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Explanatory notes




•  In explaining the narrative of Sunday, 31 May/Monday, 1 June 1942, not all the vessels in Sydney Harbour have been listed. They would number in the hundreds, given the night was largely the province of small craft that made quite an effective attack against the enemy.


•  There is some language in this book that may offend, in particular abbreviations commonly used for Japanese people in the Allied world during World War II. Editing such words out would alter the tone and intensity of the originator’s intent, so such changes have not been made.


•  Timings are given where necessary as per sourced official documents. Military forces worldwide, both then and now, use a 24-hour system. Instead of having possible confusion over which of two possible ‘o’clock’ is being referred to, 1 pm in the afternoon is referred to as 1300. Half past one is 1330, and so on. So 6 pm is 1800; 9 pm 2100, and so on until 0000, which is midnight. Normally, times are written with an ‘h’ after each time; this has been routinely omitted here.


•  Measurements using the Imperial system have not been modified.


•  The monetary system of the time is explained. This was shared across many countries of the British Empire. Its base unit was ‘pence’, which made up the ‘pound’. The pound, written with the symbol £, was divided into 20 shillings, and each shilling into 12 pence – making 240 pence to the pound.


•  Ship speed, both in World War II and today, is measured in knots. This is the number of nautical miles covered in an hour. A nautical mile is 1852 metres, or 1.852 kilometres. In the English measurement system, a nautical mile is 1.1508 miles, or 6076 feet.




Glossary




Depth charge: a canister full of explosive that was thrown or dropped over the side of a ship. Through setting a detonating ‘pistol’, the depth charge could be set to explode at a chosen depth, determined in World War II by the amount of water in an internal container, which filled as the depth charge dropped. Rails and throwing devices were used to launch the depth charges, which quite often weighed in the vicinity of a quarter ton or more.


Helmet diver: these divers used a (usually brass) helmet and a diving suit and were supplied with air from the surface. The modern underwater diver uses a device known as SCUBA, the acronym for Self-Contained Underwater Breathing Apparatus. The diver carries a tank on their back, as well as a regulator that supplies the air (not oxygen) to the diver. In World War II, this SCUBA device was largely unknown, and underwater work was the province of the helmet diver.


HMAS: Her (or His) Majesty’s Australian Ship


Mine: a sea-going bomb. The mine is a metal container filled with explosives, and it is designed to detonate when a ship either passes close by or touches it. Mines in World War II were tethered to the seabed, but sometimes they broke free to float aimlessly, meaning they were subject to wind and tide, and therefore might be as much of a hazard for their owner’s ships as those of the enemy.


Rank abbreviations: the custom used in this book is to use the full rank of a member of a country’s armed forces the first time that person is mentioned. However, the abbreviated versions of ranks as quoted from Service correspondence appear occasionally and are explained as follows: LS – Leading Seaman; PO – Petty Officer; CPO – Chief Petty Officer; SBLT – Sub-Lieutenant; LEUT – Lieutenant; LCDR – Lieutenant Commander; CMDR – Commander; CAPT – Captain; CDRE – Commodore; RADM – Rear Admiral; VADM – Vice Admiral.


Rank equivalents (as used in most country’s armed forces)






	Navy

	Army





	Commissioned officers

	





	Rear Admiral

	Major General





	Commodore

	Brigadier





	Captain

	Colonel





	Commander

	Lieutenant Colonel





	Lieutenant Commander

	Major





	Lieutenant (pronounced Liue-tenant)

	Captain





	Sub-Lieutenant

	Lieutenant (pronounced Lef-tenant)





	Midshipman

	2nd Lieutenant









The US term ‘Ensign’ – the equivalent of a sub-lieutenant – is sometimes erroneously used as a rank term to describe Japanese officers






	Navy

	Army





	Non-Commissioned officers





	Warrant Officer

	Warrant Officer (Class 1)





	Chief Petty Officer

	Warrant Officer (Class 2)





	Petty Officer

	Sergeant





	Soldier/trooper/sailor





	Leading Seaman

	Corporal





	Able Seaman

	Lance Corporal





	Seaman

	Private









The Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) was largely modelled on the (British) Royal Navy (RN), who had trained them from the late 19th century. The IJN had become a most competent fighting force by World War I, when they were an ally of Britain, and in turn its allies and dominions. For example, Japanese warships provided part of the escort for Australian ships on their way to Gallipoli. Therefore, much of their thinking and organisation aligns with both RN and the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) ideas.


RANR(S) and such terms: Since the formation of the force, Royal Australian Navy officers have been entitled to place letters after their name, signifying their naval commission. Full-time officers used RAN; officers who joined the Reserve used RANR or RANVR – for Volunteer Reserve; the latter being formed only during the war.


If an (S) was placed after the post-nominal of the latter, it signified the officer was a sea-going command officer, as opposed to other types such as a Supply Officer or Engineering Officer, who used an ‘E’. Colours in between the gold lace of their epaulettes of rank and jacket stripes denoted branches – for example, medical used red; engineers used purple.


The RANR officers, who were mainly men, closely connected with maritime affairs in their civilian work. They wore epaulettes of rank that used a wavy chain design instead of straight lines of lace; the RANVR used a wavy line. Naturally enough, the former became known as ‘the chain gang’ and the latter ‘the wavy navy’. Nowadays, the RAN has abolished all types of distinction, with merely a ‘part-time’ or ‘full-time’ distinction beginning to emerge, and the rank badges are identical.


Sonar: also known as ASDIC, this invention sends out a pulse of sound underwater, commonly known as a ‘ping’, which when reflected from an object, allows for the calculation of the object’s distance, largely due to the time taken for the sound to travel.


Torpedo: a long metal tube with an engine at one end and an explosive at the other end. Launched from a submarine, ship or aircraft, the torpedo travels towards its target at quite a high rate, when compared to ship speeds – usually 40 knots or more. In World War II, torpedoes became more technically advanced, with better performance to make them a more fearsome weapon.




Author’s note




I enjoy researching and writing military history to find out something new, or to overturn a myth that needs the story set right.


When my publisher suggested writing something for the 80th anniversary of the Sydney midget submarine raid of May/ June 1942, I thought there would be nothing more to be said. Three comprehensive books, by authors Jenkins, Carruthers and Grose, had seemingly covered the topic. But a little preliminary research illustrated that going back to the original records – and the original remains of the submarines – showed that there were indeed some mysteries to be solved, and some new aspects of the story.


First: it seems that there was considerable confusion as to the identity of the enemy reconnaissance flights over Sydney. Yes, amazingly, after two years into World War II, marked Japanese aircraft flew calmly over the target and reported back that there was something worth attacking. Not only that, but they did it more than once – and no one took a shot at them.


However, over the years, the story of those flights has stated that enemy ‘monoplanes’ surveyed the prize, but actually, the flights were made by ‘biplanes’.


The story, once analysed, is simple enough.


Midget 1 got tangled in the boom net stretched across the harbour and set off one of its demolition charges rather than be captured. The second submarine attacked with torpedoes, and one of them exploded, killing 21 people on board HMAS Kuttabul. It then escaped. The third submarine waited, and then entered to attack. It was unsuccessful and was sunk by our naval assets.


But here the counterattack by our own forces seems clearly understated. In particular, the patrol boat HMAS Yandra put up a sterling fight at the beginning of the night: chasing and ramming and depth-charging this submarine as it tried to enter Sydney Harbour. In another small but unknown story of the defending forces, there was also a collision by HMAS Faile with the same midget submarine.


Later, two more patrol vessels – HMAS Steady Hour and HMAS Seamist – further damaged this midget so that even though it tried to launch its torpedoes, it couldn’t. The achievement of those three attacking vessels can’t be overstated, for if that submarine – later to be sunk in Taylors Bay – had successfully launched torpedos at either of the cruisers USS Chicago or HMAS Canberra, the loss of life would have been in the many hundreds, rather than the tragic enough death of 21 sailors who died in the earlier Kuttabul explosion.


Mind you, that seems to be generally left out of previous narratives.


Second: the efforts of both civilian and naval personnel by the hundreds, who on this night were brave in the extreme. At the basic level of sailor and junior officer – most of them Reservists – the Navy did extremely well, although there was the proposal later of a court-martial for one who failed. The efforts of a Maritime Services Board watchman, who basically went and almost knocked hello on the side of a submarine tangled in the boom net was the stuff of Boy’s Own adventure stories – but it happened.


Given all of this, why were there absolutely no bravery decorations given out – and why is that still the case today?


That case will be argued here with a vengeance.


Third: the successes and failures of the Japanese submariners will be examined anew. They were at once brave but frustrated in their attack. Basically, they were not trained enough to succeed. Therefore, they made some fundamental mistakes. With the aid of a modern expert submariner, their attack profiles will be analysed.


Fourth: the massive failure on the part of the British and American commanders will also be analysed. Both prior to the attack and during it, the actions of Rear Admiral Muirhead-Gould DSC RN, the Sydney naval officer in charge, and Captain Howard Bode USN of the USS Chicago, made huge errors. In fact, they should have been pursued for their errors.


Captain Bose, amazingly, called off the gun attack his officers had directed against the submarine, which sank the Kuttabul. Muirhead-Gould, who was an expert in protecting harbours against submarine attack, presided over a harbour that had large open channels at the end of the boom net, which was supposed to close the harbour off to submarine penetration. He failed to prepare or train his anti-submarine ships beforehand. And on the night of the action, he failed to make several crucial decisions.


Fifth: there seems to be a fair bit that has gone missing from the submarine wrecks. Analysis will show that if we section off what was recovered into five parts for each vessel – as that was what they could be broken down into – then one-sixth of what was brought up from the seabed in 1942 is missing. Where are these pieces of a very unusual World War II battle? Many parts of the two recovered submarines have also been souvenired off around Australia.


And lastly: there seems to be some confusion to be resolved over one of the most important relics of the attack: the sword of one of the submariners, which was taken on board into battle, may indeed be not that of Lieutenant Chuma, but that of Lieutenant Matsuo.


The book finishes with a description of the rest of the eastern seaboard battle through World War II, and the revelation of some capable research that reveals another Japanese submarine that lies undiscovered off Australia’s coast.


The midget submarine raid was only the beginning of part of Australia’s war closer to home in which full-sized Japanese submarines would play a lethal part as they preyed on Australia’s coastal shipping.




Chapter 1










A quiet Sunday night in Sydney




It was a Sunday night in Sydney, 1942, in the most populated city in Australia, and it was two and half years into World War II. Despite the country having entered the conflict in September 1939, the war – in many places – had little impact. Certainly, if you were one of the bereaved families grieving the loss of the nation’s most famous Navy cruiser, HMAS Sydney, with its 645 crew, then it had hit home. Or if you had lost a loved one in one of the northern towns recently bombed by the Japanese, then it hurt. Or perhaps your family member had been shot down in flames in the many aircraft lost in Europe or killed or taken prisoner in the failed attempts to hold Greece and Crete from German invasion.


But in the southern cities and towns, many people seemed untouched by the war. In fact, many Australians seemed to know little about it, and they couldn’t care less. Returning servicemen, who were home for a ship refit, leave or a new posting, were often shocked at the peoples’ complacent attitudes, peacetime mentalities, and their lack of wanting to beat the enemy.


Sydney Harbour is one of the most magnificent places in the world. Entry to it is through a narrow channel between steep cliffs, but once inside, it opens into a huge water port, with beaches, blue water, and the occasional scenic island. In 1942, the harbour was, as it is now, dominated by the huge bridge, which the locals dubbed ‘the coat-hanger’, after its shape. Motor cars and trucks streamed across it, punctuated by the occasional train. The harbour waters were cut by ferries transporting passengers from the northern side of the harbour to work and back, as the south was where most business lay.
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Sydney Harbour Bridge at its opening on 19 March 1932. The harbour waters were routinely cut by a busy fleet of ferries. (Public domain)


On weekends – one having just finished on the fateful night of 31 May – there were a myriad of sailing craft decorating the sparkling blue water with their white sails. To be an Australian was a good and great thing, for many but not all its citizens, because this was a prosperous nation ‘riding on the sheep’s back’ – as was the saying – with the country’s wealth centred around wool and mining, as well as dairy and agricultural crops. The enormous geographical sprawl of the nation, around the same size as the United States, had been opened up by modern shipping and aviation, and Australia had to a certain extent survived the Great Depression of the 1930s.
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The war had begun in Europe, and spread world-wide. German dictator Adolf Hitler consults a geographical survey map with his general staff including Heinrich Himmler (left) and Martin Bormann (right) in 1939. (Public domain)


In late 1939, World War II had made an impact, but conflict once more against Germany was very far away. As part of the British Empire, the troops had gone off once more, but this time, instead of being focused mainly on Army forces, the Navy and Air Force had contributed in proportion. Royal Australian Navy ships had fought with distinction in the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, and airmen were flying with the Royal Air Force. Under Hitler, the Germans had seemed successful at first, but now with the USSR turning against the Nazis, many thought that perhaps there would be more Allied achievements in Europe.


[image: ]


1940s sailors hamming it up for the camera. Leading Seaman Stoker Francis Pipe (centre) pictured with mates from HMAS Sydney, probably leaving or joining the ship. Pipe was posted off before the Sydney’s last fatal voyage. (Courtesy Steven Pipe)


The entry of Japan into the war in December and the bombing of Pearl Harbor was more concerning, and the fall of Singapore in February was alarming for those with an understanding of the implications of this major strategic defeat. But notwithstanding these disasters, the World War II had seemed a remote thing.


On this Sunday evening, as winter approached, the war was far away from Sydney, or so it seemed.


However, all of that was about to change.


The quiet was broken by an explosion in the harbour entrance. After midnight came another, this one seemingly near Garden Island, where an immense ‘dry dock’ was being built. Indeed, there were patrolling naval forces in the harbour – launches and patrol boats – and while the naval personnel were involved, civilians could only hear and see what looked like action rather than accident. A myriad of ships moved through the night, and as morning approached, there were more explosions. Stories and rumours circulated of sightings made by keen-eyed observers: periscopes cutting the surface of the water. As dawn approached, the small ships could be seen as they charged through the water in pursuit in one of the bays, using depth charges – explosive barrels dropped from their sterns.


War had indeed come to Sydney, and the southern states of Australia would change as a result forever.




Chapter 2










A world at war




Some historians like to argue that there was not a World War I, and then a World War II, but rather a continuous conflict that stretched out from 1914 to 1945.


It’s an interesting argument. The totalitarian concept – a centralised dictatorship – that spread its authority beyond its borders was prevalent enough in the march of Germany in what was originally called ‘the Great War’. If you asked any Belgian or Frenchman what he thought, he would probably tell you in no uncertain terms how angry he was with the German forces that had swept through both countries.


The rows and rows of dead in the cemeteries in both countries are testimony to what happened in the first conflict. However, the aggressor had been defeated, even if it had cost the lives of millions. Thousands of them were Australians. And in far greater numbers were the British, whose irreplaceable British Expeditionary Force – their professional fighting elite army – had been almost wiped out early in the war. Millions more were replacements who had also paid the price of the battles that had bogged down into lines ‘from sea to sea’, as some put it – the Western Front in France.


The French fought an existential war to save their country from again being defeated, as it had been in 1870. It took the lives of a generation of young Frenchmen to ensure that the German Army did not occupy Paris again. The British Empire had paid dearly, and its dominions had joined the mother country in their numerous dead. Tens of thousands of Indians, Australians, New Zealanders, Canadians and South Africans never returned to their homelands. Australia alone lost 60,000 killed in action or died of wounds.


The rows of dead swelled with men from the United States too, and some historians argue that the ability of the United States to provide an endless resupply of men and equipment, rather than the actual battles they fought in 1918, had been a major turning point on the road to final victory.


Twenty years later, in 1939, it seemed unbelievable to many that this would happen all over again. There was a term for stopping it without fighting – appeasement – and now that lay broken on the ground, marched over by the jackboots of the German Army. Appeasement had become a term of derision for those who opposed giving in to Hitler’s endless demands for more territory and more concessions. The concepts of Germany not having a submarine fleet or an air force had been pushed aside, along with anyone who stood in Hitler’s way.
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Proclaiming “peace for our time”, British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, landing at Heston aerodrome on 30 September 1938 after his Munich meeting with Hitler. While it bought time for the British to build up their armaments, it also did the same for Germany. (Public domain)


Along with these demands came another more silent requirement: that other countries should look away while the Third Reich behaved badly – with increasing ferocity – towards its own people. It took property off Jews, pushed them and several other groups it didn’t like – including gypsies, homosexuals, and criminals – into camps, and it prepared to take the world to a war that would dwarf the previous conflict in terms of fatalities and geographical spread.


This new war started quietly enough for the Allies. Poland was invaded, and the British Empire and the French – with some other small Allies joining in – declared war. Germany bided its time in the west of Europe, but ominous signs of troop build-up suggested they would soon move further. But the first thing the Royal Air Force dropped on German forces in 1939 were leaflets, suggesting that aggressive moves would not be tolerated, and that forces moving west towards France should return home. The leaflet drops were met with derision. Later, more aggressive attacks with bombers showed how underprepared the British were: the loss rates due to navigation errors and mechanical failures were appalling.


Winter at the end of 1939 slowed matters, and in fact, the first months of the war in Europe gained a nickname of ‘The Phoney War’ – American slang for a falsehood. But when the Germans struck, they did so hard. The British by then, as they had done in 1914, had landed a force in France, but along with the French Army it was out manoeuvred, overmatched and forced into a series of retreats. The evacuation from Dunkirk saved the British Army, but soon the RAF was fighting for the country’s life in the Battle of Britain.


German U-Boats – submarines – were dominating the Atlantic Ocean, and slowly there and on land, fiercer engagements took place between the Allied countries and the Axis Powers, for Germany had been joined by Italy, similarly ruled by a totalitarian Fascist party under Benito Mussolini. The war, by now, was not going well. The conflict had begun to counter German aggression, under the Nazi Party, when it invaded other European countries.


While beginning to concentrate more on the oceans nearer to home, Australian naval forces had fought well in the Mediterranean and the Atlantic, and the RAN had expanded tremendously in size and capability. A high point had been the engagement of the cruiser HMAS Sydney and several British destroyers in sinking the Italian cruiser Bartolomeo Colleoni. The lowest point of the war for the RAN had quickly followed, however, when the Sydney was lost with all 645 crew off Western Australia in a battle with the German raider Kormoran. A few weeks later, on 6 December 1941, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, catapulting the United States into the war.
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The Sydney Harbour boom net defence later in the war. When the Japanese submarines arrived there were gaps at both ends. (Public domain)


The United States had formerly remained apart, with a strong internal isolationist lobby remembering the price paid when the United States entered World War I; although other voices pointed out strongly that Hitler would not stop at dominating Europe, but rather wanted the Western world under Third Reich control. Now with the Pearl Harbor attack1 widely regarded as underhand, the United States was awake and furious. The tone of the war was now fiercely aggressive in the United States and had been so since the surprise attack on the Hawaii base, which enraged most of its citizenry, including the armed forces. Now they wanted to strike back:


In a US movie theatre in North Carolina, when the commencement of the war was announced, all of the Marines present burst into their anthem ‘From the Halls of Montezuma’; threw their hats in the air, and then ‘snake danced in the aisles’, according to one of their officers, who pondered: ‘do the Japs know what they have started – if they could see the reactions of the Marines?’2


With her forces now engaged in the Pacific, US Navy Admiral William Halsey exhibited this new-found mood of national aggression in his characteristically blunt way to any Navy personnel landing at the island of Tulagi. A large sign proclaimed: ‘Kill Japs. Kill Japs. Kill More Japs. You will help to kill the yellow bastards if you do your job well.’3


The Japanese did extremely well at first. They hit hard at the Philippines, were already involved in China, and they quickly overran various Asian countries, including strongpoints of the Allied presence. The British fortress of Singapore collapsed, taking down with it thousands of British and Australian military personnel, dead, missing or captured.


On 19 February 1942, the Japanese struck at Darwin, killing 236 people and sinking 11 ships.4 Air raids were to continue for the next two years across all of northern Australia. The Imperial Japanese Navy then began an effective campaign against shipping off the east Australian coast, with a grand strategy of isolating the country; as a retired IJN officer explained post-war, they aimed ‘to cut the shipping lanes between the US and Australia’. 5 However, the Japanese were fought to a draw in the Battle of the Coral Sea, then defeated at Midway in June 1942. But it would take another three years before they were pushed back to the Home Islands and totally defeated with the A-bombs – a necessary attack that over the decades since has grown in controversy.6
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A poster, widely circulated in Australia during the war, designed to alarm the population into motivating them more for the country’s defence. (Public domain)


In May 1942, the Imperial Japanese forces were at the height of their powers. For Australia, it was the year when the country was very aware of the possibility of being cut off from supply by sea and defeated. In March, it had lost the sloop HMAS Yarra, and the cruiser HMAS Perth.


Soon, however, the Navy’s hastily acquired smallest ships – the fighting patrol craft of Sydney – would see their finest hour.







1 Pearl Harbor was attacked on 6 December, but at the same time, Japan attacked USA forces in the Philippines and in various other geographical locations on the other side of the international dateline. From Australia’s perspective, Pearl Harbor was assaulted on 7 December.


2 Astor, Gerald. Operation Iceberg: the Invasion and Conquest of Okinawa in World War II. New York: Donald I. Fine, 1995. (p. 414)


3 Donovan, Robert J. PT109, John F. Kennedy in World War II. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1961. (p. 30)


4 See the same author’s Carrier Attack, and for older children and young adults, Australia Remembers 4: the Bombing of Darwin. The number of people killed in the first raids remained hazy for many years, but eventually sterling work by the NT Library, particularly by staff member John Richards, confirmed the total dead on the Australia side at 236. The Japanese lost four, possibly five, aircraft with two aircrew dying. This number was evened over the next two years as raids continued, with a probable 1672 Allied war fatalities, balanced by several hundred deaths from Japanese aircrew crashes; the 80 and 86 in the submarines I-124 and I-178, and of course the six who died in the midget submarine raid.


5 SBS. Sydney at War – the Untold Story. SBS, 2005. Lieutenant Teji Yamiki of the IJN.


6 See the same author’s Atomic Salvation – How the A-Bombs Saved the Lives of 32 Million People – Big Sky Publishing.




Chapter 3










How did it come to this?




The attack sequence had actually started the previous day to that fateful Sunday night; although incredibly, its beginnings had gone unnoticed by anyone.


Out at sea, a small flotilla of enemy submarines had assembled. Five large ‘fleet’ submarines of the Imperial Japanese Navy had made their way, undetected, down Australia’s eastern coast. Japan had entered the war the previous December, with its strike on Pearl Harbor. Its submarines had been in action across the Pacific, and now five of them had been ordered south to carry out an attack on Sydney.


In fact, five submarines meant eight. Three of them carried on their upper aft hulls – behind the conning tower – a smaller, ‘midget’ submarine. They were, in the old Imperial measurement, 80 feet, or 27 metres long. Designed for a two-man crew, they were not powered by diesel-electric engines, as their motherships were, but solely by electric batteries.


The other two fleet submarines carried an aircraft each. Housed in a small watertight cylindrical hangar, these floatplanes were designed with folding wings and a tail. To operate the aircraft, the submarine surfaced.


The Japanese built hundreds of midget submarines during the war. Many were used successfully, but the majority did not achieve their aim. As with the kamikaze aircraft, the principle was the same – one, two or a few men on a suicidal mission might achieve what a bigger and more noticeable attack could not. However, although the implicit design of the early models of the midgets was in fact not suicidal, the nature of their missions meant that very few returned to their ‘mothercraft’ – larger submarines that carried them to within effective range of their targets.


Five Type A midget submarines took part in the Pearl Harbor raid. Launched near the entrance to the Harbor the night before the attack, one was spotted and sunk by USS Ward in the first combat action of the new theatre of war. At least one submarine entered the harbor and was later sunk by USS Monaghan. Another, Ha-19, unsuccessful in its attempts, drifted around to the east coast of Oahu and was captured there a day later.
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Rear Admiral Muirhead-Gould of the RN, who would preside over but not prepare Sydney Harbour’s defences. (Navy)


Three of the five Pearl Harbor midget submarines have been salvaged. Monaghan’s submarine was buried in a landfill shortly after its recovery. The other two are on exhibit, Ha-19 at Fredericksburg, Texas, and the other, found in 1960, in Eta Jima, Japan. One was located in 2002 in 400 metres of water about five miles off the mouth of Pearl Harbor.


The port of Sydney was prepared in some ways, but definitely not in others. Presiding over the defence – or lack of them – was Rear Admiral Gerard Charles Muirhead-Gould DSC RN, who was on loan from the Royal Navy since February 1940. As will be seen, he was the ideal officer to protect a port from enemy submarine attack. But many servicemen who had been in the fight and seen the scale of harbour defences in other parts of the world were surprised at the complacency of those responsible for the defence of Sydney and its harbour. A listening system to detect the sound of submarines was in place on the harbour bottom as were defence nets hanging from boom lines on the surface. But the best description is that barriers to entry were still incomplete. In particular, the boom nets were too short in length and therefore possible to get around undetected by a determined aggressor on a moonless night.


Lieutenant Herb Kriloff was on board USS Robert E Preston, a destroyer converted to seaplane tender that had escaped the first Darwin raid, albeit with most of her stern shot to bits. They had journeyed to Perth, then Adelaide, and then to Melbourne – in each port there weren’t sufficient facilities to repair their ship. Finally, they arrived in Sydney, where for at least their first week:


… we stayed at anchor, continued to man guns, as if we were alone at sea. We stood battle watches, including the watch on the fo’c’sle for slipping anchor. It would take time to wind down. Elsewhere in this harbour, no one seemed concerned. They thought the war was still a million miles away.1


… there was no flap, no sense of urgency. This, in spite of the fact the Japanese advance could not be halted, that they had many aircraft, surface ships, and submarines, all threats to a city of this magnitude. 2
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The freighter Neptuna explodes at the Darwin wharf during the 19th February air raid. Even this massive attack by 188 Japanese aircraft failed to galvanise the southern population. (Lewis Collection)




Captain John Collins was the hero of the Royal Australian Navy. His force of HMAS Sydney and several RN destroyers had sunk the Italian cruiser Bartolomeo Colleoni in July 1940. He was not amused by the slack reception his cruiser received when returning to her home port for a refit in 1941. Captain Collins was trying to manoeuvre the ship into Cockatoo Island:


It is essential to get a wire out from the bows to the nose of the dock as soon as the ship is positioned, otherwise she will blow down on shoal water. Out went the heaving lines but the dockyard riggers refused to handle them. There was some dispute on about the time allowed for washing hands after breakfast! We had lowered boats on approaching the dock and thus were able to get our own hands ashore to man the wires before it was too late. We were not amused by our welcome to Cockatoo Island.3


The Commanding Officer, WC Ford, of the destroyer USS Perkins, who was in Sydney Harbour during the submarine raid, later wrote a scathing criticism of his own United States Navy (USN).4 It is an interesting analysis for both its honesty, and in that the writer, reporting only to his own navy, had no need to embellish the facts or conceal them – and there is a fair amount of both in some of the ‘official’ Australian and American reporting of the time:




The fact that there is no net at the entrance to the harbor [there was, but there were openings at each end, which negated its usefulness] and ferries were continually coming through this entrance made it a very simple matter for submarines to get into Sydney Harbor. Until a net is provided this procedure can be repeated with facility. The only protection actually afforded was the warning given by the sound detectors that submarines were entering harbor but this in no way prevented their entrance. The torpedo which sank the ferry passed close aboard the CHICAGO’s stern and close aboard the PERKINS’ bow and only had a small chance of missing.


It was good fortune rather than good harbor defense [sic]which prevented great damage. Garden island was brilliantly illuminated with high floodlights which were not extinguished until after the submarine had fired and provided an excellent background for vessels moored to the buoys. The rest of the city was fairly well blacked out.


That the Japanese were about was evident enough. They had attacked the north of the country, with both submarines and aircraft, and they were continuing to raid there on a regular basis. Their presence was steadily moving south. Jim Nelson, a NAB coxswain aboard patrol vessel HMAS Lolita – to figure prominently in the raid – recalled that they would often go upstream into Lane Cove and the Parramatta River to investigate reports of submarines. These often consisted of sightings of periscopes that Jim said consisted of ‘a tall stick held upright with three sake bottles full of sand, let go by the Japanese Navy’. 5 It was a common enough device used to confuse and harass the enemy – in this case, us.
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HMAS Sydney in 1941 on her return to Sydney Harbour following her triumphs overseas. She was sunk in action off WA in November 1941 by the German raider Kormoran, with the loss of all her 645 men. (Navy)


Before we study the detail of the battle though, the world into which we are plunging is a strange and complex one: the world of the naval warrior. What follows are some chapters detailing that strange and fascinating environment, and that too of the submarine – a weird wonder weapon that had only been fighting for less than a hundred years. Then we will return to a minute-by-minute analysis of what some have called the Battle of Sydney Harbour.





1 Kriloff, Herb. Officer of the Deck. Adelaide: Avonmore Books, 2012. (p. 178)


2 Kriloff, Herb. Officer of the Deck. Adelaide: Avonmore Books, 2012. (p. 181)


3 Collins, John. As Luck Would Have It. Angus and Robertson: Sydney, 1965. (p. 97)


4 Ford, WC, USN. ‘Report of action with enemy submarines on May 31, 1942.’ Copy held at the Sea Power Centre, Canberra.


5 SBS. Sydney at War – the Untold Story. SBS, 2005.




Chapter 4










The development of the fighting warship








Surface warships




The concept of the surface warship may be said to have two fundamental starting dates. These are the period of the rowed surface ship dating back some thousands of years, or the age of fighting sail, which some may argue started at the Battle of Sluys in 1340, where the fleet of Edward III defeated the French.


The rowed ship was an oared vessel sometimes rowed by its crew, and sometimes by galley slaves. Various types existed, including the bireme, and the trireme, with two or three banks of oars. Weapons consisted of the onboard soldiers’ small arms, so that could include missile devices such as the short bow (which preceded the 12th century longbow), spears, tridents, javelins, slings and so on. These would be backed up by the swords and shields of the soldiers and their other personal edged and club weapons, such as knives, battleaxes, maces and mauls.


The ships were not armed with anything very significant except often a ram, which projected underwater from the bow. The common method of fighting was to try to ram your opponent, shower them with missiles, and then board, with hand-to-hand combat deciding the victor. ‘Greek fire’, a liquid made largely from naphtha and thrown from some sort of tube, was a short-range naval weapon developed around the 7th century in the Byzantine Empire, and it was effective at setting fire to anything that would burn.


Strategy – planning where and when how best to fight – seems to have played only a small part in galley combat. However, there are exceptions, such as the Battle of Salamis, in 480 BC. There the Greek Themistocles lured his Persian (Iraqi) enemies into waters of his own choosing, which were narrow and shallow. He further surprised the enemy commander Xerxes by having taught his sailors to swim – unusual, and not anticipated by the Persians – and sowed rumours that the Greeks would collapse through poor morale. The combination of surprise methods resulted in a victory for the Greeks.








Fighting sail




Wind-powered warships reached their zenith at Trafalgar, but they had been a presence at sea for hundreds of years before 1805. The Battle of Sluys was fought between such warships, which generally had a series of masts – sometimes four, but often three, and square-rigged sails. The sail arrangement meant these ships could not sail into the wind to a great degree; however, through the years, their commanders worked out various methodologies for getting the most out of their craft.


Over time, decks were added to the open hull arrangement of the Viking longboat style, and eventually around 1450 guns could be fired – generally from the sides of the ships, although bow and stern chasers were later added. Decks were added and the ships became bigger and heavier. One ship that became perhaps too big for her design was the Mary Rose, a warship of Henry VIII’s fleet that capsized one day in windy conditions.


The fighting tactics of the sailing ship originally seem to have been much the same as those employed by galleys, which themselves survived until the mid-1800s. However, ‘cannonade to sink’ gradually drew alongside the ‘close, grapple and board in the smoke’ tactics until it became the preferred method of fighting between warships. Although the taking of prizes has always been very much a feature of (especially Western) naval warfare, the destruction of an enemy fleet was sometimes necessary. For example, Nelson’s strategy before Trafalgar was to seek the destruction of the French fleet, because without it, the proposed invasion of Britain by French troops in flat-bottomed boats could not take place.


The weapons of the surface fleet, as has been outlined, gradually became the big gun, generically and inaccurately known as ‘cannon’ today. In fact, many classes of the great gun, as they were sometimes known, existed. A work entitled The Gunner, by Robert Norton, published in 1628, gave classes of guns as follows: cannons, periers, culverins and mortars. Most of these were brass guns, with some made of cast iron.


The classes are explained as:


•  cannons – heavy-shotted, medium-range guns


•  periers – medium-shotted, short-range guns


•  culverins – light-shotted, long-range guns
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