the Coastwatchers.20 
Captain John Bell was at the time Chief 
Officer of the Coastal Patrol.21 He 
automatically became Master of the Kuru on 
its arrival in Darwin.22 

The new patrol vessel was effective along 
the coast adjacent to Darwin and nearby 
islands but the acknowledged reality was that 
it was still impractical to patrol as far away as 
the Gulf of Carpentaria with any degree of 
regularity. The missionary at Groote Eylandt 
was told that he need not continue daily 
reporting of Japanese vessels in the Gulf 
unless they were committing a serious 
offence, as no immediate action could be 
taken from as far away as Darwin. In 
retrospect, it is a pity that the Japanese 
vessels were not perceived as a security 
threat and that they were not more closely 
monitored but the Navy’s resources were 
simply insufficient to patrol the Gulf and the 
threat was not sufficiently recognised until 
too late.  
 
Len Harris becomes a Coastwatcher 
Church Missionary Society missionary, Rev. 
Leonard John (‘Len’) Harris,23 arrived on 
Groote Eylandt in the Gulf of Carpentaria 
early in 1939. There were several hundred 
Aboriginal people of the Warnindilyakwa 
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group24 on the island, two or three mission 
staff and, at Umbakumba in the north of the 
island, a trader and beach-comber, Fred 
Gray.  

Not long before Harris arrived, Qantas 
Airways had pioneered their ultimately 
short-lived Sydney-London mail and 
passenger flight using C-class Empire flying 
boats.25 With very short flight ranges 
compared to modern aircraft, the flying 
boats had to stop to refuel 39 times en route 
London. Between Townsville and Darwin, 
one of these refuelling stops had recently 
been set up with a small staff at the lagoon 
at Umbakumba.  

One of Harris’s many duties was to 
maintain the daily radio schedule. He 
thereby assumed the task of Coastwatcher, 
the person referred to in official documents 
as ‘the Missioner’. CMS simply told him 
that the radio schedule was one of his 
responsibilities. As for operating the pedal 
radio, he taught himself with the help of a 
few notes. There was no formal induction 
to the role but merely advice telegraphed by 
the radio operator at Cloncurry. 
Fortunately, one of Traeger’s main aims 
had been to develop an easily-operated 
radio which required no previous training 
or experience. 

I was at the Emerald River Mission on Groote 
Eylandt. My contact with the outside world was 
with the famous pedal radio set. Mine had a large 
dry battery for receiving but for transmission 
depended on the pedal dynamo underneath the 
wireless table. In those early days, wireless contact 
was with Cloncurry. I was 8XK Groote Eylandt 
and every day I made a call to Cloncurry to send or 
receive telegrams. Besides the missions, several cattle 
stations had a pedal radio and Mr Traeger 
atCloncurry was the ‘life-line’ for many people in the 
outback. 26 

If the radio operators did not know each 
other already, they found themselves daily 
hearing each other’s messages and very 
rapidly became a network of friends, often 
called upon to help each other.  

Not long after I arrived, Roper River Mission 
was in trouble and needed urgent help but there was 
something wrong with their pedal radio and they 
could only manage a very weak Morse Code signal. I 
could pick it up on Groote but Cloncurry was too 
far away. I wasn’t yet trained in Morse Code but 
there was a Morse Code alphabet pinned to the wall 
in front of me, so I just got on with it. 

As for detecting any ‘enemy activity’, 
Harris and his colleagues were given little if 
any instruction and so, with the benefit of 
hindsight, they were probably not as vigilant 
as they might have been. But they did not 
know that war was looming nor had they 
been told to be suspicious of the Japanese 
fishing boats which had been visiting the 
Gulf waters for decades unless they were 
obviously acting illegally. That mistake was 
not the Coastwatchers’ fault but due to 
official short-sightedness regarding Japanese 
intentions in Australian waters.  

Japanese fishing boats were common in the Gulf 
although I personally never communicated with any 
of them. They did sometimes have contact with 
Aboriginal people. I saw cloth and tins of tobacco 
that Aboriginal men had got from the Japanese, 
trading for pearl and trochus shell, but their 
relationship with the Japanese was not always 
amicable. I heard about the abuse of Aboriginal 
women but the luggers kept well clear of the 
missions. I could only presume they were legally 
fishing our waters. In fact Aboriginal men on the 
mainland at Caledon Bay just north of us had been 
arrested for aggression towards Japanese fishermen27 
– surely an indication that the authorities were 
aware of them and permitted them to be there.  

But the crews were certainly not just fishermen. 
They included Japanese Navy personnel. Sometimes 
when I was fishing with the Aboriginal men, I saw 
them in uniform myself on the decks of the luggers 
when they came in close to drag their fishing nets in 
the shallow water. They watched us through 
binoculars but I had binoculars myself and I 
managed to observe them unobtrusively too. After I 
had reported this a few times, I was told it was not 
necessary to keep reporting it every day and that the 
Japanese luggers were permitted to come on shore to
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Rev. Len Harris with his son John 
(the author) on Groote Eylandt 

Author 
take on water. Even back then before 
the War, this was a bit of a surprise 
to me that no-one seemed to be 
officially interested in what the 
Japanese boats were actually up to. It 
didn’t take much to work out that 
the naval men did not travel all the 
way from Japan on the fishing 
luggers. They must have met up with 
the luggers on a ship north of us 
somewhere. Of course, later on we 
found out that they had been mapping 
the coast in preparation for a possible 
future invasion. But even back then 
before the war, rumour had it that if you wanted a 
good map of the Gulf you could buy one in Japan. 

Len Harris continued conscientiously 
performing his coastwatching duties as best 
he knew how while carrying out his many 
other tasks. The few mission staff members 
under his charge worked in very demanding 
circumstances to provide education and 
particularly health care to the Aboriginal 
people. One important function of the pedal 
radio had always been medical advice. Harris 
himself carried out surgical procedures step 
by step while connected by pedal radio the 
Flying Doctor, Clyde Fenton.28 

Although Harris was a missionary, much 
of his time and energy was at first taken up 
by the construction of an airfield.29 Thus far, 
apart from the very recent Catalina flying 
boats, the only aeroplane to have landed on 
Groote Eylandt was the Flying Doctor, who 
was based in Katherine. Renowned for his 
aeronautical exploits, Clyde Fenton used to 
land on beaches, get Aboriginal people to 
help him turn the plane around, and lop 
trees which were blocking his take off.  

Longer-haul aeroplanes were being 
developed but it was still a long way across 
the Gulf from Townsville to Darwin. The 
aviation authorities needed an emergency 
airfield somewhere in-between, particularly 

for emergency RAAF use. Negotiations with 
the Church Missionary Society to accept a 
contract for the construction of the facility 
on Groote Eylandt had commenced before 
Harris arrived but the responsibility of 
supervising the task fell to him, someone 
quite untrained for the job. It was a large 
task for the isolated little mission and the 
local Aboriginal men, constructing an 
airfield of two runways at right angles to 
each other, 200 yards wide and each a mile 
long. 

The Aboriginal men were willing enough to 
work for a bit of pay. No one was forced to – how 
could I force anybody to do anything, even if I 
wanted to? Actually, they were all eager to be part of 
it, part of the strange activities of the whites, I think, 
a change from their everyday lives. I was never sure 
that some of them quite caught on to what it was all 
about until a plane actually landed but they were 
strong workers. Fortunately there was an old tractor 
at the Mission but I couldn’t have done the job 
without the half-caste Mission men especially Gerry 
and Fred Blitner.30 They were so skilled, so hard 
working. They were the foremen and they got on so 
well with the local Aboriginal men – after all, they 
had been hunting and fishing with them for years.  

It took us a month or so to grub out all the trees 
and clear the two long strips and then a few months 
to flatten it all. Gerry and Fred devised really 



 
14 Naval Historical Review March 2016 

ingenious ways of digging up the big boulders with 
the tractor and a chain. It was hard work but we 
did it and we were all proud of the job. It was a 
great day when I could get on the pedal radio and 
say it was finished. A few days later they sent an 
Air Force plane from Darwin to try out the airstrip. 
I think every Aboriginal man woman and child 
came to see a plane land for the first time. What a 
day that was! It was a Hudson Bomber. We heard 
it coming for about five minutes but when it 
appeared it was coming in at about 45°. It hit the 
ground at too steep an angle and bounced off. The 
pilot controlled the plane and then came in at a 
better angle, just skimming the trees. I was worried 
that our airstrip wasn’t up to standard. But the 
pilot laughed and said that the Hudsons were a bit 
front heavy and that he had sent the crew down to 
the tail end before the second landing. 

The RAAF approved of our work. They were 
worried that planes like the Hudson bomber might 
not make it from Townsville to Darwin in adverse 
weather, so they decided to make our airstrip an 
emergency refuelling base. They contracted us to 
mill timber to construct some huts. They sent some 
tradesmen from Brisbane to erect them and sink 
fuel tanks. The Aboriginal men helped them dig. 
They sent two men to manage the little emergency 
base, Wallace and Beer were their names, good 
blokes.  

As a Coastwatcher, Harris logged in 
daily, ignoring ordinary Japanese activity as 
instructed but reporting any activities he 
thought worth noting. He encouraged 
Aboriginal people to tell him about anything 
new or unusual. But there was very little of 
significance, or so they thought, and the 
radio schedule was dominated by medical 
matters and private communications. 

This false sense of security continued for 
nearly two years. Even when war broke out 
in Europe in September 1939, real danger 
still seemed far away to Harris and his 
Coastwatcher colleagues on the other 
remote islands around Australia’s northern 
coast. That was to change suddenly and 
decisively for the Coastwatchers in 
December 1941.  

War comes to Australia’s north 
Well before World War II began, Australian 
authorities, especially Naval Intelligence, 
were concerned about Japan’s imperial 
intentions in the Pacific region, although it 
does not appear that they ever connected 
that with the activities of the Japanese 
fishing luggers. As early as 1935, the 
Director of Naval Intelligence, Commander 
R.B.M. Long, had tried to close the gaps in 
the Coastwatcher network,31 especially to 
Australia’s north in New Guinea and the 
Solomon Islands, but he was hampered by a 
peacetime lack of resources.32 

Japanese aggressive territorial policies 
were clearly demonstrated in Japan’s 
invasion of China in 1937. The long, 
bloodthirsty and finally unresolved war with 
China was reaching a stalemate by 1940. 
Japan’s attention shifted southwards in what 
they called ‘Nashin-ron’, the policy of 
southern expansion. Japan invaded 
Indochina (Vietnam), from where they could 
pose a threat to European possessions in 
Southeast Asia, including British Singapore 
and the Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia), 
although the threat was not taken seriously 
soon enough in Australia. 

In 1939, on the outbreak of the war in 
Europe, Commander Long found himself 
with emergency powers and more resources. 
He enlisted the services of his former 
colleague, Lieutenant Commander Eric 
Feldt,33 who was working in New Guinea at 
the time but had remained on the Naval 
Reserve list. Feldt’s naval experience 
coupled with his knowledge of New Guinea 
made him ideally suited for assuming 
responsibility for the intelligence 
organisation in the north.  

It would be my duty, firstly, to ensure the proper 
functioning of the organisation as it was; and, 
secondly, to expand it so that it would cover all our 
needs, using civilians as Coastwatchers .… From 
the point of view of defence, the islands in the North-
East Area form a chain screening Australia from 
the north and east. It was, in fact, a fence, but with 
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several gates, the straits between the islands. My job 
was to make the fence effective as soon as possible. 
There were some Coastwatchers in the area but not 
enough to cover it.34 

Feldt and the Naval Intelligence Division 
determined at the time that New Guinea and 
the Solomon Islands formed the first line of 
defence and so Feldt concentrated his 
efforts on setting up an effective 
coastwatching network on those coasts. 
Australia’s own northern coasts were 
considered less strategically important at the 
time and so little changed there. Harris and 
the other missionary Coastwatchers 
continued to do what they had always done 
as carefully and faithfully as they were able.  

On 7 December 1941 Japan entered the 
War, attacking the US Pacific Fleet in Pearl 
Harbour and, almost simultaneously, US 
bases in the Philippines, Guam and Wake, 
and British bases in Malaya, Singapore and 
Hong Kong. The once-distant war was now 
in Australia’s own region and Australian 
forces were under attack in Singapore. If 
Singapore fell, there was no doubt that the 
Japanese would rapidly extend their 
aggressive southern advance. 

The Naval Intelligence Division took 
immediate steps to improve the 
effectiveness and communication capability 
of the Coastwatchers – and, with such 
increased risk of attack, this now included 
the previously unofficial volunteers on 
Australia’s own northern approaches. 
Immediately following the Japanese attacks, 
the Navy requisitioned the Northern 
Territory coastal patrol vessel PV Kuru, 
attaching her as HMAS Kuru, a tender to 
HMAS Platypus. John Bell had by then 
joined the Royal Australian Naval Reserve. 
His previous experience as Master of Kuru 
made him highly suited to command the 
newly commissioned HMAS Kuru. He 
formally assumed his responsibilities on 8 
December with the rank of Probationary 
Lieutenant.35 One of his major initial tasks 
would be to revitalise the old voluntary 

observer network and place it on an official 
footing.  

As part of this urgently-organised 
scheme, Bell visited Groote Eylandt in Kuru. 
Len Harris readily agreed to serve officially 
and was sworn in as a Naval Coastwatcher. 
This now-serious role not only dominated 
his life for the next few years but potentially 
placed him in real danger. The story of Len 
Harris, his Groote Eylandt Aboriginal 
friends and the Japanese during World War 
II will be told in Part 2 of this article, to be 
published in the next edition. 
 
1. One such code word was ‘Ferdinand’, taken 

from the children’s story The Story of 
Ferdinand, the tale of a bull who would not 
fight but preferred to sit under a tree and 
observe. This was to emphasize that the role 
of the Coastwatchers was not to fight but to 
be unobtrusive and watchful. The code-word 
‘Ferdinand’ was used more particularly in the 
coastwatching operation in New Guinea and 
the Solomon Islands.  

2. Unless otherwise acknowledged, quotations 
from Len Harris are from his papers 
(memoirs, notes, diaries, interview notes and 
other private information in the possession 
of the author) and are set in italics. An oral 
history interview containing another version 
of much of this information is available at 
Northern Territory Archives Service, NTRS 
226, typed transcripts of oral history 
interviews with 'TS' prefix, 1979-ct, Reverend 
Len Harris, TS 64. 

3. ww2australia.gov.au/coastwatcher/  
4. Secretary Department of Defence to 

Secretary Department of Home and 
Territories, 24 March, 1927, NAA Series F1, 
Item 1939/59, Coast Watching Organisation 
in the Northern Territory 

5. Circular Memorandum from Government 
Resident to selected individuals, 2 September 
1927, NAA Series F1, Item 1939/59, Coast 
Watching Organisation in the Northern 
Territory 

6. The twelve Coastwatchers appointed were 
four Police Officers; the Keeper of the 
Darwin Gaol; the Master (Engineer) of the 
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Government ketch Maskee; William Pruen, a 
cotton planter at Shoal Bay; and the senior 
missionaries at the Bathurst Island, Goulburn 
Island, Roper River, Groote Eylandt and 
Crocodile Island (Milingimbi) Mission 
Stations. (Government Resident to Secretary 
of the Navy, 22 November 1929, NAA Series 
F1, Item 1939/59, Coast Watching 
Organisation in the Northern Territory) 

7. Responses on file in NAA Series F1, Item 
1939/59, Coast Watching Organisation in the 
Northern Territory. 

8. Commonwealth of Australia, Form C.W.2, 
Department of Defence, Coast-Watching 
Guide. 

9. H.L. Perriman to Coast-Watching Organ-
isation, 15 January 1933, 1 March 1933, NAA 
Series F1, Item 1939/59, Coast-Watching 
Organisation in the Northern Territory. 

10. For full biography of John Flynn (1880–
1951) see Australian Dictionary of Biography, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/flynn-
john-6200. 

11. For full biography of Alfred Hermann 
Traeger (1895-1980), see Australian Dictionary 
of Biography, 
http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/traeger-
alfred-hermann-8839. 

12. Barrier Miner, Friday 14 July 1933 p 2 
13. Secretary of the Navy to Government 

Resident, NT, 16 January 1930, NAA Series 
F1, Item 1939/59, Coast-Watching 
Organisation in the Northern Territory.  

14. See news item ‘Patrol Ship’s First Voyage’, 
Courier Mail (Brisbane) 9 May 1939. 

15. J.A. Carrodus to J.W. Burton, 29 Oct 1937, 
NAA Series F1, Item 1939/59, Coast-
Watching Organisation in the Northern 
Territory. 

16. E.L. Bentley, 1909, Bentley’s Complete Phrase 
Code, New York: American Code Company. 

17. W.M. Saunders, 1911, Everyman’s Pocket Code, 
London: W. M. Clowes and Sons. 

18. The additional mission stations whose 
Superintendents became part of the Coast-
Watching Organisation were Yirrkala and 
Port Keats.  

19. Lt Commander Alexander Fowler to the 
Administrator, Darwin, 24 November, 1937, 
NAA Series F1, Item 1939/59, Coast-

Watching Organisation in the Northern 
Territory. 

20. www. navy.gov.au/HMAS-Kuru. see also 
Wikipedia entry 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/HMAS_Kuru 

21. The Telegraph, Brisbane, 7 June 1938. 
22. John Symington Bell had served in the Royal 

Navy. Prior to his appointment to the coastal 
patrol, he commanded the lighthouse vessel 
Cape Otway. There is a large file on the Kuru, 
NAA Series J2826, Item NQ778, Launch 
Kuru Patrol Vessel. This file contains little 
historical information on the actual role of 
PV Kuru, being largely a financial/ 
administrative file concerning various repairs, 
refitting and overhauls of the vessel. In the 
years 1938 – 1940, Bell is referred to in the 
file both as Master of the Kuru and Acting 
Nautical and Ship Surveyor in Darwin, so 
held these two posts concurrently.  

23. Leonard John Harris, b. 16/11/1911, d. 
28/09/1988. Len was ordained an Anglican 
priest on 13/02/1938 and married Margarita 
Morgan on 18/02/1939 just before taking up 
his appointment as chaplain at the Church 
Missionary Society’s Emerald River Mission 
on Groote Eylandt, N.T. in 1939.  

24. The Warnindilyakwa people are, strictly 
speaking, one of a number of Groote Eylandt 
clans, but their name has been extended to 
label all Groote Eylandters and their 
Anindilyakwa language. 

25. http://www.australia.gov.au/about-
australia/australian-story/flying-boats-of-
australia. 

26. Len Harris’s papers. For the source of this 
and other quotes from Len Harris, see note 2 
above. 

27. Harris was correct. The most serious of these 
incidents occurred at Caledon Bay, northeast 
of Groote Eylandt, in 1932 when 5 Japanese 
men were speared. Aboriginal people always 
maintained that the Japanese were molesting 
the women. In a subsequent investigation, a 
police officer was also speared. He had 
‘arrested’ a woman and the presumption was 
made that he was molesting her. Much has 
been written about this serious incident and 
its tragic aftermath but a useful starting point 
is the Wikipedia article, 
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Caledon_Bay
_crisis  

28. Dr Clyde Fenton, b. 1901, d. 1982, was the 
first flying doctor in the Northern Territory 
and his own pilot. He was called up to serve 
in the RAAF in 1940 and two years later, as 
Flight Lieutenant, he was placed in charge of 
No. 6 Communications Flight, taking mail 
and supplies to remote Coastwatchers and 
RAAF bases. 

29. Some official information is available in 
NAA, Groote Eylandt aerodrome, Series No 
E1404, Control Symbol 274/101/24.  

30. ‘Half-caste’ is now generally regarded as a 
derogatory term, but was not always so. 
These part-Aboriginal people at the Mission 
had been rescued from town camps and such 
places. Fathered, then deserted by white men, 
neither White Australian society nor 
Aboriginal society accepted them. They were 
brought whenever possible with their mothers to 
live in health and safety on the Mission. As 

adults, they were employed on the Mission in 
responsible positions including teaching and 
nursing assistants, and captain and crew of 
the mission lugger. They went on to make 
important contributions in the wider 
Australian community. Gerry Blitner became 
Chairman of the Northern Land Council. 
Over 50 years later, he said, ‘We owe CMS 
more than we could ever repay them’. This 
statement and other details of these people’s 
lives are in John Harris’s 1998 book We Wish 
We’d Done More. Adelaide: Open Book 
Publishers, ch 6. 

31. http://www.ww2australia.gov.au/ 
coastwatcher/ 

32. Eric Feldt, The Coastwatchers, Oxford 
University Press, 1946, p14. 

33. Feldt p14. 
34. Feldt p15. 
35. John Symington Bell, Service Record, NAA. 

He resigned from the Navy in 1951 with the 
rank of Acting Lieutenant Commander. 

 
 

Australian War Brides at Sea 
 

By Liz Colthorpe 
 
In the autumn of 1946 the British aircraft 
carrier HMS Victorious undertook possibly 
her most unusual task, in transporting 
approximately 700 Australian war brides to 
their new British husbands in the United 
Kingdom. These young women were 
making the choice to leave behind their 
families and their country to go to a new and 
very different life on the other side of the 
world. They faced homesickness, fear and 
the challenges of adjusting to life in a new 
country so different to their own, as well as 
coping with the routines of a naval warship 
in an era where women on naval vessels was 
definitely not the norm. 

To achieve this mission, HMS Victorious 
transformed from a major warship to the 
equivalent of a passenger liner and Captain 
John Campbell Annesley, DSO, his officers 

and crew had to cope with the constant 
challenges associated with handling the 
needs of 700 women on a long sea voyage. 
Fifty year old Captain ‘Jumbo’ Annesley, 
DSO, RN must have wondered what he had 
done to deserve this challenge. He was a 
man of daring who had won his DSO as a 
Lieutenant in the Zeebrugge Raid and had 
made steady progress, being promoted 
Captain in 1938.  

Almost immediately after commissioning 
in May 1941 the carrier had been in fleet 
operations in the Arctic, Atlantic and the Far 
East. She conducted strikes against the 
German battleships Bismarck and Tirpitz as 
well as covering Russian convoys in the 
North Atlantic. With mounting carrier losses 
in the Pacific the USN called upon the RN 
for assistance and Victorious was lent to the 
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USN from early 1943. In late 1944 the 
British Pacific Fleet formed, with the Royal 
Navy and Fleet Air Arm beginning 
operations from Australia in February 1945. 
As part of the British Pacific Fleet’s Task 
Force 57, Victorious supported the United 
States bombardment of Okinawa and 
Sakishima Gunto islands, launching Corsair 
aircraft against the Japanese. They also 
experienced a kamikaze attack, resulting in 
buckling to the armoured flight deck and a 
hole left by an exploding bomb. Several 
airmen and three of the crew were killed. 
Immediately post-war HMS Victorious 
remained based in Australia, mainly involved 
in repatriation duties.  

Making way for her new role, some 
extensive modifications were carried out at 
Garden Island Dockyard. The aircraft hangar 
was converted into dormitories with rows of 
bunks and overhead fans. Extra bathrooms, 
toilets and laundries were built, along with 
recreational and dining areas. 

Facilities included irons, ironing boards, 
an ice cream machine, soda fountain, water 
fountains, a kiosk and a canvas shelter on the 
flight deck. Sheets and towels were donated 
by the Red Cross and the Royal Australian 

HMS Victorious RN 
 
Navy donated toilet seats. In 
order to use the hangar as 
accommodation for the 
brides, some redundant 
aircraft were rolled 
overboard when the ship 
was in deep water clear of 
Sydney Heads. A similar fate 
awaited more aircraft when 
the ship departed from 
Trincomalee in what was 
known as Ceylon, now Sri 
Lanka. These aircraft had 
been given to the Royal 
Navy by the Americans 

under Lend Lease and as the engineers, 
fitters and armourers had all left the ship, 
there was no-one to service them any more. 
It was simply decided that they were of no 
use and no longer required! 

Captain Annesley’s log and his reports 
give details of the weather they 
encountered, the recreational facilities and 
amenities, medical arrangements, the 
cabins, dormitories and ablutions areas, 
difficulties with shore leave in the various 
ports, money changing and the problems of 
fraternizing between the women and the 
ship’s crew.  

To make things logistically easier, the 
Captain decided there would be only one 
class of war bride, everyone would eat the 
same food, they would be allowed the same 
amount of luggage and they would receive 
their mail at ports of call in the same way as 
naval personnel.  

This was to put a stop to issues of ‘class’ 
arising although those who had married 
above sub-lieutenant rank were allotted 
cabins while everyone else had dormitory 
accommodation. 

The menus were altered ‘to suit women’, 
with heavy puddings and soups removed but 
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Captain Annesley reported that ‘appetites 
were enormous’. Over a period of time, the 
food was rationed as the Captain was 
attempting to introduce his passengers to 
what they could expect in post war England. 
Needless to say, there were many 
complaints! 
 
Seven Thousand Paper Bags 
Seasickness was a major problem to be 
handled, with many of the brides being very 
ill and unable to cope with the rough 
weather, particularly when the ship was 
crossing the Great Australian Bight. This 
had been anticipated and 7,000 paper bags 
had been obtained which proved to be 
invaluable. It was at this stage that many of 
them began to question why they had 
chosen to go on this trip!  

Homesickness became a problem for 
many of the women so entertainments were 
organised. These included dances, tombola, 
beauty contests, leg and ankle competitions, 
fancy dress parades, crossing the line 
ceremony, play readings, cabaret shows, 
broadcast programs, tours of the ship and 
handicraft classes. Amenities included a 
cinema, library, writing room, pool, lounge, 
canteen, ice-cream and soft drinks bar, deck 
chairs, hairdressing salon and arrangements 
were made for physical training and deck 
hockey. 

A small cabin with two beds was selected 
as a sick bay for the women and there was 
an overflow emergency dormitory with six 
beds in it. For 700 women, this very quickly 
proved to be totally inadequate and the 
overflow space lacked ventilation. There 
were no baths or toilets in easy reach of this 
cabin. As many of the women were 
pregnant, one can only imagine how the 
medical arrangements were intended to 
work effectively! 

A later report by Captain Annesley 
recommended that in future, if possible, 

pregnant women should have special 
dormitories on a deck where the mess, 
recreation space and toilets and showers 
were all on the same level. To improve the 
medical facilities, a dormitory of 14-20 beds 
should have ablution facilities nearby and an 
outpatients department should be closer to 
the women’s sick bay so that equipment and 
facilities could be more easily shared. His 
next recommendation was that an adequate 
supply of sheets, towels and pillowcases was 
essential!  

With regard to social arrangements, he 
recommended that wives and husbands 
should not travel in the same ship, wives of 
officers and ratings should not be in the 
same ship unless the numbers were small or 
the ship was designed for carrying different 
classes of female passengers and no male 
passengers should be carried other than 
those borne for duty. While this was not 
unusual for the social structure of the world 
post World War II, times were changing and 
in today’s world such recommendations 
would not be considered appropriate! 

 
Night patrols 
When the ship started into warmer waters 
and the women were often seen lounging on 
the decks in bathing suits, it became more 
and more obvious that liaisons were taking 
place between the young women and the 
crew. The Captain decided to commence 
night patrols and the women were requested 
to be in their bunks by 2300. 

A duty women’s officer checked to see 
that no women were missing and the men’s 
mess decks were out of bounds to the 
women. This was the best that could be 
done to solve this problem but young 
people seemed to break the rules regularly. It 
was reported that they would meet up on 
the deck at night and hide anywhere they 
couldn’t be easily seen, for their rendezvous. 
Captain Annesley announced to the women, 
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‘I never thought I’d see the day when sex 
reared its ugly head on my ship! This is how 
it’s going to be – anybody misbehaving will 
be put ashore regardless of where it is, and 
will have to find their own way home.’ Two 
women were put off the ship at Fremantle 
as they were found to be charging the sailors 
for ‘services rendered’ on the poop deck!  

When shore leave was granted the 
women handed in berthing cards at the 
gangway when going ashore and collected 
them on their return. In some ports it was 
considered necessary to have escorts as 
some of the women were inexperienced in 
the ways of the world. Two women had 
sneaked ashore without an escort in 
Colombo and become lost so they were not 
allowed off the ship again for the rest of the 
trip. The navy felt responsible for the 
women’s safety and the women were 
expected to be responsible in return. 
 
Elephant rides 

Many of the women were also 
inexperienced about money and foreign 
ports so all money had been changed into 
sterling with small amounts of money being 
changed into local currency on the day 
before arrival at foreign ports. However, 
some of the women found out the hard way. 
A group had gone up into the mountains 
into Kandy where the local children were 
bathing elephants. Rides were requested and 
a price agreed upon, only to be raised when 
the women wanted to get off! 

The Suez Canal brought the first signs of 
the war for many of the women. There were 
sunken ships lying on their sides as well as 
German prisoners of war wandering around. 
Gibraltar proved to be more enjoyable for 
them as, being a British base, the women 
were free to walk and roam around seeing 

the sights and eating sweet navel and blood 
oranges which had been brought over from 
Spain.  

 
‘Not wanted, don’t come’ 
It was discovered that several women never 
bothered to meet their husbands when the 
ship arrived in Plymouth. These women 
made their way off the ship secretly, going 
off with new partners from the ship. 
However, most of the women were very 
glad to see that their husbands were there 
waiting for them on the dock. It was well 
known that the ship had received telegrams 
for some of the wives saying ‘Not wanted, 
don’t come’. One can only imagine how 
heartbroken they would have been upon 
hearing this news. The navy then had the 
responsibility of sending them back to 
Australia. 

For many of the war brides, their 
decision whether to stay in Britain or return 
to Australia was often decided by their 
husband. Australia with its sunshine, open 
spaces and loving families was more enticing 
than Britain with its cold weather and 
rationing. The women who chose to return 
home to Australia returned on ships that 
took them back the way they had come but 
this time they often had children and 
memories of experiences unlike those back 
home.  

Early in the voyage the Captain made a 
speech to the women which probably 
reflected his frustration at the behaviour of 
some of his passengers. He said, ‘I have 
never had women on my ship before and I 
hope never to have them again’. The good 
captain and all his young female passengers 
did survive their ordeal and later celebrated 
what was to most the adventure of a 
lifetime. 
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A Disproportionate Consequence: The Significance of 
Effective Joint Operations Doctrine and Technology on the 

Battle of Cape Matapan 
 

By MIDN Conor Byrne, RAN 
 

This essay from the 53rd New Entry Officer Course intake won the Naval History Society prize.  
 
Introduction 
In modern naval doctrine the importance of 
maintaining technical superiority and effective 
joint operations practice has become one of 
the most significant contributors to the ability 
of a maritime force to successfully project 
power (Clark, 2002). The force multiplier 
effect of superior technology is relatively 
straightforward to comprehend. The impact 
of effective joint operation practice is harder 
to quantify however. Its effectiveness is 
determined by the successful integration of 
complementary forces and the synchronized 
application of all appropriate capabilities 
(Alexander, 2009). Whilst this practice has 
since been implemented and tested in almost 
all theatres of war by every service (Vego, 
2009), it was the Battle of Cape Matapan that 
illustrated the importance of this lesson for 
the Royal Australian Navy and the Royal 
Navy.  

The Battle of Cape Matapan occurred off 
the coast of Italy between 27 and 29 March 
1941, involving British, Australian and 
Italian naval forces. It was to be the last 
engagement of the 20th century involving a 
combined British force larger than a 
squadron (Simmons, 2011). Whilst the 
strength of the belligerents was comparative 
in terms of tonnage and capabilities, the 
losses sustained by the Italian’s were 
significantly disproportionate to those 
sustained by the Allies. It is the contributing 
factors for this disparity that are to be 
determined in this essay. 

As such this essay examines the concept 
that effective joint operations and 

technological superiority have a significant 
force multiplier effect on the fighting 
efficiency of a naval group. This concept 
is highlighted by the examination of the 
belligerent’s capabilities and relevant 
geopolitical events leading up to the Battle 
of Cape Matapan. The impact of these 
capabilities and contexts of those 
countries involved is linked to the 
strategically significant events within the 
battles, as well as the resultant impacts on 
all sides. In summary a reflection of the 
links between the identified capabilities 
gained from superior technology and 
effective Joint Operations Doctrine is 
made to highlight their influence on 
modern naval doctrine. 
 
Capabilities of Allies and Contributing 
Factors 
In order to give a competent assessment of 
the significance of technical superiority and 
joint operations doctrine in maritime warfare 
the capabilities of each protagonist must be 
established. Maritime capability can be 
defined as the combined contribution of 
technology, leadership and tactics (Smith, 
2012). Using this definition the following 
sections highlight the key elements that 
contribute to the maritime capability of both 
the Allies and Axis in the Battle of Cape 
Matapan. 

The capability of the Royal Navy and 
Royal Australian Navy at this time was 
varied and is best understood by considering 
their strengths and weaknesses. Due to their 
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Figure 1: Matapan Battle Fleet Movements 

number of vessels, in particular large vessels 
of a cruiser designation or higher, the Allies 
were able to project maritime force 
competently in the Mediterranean. The fleet 
was well equipped with effective guns, 
torpedoes and fire control (Rodger, 2011), 
however this force was largely aimed at what 
was then conventional maritime warfare – 
air power and submarine warfare were still 
entities that could not be totally neutralised 
with effective dedicated assets or weaponry 
(Johnston, 2014).  

Additionally the Fleet Air Arm (FAA) 
units were largely obsolete (Levy, 2012) 
however there were increasing numbers of 
torpedo bombers and aircraft on Malta and 
Crete (Brown, 2013). The Allies did have, 
however, ASDIC sets for locating 
submarines on a majority of their vessels as 

 

well as some ship borne air and surface radar 
units on their large cruisers (Rodger, 2011). 
The British had also recently made 
breakthroughs in German and Italian 
signalling systems in the form of program 
‘Ultra’ (Robson, 2014) which allowed a 
limited number of signals to be deciphered. 
This intelligence was supported by a 
competent network of informers (Robson, 
2014) and regular aircraft reconnaissance 
patrols.  

Thus it can be understood that the 
combined force of RN and RAN ships in 
the Mediterranean were competent war 
fighters with the technology they had, but 
they were limited by the nature of their task, 
the size of the area to be patrolled and their 
outmoded air and non-conventional warfare 
assets (Trench, 2011). 
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Capabilities of Axis and Contributing 
Factors 
The capability of the Italian Navy was 
broadly similar to the Allies. It had a 
superior number of capital ships, equipped 
with modern fire control and superior 
calibre cannons (Lambert, 2014) and only a 
short distance to cruise between anticipated 
engagements and home port. The Italian 
Navy did not have, however, an equivalent 
of the Fleet Air Arm, and so was forced to 
request Italian or German air support 
through Naval Headquarters, when required 
(Vogel, 2012). It was also forced to rely 
largely on German reconnaissance and 
intelligence gathering with no real capability 
to verify or conduct competent 
reconnaissance patrols itself (Simmons, 
2011). Whilst having vessels with modern 
damage control systems and layouts their 
vessels were not equipped with any form of 
radar as the Italians were not aware of the 
existence of such a technology (Simmons, 
2011).  

It can therefore be understood that the 
Italian capability in the Mediterranean was 
more than competent. As has been 
highlighted, the combination of superiority 
in tonnage, speed, calibre and geographic 
strategic and operational advantage 
combined to ensure the Regia Marina was a 
serious threat to the Allies.  
 
Significant Strategic Events of Battle 
The Battle of Cape Matapan itself occurred 
between 27 and 29 March 1941. It was 
primarily a maritime engagement however 
aircraft on both sides had a decisive impact 
on the outcome. The battle itself can be 
simplified as three separate engagements. 
Figure one is provided as a reference to the 
following sections.  
 
Surface action off Gavdos 
Gavdos is a Greek island off the southern 
coast of Crete. The initial contact between 

the fleets, in which the Italian Admiral 
Iachino believed he had surprised the British 
cruiser squadron. The Italian squadron 
engaged with British and pursued them until 
being called off from the chase by Iachino. 
Once disengaged the British cruiser 
Squadron proceeded to shadow the Italian 
battle group, reporting their position 
(Trench, 2011) to Admiral Cunningham. 
 
Air Engagement 
Once Admiral Cunningham realized that he 
was unable to effectively close the distance 
with his own battle group he sent a flight of 
aircraft to attack. It inflicted no damage 
however it caused Iachino to reconsider his 
position as he was without shore based air 
cover and he turned his squadron for home. 
During a second wave of aircraft attacks an 
aircraft scored a direct hit on the Vittorio 
Veneto causing it to slow down with some 
controlled flooding. The attacking British 
aircraft was lost to anti-aircraft fire. Whilst in 
pursuit Admiral Cunningham dispatched a 
third wave of aircraft from his own aircraft 
carrier as well as those from airfields on 
Malta. Iachino managed to protect his 
battleship in the final aircraft attack but only 
at the expense of a direct hit to the Pola 
which lost steam and electric power control 
(Vogel, 2012). 
 
Night Engagement 
With Pola disabled but afloat Iachino 
dispatched a squadron of two cruisers and 
four destroyers to give assistance. 
Considering themselves safe in the darkness 
the Italian squadron closed onto Pola’s 
position and secured their main batteries, 
expecting no further action until light 
rendered their range finders operational 
(Simmons, 2011). The British cruiser 
Squadron, supplemented by Cunningham 
and his three battleships detected the Pola 
stopped in the water by radar and were able 
to close to a range of 3500 meters. The 
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Allied Squadron opened fire and in the 
ensuing four hours sank the heavy cruisers 
Fiume, Zara and finally the Pola as well as two 
destroyers.  
 
Outcomes of Battle 
The Battle of Matapan had a series of 
significant strategic outcomes for the Allies. 
Most significantly it represented a change 
for the Allies from sea command to sea 
control. Previously the Allies only 
maintained sea control as they had a fleet 
that, when concentrated, was capable of 
effectively projecting maritime force around 
the Mediterranean. However, as identified 
previously, the Allies’ commitments around 
the wider Mediterranean meant they were 
incapable of mustering this force 
consistently and so was unable to project a 
force strong enough to completely deny the 
strategic use of the Mediterranean by Axis 
navies. Thus by definition they did not 
strictly maintain sea command. The effect of 
the outcome of Matapan on Italian morale 
and in highlighting weaknesses was decisive 
in influencing the Italian Navy that they 
were operationally and technologically 
incapable of effectively engaging the Allied 
fleet. Ultimately this outcome, along with 
the ability of the Allied navy to utilise joint 
operations doctrine to effectively utilise 
aircraft, contributed to the transition of the 
allied navies influence on operations in the 
Mediterranean from sea control to sea 
command. 
 
Critical Reflection 
The Battle of Matapan was not only 
instrumental in the successful outcome of 
WWII for the British and Australians but 
also in the demonstration of key doctrines 
that have gone on to shape maritime warfare 
conduct and theory.  

As illustrated the use of superior 
technology in the form of radar and its 
successful integration with existing fire 

control systems was key in identifying the 
Italian fleet and closing it so accurately. The 
use of effective joint operations doctrine, 
specifically between the naval forces, the 
FAA and land based aircraft allowed all 
strategic assets to operate in the support of 
one another. This had the critical impact of 
overcoming the limitations of ships of the 
day which the Italians were unable to do.  

These factors are only possible with 
support however and there were other 
factors that contributed to ensure the 
success of the allied fleet at Matapan. 

The failure of the Italian Navy to 
develop an efficient night fighting doctrine 
was a fundamental result of the absence of 
comparable technology. As they did not 
have an awareness of the Allied capability 
their maritime warfare doctrine was 
fundamentally flawed and this contributed 
significantly to the magnitude of the defeat 
at Matapan. 

The failure of the Italian Navy to 
develop an efficient joint operations 
doctrine is a result of a series of factors. 
Political, strategic and operational influences 
all contributed to creating a joint operations 
doctrine that was encumbered by procedure 
and marks of respect. The Italian Navy, in 
order to get aerial support from the Italian 
Air Force, was obliged to submit requests 
through Italian Fleet command which 
maintained only limited hours (Simmons, 
2011). To obtain German air support 
required an extension of this procedure with 
a formal request being submitted to German 
headquarters Italy from Fleet command 
(Simmons, 2011). The net result of this was 
a joint operations doctrine incapable of 
definitive and timely action. The strategic 
impact was to cause air support to be so 
delayed in effect that it was considered 
ineffective in maritime support and 
subsequently largely dismissed as a waste of 
time by the Italian fleet command 
(Simmons, 2011). This then had the impact 
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of forcing the Italian admiral to adjust his 
tactics to minimize the risk associated with 
an absence of air cover. It was for this 
reason that Admiral Iachino withdrew his 
battlegroup and sent only a part of it to 
assist the Pola: the risk from continued air 
attacks to his battlegroup was too high.  

Both Admiral Iachino and Admiral 
Cunningham’s leadership style also 
contributed to the eventual outcome 
although mostly through the way in which 
they prepared their respective commands.  

Cunningham was an early convert to the 
significance of air power in naval operations 
(Levy, 2012) and strongly believed in its 
place in modern warfare. Also as a result of 
his belief in the coming of age of night 
warfare (Finlan, 2014), which was made 
possible by the Royal Navy’s development 
of radar, the Mediterranean Allied fleet was 
trained and practiced in night warfare whilst 
under his command (Simmons, 2011).  

Comparatively, Iachino was an officer 
educated and experienced in battleships and 
their position as the primary providers of 
maritime force projection. Whilst Iachino 
recognised the significance of air power, he 
allowed it to influence his tactical decision 
making and as a result did not pursue 
opportunities to destroy elements of the 
Allied fleet when encountered (Brown, 
2013). It was the same influence that leads 
him to withdraw his main battlegroup from 
the stricken Pola and send only a small 
recovery detachment to retrieve her. Iachino 
therefore allowed his own bounded 
rationality in modern maritime warfare 
(Oladejo, 2014) to influence his decision 
making and leadership to the point of being 
overly pragmatic and cautious. Paradoxically 
Cunningham utilised new technology and 
previously untested theory to exploit 
opportunities and accepted the associated 
risk. In this case it was through the good 
leadership of Cunningham that superior 
technology and joint operations doctrine 

was able to be not only utilised but their 
influence as a force multiplier fully realised. 
 
Conclusion 
The outcomes of this engagement 
collectively highlight the impact of the 
technical superiority and joint operations 
doctrine on the development of modern 
maritime warfare doctrine.  

Summarily the Battle of Matapan and 
later the attack on Taranto Harbour had the 
effect of neutralising the Italian Fleet. The 
battle itself was not decisive in settling the 
struggle for the Mediterranean – the Italian 
fleet still maintained more tonnage of faster 
more modern warships. It did however 
highlight the weaknesses in Italian naval 
combat effectiveness that originated as a 
result of inferior technology and ineffective 
joint operations doctrine. 

Through superior technology in the form 
of radar, leadership in the form of Admiral 
Cunningham and tactics in the form of 
integrated and superior joint operations 
doctrine with aircraft, the Allies were able to 
ensure that their capability was maximised 
and sea command in the Mediterranean 
established. This combination was proved to 
be so significant a force multiplier that it 
caused the loss of 2,303 Italian crew and 
four capital ships for the loss of only three 
British men and a single aircraft. A better 
demonstration of the impact of effective 
joint operations doctrine and technical 
superiority cannot be given. 
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Aurora: the Ship that Started a Revolution 
 

By Walter Burroughs 
 

ANY GREAT MARITIME nations have 
been able to preserve fine examples of 

their prestigious naval vessels. Most of us 
have been brought up on tales of the 100 gun 
first-rate ship HMS Victory and her triumph at 
Trafalgar. This was at the height of 
Britannia’s mastery in building wooden walls 
when her hull was already forty years old. Of 
slightly later vintage is the magnificent 44 gun 
USS Constitution and although classed a frigate 
(she is longer than Victory and of similar 
beam) capable of threatening any ship-of-the-
line. Her timbers were so strong they could 
resist British cannon, hence her nickname 
‘Old Ironsides’. In later times in the 1890s, 
the Japanese ordered a 12-inch gun pre-
Dreadnought battleship Mikasa from the 

British yard of Vickers, which became 
famous as Admiral Togo’s flagship during the 
Russo-Japanese War. 

Another perhaps less well known ship, 
which won her spurs during the Russo-
Japanese War, is the Russian protected 
cruiser Aurora.1 She is of distinctive design 
with three funnels and was one of a class of 
three 6-inch cruisers intended for service in 
the Pacific. Built at the Admiralty Shipyard 
St Petersburg, she commissioned in 1903. 
This shipyard, which still functions today, 
was founded by Peter the Great (1672–
1725) who was also known as the 
‘Carpenter’ for his prowess as a shipbuilder, 
learnt as a young man when working under 
an assumed name in Holland.

M 
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Russian Naval Ship Aurora moored at St Petersburg 
 

Traditionally Russian capital ships were 
named by the Tsar, usually after warriors, 
but in this instance the last Emperor of All 
Russia, Tsar Nicholas II, chose a female 
name, that of the mythological Goddess of 
Dawn. Perhaps it is this name that endears 
her to the Russian people. It is also 
noteworthy that, unlike many of her sisters 
which after the revolution received name 
changes reflecting Soviet themes, Aurora 
retained her original Imperial name.  

Aurora was almost immediately required 
to steam with a Russian fleet the vast 
distance of over 18,000 nautical miles from 
the western extremity of the Russian 
Empire, around the southern tip of Africa, 
to the eastern seaboard to confront the 
upstart Japanese. Shortly after leaving home 
waters she was involved in the confused 
Dogger Bank Incident2 where in reduced 
visibility she was slightly damaged by 
friendly fire, killing the ship’s chaplain and a 

sailor. During their passage to the Far East 
the fleet was beset with engineering and 
logistical problems which slowed progress. 
Sailors amused themselves bringing unusual 
pets onboard. Writing later memoirs the 
ship’s doctor says how frightening it was 
sleeping on the cruiser and sharing her deck 
space with two live crocodiles, boa 
constrictors, lemurs, turtles and chameleons.  

Aurora, although damaged, performed 
well in the devastating Battle of Tsuhima, 
with her captain and 14 crew killed in action, 
when the executive officer, although 
wounded, assumed command. She became 
flagship of Rear Admiral Oskar Enkvist and 
provided cover for slower ships making 
their escape through the Japanese cordon. 
Aurora and two other cruisers made for the 
neutral port of Manila where for a period all 
three ships were interned by United States 
authorities. In 1906 Aurora returned to the 
Baltic and became a cadet training ship. In 



 
28 Naval Historical Review March 2016 

Order of the October Revolution  
WW I she operated in the Baltic performing 
patrols and shore bombardments. In 1915 
her armament was upgraded to fourteen 
6-inch guns. The next year she was moved 
to Petrograd (renamed from St Petersburg) 
for a major refit.  

At this time the city was brimming with 
revolutionary ferment and most of her crew, 
encouraged by workers propaganda, joined 
the Bolsheviks who were preparing for a 
socialist revolt. Relationships between the 
Tsarist officers and men became strained, 
and the officers resorted to the use of small 
arms to restore order. On 28 February 1917 

during one of these altercations the captain 
was killed and another senior officer 
wounded. The crew then formed a workers’ 
committee and voted on a replacement 
commanding officer, then with the red flag 
hoisted Aurora became the first capital ship 
to embrace the Revolution.  

On the eve of the Revolution the 
Bolshevik command ordered Aurora to close 
the Nikolayevsky Bridge, held by military 
cadets loyal to the Provincial Government. 
The ship carried out this assignment and 
then anchored not far from the bridge. Later 
that night, at 21:45 on the 25th of October 
1917, at a pre-arranged signal a blank shot 
was fired from Aurora’s forward gun mount 
to begin the assault on the Winter Palace3, 
then seat of the Provincial Government. 
This shot also signalled the momentous 
commencement of the October Revolution. 
In 1918 Aurora was relocated to the naval 
dockyard at Kronstadt and placed into 
reserve. Her 6-inch guns were removed and 
placed on floating batteries to be used by 
Red armies in the continuing civil war.  

In 1922 Aurora returned to service as a 
proud training ship, visiting most 
neighbouring countries whilst cruising 
through the Baltic and into the North Sea. 
Many thousands of her young trainees were 
to serve in the Russian Navy during the 
Second World War. During WW II her guns 
were again demounted and used for defence 
in the horrific three year Siege of Leningrad 
(ex Petrograd). The ship was docked at 
nearby Oranienbaum, which remained in 
Russian hands, and was repeatedly shelled 
and bombed by surrounding German forces. 
On 30 September 1941 she was damaged 
and sank in the harbour but with her masts 
protruding above the waterline defiantly 
flying the Russian ensign from her 
mainmast.  

After extensive repairs from 1945 to 
1947 Aurora was moored in the Neva River 
in Leningrad (from 1991 again known as St 
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Petersburg) as a monument to the Great 
October Socialist Revolution. Here in the 
long winter months she was held fast by 
thick ice only to become alive again in 
spring. In 1957 she became a museum ship 
and on 22 February 1968 was awarded the 
Order of the October Revolution, whose 
badge portrays Aurora herself. In 
September 2014, after many years off the 
embankment of the Neva River, crowds 
cheered her as she was towed to dock at 
Kronstadt4 for a much needed refit, 
enabling her to return to her usual berth in 
pristine condition in time for the centenary 
in 2017 of a Revolution which changed the 
political face of world.  

RFS Aurora is a truly remarkable ship 
which served through three major wars and 
uniquely played an important part in a great 
period of revolution. Having rebelled against 
her Imperial masters she might be accurately 
described as the first ship of the Soviet 
Navy.  
 

1 Australians may be more familiar with 
another Aurora of the same vintage which 
was the vessel used firstly by Sir Douglas 
Mawson and later by Sir Ernest Shackleton in 
their Antarctic explorations between 1911 
and 1917. See NHR March 2012.  

2 In the Dogger Bank Incident on the night of 
21/22 October 1904 British trawlers were 
mistaken for enemy torpedo boats and in the 
resulting melée were fired upon, with some 
boats sunk with loss of life and the Russian 
warships also fired upon each other. 
Following this incident use of the Suez Canal 
was denied to the Russian Fleet which 
severely increased the distance and time 
taken to reach the Far East and may have 
impacted their battle readiness. This should 
not be confused with the later Battle of 
Dogger Bank between British and German 
warships on 24 January 1915.  

3 The Winter Palace is now part of a complex 
of four palaces known as the Hermitage.  

4 Kronstadt, 30 km west of St Petersburg, 
guards the seaward approaches to the city 
and was the traditional home of the Baltic 
Fleet.  

 
 

HMAS Brisbane in the Far East 1925  
 

By Greg Swinden 
 

HE INTER WAR PERIOD (1919-1939) is 
often considered a time of little activity 

for the RAN, but in reality the fleet was 
constantly active. One of the activities 
during the 1920s was the exchange of an 
RAN cruiser with the Royal Navy; generally 
in UK waters or the Mediterranean. 
However from February to August 1925 
HMAS Brisbane served on exchange duty in 
the Far East with the 5th Cruiser Squadron 
of the Royal Navy. Her place on the 
Australia Station was taken by HMS Concord. 

These exchanges were considered 
important by both navies as they enhanced 
their interoperability and allowed the RAN 

access to new training, tactics and doctrine 
being developed by the much larger RN. 
The exchanges were always popular with the 
crews as it allowed them the opportunity for 
travel off the Australia Station, but some 
Labor politicians raised the fear that 
Australian warships could become 
embroiled in a British imperial action 
without approval from the Australian 
Government. The Bruce Liberal 
Government stated that while the senior 
British commander could use the Australian 
warship to safeguard lives and property any 
action beyond this required Australian 
Government approval. 

T 
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Painting of HMAS Brisbane on the China Station  Naval Heritage Centre 
 

Brisbane operated throughout the China 
Station during her exchange with the RN, 
including port visits to Singapore, Port 
Swettenham (now Port Klang) in Malaya, 
the main British naval base at Wei Hai Wei 
(now Weihai) in China and Hong Kong, and 
she was also the first RAN vessel to visit 
Japan when she berthed at Yokohama in 
May 1925. In July Brisbane was at Wei Hai 
Wei when she was dispatched to Hong 
Kong to provide assistance during a general 
strike. On arrival men from the cruiser were 
put ashore to maintain civil order and also 
operate the coal fired power station, harbour 
ferries and trams - perhaps stretching the 
rules on the employment of Australian 
personnel. 

One of Brisbane’s officers distinguished 
himself during this period. British born 
Warrant Shipwright Robert Cargin had 
joined the RAN in 1916 as a direct entry 
Shipwright and was promoted to Warrant 

Officer in 1922. On 18 July 1925 he was 
ashore visiting friends in Hong Kong when 
a major landslide occurred in the suburb of 
Po Hing Fong. Several houses were 
destroyed and 73 people lost their lives. 
Cargin took part in the rescue efforts and 
was subsequently awarded the Bronze Life 
Saving Medal of the Most Venerable Order 
of the Hospital St John of Jerusalem for: 
Conspicuous gallantry in saving life at imminent 
personal risk in connection with the Po Hing Fong 
disaster at Hong Kong in July 1925.  

Brisbane departed the China Station in 
August and returned to Australia via 
Tarakan in Borneo. On arrival in Sydney in 
October 1925 she was decommissioned and 
many of her ship’s company, including 
Warrant Shipwright Cargin, were transferred 
to her sister ship HMAS Melbourne so that 
ship could deploy to England on exchange 
with the RN. 
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Note: 
The Life Saving Medal of the Order of St 
John was instituted in 1874 as at that time 
there was no national award available for 
bravery in the saving of life of civilians on 
land. The Albert Medal, instituted in 1866, 

was for saving life at sea only and was not 
extended to include brave acts in saving life 
on land until 1877. Unlike the Albert Medal 
the Life Saving Medal of the Order of St 
John can still be awarded today. 

 
 

Japanese Surrender at the end of World War II 
 

By Mike Turner 
 
A bombing/mining blockade campaign against mainland Japan in 1945 was very successful. By June Japan 
recognised that she was defeated, and all she could do was negotiate surrender terms. The Allied Potsdam 
Declaration of 26 July called for unconditional surrender by Japan, but this was rejected. Strategic atomic 
bombs dropped on Japan on 6 and 9 August 1945 had an enormous psychological impact, and Japan was 
caught unprepared for the Soviet invasion of Manchuria on 9 August. Emperor Hirohito announced 
unconditional surrender on 15 August 1945, and the formal surrender was on 2 September. 
 
American bombing of the Japanese mainland 
After the Marianas were recaptured the 
United States Army Air Forces (USAAF) 
XXI Bomber Command was based at 
Guam, Saipan and Tinian, Figure 1 refers. 
At full strength the command had a 
thousand B-29 Superfortress bombers in 
five wings. Bombing the Japanese mainland 
commenced on 24 November 1944. 

Initially bombing was high-level daytime 
area-bombing against major targets, 
particularly aircraft factories. Incendiary 
bombing of major cities was at night from 
only 5,000 feet, commencing on 9 March. 
Cities were devastated by incendiary 
bombing, for example fire eventually 
destroyed half of Tokyo. There was an 
intensive propaganda campaign alongside 
firebombing raids with 50 million leaflets 
dropped from May to July. From June to the 
end of the war there were ‘precision’ attacks 
on important industrial targets on days when 
the weather over Japan was clear, and radar 
navigation was used for incendiary attacks 
on small cities on overcast days. In addition, 
from late June the 315th Wing conducted 
low-altitude night-time pathfinder missions, 

and virtually shut down the oil refineries. 
From 7 April P-51 Mustang fighter-

bombers based at Iwo Jima escorted B-29s 
as well as attacking ground targets. P-47 
Thunderbolt fighter-bombers based at 
Okinawa made frequent day and night 
patrols over Kyushu to disrupt Japanese air 
units, commencing on 17 May.  

USN Task Force 58 included 16 aircraft 
carriers, and its first bombing of Japan was 
on 16 and 17 February 1945. This was 
tactical bombing of airfields to assist in the 
invasion of Iwo Jima on 19 February. The 
second bombing operation was against 
airfields on 18 March and warships at Kure 
on 19 March to assist in the invasion of 
Okinawa on 1 April 1945. The battleship 
Yamato, the aircraft carriers Amagi and Ryuho 
and 14 other ships were damaged. Irregular 
bombing operations continued in April and 
May. On 27 May TF 58 became TF 38 when 
Admiral William ‘Bull’ Halsey resumed 
command from Admiral Raymond 
Spruance. Bombing continued and became a 
sustained intensive operation solely against 
mainland Japan in July. The British Pacific 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Republic_P-47_Thunderbolt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Republic_P-47_Thunderbolt
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Halsey,_Jr.
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Fleet (BPF) joined in these air strikes as 
TF 57. RAN Q and N class destroyers and 
Bathurst class corvettes were in TF 57, and 
one of them participated in the 
bombardment of Japan. On the night of 
17/18 July HMAS Quiberon was in the screen 
for HMS King George V and six US 
battleships bombarding the Hitachi area of 
Honshu. On 24, 25 and 28 July USN aircraft 
attacks on Yokosuka Naval Base and targets 
in the Inland Sea sank the carrier Amagi, the 
‘battleship-carriers’ Ise and Hyuga, the 
battleship Horuna and five cruisers, thereby 
virtually eliminating the Japanese fleet. In 
July air strikes also sank or disabled ten of 
the twelve train ferries that carried the vital 
coal supplies from Hokkaido to Honshu. 
The last attack by TF 38 on Japan was 
aborted on 15 August when Japan 
surrendered.  

Bombing seriously impaired the Japanese 
war machine, but on its own would not have 
forced Japan to surrender.  
 
Japanese influence minesweeping 
capability 
The Japanese used small wooden-hull 
vessels, such as motor fishing vessels 
(MFV), for sweeping influence mines. The 
standard magnetic sweep was the Type 3 
magnetic sweep based on British magnetic 
sweep gear captured at Singapore, Figure 2 
refers. (The RN single catenary magnet 
sweep was a ‘Bosun’s Nightmare’ and was 
only used as an emergency sweep in the first 
few months of the war.) The 8kg magnets 
had to be within 3m of a mine for actuation. 
Not only was the swept width a miniscule 
25m, but magnet depth had to be adjusted 
as the depth of water varied or the magnets 
had to be dragged along the sea bed.  

The Japanese also used a Type 5 closed 
loop electric cable sweep based on the 
German KFRG sweep, and the height of the 
loop above the sea bed could not exceed 
10 m. The Japanese Navy did not have 

Figure 1: USAAF bases 
diverters (a combination of a float and otter 
board) to spread the loop so used two ships 
instead. Unlike the Allies, Japan did not have 
buoyant electric cable, and the cable was 
supported by floats. Both types of Japanese 
sweep were fairly technically effective in 
sweeping American magnetic mines, but the 
Admiralty, quite rightly, described them as 
‘slow, clumsy and dangerous’. The RAN 
used small wooden-hull General Purpose 
Vessel (GPV) minesweepers for sweeping 
two types of American magnetic mine at 
northern Bougainville in 1948, and its two 
types of sweep are compared with the 
Japanese sweeps in Figure 2.  

The only Japanese acoustic sweep was 
the Hatsuondan sound bomb. There was a 
50 percent probability of sweeping the early 
audio frequency A-3 acoustic sensors, 
however bombs were ineffective against low 
frequency A-5 acoustic sensors that became 
available in May 1945.  

Unsweepable magnetic-pressure mines 
also became available in May 1945. Japanese 
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countermeasures were to slow traffic down 
to a ‘safe speed’ and to drag mines out of a 
channel using a bottom trawl.  

By the end of the war Japan had 20,000 
men and 349 ships for minesweeping. The 
Japanese had complete intelligence on 
American mines since about 10 percent of 
aerial mines fell on land. However inferior 
Japanese technology made Japan vulnerable 
to a very heavy attrition mining campaign.  

 
The mining blockade of Japan:- 
Operation STARVATION 
In July 1944 Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz, 
C-in-C US Pacific Fleet, put a plan for 
mining Japanese home waters to the US 
Army, and it met strong opposition. On 7 
November Nimitz wrote to Major General 
‘Hap’ Arnold, Commander General of the 
USAAF, proposing B-29 mining of Japanese 
home waters, beginning on 1 January 1945. 
Arnold believed that a bombing/blockade 
campaign could force Japan to surrender 
without an invasion. On 22 December 1944 

Figure 2: Magnetic sweeps 
 
Arnold directed Brigadier 
General Hansell, com-
manding USAAF XXI 
Bomber Command, to 
prepare his force for a 
mining effort. Arnold was 
not satisfied with Hansell, 
and on 20 January 1945 
replaced him with General 
Curtis LeMay. He supported 
mining, and within six days 
of taking over command he 
wrote to Washington with a 
plan to use 313th 
Bombardment Wing at 
Tinian to deliver 1500 mines 
per month. Training of 
combat crews for aerial 
mining began in February 
1945. The eventual complete 

blockade of Japan was largely due to the 
exemplary cooperation of LeMay and 
Nimitz. 

The strategic aims for the mining 
operation were to: 
• Prevent the import of raw materials and 

food into Japan. 
• Prevent the supply and deployment of 

Japanese military forces. 
• Disrupt internal marine transportation 

within the Inland Sea. 
 

Mining commenced on 27 March, and 
the immediate tactical aim was to prevent 
Japanese naval units deploying to assist in 
the defence of Okinawa. 

Japan depended on sea traffic for vital 
imports such as oil and food. The vast 
majority of domestic transportation, 75%, 
used coastal and inland waterways. A 
successful blockade would virtually stop 
industry, and a considerable part of the 
population would starve - hence ‘Operation 
STARVATION’. 
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A USN Mine Modification Unit at Tinian 
optimised mine sensitivity and logic settings 
based on F-13A Superfortress aerial 
reconnaissance of shipping. B-29 bombers 
used radar for navigation, and laid ground 
mines at night by parachute from 5,000 to 
8,000 feet, the average mine load being four 
450kg mines and four 900kg mines. In all 
12,135 USN ground mines were laid - about 
5,000 magnetic, 4,000 acoustic and 3,000 
magnetic pressure. Japanese fighter defence 
was ineffective, and only 16 aircraft were 
lost from all causes. There were also 186 
mines laid in Korean waters in June by 
PB4Y-2 Privateer patrol bombers of Fleet 
Air Wing One based at Okinawa.  

Shimonoseki Strait was the primary 
target, and was as narrow as 360m. Most of 
Japan’s imports passed through this strait, 
and about half of all Japanese shipping used 
the strait for Hiroshima, Kobe, Osaka and 
other ports in the Inland Sea. Blocking this 
strait would also deny access to 18 of the 21 
major shipyards for repairs. It would also 
force naval units ‘holed up’ in the Inland Sea 
to exit on the east coast which, unlike the 
exits along the west coast, was under 

observation by USN submarines. Operation 
STARVATION, in five phases with 
Shimonoseki Strait in every phase and 
differing other targets in each phase, 
continued until the Japanese surrender.  

The land battle on Okinawa began on 
1 April, and mining delayed the 73,000-ton 
battleship Yamato, a cruiser, and eight 
destroyers leaving the Inland Sea via Bungo 
Straits for Operation TEN-GO until 6 April. 
The exit was observed, and the next day 
carrier aircraft sank Yamato, the world’s 
largest battleship, the cruiser and four 
destroyers. 

There was a critical shortage of fuel for 
the Navy; for example when Yamato 
departed for Okinawa the fuel situation 
made it a one way ‘suicide’ mission. The 
effect of mining on shipping traffic is readily 
apparent from a comparison of Figures 3 
and 4, where the width of a ‘shipping lane’ is 
proportional to traffic density. Figure 3 
shows all eastern ports closed, no traffic in 
the Inland Sea and only a trickle to the 
western ports. The tonnage of operable 
shipping remaining had been reduced to 
only one sixth of the tonnage in 1941, and 

was barely half that required 
for national subsistence. An 
official Japanese Survey of 
National Resources in June 
1945 reported that the 
difficulties of transportation 
were insurmountable. Takashi 
Komatsu, director of a Tokyo 
steel company, stressed that 
although bombing badly hurt 
factories, the denial of essential 
raw materials to them was a 
greater loss. 

The population was 
starving, civilian rations being 
16% below the subsistence 

 
Figure 3: Traffic on completion of 
Operation STARVATION  
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level. Malnutrition negatively affected the 
immune system, and there was a general 
increase in cases of diseases such as 
dysentery, beriberi, gastrointestinal disease, 
typhoid fever and particularly tuberculosis. 
Every possible ship was used in 1945 to 
import food, however the import of food 
(and almost every other commodity) had 
virtually ceased due to the complete 
blockade. For example no sugar, a 
commodity for which Japan had depended 
on outside supplies for 80% of her 
consumption, had been received since 
March when a mere 160 tons came in. The 
shortage of rice was exacerbated by the rice 
crop being disastrous, the worst since 1910. 
It was expected that up to 10 million would 
die of starvation by the end of winter in 
February 1946 (this was averted by generous 
US post-war food supplies). Captain Kyuzu 
Tamura, head of the Japanese Minesweeping 
Section, stated: ‘The result of B-29 mining 
was so effective against the shipping that it 
eventually starved the country. I think you 
(the US) could probably have shortened the 
war by beginning earlier.’ 

Figure 4: Traffic at the end of 
Phase 1 of Operation 
STARVATION 
 
But for strong Army 
opposition mining would 
have commenced at least 
three months earlier, 
however it is not possible to 
estimate when starvation 
would have induced the 
Emperor to order surrender. 
 
Kamikaze ‘suicide’ 
bombers 
Bomb-laden kamikaze 
aircraft were generally 
converted aircraft, such as 
A6M ‘Zero’ fighters or 
Aichi D3A ‘Val’ dive 

bombers. In the Leyte Gulf on 21 October 
1944 (Trafalgar Day) HMAS Australia 
became the first ship hit by a kamikaze, a 
Val. The Commanding Officer, Captain 
E.F.V. Dechaineux and 13 other officers 
and ratings were killed. Various total losses 
for the war have been reported, but about 
2,800 kamikaze aircraft sank 34 USN vessels 
and damaged 288 others. Losses included 
three escort carriers and thirteen destroyers.  

The preferred defence against kamikaze 
aircraft was to attack them on the ground, 
but this was difficult since they were 
camouflaged and well dispersed. When RN 
carrier aircraft were tasked with attacking 
kamikaze aircraft on the ground in Kyushu 
they found them difficult to locate. 
 
The invasion of Okinawa: Operation 
ICEBERG 
The battle at Okinawa in April-June 1945 
was an essential step towards an invasion of 
Japan. The existing bases in the Mariana 
Islands were only suitable for strategic 
B-29s, and Okinawa would provide a base 
for tactical aircraft supporting an invasion of 
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Japan, Figure 1 refers. For Operation 
ICEBERG the USN 5th Fleet deployed four 
task forces including TF 57, the British 
Pacific Fleet under Vice Admiral Sir Bernard 
Rawlings RN, and a number of HMA Ships 
in TF 57. 

During this battle there were 250 
kamikaze sorties from Formosa and 1,650 
kamikaze sorties from Kyushu, including 
400 on 6 April. They sank 24 USN vessels, 
including eight destroyers, and damaged 
another 198. RN aircraft carriers had 
armoured decks, whereas USN aircraft 
carriers had wooden decks to maximise the 
number of aircraft carried. All five RN 
aircraft carriers in TF 57 were hit by 
kamikazes, but were not put out of action. 
During this battle five CV and two CVE 
American carriers were hit by kamikazes and 
sent to navy bases for repairs, particularly 
repairs to wooden decks. The USN had 
4,907 fatalities, and this exceeded the 4,675 
Army fatalities caused by extremely heavy 
ground fighting.  

This battle provided an indication of the 
fierce resistance to be expected on the 
Japanese homeland. Japanese defence of 
Okinawa was fanatical, there being 77,166 
Japanese fatalities and only about 16,000 
survivors. Land battles caused 39,000 
American casualties, and there were 7,700 
Navy casualties, mainly due to kamikaze 
attacks. (Casualties in this article are KIA, 
MIA and wounded).  

 
Planning the invasion of Japan: 
Operation DOWNFALL 
At their meeting in Quebec in September 
1944 Prime Minister Churchill and President 
Roosevelt agreed on a broad policy of 
defeating Japan by a blockade and bombing 
of mainland Japan followed by invasion.  

Army Chief of Staff General George 
Marshall and his Army planners believed 
that Japan's unconditional surrender could 
only be assured by invasion of its home 

territory. Fleet Admiral Ernest King, Chief 
of Naval Operations, General ‘Hap’ Arnold 
and a number of key Navy and Army Air 
Force officers argued that a combination of 
a mining blockade and aerial bombing could 
produce a Japanese surrender without the 
need for a ground invasion. Debate on the 
necessity of invasion was to continue to the 
end of the war. 
Operation DOWNFALL was:  
• The occupation of small offshore islands 

to provide safe anchorages for support 
vessels and ships damaged during the 
preliminary invasion of Kyushu, Figure 3 
refers.  

• The preliminary invasion of southern 
Kyushu (Operation OLYMPIC) at three 
sites by fourteen divisions on 
1 November 1945. (The original date of 
1 December was brought forward to 
1 November at the request of Macarthur 
and Nimitz who were concerned about 
the weather in December.) 

• The main invasion of Honshu 
(Operation CORONET) by 25 divisions 
(many more than Normandy) on 
1 March 1946 using southern Kyushu for 
air support. Two invasion forces would 
combine for an attack on the Tokyo 
plain. 
After the German surrender on 8 May 

1945, arrangements were made for Truman, 
Churchill, and Stalin to meet in Potsdam on 
15 July to try to settle the post-war 
arrangements for Europe and to reach 
agreement on coordinated Allied military 
operations against Japan. In preparation for 
this meeting Truman set up a meeting with 
his top level military staff on 18 June. 
Truman was ‘very much disturbed’ at the 
American casualties at Okinawa, and 
requested an estimate of losses for 
Operation OLYMPIC.  

The Joint War Planning Committee 
(JWPC) and General Douglas Macarthur 
estimated OLYMPUS casualties to be about 
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one hundred thousand. The JWPC, 
Macarthur and Fleet Admiral Chester 
Nimitz estimated the total casualties for 
invasion to be about a quarter of a million. 
(As a yardstick the casualties for Normandy, 
from D-Day through 48 days of conflict, 
were 63,360.) The Joint Chiefs were very 
much in favour of Operation OLYMPIC, 
and were concerned that their high casualty 
estimates could turn Truman against it.  

At the 18 June meeting with the 
President, Marshall presented a report which 
omitted estimated casualty figures for 
Kyushu, but included ‘smokescreen’ figures 
for Leyte, Luzon, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa. 
The report also included the judgment that 
‘There is reason to believe that the first 30 
days in Kyushu should not exceed the price 
we have paid for Luzon [31,000]’ and 
Truman authorized the invasion of Kyushu. 
On 18 June only three combat divisions had 
been fully confirmed on Kyushu, with a 
fourth believed to be on the way. Marshall 
stated that by November the Japanese would 
have eight divisions (referring to six combat 
and two depot divisions) and a total of 
350,000 military personnel on Kyushu. 

The US Navy could expect heavy losses 
from kamikazes for Operation OLYMPUS, 
a much larger operation than Operation 
ICEBERG. One series of messages 
indicated that up to 2,000 obsolete planes 
and trainers were being assigned to equip 
and train units for kamikaze missions, 
including night attacks by biplanes and other 
older model aircraft. There would not be 
early warning from radar picket destroyers 
since low flying kamikazes would only be 
detected as they left the coast.  

New intelligence from intercepted 
messages led to dramatic increases in 
estimates of Japanese defence, and on 
4 August the Military Intelligence Service 
confirmed that there were now 14 divisions 
with 600,000 personnel on Kyushu. (Post-
war data verified the number of divisions, 

however there were 900,000 troops.) This 
increase in Japanese troop strength to parity 
with the American Army mandated a 
fundamental re-examination of US invasion 
plans. Macarthur and Nimitz were requested 
to review their estimate of the situation and 
prepare plans for operations against 
alternate objectives; however any 
development of alternative plans was 
overtaken by fast moving events. 

 
Atomic bombs 
Truman formally approved the dropping of 
the atomic bomb on 2 August, two days 
before intelligence dramatically increased the 
strength of the Japanese defences on 
Kyushu. Paucity of in situ records, due to the 
secrecy surrounding the atomic bomb, 
means that there is no conclusive indication 
of Truman’s reasoning for authorising its 
use. Truman was very concerned about the 
casualties to be expected from invasion. 
Russia had reneged on assurances for the 
occupation of Europe. Truman was mindful 
of political consequences if the imminent 
Russian invasion of Manchuria occurred 
before the bomb was dropped and the 
Soviet Union had time to penetrate deeper 
than agreed, possibly as far as Hokkaido.  

The Joint Chiefs expected that nine 
atomic bombs would be available before the 
invasion of Kyushu on 1 November. 
Consideration was being given to dropping 

strategic bombs prior to the invasion 
followed by tactical bombs during the 
invasion. The use of tactical bombs was 
based on the erroneous assumption that 
after 48 hours radiation would no longer 
prevent troop movement.  

A 13 kiloton uranium atomic bomb was 
dropped on Hiroshima on 6 August. From 
their own atomic bomb research the 
Japanese appreciated the enormous effort 
required to build a single atomic bomb, and 
were convinced that America could not have 
many bombs. A 21 kiloton plutonium bomb 
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was dropped on Nagasaki on 9 August to, 
inter alia, try to convince the Japanese that 
there were many more bombs. 

The two bombs resulted in about one 
hundred thousand immediate fatalities, but 
this did not lead to unconditional surrender 
on 15 August. There were also one hundred 
thousand fatalities from the initial incendiary 
raid on Tokyo on the night of 9/10 March 
1945. The impetus for Japanese 
unconditional surrender due to the bomb 
was the psychological impact of spectacular 
instant total destruction of large areas by a 
completely new type of weapon.  

 
Soviet-Japanese War of 1945 
The 1875 Treaty of St. Petersburg resulted 
in Japan ceding Sakhalin Island to Russia 
and Russia ceding the southern half of the 
Kuril Islands to Japan. The Russian Army 
and Navy were defeated by Japan in the 
Russo-Japanese war of 1904-1905, and the 
1905 Treaty of Portsmouth resulted in 
Russia ceding the southern half of Sakhalin 
Island to Japan. Also Russia recognized 
Korea as part of the Japanese sphere of 
influence, and agreed to evacuate 
Manchuria. Japan annexed Korea in 1910. 

President Roosevelt, Prime Minister 
Churchill and Generalissimo Stalin attended 
the Yalta Conference in February 1945. 
Roosevelt considered that a Soviet 
declaration of war with Japan would assist 
America in invading Japan. Stalin agreed to 
Allied pleas to declare war on Japan within 
three months of Germany’s surrender. In 
return Russia would be given a sphere of 
influence including Manchuria, Sakhalin 
Island and the Kuril Islands. America 
assisted the Russian Navy for the invasion 
of Sakhalin Island and the Kuril Islands. 
Project Hula was the largest transfer of the 
war and took place in the Territory of 
Alaska’s Aleutian Islands from March to 
September 1945. At Cold Bay the US Navy 
transferred 149 ships, including 30 Large 

Infantry Landing Craft, and trained 12,000 
Soviet Navy personnel. 

The Soviet Union invaded Manchuria on 
9 August, exactly three months after 
Germany’s surrender, against a surprised 
and unprepared Japan that had only 
prepared for an invasion of Kyushu. The 
invasion was from the west, north and east 
and the defeat of Japan's Kwantung Army 
was swift and devastating. On August 18 
there were five Soviet amphibious landings: 
three in northern Korea, one in Sakhalin, 
and one in the Kuril Islands. The Soviet 
offensive was terminated on 2 September, 
the day of the formal surrender.   

There was an understanding that Soviet 
Union would occupy Korea north of the 
38th parallel and America would occupy 
south of the 38th parallel. An American 
occupation force landed at Inchon on 8 
September. 

 
Japanese unconditional surrender 
Japan was controlled by the Supreme 
Council for the Direction of the War (the 
Big Six) nominally appointed by the 
Emperor: Prime Minister, Minister of 
Foreign Affairs, Minister of War, Minister of 
the Navy, Chief of the Army General Staff 
and Chief of the Navy General Staff. Army 
policy remained as it was in Okinawa ‘fight 
to extinction rather than surrender’, and this 
policy was adopted by the Big Six on 6 June. 
The people were starving and transport and 
industry were in chaos. The Emperor was 
concerned at the effect that 
blockade/bombing was having on his 
people. On 22 June he summoned the Big 
Six to a meeting and stated that ‘I desire that 
concrete plans to end the war, unhampered 
by existing policy, be speedily studied and 
that efforts made to implement them’. 
Private entreaties were made in late June to 
the (technically) neutral Soviet Union to 
mediate peace on terms more favourable to 
the Japanese than unconditional surrender. 
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The Soviet Union stalled peace negotiations, 
since it did not want Japan to surrender 
before it completed moving troops from the 
Western Front to the East to invade 
Manchuria. The Allied Potsdam Declaration 
of 26 July called for unconditional surrender 
by Japan to all the Allies to avoid ‘prompt 
and utter destruction’. 

On 9 August the second atomic bomb 
was dropped and the Soviet Union had 
invaded Manchuria. Japanese leaders were 
divided into two camps regarding surrender. 
One camp favoured unconditional surrender 
except for the Emperor being retained. The 
other camp insisted on three more (totally 
unacceptable) conditions: no occupation of 
Japan, disarmament left in Japanese hands, 
and war criminals tried by Japanese 
tribunals. Emperor Hirihito stated ‘I cannot 
bear to see my innocent people suffer any 
longer’ and ordered the Big Six to adopt the 
single-exception unconditional surrender 
terms, and they informed the Allies on 10 
August.  

Exchanges between the Allies and Japan 
did not produce an immediate surrender, 
and President Truman ordered a resumption 
of attacks against Japan at maximum 
intensity ‘so as to impress Japanese officials 
that we mean business and are serious in 
getting them to accept our peace proposals 
without delay.’ The United States Third 
Fleet shelled the Japanese coast. In the 
largest (and longest range) bombing raid of 
the Pacific War, more than 400 B-29s 
attacked northern Hokkaido during daylight 
on August 14, and more than 300 that night. 
The Emperor convinced his military leaders 
to accept the Allied terms. His surrender 
speech (recorded late on 14 August) was 
played on Japanese radio at noon Japanese 
time on 15 August.  

Surrender was due to three factors - the 
collapse of Japan due to the 
blockade/bombing campaign, the atomic 
bomb and the Russian invasion. Debate 
continues on the relative importance of the 
three factors. 
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River Cruises and the Big River 
By Leyland Wilkinson 

 
There are many rivers in the world with 
clear access from the open sea for ocean 
going vessels, and over the years units of the 
Royal Australian Navy have ventured inland, 
away from their usual surrounds. 

As recently as July 2015 the sail training 
ship Young Endeavour was a long way from 
home when she sailed from the North Sea 
into the River Thames, passing through 
Tower Bridge and coming up to St. 
Katherine Docks in the heart of London, 
and at 44 m (144 ft) becoming the largest 
vessel to berth at this marina. 

Probably the most memorable however, 
was the 193 miles (310 km) passage up the 
Sepik River in Papua New Guinea in 
December 1914 during WW I by HMA Ships 
Parramatta, Warrego and Nusa, while HMAS 
Yarra guarded the river entrance. They were 
directed inland to search for any German 
military presence, passing along unknown 
waters that were home to crocodiles, disease 
carrying insects and indigenous natives with 

cannibalistic tendencies, apart from any 
possible enemy action. Again at the end of 
WW II, after the Japanese surrender in 
October 1945, the patrol boat ML 1347 
under the command of LEUT Marsden 
Hordern, RANVR transited more than 130 
miles (210 km) up the Sepik to Kanduonum 
in search of Japanese forces and Australian 
POWs.  

Possibly the longest river transit was 
undertaken by the LCH HMAS Tarakan, 
commissioned in June 1973 under the 
command of LEUT Chris Ritchie, RAN, a 
future Chief of Navy. In September of that 
year she visited PNG and undertook a 490 
mile (790 km) passage up the Fly River to 
the river port of Kiunga where PNG 
Defence Force vehicles were embarked, and 
transported them to Port Moresby. 
 
The Mighty Clarence – the Big River 
Australia has an extensive river system that 
has been used since the first barges and

https://www.google.com.au/search?biw=1280&bih=622&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Robin+L.+Rielly%22&sa=X&ved=0CEMQ9AgwBWoVChMIr7Kuw6rNxwIVQ2CmCh15Lwc1


 
 Naval Historical Review March 2016 41 

Local newspaper photograph of HMAS Inverell passing under the Grafton railway bridge 

paddle steamers were built to bring produce, 
wool, wheat etc. from the inland to the 
coastal cities. A few of these rivers are 
accessible from the sea, one of which is the 
Clarence in northern New South Wales, 294 
nautical miles (544 km) north of Sydney. 

This river was first sighted by Lt. 
Matthew Flinders, RN. In 1799 he landed at 
the river mouth from the colonial sloop 
Norfolk but mistaking the river for a 
turbulent estuary, he sailed on. Where he 
landed is now the port of Yamba, Australia’s 
most eastern seaport. In 1838 the first 
recorded ocean transport entered the river 
and sailed upstream in search of the prized 
Australian red cedar timber. The shipping 
trade then flourished over the years, and 
dedicated wharves were built in Sydney’s 
Darling Harbour and the town of Grafton, 
upstream from Yamba, to cater for the 

regular cargo and passenger traffic. 
Prior to the second world war, Mr. Earl 

Page, a local parliamentary member in the 
City of Grafton (later Sir Earl Page, Prime 
Minister of Australia), made representations 
to the Commonwealth authorities with a 
view to one or more vessels of the 
Australian Navy visiting the Clarence River 
area. This was a time of great political and 
social unrest, with war clouds gathering over 
Europe and Asia, and it may have been that 
the request was made to create public 
awareness in our military forces, and the 
possibility of Australia again being involved 
in military conflict. He was later advised that 
one ship would be made available as 
requested, ‘to show the flag’. 

The Clarence River is home to many 
beautiful black swans, but in September 
1937 a ‘grey swan’ was seen cruising 
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majestically towards the city, in the form of 
HMAS Swan, the ship which had been 
directed to pay an official visit to Grafton. 
The recently commissioned Swan was a 
Grimsby class sloop of 1,060 tons, under the 
command of Commander Roy Dowling 
(later Vice Admiral Sir Roy Dowling KCVO, 
KBE, CB, DSO) and proceeded 45 miles 
(72 km) up river, passing through the railway 
bridge and securing safely alongside the 
North Coast Company wharf, adjacent to 
the river end of the city’s main street. 

The navigation officer, Lieutenant 
Mesley (later Rear Admiral J.S. Mesley CBE, 
MVO, DSC), recorded in an article (NHR 
Sept 1987) that he had earlier expressed 
concerns to his Captain about the river 
passage, but after a safe run up river, and 
passing through the bridge with a clearance 
of approximately 8ft (2.4 m) on either side, 
and even less between the fore yard and the 
fully raised span of the bridge, ‘the Captain 
and I heaved many sighs of relief’. 

Intense interest in the ship was shown by 
the people of Grafton, some 11,800 visiting 
when open to the public, for a total of only 
8 hours over the three day period. The flow 
of sightseers up the gangway at one point 
was recorded at nearly 1,500 per hour. 
Considering the total population of the area 
in 1937 was only about 9,500, Swan was a 
very welcome visitor. The local newspaper 
reported that: Sailor blue has pervaded Grafton 
day and night at many venues, and for the first time 
since the Great War, naval ratings and military 
forces of the 41st Battalion met at the local drill hall 
for a very successful dance evening. Also a cricket 
match was held at the sports ground, and although 
the visitors could only muster 9 men they dismissed 
the home side for 86 and replied with 108! 

Lt. Mesley recorded that the hospitality 
extended to the ship’s company was almost 
embarrassing, and it was a very weary crew 
when the ship slipped and proceeded 
downstream on Monday 20 September to 

anchor for the night off Iluka, in order to 
cross the river bar at high water and in 
daylight before proceeding to Newcastle.  

At the close of hostilities in 1945 HMAS 
Inverell, just prior to paying off in Brisbane, 
also made a visit to the river city of Grafton, 
her Commanding Officer Lieutenant A.I. 
Chapman, RANR taking his ship and crew 
as close as possible to the northern New 
South Wales town she had been named 
after.  

Inverell was a Bathurst Class Corvette of 
790 tons, launched into Sydney Harbour 
from Morts Dock, Balmain on 2 May 1942 
by Mrs T.S. Punch, the Lady Mayoress of 
Inverell, in company with Rear Admiral 
Muirhead–Gould, and commissioned on 
17 September 1942 under the command of 
Lt. John Sufferen.  

Inverell arrived at the Clarence River 
entrance (Yamba) at 0515 on 16 December 
1945, where the pilot boarded for passage 
up river to Grafton, arriving in the town 
reach at 0925 and anchoring in the stream. A 
newspaper article described the event as 
follows: 

Displaying a long ‘paying-off’ pennant, and 
flying the White Ensign, the corvette made an 
unusual picture coming through the opened 
Clarence River Bridge. On dropping anchor, the 
blue ensign was run up. The signals which added 
such a gay touch of colour represented the ships 
number J233.  

Yesterday the corvette shifted to an anchorage 
directly opposite the Memorial Park, the dredge 
anchored alongside the park formed a convenient 
wharf for the large number of visitors ferried across. 
A favourite occupation in the heat of the afternoon 
was swimming across to the corvette and plunging 
deep into the river from her deck. The day’s 
temperature of 91 degrees F (33°C) and extreme 
humidity was considered the most uncomfortable 
summer’s day yet experienced this season. But by 
far the coolest in appearance were the visitors from 
HMAS Inverell. 
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Inverell’s eight day recreational visit to 
Grafton had been of great benefit to her 
crew, but it also helped the people of the 
regional area to mark the end of a terrible 
war, and at a civic reception held in the 
Town Hall, the Mayors of both Grafton and 
Inverell welcomed the officers and men, and 
paid tribute to their service, achievements, 
courage and devotion.  

During this war (1939–45) many of the 
ocean going steamers of the northern rivers 
were requisitioned, quickly converted for 
wartime duties, and given the prefix HMAS. 
One of these North Coasters, HMAS 
Gunbar, built in 1911 at Ardrossan Scotland, 
saw extensive service, and at 09.57 on 19 
February 1942, under the command of Lt. 
N.M. Muzzel, RANR, gained the unwanted 
honour of being the first ship to be attacked 
by the Japanese in their air raid on Darwin 
Harbour. 

During the 1950s improved road rail and 
air services overtook the river/coastal trade; 
the major cargo being shipped during this 
period included sawn timber, molasses, raw 
sugar, butter and zircon. In 1954 Wyralla (ex 
HMAS Wilcannia) became the last vessel 
providing a service from the northern rivers 
to Sydney. Also in 1954 the regular air 
service between Grafton and Sydney, 
provided for many years by four engined 
Sunderland and Sandringham flying boats, 
was discontinued in favour of land based 
aircraft. 

The Grafton road/rail bridge, which was 
completed in 1932 and build conjointly by 
the Sydney Harbour Bridge builders, was 
permanently closed to river traffic in 1969, 
with water pipelines and power supplies 
fixed under the decking. 

The Clarence River, once a major trade 
corridor, is now providing a perfect leisure 
environment, and with sections of the river 
over 1,200 yards (1.4 km) wide giving access 
for sailing club events, pleasure craft, 
Olympic standard rowing course etc. The 
base facilities of TS Shropshire in Grafton 
provides local naval cadets with a perfect 
waterfront venue for their training and water 
activities.  

Clear passage of the river upstream is 
well maintained and adequately marked. At 
the river mouth the port of Yamba is home 
to extensive marinas and the fishing fleet of 
the NSW north coast, along with wharf 
facilities to cater for ocean going shipping.  

This port is unique, as it is the only 
remaining example of a NSW regional river 
port still fulfilling its original role. Also of 
historic significance is the Ashby Dry 
Dock, which was built between 1898 and 
1900, to service dredgers associated with 
harbour and river works. This dock was 
hand hewn into sandstone, lined with 
concrete and fitted with a keel block, the 
dock gates being operated by a 
counterbalance. The dock has been 
extended and modernised over the years, 
but is still in use today for vessel 
maintenance of the river and vehicular 
ferries. It is considered to have national 
engineering heritage significance, as a 
working example of a late 19th century 
non-military dry dock, excavated from 
bedrock.  

The mighty Clarence River, known to the 
early settlers as the ‘Big River’, continues to 
serve as an important part of the region’s 
colourful history. 
 

 
  



 
44 Naval Historical Review March 2016 

Book Club 
Not a Real War – A Sailor’s Experiences 
in a Soldier’s War by Paul Longley. 
Published by Book Pal, Brisbane, 2015. 
Paperback, 224 pages with b&w photos. 
Available from Amazon $22.46 or Kindle 
$2.91.  
 
While frequently in the news for all the 
wrong reasons very little is known of 
Somalia so this book by the then Lieutenant 
Paul Langley, RAN telling of his in-country 
experiences is most welcome. Many may 
have seen the film Blackhawk Down which 
provides some idea of the problems 
experienced in this lawless land during 1993 
when Paul was posted as a Movement 
Control Officer to assist arranging logistic 
support to the Unified Task Force 
(UNITAF). This was a United States led, 
United Nations sanctioned, multinational 
force which operated in the Republic of 
Somalia from December 1992 to May 1993 
to provide a protective environment for 
conducting humanitarian aid to prevent 
starvation.  

The Australian commitment to this 
conflict was brief but none the less 
significant with a 1,000 man strong battalion 
sized group from 1RAR led by the then 
Lieutenant Colonel David Hurley, mostly 
embarked in HMA Ships Jervis Bay and 
Tobruk. The main Australian contingent 
returned home in May 1993 when the initial 
force was replaced by an expanded United 
Nations Operation in Somalia (UNOSOM) 
with a mandate to help rebuild the Somalia 
state. The small Australian logistics group to 
which Paul was attached remained for 
another seven months finally withdrawing in 
November 1993.  

Paul tells his story of a sailor in a 
soldier’s war in a unique style with ease and 

some humour in many small easily read 
chapters. It was a conflict with many and 
constant dangers from suicide attacks, small 
arms and IEDs with over 150 UNOSOM 
casualties, including four Australians and 
many more Somalia casualties. We learn how 
a sailor finds his feet and learns to fit into an 
essentially Army run unit, the varied daily 
routines, many mundane but all important, 
and others where danger lurks and quick 
reactions are required with adrenalin 
pumping. Through the author’s keen powers 
of observation we glimpse inside the world 
of combined military operations at work in 
some of the most demanding of conditions 
in a very destructive environment.  
 

Reviewed by Arcturus
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Letters to the Editor 
 
SMS Komet at the Witu Islands 
 
Dear Editor 
I enjoyed the story The Witu Islands – Were 
they the Wolf’s Lair in the September 2015 
edition of the ‘Review’. This led me to look 
up an old copy of The Dog Watch No 30 
from 1973 containing another article The 
Tale of Komet by Harrow Morgan.  

Morgan’s research confirms Komet was at 
the smaller of the Witu caldera of 
Peterhafen in late August 1914 where the 
crew was gainfully employed painting the 
ship grey subsequent to her commissioning 
into the Imperial German Navy. In her new 
colours Komet proceeded to the Pelew 
Islands helping coal the armed merchant 
cruiser Prinz Eitel Friedrich. Following 
discussions with AMC senior officers, and 
lacking any future purpose, Captain Möller 
apparently considered surrendering his ship 
believing Germany would win a quick war 
and this would overall help preserve 
German property in New Guinea.  

In another twist to this tale Captain 
Genten of Norddeutscher-Lloyd shipping 
company had recently joined Komet. It was 
locally rumoured he was taking over from 
Möller, a naval reserve officer, who was being 
found another position in Prinz Eitel Friedrich. 
Genten was possibly also keeping watch on 
Möller, whose loyalty was considered 
questionable, as his English wife was the 
daughter of a high ranking military officer.  

After coaling the AMC Komet returned 
briefly to Peterhafen before seeking her 
favourite hiding spot at Komethafen where 
she was later surprised by Australian forces 
early on the morning of 11 October 1914. 
As Captain Möller put up no resistance to 
his arrest this may add further fuel to the 
above suspicions.  

In the Review of December 2015 there is 
an article entitled Commander J.M. Jackson RN 
- Sixteen Years on the Australian Station in 
which the author seeks a photograph of 

An artist’s illustration of the arrest of Captain 
Möller   
Jackson. The Dog Watch article contains a 
poor quality illustration of the capture of 
Captain Möller by LCDR Jackson. A 
footnote reminds the reader that the arrest 
was actually carried out by LT COL Paton 
and not LCDR Jackson.  
 
Richard Francis  
 
Admiral John Gore at Lake Bathurst and 
Goulburn 
 
Dear Walter, 
  
Many thanks for your delightful article on 
‘John Gore of Lake Bathurst’ – NHR 
September 2015. 

You mentioned James Hassall and the 
lineage of that pioneer Anglican family. You 
might be interested to know that Roland 
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Hassall's daughter, Mary Cover Hassall, 
married one of the early pioneer Wesleyan 
missionaries, the Rev. Walter Lawry. But 
that is ‘by-the-by’! 

I was interested particularly in your 
comment: It is not known exactly where Rear 
Admiral Gore and his wife are buried as the church 
at Lake Bathurst was not in existence at the time of 
their deaths, however other descendants of the family 
are buried there. 

How right you are! And that sentence 
ignited my curiosity. Happily, I can now 
advise you of the whereabouts of Admiral 
and Mrs. Gore. This is, in itself, another 
example where the ‘Trove’ website of the 
National Library has proved invaluable. In 
the Saturday 11 April 1857 edition of The 
Goulburn Herald and County of Argyle Advertiser 
(page 5), there appear the following death 
and funeral notices: 
‘At her residence, Gilmore, near Goulburn, on the 
evening of Tuesday the 7th instant, in her 80th year, 
Mrs. Sarah Gore, relict of the late Rear-Admiral 
John Gore.’  
‘THE FRIENDS of MR. E. GORE are 
respectfully requested to attend the Funeral of his 
Mother, deceased, which will leave Gilmore on 
Saturday morning, and come into Goulburn by way 
of Thorn's Bridge, at which place it will arrive at 2 
p.m.’ 

I then checked the on-line records for 
the original St. Saviour's (Anglican) cemetery 
in Goulburn. According to their indexes, the 
Admiral and Mrs. Gore were indeed buried 
in that cemetery. Now long disused but still 
in very good condition, the cemetery is in 
Cemetery Street, directly opposite the 
entrance to Goulburn Correctional Centre 
(i.e. the gaol). I visited this cemetery a year 
or two ago (as it's also the final resting place 
of William Hovell, of ‘Hume and Hovell’ 
fame! The cemetery is easily accessed, even 
if it feels like you are visiting the gaol. 

The transcription index below indicates 
that John Gore's headstone notes that he is a 
‘late Admiral RN’. Sounds like a perfect 

excuse for a field trip!! 
http://austcemindex.com/?cemid=2371 
 
A.J. Watters 
CHAP RAN 
Chaplain HMAS Newcastle 
 
The Australia Station 
 
An email was received from John Redman.  
 
I read the current (December edition) Naval 
Historical Review with great interest, an 
excellent publication. Not wanting to be 
pedantic but I suppose that is what I am, 
there was continued reference to the 
‘Australian Station’, there was no such 
command. The correct title was ‘Australia 
Station’. The Australian Squadron served on 
the Australia Station. May I suggest that the 
Wikipedia extract could make an interesting 
article for a future edition of the Review. 
Please see: 
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/Australia_
Station  
 
Your Editor sent John the following 
response. You are of course quite right in 
the use of the singular ‘Australia Station’ 
which I incorrectly addressed in the article 
on Baron Nickolai Miklouho-Maclay. A 
similar error occurs in two places in another 
article in the same edition relating to 
Commander J. M. Jackson, RN and his 
sixteen years service on the Australian 
Station. Here however I must support the 
author as the use of the expression 
‘Australian Station’ is directly quoted from 
the Sydney Morning Herald of 18 March 1918. 
As this was at a time when journalists were 
all literate with a sound understanding of 
grammar and they were supported by 
pedantic sub-editors I can only assume that 
the term had crept into common usage. 
However you are right to point out the error 
and we need to exercise greater care. 
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