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Introduction

Human beings have difficulty in living with the unknown, and they are even more uncomfortable with the unknowable. The seas are probably the world’s largest store of both the unknown and the unknowable. Under the oceans are countless ill-fated ships that had carried many unfortunate people. If the stricken ships could be refloated and if their dead could speak, they would disclose many secrets and truths which the seas hide.

Of the sea’s many mysteries, few seemed as impenetrable as the fate of the Australian light cruiser HMAS Sydney and the 645 men who were lost with her on 19 November 1941 after a short engagement with the German auxiliary cruiser HSK Kormoran off the coast of Western Australia. Other than a small carley float measuring three metres in length and one and a half metres in width, and two charred lifebelts, the sea swallowed up the entire ship and every man who sailed in her. Apart from the little that the German survivors could recall or were willing to disclose, the reasons behind her final and inexplicable movements and the total disappearance of the ship and her men were destined to remain a mystery for more than six decades.

Despite detailed and wide-ranging historical research carried out in Australia, Britain, the United States and Germany, the absence of even a single survivor from Sydney to describe the action through Australian eyes meant that the prospects of solving the mystery would always be limited. Something could be learned from analysing the Australian cruiser’s movements as they were observed and interpreted by the German survivors. It would be a complicated exercise in historical analysis, and it would need to recognise that some matters would remain unknowable.

The first half-century after the engagement produced rigorous attempts by historians to explain the loss of Sydney. In addition to the Navy’s efforts following the action, the official historian of the RAN in World War II and two private researchers had undertaken detailed studies into the Sydney–Kormoran engagement. The least comprehensive account was that of the official historian, George Hermon Gill, who was commissioned to produce a comprehensive wartime history of all Australian naval operations. He was naturally constrained by the inherent editorial limits of his task in what he could say about Sydney.

The books produced by freelance writers Michael Montgomery and Barbara Winter took vastly different approaches to the subject. Montgomery in Who Sank the Sydney?1 tended to focus on the actions of the Australian cruiser while Winter, in HMAS Sydney: Fact, Fantasy and Fraud, 2 concentrated on the German ship. Montgomery’s work was deliberately polemical and revisionist. Winter’s book was more conservative and restrained. Nonetheless, the two books had much in common because Winter, who published three years after Montgomery, was constrained to examine the issues and evidence on which Montgomery had based his provocative statements.

Since 1985, the controversy over Sydney continued unabated. Fuelled by the work of Montgomery and Winter, the matters in dispute multiplied. Unfortunately, historians working in this area were suspected of ulterior motives and personal affiliations and the debate surrounding the loss of Sydney became acrimonious. The exchange of personal abuse and insults created rival parties and divisions within the naval history community. It perhaps does not need to be said that none of this served to clarify or resolve the many contentious matters that required light rather than heat.

It is never helpful for history to be researched, written and then presented in the midst of a controversy, particularly when the history has contemporary consequences. The existence of motives that transcend academic interest, such as a determination to blame an individual, can make it very difficult for the historian to write objective history. When the historian is subject to these influences, the history is likely to be polemical, or even propagandist. This danger is under-rated by both amateur and professional historians.

There will, of course, always be people unconnected with history who will seek to use historians for purposes for which their craft was not intended. However, once history has been used for an illegitimate purpose, it becomes the responsibility of other historians to reassert the essentials of the historian’s noble charter and calling.

There are very few really controversial events within Australian naval history and just as few controversial interpretations of that history. The loss of Sydney and the loss of HMAS Voyager after a collision during night exercises off Jervis Bay in 1964 are the two best-known examples of both controversial events and interpretations. But the sinking of Sydney surpasses the Voyager tragedy in that the controversy over the actual event has been compounded by the controversy generated by historians.

Consequently, the historical interest prompted by speculation over the loss of Sydney in the last twenty-five years has been productive in some respects, and unproductive in others. The positive outcomes are principally archival and historiographical. Historians and researchers have had to examine areas of Australian naval history that had not been touched before, such as signal intelligence, convoy routing and gunnery fire control. The drawback is the preponderance of research and writing into one isolated area of history. The Sydney–Kormoran action has limited scope to enhance our understanding of other areas of naval history or to season our judgments about the history of the RAN as a whole. Some of the effort that has been expended in this area of research would have been more productively directed in areas where practically nothing is known of the RAN’s history. However, the Sydney–Kormoran action is probably the only event in Australian naval history which illustrates some important historiographical principles that need to be observed in assessing what has been written about the subject to date.

There is a view that history is characterised by a well-known taxonomy, passing through at least three well-defined stages. The Sydney–Kormoran action has been described in all three. In the first stage, history is written by the victors or survivors, largely from published sources, within a framework of ‘conventional wisdom’ shared by the participant writers. In the second stage, the conventional paradigm handed down from the participant writers is challenged, often a priori, by a later generation of non-participant writers. In the third, non-participant writers challenge the received paradigm and perceive and question the evidence in entirely different ways.

The first stage is more likely to be flawed by self-justification. This needs to be remembered when the various accounts of the Sydney–Kormoran action are considered. At either the second or third stage, the historian is able to draw upon a wider range of primary archival source material, if not from every document that records the event or the period under review. Of course, progression through the stages is also determined by the range and depth of source material. It is difficult to write history when little evidence exists of what occurred. There is, however, no shortage of material relating to the loss of Sydney.

Australian naval history as a whole is fast emerging as a distinct entity as a consequence of its passage from the first stage into the second stage of the taxonomy I have described. This is only a recent development, having been in the second stage for two decades. Although progress has been made, the future for naval history will be substantially affected by the availability of sources both in Australia and in Britain where a great body of information about the RAN is stored. Thus, it needs to be remembered that the debate over the loss of Sydney has been in the third stage of the taxonomy for some considerable time, and that it has gone beyond scholarship in related areas of historical inquiry which might, in the future, offer some new insight. Widespread public interest in the loss of Sydney has been the catalyst for its accelerated progress through the stages of the taxonomy.

Virtually every known official document with either a direct or indirect connection to the Sydney–Kormoran action has been identified and made available to historians. Those documents which have been withheld from public access are known to historians.

If all the official sources are available to the public, and three major studies have already been published, what else could possibly be said about the Sydney–Kormoran action?

In my view, as someone with an academic background in the discipline of history, neither the account of Gill, nor the more populist works of Montgomery or Winter deserved to stand as the sum total of writing or the final word on this subject. In different ways, each is demonstrably flawed. Considered collectively, they create a false impression of the issues involved in solving questions about the loss of Sydney and the likelihood that an accurate account can ever be produced.

It is for these reasons that I decided in 1990 to write a book on the loss of Sydney. In addition to reconciling the work of Montgomery and Winter, who were plainly at cross-purposes when they published their books in the early 1980s, my study was intended to assess the great amount of work that has been undertaken by a number of historians into this subject between 1981 and 1991. This effort essentially superseded and by-passed the work of both Montgomery and Winter who steadily became less central figures. Above all, the mystery surrounding Sydney’s loss persisted and the intense public interest in the resulting controversy continued unabated. Given there had been many recent additions to what was known of the action and its aftermath, and abiding public interest, the need for a book was, at least to me, self-evident. Although it was not my intention to create further dissension or foster any ill-will with the publication of another book, I never thought its release would end the controversy. However, it might have served to alter the direction of the debate.

HMAS Sydney: Loss and Controversy first appeared in November 1993. A second, and slightly expanded, edition was published in 1998 to coincide with the more recent developments. Other than a new preface, the narrative remained unchanged throughout. This edition contains the same text (with some small corrections and amendments). This introduction has also been augmented. The final two chapters have been especially written for this edition, and bring the HMAS Sydney story up to date.

The first half of the book adopts a chronological framework. These chapters record and interpret events occurring before, during and after the Sydney–Kormoran action, and they examine historical accounts describing the action that were published in the early post-war period. The second half of the book considers a series of distinct issues, including the allegations that the Japanese were party to the loss of Sydney that the Navy has apparently tried to cover up, and recent forensic examination of Sydney’s carley float currently on display in the Australian War Memorial. The themes which run through this study relate not to subject matter but to the nature of historical evidence; its provenance, reliability and accuracy. I will also attempt to demonstrate that much that has been written about the loss of Sydney does not reflect the principles of sound historical method. So although this book examines an isolated incident in Australian naval history, I hope it will make a contribution to broader Australian naval historiography.

In writing this book it has been difficult to decide what to include and what to leave out. The Sydney mystery has unearthed so much primary material and the controversy has prompted so many secondary accounts that the story seems almost infinite. Deciding the sources to include and which to omit is a delicate process and the supreme test of the historian. To avoid writing a book of nearly one thousand pages, I have restricted myself to those parts of the story which bear directly on both the mystery and the controversy associated with the loss of Sydney.

I have not attempted, as Winter painstakingly did, to identify and discredit all the ‘fantasies and frauds’, and all the suspect theories which have been advanced over the last six decades to explain the loss of Sydney. Many of the questionable allegations and theories have been ignored for either one of two reasons. First, to consider them in detail would be to ascribe to them a credibility they do not deserve. Secondly, many are plainly irrelevant to the main points in dispute and fail to add anything to our understanding of how Sydney was sunk. It would be unfair, therefore, for someone to allege that I did not consider this theory or that allegation because I did not have an answer to it. Although I do not claim to have all the answers, the need for careful selection has brought with it a value judgment of various theories and allegations which I hope I have exercised judiciously. This selection is naturally a product of my personal bias and overall view of Australian naval history.

Admiral Alfred Thayer Mahan, that great American navalist and historian, recognised while he was writing about Britain’s naval campaigns with Napoleon that pure objectivity in historical writing was impossible. Mahan conceded that the admiration he developed for Prime Minister Pitt ‘aroused in me an enthusiasm which I did not seek to check’. In other words, Mahan had come to that inevitable conclusion that all historians are indeed biased. As historians possess different personalities, and assess events and ideas on the basis of varied formative experiences and dissimilar world views, bias is unavoidable. Barbara Tuchman remarks that ‘historical bias means a leaning which is the exercise of judgement as well as a source of insight’.5 Bias only becomes a problem when it is concealed from the reader.

I readily confess that when I write the history of the RAN, and this includes the loss of Sydney, I am biased. At the age of 16 I joined the Navy as a junior entry cadet midshipman at the RAN College at Jervis Bay. I was taught to have pride in the Service which I had joined and to protect its reputation and public standing. When I started writing Australian naval history for publication in 1984, I never tried to conceal my affiliation with the Navy. Being in the Service seemed to be a decided advantage. I was familiar with its customs and acquainted with its culture. Perhaps not unexpectedly, I was criticised by civilians for being too generous in my appraisal of the Navy’s past just as often as I was chastised by serving and retired officers for being too harsh.

If public and private reactions to my 1992 book Where Fate Calls: The HMAS Voyager Tragedy are a guide, I have perhaps been too severe in my criticisms of the Navy and too demanding in my expectations of its people. However, I have defended the Navy when it has been unfairly attacked by those who fail to acquaint themselves with the vagaries of the sea, who show an unwillingness to grasp the sheer complexity of naval operations, or who neglect to understand the corporate Service ethos. Although I am no longer a serving naval officer, my empathy for the Navy remains.

The bias that I bring consciously to this book is found in my insistence that the circumstances surrounding the loss of Sydney should be considered through the eyes of the professional naval officers who were involved. Some were quite junior, others very senior. Their actions reflected their training, their experience and the expectations that were associated with their positions. There were also limits to what each officer could do. Their responsibilities varied with their authority. Some, such as those on board Sydney, were totally involved in their ship’s role in the war. Throughout 1941 they had more to think about than the threat posed by a lone German raider. Others, such as the Australian Commonwealth Naval Board (ACNB) in Melbourne, were responsible for the operation and administration of a wartime Navy. The Naval Board was aware of the raider threat at the same time that it planned for imminent combat at sea with Japan. If it appears that after the loss of Sydney some senior officers seemed distracted or even uninterested in her sinking, it was because they were totally preoccupied in trying to prevent the consolidation of Japanese naval power in Australia s northern waters.

The loss of Sydney was a major blow to the Navy and to the nation. The same can be said for the loss of the sloop HMAS Parramatta and the cruiser HMAS Perth in the three months that followed. In 1942, a large part of Australia’s fighting fleet was lost in combat. The loss of Sydney needs to be placed in a comparative perspective when one assesses the Navy’s reaction to her sinking at the hands of a German raider which was, of course, no longer a threat.

The Navy survived the tragic loss of Sydney and the 645 men who perished with her. The loss of Sydney did not result in the disestablishment of the RAN nor did it change the training of Australian naval officers for command at sea. Australian warships under Australian captains have continued to defend Australia from aggression. Since its foundation in 1911, the RAN has quickly learned from its mistakes. That no other ship was lost in the same circumstances as Sydney during the war suggests that the Navy learned all there was to learn from her loss. That no other men lost their lives in this way was a tribute to those who had been killed learning the hard lessons of naval warfare.

Tom Frame,

St Mark’s National Theological Centre

Barton, ACT

June 2008
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The Aftermath

As darkness fell on 19 November 1941, hundreds of men struggled to hold on to life in West Australian coastal waters off Carnarvon. The seas began to settle. There were stars but no shoreline. At first light on 20 November, five boats and two rafts containing more than 300 German sailors were all that remained after the short and savage naval gun battle which had broken the calm of the previous afternoon. They remained in a confined area more than 100 miles from the coast, keeping together during the night by means of green and white flares fired from one of the boats. There was nothing and no-one else to be seen. One of the lifeboats was a cutter equipped with sails carrying 46 men under the command of Chief Petty Officer Telegraphist Paul Kohn.

Two of the craft were steel lifeboats which had been slightly damaged when launched. Although they had filled with water, air tanks kept them afloat. One of these steel lifeboats, in which 57 men were embarked, was commanded by Lieutenant Commander Henry Meyer. It also contained Lieutenant (Baron) Reinhold von Malapert who kept a diary of the boat’s easterly progress as it proceeded under oars and sail towards the coast of Western Australia. When the wind freshened from the southwest several days later, the sail was lowered and a sea-anchor was deployed to give the boat stability. When the winds eased, they were assisted by south-easterly and then south-westerly winds as they proceeded towards the north-east. The other steel lifeboat contained 62 men under Commander Theodor Detmers. Behind it, several floats had been secured. During the night, several men had fallen from them and were not seen again.

The fourth boat was a workboat that had formerly been carried in the German supply ship Kulmerland. Although built with a pedal-gearing propulsion system, this had recently been removed for maintenance. The three-inch circular hole in the boat’s hull where the propeller shaft had been fitted was sealed with a bung which now leaked. The original commander of the boat, Sub-Lieutenant Wilhelm Bunjes, was later relieved by Lieutenant Joachim von Gosseln. There were 70 Germans and two Chinese on board.

The fifth boat came from the Greek ship Nicolaos D.L. Commanded by Petty Officer Hans Kuhl, it contained 31 men. During the first night at sea it overturned and the provisions, sail and rudder were lost overboard. It was later righted and a few provisions were provided by another boat.

While the Germans were making their way towards the coast, the District Naval Officer in Fremantle, Captain Charles Farquhar-Smith RAN, despatched a routine signal at 0940 (Time Zone H)1 to Navy Office in Melbourne on 21 November regarding the light cruiser HMAS Sydney. ‘HMAS Sydney has not yet arrived.’ She was expected to return to Fremantle on 20 November after escorting the troopship Zealandia to a rendezvous with the cruiser HMS Durban in the Sunda Strait (7 degrees 56 minutes S, 104 degrees 40 minutes E). The Naval Board in Melbourne was not immediately concerned. As Sydney was directed to maintain normal wireless telegraphy (W/T) silence during her passage and any number of contingencies could have delayed her return, she was expected to arrive in the next twenty-four hours. The Naval Board learned the next morning that Zealandia had arrived in Singapore one day later than expected. This led the Board to assume Sydney would not return until 21 November. It was still not concerned at this stage for her safety.

At 0600(H) on the morning of Sunday 23 November, a raft was sighted from the converted military transport, Aquitania,2 approximately 100 nautical miles off the coast of Carnarvon (24 degrees 35 minutes S, 110 degrees 57 minutes E).3 The majestic Cunard liner stopped and 26 sailors, who were thought to be victims of a possible German raider attack, were taken on board. As the captain of Aquitania feared that a German raider might still be operating in the area, he maintained radio silence and the ship’s passage to Port Jackson on the east coast of the continent resumed. By this stage, Sydney had not returned to Fremantle and nothing had been heard from her. Aquitania was also sighted by the boat commanded by Commander Detmers. However, he did not allow his men to fire a flare as he was hoping to be picked up by a neutral steamer and conveyed to a friendly or neutral port.

At sunset the same day, a signal was sent from Navy Office ordering Sydney to report her present position, course and speed. There was no response to this signal so it was sent a second time. The absence of a reply was ominous. Naval communications stations in Fremantle and Darwin were directed to call the cruiser continuously. The Commander-in-Chief of the China Station reported that the rendezvous between Sydney and Durban occurred as planned on 17 November. The delay in Zealandia’s arrival occurred between the Sunda Strait and Singapore. This meant that Sydney was already more than three days overdue. However, the signal sent from Fremantle on 21 November reporting that Sydney was overdue gave the Naval Board in Melbourne the impression that she was due earlier that day rather than on the morning of the previous day (20 November).

Signals were sent to Admiral Sir Geoffrey Layton, Commander-in-Chief of the British Eastern Fleet, and to Vice Admiral C.E.L. Helfrich, commanding the Dutch naval forces in Batavia. 4 The Dutch light cruiser Tromp was in the western Java Sea and was ordered to search the area where Sydney had rendezvoused with the Durban. Four days after Sydney was due back in Fremantle, six Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) bombers from No. 14 Squadron based at Pearce, Western Australia, commenced a search off the coast. After searching for five hours, the Squadron reported at 1300 on Monday 24 November that nothing had been found. In his private diary, the Rear Admiral Commanding the Australian Squadron (RACAS), John Crace, commented on 26 November that Navy Office ‘are very worried about Sydney … She has been called by wireless without result. Naval Board think there is a possibility that a Vichy submarine escorting a Vichy ship has torpedoed her’. Fearing the worst, the Chief of Naval Staff, Admiral Sir Guy Royle, informed the Minister for the Navy, Norman Makin, that afternoon that radio contact with Sydney had been lost. ‘It is most unlikely that she has received instructions from other Naval Authorities to proceed outside Australia Station … I will keep you informed of developments.’5

By this time, 1500 on 24 November, the Shell tanker Trocas,6 on passage from Palembang in Sumatra to Fremantle, picked up 25 German sailors about 120 nautical miles north-west of Carnarvon at position 24 degrees 6 minutes S, 111 degrees 40 minutes E. The ship’s master sent a radio message to Carnarvon reporting what had occurred. The message from Trocas was also received in Singapore and relayed to Navy Office at 1616. RAAF Catalina flying boats based in Townsville and Port Moresby were ordered to Carnarvon. Efforts to contact Sydney by signal were terminated. Nearly three hours later, the tanker was asked for further information on the men she had rescued. In reply, Trocas reported that the German sailors claimed they were from a ship named Kormoran and they had been sunk by a ‘raider’.

The Naval Board held grave fears for the safety of Sydney. According to Admiral Crace, this led the Naval Board to believe that ‘there was an action between Sydney and [Armed Merchant Cruiser] Cormoran [sic] and both ships were sunk’. At first light the next morning (25 November), seven Lockheed Hudson reconnaissance aircraft7 from RAAF 14 Squadron and five Wirraway fighters from RAAF 25 Squadron went looking for the cruiser in a fan-shaped search area that extended 300 miles off Rottnest Island. There was immediate success. One of the Hudsons located a lifeboat, 50 miles south of the raft sighted by Trocas, but was unable to identify its occupants. Another Hudson sighted four lifeboats. The lifeboat commanded by Kohn containing 46 men had reached the shore near 17-Mile Well adjacent to a stock route on Quobba Station to the north of Carnarvon. Another lifeboat, that commanded by Meyer, was approaching Red Bluff. Two boats were seen making their way slowly towards the coast. Later in the day, the occupants of the lifeboats that had landed were rounded up by the manager and staff at Quobba Station, the civil police and available military personnel. The German sailors had survived an ordeal and they offered no resistance to capture. One of them later recalled:

We existed on scraps of bacon and biscuit … We were terrified at the thought of being cast ashore on a desert and dying miserably of starvation. Some of the men were half crazy with the pain of swollen and blistered limbs. We had to watch them all the time to prevent them jumping out of the crowded boat. There were 57 men in our boat. It was impossible to lie down, we had to take our turns at standing and sitting.



Lieutenant von Malapert’s diary revealed that in his lifeboat the shortage of food and water, the unrelenting sun and the struggle to bail out water was becoming too much for some of the men. The sighting of land on 24 November produced ‘great jubilation in the boat’.

At 0830 [on Tuesday 25 November] we landed in front of a cave which lay quite sheltered in the south corner of the bay. We pulled the boat up the beach, unpacked everything, everyone got something to drink and had to lie down on the white sand in the shade of the cave and rocks. After being such a long time in the boat one is so weak on the feet that when one steps on land for the first time one feels as if drunk. Towards noon we had something to eat and everything was got ready to pass the night in the open.



Later that day, the men in both lifeboats ashore were reunited. There was still no sign of any Australian wreckage or survivors.

In a minute from Royle early on 25 November, Makin was advised that Trocas had recovered some German sailors from a ship called ‘Cormoran’ which had been sunk by a cruiser. At the same time, Prime Minister John Curtin received a minute from his secretary regarding a conversation he just had with Royle. Curtin was told that:

A raft has been picked up carrying some German sailors from a raider, which they said was sunk by a cruiser. The Admiral is coming by air tomorrow with the Chief of the Air Staff to discuss the matter and wishes to attend War Cabinet in the afternoon, leaving as soon as possible for Singapore [where he would attend a high level naval planning conference]. I said you would do your best to meet him by such an arrangement.8



The next morning (26 November), Aquitania had entered the relatively safe waters within the Great Australian Bight and attempted to send a radio message to Adelaide and Melbourne reporting the recovery of a raft and the German sailors. The transmissions were unsuccessful. At sunset, the coastal passenger ship Koolinda9 noticed a lifeboat on the open sea and recovered another 31 German sailors before proceeding to Carnarvon. Later that night (2230), guided by a red signal flare, the Centaur,10 a former passenger ship, took the lifeboat commanded by Detmers in tow and headed for Carnarvon. Ten of the German sailors in this lifeboat were ill or wounded and were taken on board Centaur. When the lifeboat was in danger of sinking during the night, Captain Walter Dark transferred the German sailors into two of Centaur’s lifeboats in which they completed the passage in tow to Carnarvon.

At the Advisory War Council10a meeting in Canberra on 26 November, there was a joint report from Makin and Royle. They advised that no trace of Sydney had been found. The Council agreed that there was little chance of the ship still being afloat and decided that

the next-of-kin of the crew of the Sydney be informed, the notification being to the effect that their relatives are missing, due to enemy action. No public statement is to be made at present, and steps are to be taken to ensure complete censorship of all references to the Sydney in press and broadcasts.
If and when it is established that the Sydney has been sunk, the initial announcement regarding its loss is to be in a form which does not convey any useful information to the enemy.



The Naval Staff prepared a brief statement on the action for release at short notice.11 The Secretary to the Naval Board, George Macandie, sent Royle a draft prime ministerial statement. After mentioning that Sydney had probably been in an action with an enemy warship the statement concluded:

No subsequent information has been received from HMAS Sydney. It is known that this vessel suffered some damage in the action, but since there has as yet been no direct communication from this vessel, the Naval Board are not aware of the extent of such damage. All possible action is being taken to secure further information.12



A condensed history of Sydney’s service in the RAN and ‘casualty lists’ were to be made available in each district naval office.13 Telegrams to next-of-kin stated ‘With deep regret I have to inform you that your [relationship and name] is missing as a result of enemy action. Minister for Navy and Naval Board desire to express to you their sincere sympathy.’ Eulogies for her senior officers were also written. The Public Censorship Liaison Officer, George Gill, advised Royle to maintain public silence even after the next-of-kin of those in Sydney were contacted.

Trocas and Koolinda reached the coast on 26 November and disembarked the German sailors. Some of those in Trocas, interviewed by Naval Intelligence staff from Fremantle, told of a naval battle. The Naval Intelligence officers ‘generally considered that, with few exceptions, the survivors spoke the truth’.14 The naval auxiliary ship, HMAS Yandra,15 recovered a further 70 German sailors from the lifeboat commanded by von Gosseln just before midday and sailed for Carnarvon.16 Several hours later, Centaur arrived in Carnarvon and the British freighter Evagoras, also in the area, picked up an RAN lifebelt. Another lifebelt was found by the naval auxiliary ship HMAS Wyrallah at 1815. By this time, Aquitania was again closer to the coast. As she rounded Wilson’s Promontory, the southern-most point on the Australian mainland, Aquitania was finally able to signal visually that she had recovered a number of German sailors from the sea off Carnarvon. This information was passed to the Navy.

Wyrallah picked up a German lifebelt at 0800 the next morning (Friday 28 November) and an hour later she sighted two small German four-man carley floats lashed together. One of the floats contained a body. The clothes were removed from the corpse and the German sailor was buried at sea. Meanwhile, the Naval Intelligence staff in Fremantle sent the Naval Board a summary of information that had been obtained from the German sailors. 17 Later in the morning, the War Cabinet met to discuss what action it would take to account for Sydney being overdue in Fremantle. By this stage, Parliament was in recess. The recovery of an empty RAN carley float by HMAS Heros 160 miles off Carnarvon (24 degrees 07 minutes S, 110 degrees 58 minutes E) suggested the worst. The float had been damaged, possibly by gunfire.

A sailor who served in Heros also observed a

‘huge patch of linseed oil … This large mass was circular in pattern and generally of unbroken formation. My immediate reaction was that a ship lay below us and this oil was welling up from it’.18



[He also] ‘spotted a pipe and slipper float past some thirty feet apart’.

Rumours were circulating publicly about the ship’s possible fate, and families and friends of those on board were demanding information from the Navy.19 An American radio station had broadcast the news that Sydney had been sunk in the Timor Sea and ‘all 616 men’ on board had been lost. The place of the action and the number of men killed were incorrect but the information would still be used by Germany for a propaganda broadcast.20 The Australian government had to ensure that it was the first to announce the news. The next day Koolinda arrived in Fremantle and Aquitania sailed into Port Jackson. The Naval Board instructed Admiral Crace to arrange for these prisoners to be ‘interviewed’. At sunset on 29 November, the final air patrols reported that nothing had been seen after a thorough search of the sea near Carnarvon and Geraldton.

On 30 November, the Naval Board sent a message ‘for transmission to His Excellency the Governor General and the Prime Minister’ after the final searches of the previous day had proved unsuccessful:

The Naval Board regret that after intensive air and surface search of the area no (no) evidence of HMAS Sydney has been … sighted except two RAN … lifebelts and one carley float badly damaged by gunfire. It is concluded that Sydney sank after the action and further search has been abandoned.21



This was the first formal indication that the ship had been lost with no survivors. Every man, including her commanding officer, Captain Joseph Burnett, was gone. There seemed no useful purpose in further delaying a public announcement. Prime Minister Curtin made a brief statement on Sunday, 30 November at 1800:

HMAS Sydney has been in action with a heavily armed enemy merchant raider, which she sank by gunfire. The intimation was received from survivors from the enemy vessel who were picked up some time after the action. No subsequent communication has been received from HMAS Sydney, and the Government regrets that she must be presumed lost.22



The nation was stunned. Of all the RAN ships which might be lost in the war, no-one thought that Sydney would possibly be among them. She seemed to have an aura of invincibility about her as former Navy Minister Billy Hughes remarked:

This magnificent ship had seemed to have a charmed life. She had run the gauntlet of the toughest fighting in the Mediterranean and escaped with not much more than a scratch on her paint. Everyone of her countrymen had thrilled to her exploits.



The war had come to Australia’s door-step. As a mark of respect, flags on all public buildings in Sydney were flown at half-mast on the morning of 1 December. The city had enjoyed a close association with the ship that had carried its name. The Lord Mayor, Alderman Stanley Crick, said that ‘the city has suffered the greatest heartache in its history’. An ‘HMAS Sydney Replacement Fund’ was launched in every capital city.23

The West Australian summed up the national sentiment:

The Sydney had a fighting record of which we are justifiably proud. Her fame has echoed round the world. It was not her fate to rust away. The grievous shock of her loss is tempered by the knowledge that she found a glorious end on the high seas in the service of a just cause; victorious in her defeat and defiant of the enemy to the last. It is for us to salute her heroes in final homage and to avenge them.24



The West Australian spoke for many who were critical of the government’s decision to withhold information:

There are doubtless some impatient murmurings at the delay in the official statement which gave rise to much rumour and heart-burning among the public as news of a serious action at sea was bruited about. But it will now be conceded by the fair-minded that Mr Curtin’s explanation [that there was a ‘remote yet not impossible eventuality of the Sydney still being afloat’] gives ample justification for withholding temporarily news the premature publication of which might have been of much value to the enemy.25



But the public continued to demand more information. The Navy was against disclosing anything further on operational grounds, and because interrogation of the Kormoran survivors had just started. However, in the absence of detailed information, rumours continued to circulate. Several of the newspapers contacted the Navy on 1 December wanting to know whether it was true that the wreck of Sydney had been found on the West Australian coast.26 The Prime Minister’s office was asked whether two raiders might have been involved in the loss of Sydney and could some survivors from the cruiser have been picked up by the second ship? Another editor asked: ‘From the viewpoint of bringing the war close to Australia and awakening national interest in perils likely for Australia, can place and date of action be revealed?’27 Because an enemy ship might have scheduled a rendezvous with Kormoran, Curtin decided against announcing any further details of the action.

On 4 December, the Acting Chief of Naval Staff, Commodore Durnford, attended a meeting of the War Cabinet and gave a reconstructed account of the action.28 As the account presented to the War Cabinet seemed so certain and very ‘matter of fact’, it formed the basis of a statement issued by Prime Minister Curtin later that day. The detailed information provided by Curtin was appreciated.

Curtin was obliged to relay further bad news to the Australian people before the day ended. 29 On 27 November, the sloop HMAS Parramatta had been sunk in the Mediterranean after a torpedo attack from the German submarine U-559, with heavy loss of life. Only 24 of her ship’s company of 160 had survived. The Bulletin said that ‘1 December will be remembered in the ports of the Commonwealth as the beginning of the worst week of mourning the RAN has known in its splendid history’.30

Despite the grief and sadness, the Navy was still faced with the responsibility of finding out what had happened in the Indian Ocean off Carnarvon on 19 November 1941.
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