

[image: img11cd992a532a]




TEDDY SHEEAN VC


A Selfless Act of Valour


TOM LEWIS










Copyright © Tom Lewis


First published 2021


This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without written permission.



All inquiries should be made to the publishers.



Big Sky Publishing Pty Ltd


PO Box 303, Newport, NSW 2106, Australia


Phone: 1300 364 611


Fax: (61 2) 9918 2396


Email: info@bigskypublishing.com.au


Web: www.bigskypublishing.com.au



Cover design and typesetting: Think Productions 



[image: ]




TEDDY SHEEAN VC


A Selfless Act of Valour










[image: img01dceb366192]


TOM LEWIS




Contents












	Explanatory Notes





	
Foreword: His Excellency General the Honourable David Hurley AC DSC (Retd) 





	
Chapter 1: A Brave and Determined Hero 





	
Chapter 2: Teddy Sheean’s Naval World 





	Chapter 3: A Fighting Family 





	Chapter 4: Induction and Training





	Chapter 5: The Development of Warships and Guns at Sea





	
Chapter 6: The Corvettes 





	
Chapter 7: To Darwin Deployed 





	
Chapter 8: The Final Fight of 1 December 1942 





	Chapter 9: A Tragic Finale





	
Chapter 10: Of Decorations Denied, and Survivors Massacred? 





	
Chapter 11: Of Victoria Crosses and Inconsistency 





	
Chapter 12: Incompetence or Malevolence? 





	
Chapter 13: The Long Fight to a VC 





	Afterword: Keith Payne VC, AM





	
Appendix 1a 





	Appendix 1b





	Appendix 2





	
Endnotes 





	Bibliography





	Acknowledgements





	Other books by the same author






















To Chris A and Chris B




Explanatory Notes








There is some language in this book which 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 world-wide, 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 13.00. Half past one is 13.30, and so on. So 6 pm is 18.00; 9 pm is 21.00, and so on until 00.00, 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.
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His Excellency General the Honourable David John Hurley AC DSC (Retd)






Foreword








During the investiture ceremony for Ordinary Seaman Edward ‘Teddy’ Sheean VC, I asked those in attendance and the many Australians watching from home why one young man’s bravery continues to resonate 78 years after he sacrificed his life to try and save his shipmates.


The answer, I believe is fourfold.


Firstly, because of the backdrop against which the action occurred. When Australia was at war and under threat, Teddy Sheean and so many like him stepped up to serve their country.


Secondly, because of Teddy himself: by all accounts fiercely loyal, charismatic, popular and bursting with confidence. Memorable to those that knew him but not unique. We all know someone like this − they are our sons or daughters, our brothers or sisters, our friends − and this familiarity is another reason Teddy’s story continues to resonate.


Thirdly, because of the action itself. Where the ordinary turns to extraordinary and because in a moment, Teddy Sheean exemplified the characteristics that our first Anzacs left us: mateship, endurance, courage and sacrifice.


Finally, Teddy’s story resonates because of those who have carried it forward. The family, the shipmates and the community who never let him be forgotten — whose persistence culminated in the awarding of the Victoria Cross for Australia.




In short, the story of Ordinary Seaman Edward ‘Teddy’ Sheean VC resonates because as Australians we continue to see — and hope to see — part of Teddy in the world around us: selflessness, loyalty and honour.


It is a story worth remembering and honouring.


On behalf of all Australians I acknowledge his remarkable service, gallantry and sacrifice. May we all remember it, honour it and learn from it.



His Excellency General the Honourable


David Hurley AC DSC (Retd)


Governor-General of the Commonwealth of Australia






Chapter 1





A BRAVE AND DETERMINED HERO


No-one will ever know what made him do it. Teddy Sheean was part of the evacuation of his warship, the corvette sinking fast while around it swarmed Japanese aircraft, shooting with abandon. Teddy turned back to his gun, an Oerlikon 20mm anti-aircraft cannon with a broad leather strap to secure the gunner. He began firing ...


He was a long way from home, in tropical waters north of Darwin, Australia, many thousands of kilometres from his home state of Tasmania. But he had decided to do more than his duty.


Warfare is full of difficult decisions, some of which lead to death and destruction. But the sinking of HMAS Armidale was a particularly painful tragedy, and yet it contained scores of heroic actions, of which Sheean’s last stand was but one.


A tragedy is often seen as such because it is preventable: Hamlet’s death in Shakespeare’s play of the same name is tragic because he nearly succeeds in his quest for life and for answers, and in Romeo and Juliet the tragic element is not that the lovers are so young when they

 die − that is merely sad − but because of the situation where Juliet thinks Romeo has died, but he has not, and so takes her own life.


Armidale was under attack by several bombers and fighters. After narrowly avoiding a vertical bomb from above, the corvette was hit by two torpedoes that slammed into her hull.
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“The Oerlikon Gunner”, a sketch in a WWII Navy book designed to encourage interest in the forces. This is what Teddy Sheean would have been firing in his last action. (HMAS II)




The explosions were massive. Many personnel were killed in the area of impact. Armidale began sinking fast. The ‘abandon ship’ order was given, and sailors began to lower the ship’s boats and to jettison Carley floats and rafts. Now, the Japanese aircraft began to circle and machinegun those men in the water.


One survivor wrote later:


Teddy died, but none of us who survived, I am sure, will ever forget his gallant deed ... When the order ‘abandon ship’ was given, he made for the side, only to be hit twice by the bullets of an attacking Zero. None of us will ever know what made him do it, but he went back to his gun, strapped himself in, and brought down a Jap plane, still firing as he disappeared beneath the waves.


This book describes the last stand of Teddy Sheean, Tasmanian Hero, in detail. The circumstances of his fight are what earned a Victoria Cross in many similar circumstances. But not this time. Why not? And what of the man, his ship, and the times? Were Australia’s naval men of World War II honoured appropriately?


No, they were not. This book explores the times, the reasonings and rationales, and asks questions. The final one is: why did it take nearly 80 years − and a monumental fight − for Teddy Sheean to be rewarded with a Victoria Cross.






Chapter 2









TEDDY SHEEAN’S NAVAL WORLD




There is a huge difference between the surroundings at sea for a World War II naval sailor and those of today.


In understanding Teddy Sheean’s world, we need to grasp the realities of what he and his shipmates faced: a much tougher and more demanding environment than that experienced by modern navy members.


Naval service in 1930s and 1940s Australia was popular. A successful applicant entered a world that not only offered pay and all living requirements, it gave its people the chance to travel interstate and overseas; to see exotic peoples and countries; to experience the excitement of being at sea and exercising a warship’s weapons.


All of this was a vast contrast to normal occupations that usually would see a youngster grow up and find work in the same town or city, marry there, raise a family and grow old and die.


Transport in the 1930s and 1940s − the period which this book

 discusses − was rare and expensive: most families didn’t own a motor vehicle, and indeed it was only the invention of the bicycle that gave men of the 19th century a new opportunity to visit a distant village for courting purposes.
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WWII sailors Stoker Second Class Keith William Trenbath (right), of Wickham, NSW, and an unidentified Australian sailor. (Navy)




Communications were also not what they were today: the telephone or telegraph cost a considerable amount of money to use; letters took months to travel between countries, and weeks between the Australian states.


Joining the Australian armed forces between the wars was a relatively safe career choice. The forces had suffered reductions in the period following the Great War − not then known as ‘World War I’ until the second global conflict started in 1939. The world-wide Great Depression of the 1930s had also seen hardship across the world’s nations, with millions out of work, and very little provided in the way of social service support. But people were attracted to the forces not only as a job prospect, but also because they were proud of their country and wanted to defend it if necessary.


As the clouds of war gathered in the late 1930s it became obvious that the Australian Navy was once again going to fight at sea, against a skilled, dedicated and very modern German force, with the prospect of other nations − Italy and Japan, for example − thrown in. In September 1939, when the war began with a solemn announcement by the British Prime Minister that owing to Germany’s invasion of other countries the British Empire would fight, it brought bitter memories flooding back for millions of people who had lost family members 20 years previously.


The more than 60,000 deaths Australia had endured in the Great War were a vivid memory to anyone aged over 25, and so too were the cenotaphs to be found in every settlement, as were the annual reminders of loss and sacrifice on Anzac Day in April and



 Remembrance Day in November. This was a time when everyone was touched by the still grieving parents, wives and siblings of those lost in battle. The war’s wounded − blinded and maimed servicemen − were to be often seen in Australian towns.


But just as they do now, most young people thought death or injury ‘couldn’t happen to me’, and in general the forces faced no difficulties in recruitment. Regular pay, food, shelter, and free clothing were a strong inducement during the Great Depression when all of these were in short supply. Comradeship and a sense of purpose were also reasons for joining up. When war came, most young recruits wanted to ‘do their bit‘ to beat the Nazis and their allies, and they joined for ‘three years or the duration’. 1


To join the navy as a sailor, as Teddy Sheean did, meant an interview, paperwork, and a physical examination. Some naval personnel joined as Reservists pre-war; others joined once the conflict had started, but the procedure was the same. A letter would eventually arrive, commanding one’s presence at a nearby seaport or capital city. A Travel Warrant was enclosed, entitling the happy beneficiary to begin a life where expenses were paid by the government. Through various interconnected trains and buses, travelling for days, and sometimes weeks, the new navy recruit made his way to the ‘training depot’.


This was HMAS Cerberus, a naval base on the Mornington Peninsula south of Melbourne, but sometimes sailors completed at least some training in their nearest capital − Teddy Sheen and his friend Max Bird did exactly that in Hobart’s HMAS Derwent before travelling to the mainland.
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Work on board HMAS Koompartoo in Darwin in WWII. A sailor’s life was full of duties such as loading all sort of freight, cleaning, and maintaining a variety of equipment. (Author collection)


The training was both comprehensive and strict. Sailors were shouted at night and day, by all of those who staffed the training establishment, with the exception of lofty individuals such as warrant officers, chief petty officers, and the occasional rare commissioned officer. They rarely raised their voices − that was beneath them − but they had staff who hectored the trainees on their behalf.




The trainees were the lowest of the low, and they were made to realise it. They began as recruits but could look forward to promotion to what today are known as seaman, able seaman, leading seaman, and then the non-commissioned officer positions of Petty Officer and above. (In those days, the rank structure was slightly different − for example, Teddy’s eventual rank of Ordinary Seaman does not exist in today’s RAN.)


The training centres were staffed by all of those above the rank of Recruit, and their word was law, backed up by a complicated and finely detailed system of military rules, which could be employed to fine, detain, imprison − and in theory, in wartime, even execute transgressors.


Striking the rank above you, for example, was a considerable offence, and one never overlooked. For young men who thought nothing of a physical fight − more the norm then than it is today − that was both a shock and a restraint. Physical violence directed downwards was plentiful though, and this ‘informal punishment’ was known as ‘being taken behind the gun’, with a few others of the instructor’s equivalent rank to back up their colleague’s instruction.


That is not to say that the trainees’ education was repressive − far from it. It was a tough physical world though, but it just reflected the world outside the Navy. Physical violence in the 1930s was part of everyday society: schools used canes and straps to beat children, and husbands ‘slapped around’ their wives, who often thought it normal albeit unpleasant. Young men fought physically

 all the time and such ‘rough-housing’ was seen as being a part of normal behaviour. Two men who fell out were encouraged to ‘get in the ring’ and a circle of onlookers formed, often cat-calling derisive insults depending on whose side they were on. Side-bets were common.


For the two participants, it wasn’t so much of whether you won, but how much ‘pluck’ you showed, and whether you observed the rules of the fight. For example, hitting ‘below the belt’ with a clenched fist was thought very low behaviour, or in fact doing anything but boxing or wrestling. Kicking one’s opponent was enough to get his mates to set about you and was considered ‘French’ in the form of la savate. The French, always called ‘Frogs’, were generally mocked as being the traditional enemy of the English, although this had changed somewhat due to the close contact of the Australian Imperial Force’s operations at the Western Front in France and Belgium in World War I.


Almost everyone smoked, and those who didn’t had tried it, and often weren’t actively smoking because it cost money, or they simply didn’t like it, rather than for health reasons. Beer drinking was popular, with spirits less so − they were regarded as ‘strong drinks’, and wine was almost unknown. In the naval depots, no drinking at all was the rule for the first 12 weeks of training. Once out of training, sailors ‘went on draft’ − meaning they were posted to a new establishment or ship, and they adopted the drinking habits of the new organisation. Ships at sea generally didn’t see alcohol consumed by the sailor ranks unless there was a special occasion.2




Although naval life had dangers, hardships, and difficulties, it was also rewarding. One enormous personal and psychological aspect of naval life, especially bonded by shared dangers that were produced much more plentifully in war, was mateship, and what one would do for friends. That is not to say there wasn’t occasional theft from non-mates, and the stealing of supplies was common. Tough times in both peace and war saw occasional cowardice; however, great deeds were more often done. But in general, you supported your friends ‘through thick and thin’, so as not to let them down. The reward was people who in turn didn’t let you down.


The sailor’s land background brought expectations of mateship to sea. Those who had fought in World War I knew about comradeship and shared their experiences. And such older sailors were everywhere, with 1939’s commencement of hostilities, in what was becoming known as World War II, only 19 years after the Armistice of World War I. Most young sailors had fathers who’d served, and whose memories and lessons of life were passed on; sometimes through family stories; sometimes through organisations such as the RSL or churches. Mates, or ‘cobbers’ (‘pals’ and ‘buddies’ in the British and American forces) were everything to a military man.


Soldier Bill Langham was one World War I typical serviceman when he said: ‘When you go to war you find real mates. They’ll die for you. They will too. You don’t think, you don’t think of yourself. You think of the other fellow.’3 Australian soldier NX31016 was eloquent on the subject: ‘Your mate was your tender companion, the rough-house drunken bum you went on a spree with, the bloke you 

 could depend on in life or approaching death, who would never let you down ....’4


Shared fears made for self-stability. World War I soldier George Coppard thought that ‘the daily comradeship of my pals, whether in or out of the line, gave me strength’.5


And so, the younger men of the Navy learnt the routines and rules, made friends, listened to the stories, and found out what worked and what didn’t; what they could get away with and what would bring them up on a charge. Their Petty Officers were in general World War I veterans, and anyone who was a Chief or a Warrant Officer almost always so. They had seen the Navy change from coal to oil, and probably had even learnt some of their craft in the days of sail: HMAS Tingara, the Navy’s first training ship, was sail-powered, although usually alongside at a wharf. The Montague whalers the Navy still used were sail-powered, with back-up from oars. The physical punishment of flogging was a distant memory of RN days, but it was common enough to get ‘started’, which means to get hit with a rope’s end to send you on your way more smartly.


Most of the trainees’ education was practical. They were all taught basic seamanship: how to row or sail a ship’s boat as part of a team; tie ropes with necessary knots; perform ceremonial duties from saluting to piping; and perform feats of physical prowess such as hauling in anchor chains. Their role as seaborne soldiers was emphasised by training with basic firearms such as the Lee Enfield .303 rifle. More specialised training came later, when they were

 divided into ‘rates’, such as communications specialists or engine artificers.


The whole naval world also came with a complicated language that they were expected to learn, and derision was the reward until they did. For example, a leading seaman was informally known as a ‘killick’ − actually a type of anchor, the nickname derived from the small anchor symbol that designated that sailor’s rank. The rank badge was worn on one arm, and a sailor’s rate − his specialisation -on the other.


A great emphasis was placed on teamwork. The sailors were sorted into divisions, and each was given the name of a naval hero or a battle. Divisions competed against each other in all manner of ways, and loyalty to the division was paramount, to simulate the vast amount of teamwork needed to operate a ship. Group punishments for the infractions of an individual were common: lack of punctuality to a class, for example, could result in detentions, or feats of physical exertion such as ‘jumping jacks’ − which today we would call ‘star jumps’.


But not all aspects of life in a shore establishment were difficult. Pay was regular, and with all accommodation, clothing, and food provided there could be a lot of a sailor’s pay spent on beer − if on shore − on a Thursday, Friday or Saturday night. (There never has been an RAN rum ration, as was the case in the Royal Navy.) The food was plentiful, if unexciting: sausages uneaten one day could return the next evening, this time ‘in night clothing’, meaning they were now encased in batter.
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Engine-room artificers (technicians) at work in a Bathurst-class corvette’s engineering spaces (RAN)


When leave was eventually given, the delights of the town could be encountered, and a ‘run ashore’ − nautical terms were given to all manner of customs − could be both memorable and exciting. The comradeship of shipmates often led to lifelong friendships. The peacetime Navy was a very small service and rarely seen outside of its Sydney base, and so sailors were popular with locals when they visited more remote ports − particularly with young women looking for new options in otherwise humdrum lives. By the time Teddy joined, the force had expanded tremendously, and so with the expansion into operations overseas, there were even more possibilities of excitement ashore in foreign ports.




Time at sea in a training capacity followed shore-based initial training and education. As war expanded the force, there were more ships to be manned. New light cruisers were built for the RAN in British yards and ships’ companies sailed old ships to the United Kingdom and brought the new ones home. Seatime could be perilous: occupational health and safety was yet to be invented, and there were hazards to be faced both from the sea itself and the machinations of the ships. Sailors were compensated with higher pay for their seatime, and both the beauty of the ocean and the novelty of foreign shores were of interest. But hard work was expected: in a combat situation, sailors could be expected to operate in ‘defence watches’ of four hours on duty followed by four off in an endless cycle.


Time off duty was filled by sleep, eating, and a little leisure, although not of the sort expected today. There were no televisions or radios; newspapers were old and disintegrated as they were passed from hand to hand. Few sailors had a high enough literacy rate to enjoy reading books. Most ships had at least one sailor who would write letters home for those who lacked the skills to do so. Many took the opportunity to make money by operating a ‘firm’, which washed or repaired others’ clothes for money: these operations were known as ‘dhobying’ and ‘jewing’.6


Other sailors carved wood into useful objects, or took up scrimshaw, which was to carve fantastic designs into whale teeth. Such items could be sold as souvenirs. The more literate might start up a ship’s newspaper or even a ‘radio station’ broadcasting, not

 through the air but on the ship’s Public Address system. A record player could be operated when the conditions were calm enough. Sport was a major recreation and was a real opportunity for officers and sailors to mix together and represent their ship in everything from football to rowing regattas.


A few of the naval terms of Teddy’s world ....






	Term

	Meaning





	Pusser

	A naval Supply Branch member; a variation on the civilian term ‘Purser’. Items coming from this Branch were said to come from ‘the pusser’s.’ To be in the Navy was to ‘be in Pussers’ or ‘in the Puss.’ Another term was to be ‘in the Andrew’ — named for a semi-mythical RN officer.





	
Port and Starboard


	The right-hand side of the ship when standing on board and looking to the front or bow. The left-hand side is port. The navigation light for port is red — the memory device for recalling this is to remember port wine is red. The light for starboard is green. ‘Starboard’ is said to come from ‘steering oar’. The stern is the rear of the ship. The waist was the middle.





	Lieutenant

	One of the most plentiful officer ranks Teddy would encounter. The basic commissioned rank, with Midshipmen being the lowest, and Sub-Lieutenants then next. Lieutenants often commanded the smaller ships — although, as the war went on, the lower officer ranks sometimes did so, and so too did Warrant Officers, the senior non-commissioned officer rank. The word is pronounced ‘loo-tenant’ in Empire navies, and the army rank is ‘lef-tenant’. Confusingly, a naval lieutenant is the equivalent of an army captain.





	Bilges

	The very lowest levels of a ship, with usually some filthy water remaining that the pumps couldn’t remove. A ‘bilge rat’ was a term of abuse.





	Watches

	A ship’s day was split into blocks of four hours, starting at midnight with a new day at 00.01. The watches ran with the first ending at 04.00; the next at 08.00, then 12.00, and 16.00. There were then two ‘dog’ watches of two hours each, ending at 20.00, with the final watch at 23.59. This was to give an odd number of watches per day, so someone working a ‘watch on’ and a ‘watch off’ — known as ‘defence watches’ — had a fair and varying system placed on them.





	Captain

	The person commanding the ship, no matter what their rank. However, there is a rank in navies of captain, which is the equivalent of an army’s full colonel. A captain wore four rings on his sleeve.





	Piping hot

	If food was collected from the galley when the appropriate ‘pipe’ sounded, it would still be hot when served to a waiting table,





	Toe the line

	To conform to the rules. Originates from a time when a ship’s company were mustered for pay. Sailors were lined up in their divisions with their bare toes along the lines of planks on the deck.











Living conditions at sea were extremely difficult compared to even what communal ‘dormitory’ living ashore might be today. The lower tier of personnel − junior sailors − were expected to live in ‘mess decks’, which actually were largely working and eating spaces in the day hours. At night, hammocks were slung, with trainees quickly learning the appropriate technique for how to successfully get into one: the usual action being to perform a half-dive into the hammock, with failure to perform this appropriately resulting in the sailor ending up on the hard steel deck.
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Sailors in hammocks, probably circa WWI or before. (Lewis Collection)


Failure to maintain the hammock’s tie-ropes could also result in a sudden fall to the deck, as could others’ pranks. Often in crowded flats, the hammocks were slung in tiers, with others sleeping suspended above or below you. Progression to higher ranks resulted in more personal space, and eventually a bunk. Paradoxically, in rough weather, these could be more uncomfortable than hammocks, which remained stable as the ship rolled.




The air quality below decks could be at once humid, smelly and cold. Water often dripped down the inner hull bulkheads or off the deck above. The only ventilation was through forced ventilation fans that in cold weather were often shut off from fresh air to maintain warmth. Bathing for the sailors was difficult, and swimming over the side was unusual because the ship was usually under way. In cold climates, the men shivered, and in tropical conditions they sweated tremendously. In engine rooms, temperatures in the tropics could become unbearable.


In action, every man had his station, wearing an ‘anti-flash’ hood and gloves, designed to minimise any scorching from an explosion or fire. Many men were gunners, operating the ship’s artillery or smaller anti-aircraft guns, while others operated the engines, sent signals, or were engaged in seamanlike tasks such as steering, acting as lookouts, or launching depth charges against submarines. Many operations on ships were still ‘man-draulic’, meaning human muscle power was necessary for operation, although this had been evolving constantly since steam began replacing sails back in the 1820s.


All of the sailors received some practice in damage control; meaning to take actions when necessary to block up holes in bulkheads caused by incoming shell fire, or the actions of the sea − a technique still practised today. Damage control meant hammering pieces of wood, stored in the passageways, or placing large patches and lengths of ‘shoring’ timber into wherever the water needed stopping. Fire, flood and shot were the enemy, and on an efficient vessel the ship’s company was constantly drilled in their abilities to

 preserve the ship; what is today known by maxims such as ‘to float, to move, to fight’.


Life at sea in peacetime was unremitting, requiring vigilance day and night for weeks on end. The dangers came from collisions, the weather, inability to spot − and stop − a mechanical failure, and occasionally the mistakes of one’s shipmates. In war, the violence of the enemy was added to the hazards of the deep. Quite suddenly, men who had hoped for a 20-year career, in which they were paid to visit foreign ports and allowed to be a licentious ’Jack the Lad’ ashore, found out that their naval careers were going to be exhausting, frightening and very possibly painful and/or short.


Unlike a soldier or airman who had times when he knew he was relatively safe, a naval sailor at sea in wartime knows that an unsuspected torpedo, gunnery strike, or aircraft attack could smash through the steel plates of his hull and kill him at any time. This happened to the cruiser HMAS Hobart, when she was attacked by a Japanese submarine. Or he could be involved in a surprise gunnery attack, which could see his ship sunk in a short space of time, fighting for her life to the end. This is what happened to the cruiser HMAS Sydney, sunk in a battle with the raider Kormoran off the West Australian coast.


With this possibility ever present it is no surprise that sailors were known for their fatalistic view of their chances of survival. Skill, discipline and training were essential, but so was space and time to avoid falling victim to superior enemy forces. Armidale, the ship in which Teddy Sheean was killed, was a little ship that ran out of time.




The ship’s company − never known as ‘the crew’ − were usually intensely proud of their ship, to the extent where slighting of the name or reputation by others meant fisticuffs. They went ashore in uniform, with bell-bottom trousers and a carefully ironed jumper inspected by those unfortunate enough to remain aboard as the ‘duty watch’. The traditional round sailor hat was worn straight and level until out of sight of authority, when it was pushed to the back of the head at a jaunty angle. The ship’s name was emblazoned on the hat’s ‘tally band’. As war began in 1939, ship names were removed for security reasons from the tally band to leave just HMAS, but the procedure took a lengthy time to progress, so that some were still wearing their ship’s name into the early 1940s.


Time ashore was usually spent in company with other shipmates, and the watchword was to look after each other. Many a sailor became involved in a fight simply because a naval mate beset by enemies was going down in a hurry. Unless serious property damage was involved, or weapons had been used, these altercations were looked upon as part of normal life, as it was ashore in the 1940s, and cracked heads and collarbones were as much a part of a returning ship’s libertymen, as was drinking to insensibility. Commanding officers ensured that a ‘shore patrol’ visited bars and assisted sailors back to their ship before leave expired, usually at midnight, known today as ‘Cinderella leave’.7 Leave was not general but specific to a particular watch − the collection of people who served together for a specific part of the day.


Romance ashore was possible, but usually confined to a home

 port. (There were no women at sea − although once the war began, the Navy employed them on shore bases in the Women’s Royal Australian Naval Service, with 2500 serving by the end of the war in 22 categories of duties.)8 It was popularly supposed that sailors ‘had a girl in every port’; however, in reality it was hard to meet women, with reputations guarded much more carefully in those days of unreliable contraception.


As a sailor gained experience in the Navy, he could expect promotion. In wartime, this was ten times quicker than in peace, as the force expanded tremendously.9 Promotion through the ranks to the army equivalent of Corporal was straightforward for anyone who wanted it. To go further to become a petty officer, however, was no mean feat, and meant admittance to the ‘senior sailors’ mess; a step up from the oft sawdust-covered floors of the shore establishment facilities designated for junior sailors.


The POs and chief petty officers usually had the best food, even compared to the officers’ wardroom, as they were the middle managers of the ship, with the full knowledge of its workings and supply systems, known as ‘victualling’ in the naval world. To become a Warrant Officer was to ascend the ultimate height of the sailor ranks, with the monarch’s Warrant meaning immunity from petty punishments and dismissal.


Few sailors took the step of moving from the world of ‘the lower deck’ to commissioned status. Most had not gone beyond upper primary school and so lacked the Mathematics and English needed to be commissioned. Another reason was the automatic placement

 of even a very senior sailor at the bottom of the commissioned system, which meant in practice possibly going backwards in terms of respect shown by the lower deck. Another reason was a system of retirement after 20 years of service on 75 percent of the final wage − an inducement few ignored.


But sailors also saw that a tremendous amount of responsibility and accountability, and therefore possible adverse consequences, were placed on their officers’ shoulders. In general, they professed to despise the world of officers, and casting aspersions on their status and privileges among themselves was normal. But the experienced sailor knew very well that the officer world was competitive, difficult and often dangerous.


RN officers − and their trainee navy of the RAN − went through most of the training their men did. They were expected, especially if specialising as a seaman as opposed to say, navigation, to be able to do anything their men did, and to an equally high standard. Leadership by example − if necessary, to death — was demanded of junior officers, as it was of their land counterparts. They also had to know how to command, and how to lead, to an extent where subordinates would automatically obey. And for this they were exposed to just as much danger in combat, with the same treatment if wounded, and overall, the prospect of court-martial and public condemnation for taking the wrong action. Their decisions could mean ordering the wrong course for the ship, which resulted in it running aground, or closing the enemy in battle in the wrong way to reap the deadly consequences for all aboard.




The officer’s commission was not given lightly. It was conferred by the monarch in writing and couldn’t be removed, except by self-surrender or parliamentary motion. Officers kept their commissions for life, and as the nations of the world felt the pressures of world war, this resulted in many a 70- or 80-year-old retiree being asked to return to the Colours, at least in a shore capacity. But the rewards of being an officer could also be great.


Everyone remembers the name of Nelson, but few know the names of his sailors. Officers who achieved in their careers were knighted, or had ships named after them. They could rise to become flag officers, commanding whole flotillas or even fleets of warships. To achieve command of any ship, even the smallest, was a unique position of power and status.


Failure as an officer, however, could mean instant removal, placement ashore and ruin. Catastrophic failure could mean even death: Admiral Byng RN was executed by firing squad on his own quarterdeck in 1757, for failure to do his utmost to attack the enemy.


It also took years, even a lifetime, for officers to ascend the ladder of promotion. In wartime though, this was negated. Officers of the RN and the RAN still toast on Thursday nights to ‘a bloody war and a sickly season’, meaning the prospect of action or early death of their competitors on the promotion ladder, either of which might enhance their career opportunities. Friday’s toast is ‘a willing foe and searoom’, meaning hope for an opportunity to show off their skills in action. It was not unknown in World War II for an officer to go from sublieutenant to lieutenant commander in six years − three times faster 

 than normal. Being an officer was at once challenging, rewarding and hazardous.


The perils of a commission were statistically disadvantageous. Richard Holmes has noted in Acts of War that ‘blood is the price of epaulettes’. He cites the often disproportionate price paid by leaders. For example, in World War I, some 27 percent of the officer corps were killed on the Western Front as compared to 12 percent of the non-commissioned ranks involved. Holmes concluded it was necessary though: ‘In the last analysis it is determined and charismatic leadership, and the selflessness and dedication that it represents, that helps to pull men through the rigours of battle’.10 To give a naval example: during the battles on the Mediterranean in World War II, the Commonwealth naval forces were losing ships steadily. Questioned about this, the commanding admiral, the famous ‘ABC’ Cunningham, noted that ‘it takes the Navy three years to build a new ship ... it will take 300 years to build a new tradition’. In other words, sacrificing your life for the cause was sometimes to be expected.11


Most of the commissioned ranks came from middle-class families, and in those years of the Navy competed for a place at the officer-training establishment of the Royal Australian Naval College, located at first in Jervis Bay, then for reasons of economy combined with HMAS Cerberus from 1930. (It would be another 28 years before the College returned to ‘JB’, as it was known, where it remains today.) For several years, the trainees learnt all that their civilian high school compatriots did; all of that the sailors acquired, and more besides.
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The bridge of HMAS Castlemaine. Several sailors served duty on the bridge, as well the Officer of the Watch. On the bridge wings, beyond the glass sides, one seen here, two lookouts kept watch in the open. (Courtesy HMAS Castlemaine Museum Ship)


When they graduated, they were given the rank of midshipmen and went off to spend years training in the fleet. This normally started with time in a British battleship. The Royal Navy was the parent service, which gave generously of its training, people and resources, to ensure that the young RAN was able to take its place as part of an extended Fleet to be directed, in time of war, not from Canberra but from the Admiralty in Whitehall.


The RAN’s first home-grown Admirals and Captains all started their working lives in a vast and intimidating British warship, serving with over 1000 men. They were very junior Australian midshipmen − learning their seamanship and duties, with which they would command their future sailors − from the most successful 

 navy in the world. Not surprisingly, the culture of the RAN was heavily influenced for a generation by these early lessons. The men from the Antipodes were intensely proud to be Australian and excelled in their work as a matter of patriotic duty.12


Like sailors, officers specialised early, choosing from being a ‘salthorse’ seaman officer, known as the executive branch, or other disciplines that were equally rigorous. Once a common core of seamanship training was completed, career sub-specialisation was possible. There were a variety of possibilities: Navigation, Marine Engineering, Hydrography, Gunnery, Communications or Aviation − to name just some.


The fledgling world of aviation at sea offered possibilities to the brave. The first wood and canvas aircraft on ships were dismissed as unlikely to be able to influence the outcome of war at sea by many salthorse and gunnery officers before World War II. The battleship was still seen as the only weapons platform that could ‘do it in dirty weather and do it at night’. To command a major warship was the ultimate ambition for any seaman officer. But the road to such command was hard, and many settled for more prosaic but still essential branches such as Supply, which looked after the provisioning of ships in all aspects from food to fresh water.


More exotic branches existed, such as dental, medical, the instructor branch and the chaplains. Non-executive officers were denoted by colours between the gold stripes on their sleeve and on shoulder epaulettes. For example, a Doctor had red between the gold stripes.




An officer would have a reasonable expectation of promotion, beginning with midshipman, through sub-lieutenant, lieutenant, lieutenant commander, and then, if especially fortunate, to commander, with gold laurel leaves added to his cap’s peak, a visible symbol of authority. Beyond there to Captain and the four denotations of Admiral was rare indeed, with most officers never getting beyond the rank of lieutenant commander, denoted by two and a half stripes of gold braid. In peacetime, it could take 20 years to reach that rank, although many achieved it more quickly with favourable reporting.


Officers were assessed at many opportunities − leaving ship; completing courses; at various timely occasions. While one unfavourable report was not disastrous, a series could be. Later, a report utilising numbers from one to nine was introduced: it was rare indeed to achieve the highest two grades.


This then was the naval world − a cloistered unique existence that proved both dull and exciting, exacting but rewarding, and in peacetime it was safe enough but in war highly dangerous. The young RAN was as ready as decades of peace and the stringencies of world depression could make it when world war came again in 1939. This time, Australia’s sailors would see action in every ocean and lose their lives in every maritime theatre of the war in defence of their country’s vital interests and those of the free world in arms.






Chapter 3









A FIGHTING FAMILY




This most distinguished member of Armidale’s ship’s company, Edward Sheean (no middle name), was born in Barrington, in northern Tasmania, on 28 December 1923.1


He was the fourteenth child in a very large family of 16 children. His father, James Sheean, was a labourer, and his wife Mary Jane looked after the young ones. Teddy’s great-niece recalls what family life was like in those days:


The children closest in age to Teddy were Thomas Michael (known as Mick), who was just over a year older than Teddy, Nellie, who was born in 1921, and Frederick, who had just turned six when Teddy was born.


In August 1926, there was a new baby, Harold John. Over the next few years Teddy’s mother gave birth to three more children, none of whom survived infancy. These must have been difficult times for the family.


The older children, Albert, Florence, Jim, Amy and Ivy, were married and having families of their own by 1930, so young



 Teddy probably spent much of his childhood with big brothers Janie, Bert, Bill, Fred and Mick.2
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Teddy and Mick Sheean (Sheean family)


The Sheen family eventually moved from Barrington to Latrobe. And on 28 January 1930, Teddy began his education, along with his siblings, at the local Catholic School, St Patrick’s. He received his First Holy Communion on 21 May 1931.3


The children were taught by the Sisters of Mercy in circumstances which today would be regarded with horror by teachers and families alike. In 1931, the weatherboard school, located outside the Convent 

 fence, was a small room for the infants and Grade One children; a larger room for Grades Two, Three and Four combined; and a hall, complete with stage, for Grades Five, Six and Seven.4


The buildings, as depicted in photographs of the time, were rough, unfinished and probably extremely cold in winter. The playground was the surrounding yard, without play equipment, or the safe planned ground cover of today. It is a world removed from the modern buildings that by now have replaced those of the 1930s.


The family lived in rough conditions, in a very basic house, with most of the boys finding employment on local farms, as did Teddy, when his education was over, according to the family, at the age of 13 on 8 March 1937.5 It was unusual to leave school that early. Teddy’s naval mate, Jack Bird, who also grew up in the area, thinks that this was because the schools were closed down for a period, due to the 1937-38 outbreak of poliomyelitis in Tasmania, when the state suffered the largest per capita outbreak of the disease in the western world.6


The work Teddy found was hard manual labour of a sort that would raise eyebrows in modern times. Teddy rode a pushbike around the country, working as an offsider to his father in fencing, carrying out basic carpentry, and cutting railways sleepers.7 If you worked, you got money. If you didn’t, there was none. The term ‘social security’ was then un-invented, and governments provided little services for Australians beyond defence, basic law and order, some utilitarian infrastructure such as roads and a simple electricity supply, and limited pensions and child endowment.




Most houses in rural Tasmania used a septic tank drain system, and running cold water into houses was usually supplied from a rainwater tank.8 Of course, entertainment at home was non-existent beyond a few library books, family conversation, and the radio, although sets were not cheap. But for all that, in a large family such as the Sheeans, there was comfort in the security that relatives supplied.


His nephew Max remembered years later being impressed by his older uncle, firstly because Teddy owned: ‘... a pet ferret. It would run around under the house; he’d whistle for it; it would run up his arm and off they’d go’. But he recognised Teddy’s strength of character, too.


I remember he went crook at me for swearing one day. He had a reputation. He wouldn’t take crap from anybody. He fought a bloke, I know, who kicked his football away. I spoke to one of the [Armidale] survivors once, Rex Pullen, who said: ‘You always liked to have Teddy with you on shore; you’d be safe with him.’


Aggression was part of the Sheean tradition. The boys organised boxing matches9 every Sunday in the backyard. Teddy, with an average height at five foot eight inches (174 cm), is said to have done well.


When the war broke out, the family followed its progress closely, with five of the boys enlisting in the Army, and one in the Navy before Teddy, the youngest brother, joined them in the Forces on 21 April 1941.




A Family at War


The Sheean family10








	Relationship

	Name (daughters shown with married surname second)

	Birth Date

	Death Date





	Father

	James Sheean

	1 January 1880

	1 July 1974





	Mother

	Mary Sheean

	16 September 1883

	14 May 1979





	Brother

	Allen Sheean

	1 May 1904

	16 November 1978





	Sister

	Florence Shea

	30 May 1905

	30 August 1991





	Brother

	James Sheean

	8 November 1906

	29 August 1978





	Sister

	Amy Gillam

	21 August 1908

	15 January 199711






	Sister

	Ivy Hays

	9 October 1907

	2 September 200412






	Brother

	Albert*

	14 July 1911

	6 February 199413






	Brother

	Herbert*

	9 July 1913

	9 December 200914






	Brother

	William*

	29 August 1915

	16 February 1987





	Brother

	Frederick*

	29 December 1917

	1984





	Sister

	Nellie (mother of Garry Ivory)

	18 August 1921

	20 March 1980





	Brother

	Thomas*

	15 October 1922

	11 June 1989





	

	Edward ‘Teddy’ *

	28 December 1923

	1 December 1942





	Brother

	Harold

	11 August 1926

	14 May 1939





	Brother

	Reginald, male twin

	194015


	died three weeks old





	

	Unnamed, female twin

	194016


	still born





	Sister

	Lillian

	194117


	died of cot death













Of the other brothers, James was found medically unfit to serve and worked in the local Caltex depot for the duration. According to Garry Ivory, both Herbert and William had bad limps, and he thinks this is why they didn’t serve very long in the war.18 Allen served in the railways, and by the time the conflict started, he was 35 years old. The young family member Harold was badly disabled, with speech problems and, sadly, died from diabetes when he entered his teenage years.19






	
Service Record Name


	
Sheean, Albert Richard20






	Service Australian Army

	





	Service Number

	VX92959





	Date of Birth

	14 Jul 1911





	Place of Birth

	Latrobe, Tas





	Date of Enlistment

	22 Jul 1943





	Locality on Enlistment

	Fitzroy, Vic





	Place of Enlistment

	Royal Park, Vic





	Next of Kin

	Sheean, M





	Date of Discharge

	18 Mar 1946





	Rank

	Private





	Posting at Discharge

	2/1 Australian Guard Regt





	
Service Record Name


	
Sheean, Frederick21






	Service Australian Army

	





	Service Number

	6849 (VX51790)





	Date of Birth

	29 Dec 1918





	Place of Birth

	Latrobe, Tas





	Date of Enlistment

	20 Mar 1941





	Locality on Enlistment

	Richmond, Vic





	Place of EnlistmentNext of Kin

	Royal Park, Vic Sheean, Mary





	Date of Discharge

	6 Dec 1945





	Rank SergeantPosting at Discharge

	2/8 Australian Infantry Battalion





	
Service Record Name


	
Sheean, Herbert Edward22






	Service Australian Army

	





	Service Number

	VX94093





	Date of Birth

	10 Jul 1913





	Place of Birth

	Devonport, Tas





	Date of Enlistment

	18 Jan 1944





	Locality on Enlistment

	Carlton, Vic





	Place of Enlistment

	Royal Park, Vic





	Next of Kin

	Sheean, Monica





	Date of Discharge

	6 Jun 1944





	Rank

	Private





	Posting at Discharge

	




 
	
Service Record Name


	
Sheean, William Henry23






	Service Australian Army

	





	Service Number

	VX52321





	Date of Birth

	9 Aug 1914





	Place of Birth

	Sheffield, Tas





	Date of Enlistment

	29 Mar 1941





	Locality on Enlistment

	Richmond, Vic





	Place of Enlistment

	Royal Park, Vic





	Next of Kin

	Stanely, Lorna





	Date of Discharge

	24 Jan 1942





	Rank

	Private





	Posting at Discharge

	REINFS 2/21 BN





	
Service Record Name


	
Sheean, Thomas24






	Service Royal Australian Navy, and with the RN on HMS Bulldog, on Arctic convoys25






	Service Number

	H1646





	Date of Birth

	15 Oct 1922





	Place of Birth

	Lower Barrington, Tas





	Date of Enlistment

	11 Jun 1941





	Locality on Enlistment

	Unknown





	Home Port/Port Division

	Hobart





	Next of Kin

	James (no other name recorded)





	Date of Discharge

	9 Mar 1946





	Rank

	Stoker





	Posting at Discharge

	HMAS Huon










A Mystery Romance


It has never been part of the publicly known Sheean story until now that Teddy had a love in his life. There were the usual possibilities of romance around the district, but even the family at large didn’t know 

 of a relationship for Teddy that began, blossomed, but was eventually brutally extinguished.


In the year 2000, a photo was handed over the bar of the Returned & Services League in Latrobe, Tasmania. It was of Teddy and an unidentified lady about his age. The donor asked for the photo to be handed to Garry Ivory, Teddy’s nephew, who by then was developing a reputation as a campaigner for Victoria Cross recognition for Teddy. On the reverse of the photo were written simply two words: ‘engaged couple’.


[image: ]


Teddy Sheean and fiancee Kath Lapthorne, with Kath in jodhpurs often worn by anyone riding their pushbike from place to place doing farm work. (Courtesy Garry Ivory)




Garry inquired among the extended family and friends. Teddy still had a living brother and sister, and they dismissed the suggestion that Teddy was betrothed. Further, his World War II ex-shipmate Jack Bird said he would have known about it.26


Garry and the author carried out further inquiries. Jack then recalled that he had been undergoing dental treatment during Teddy’s last leave, and he and his mate had indeed not seen that much of each other then. Further, he conjectured, getting secretly engaged was the sort of thing that Teddy would do. 27


Ordinary Seaman Sheean, it transpired, was indeed engaged, or had become so, on his leave in May − June 1942, when he was in Tasmania. He had probably been in the island state from his posting in Sydney, which coincided with the attack on the city by Japanese midget submarines, as is later detailed.28 Double luck indeed, to have survived the calamitous attack on Australia’s biggest city, and to have become engaged at the same time.


Garry investigated again during the preparation of this book, and eventually the author was put into contact with Clorice Lapthorne, the sister-in-law of Teddy’s fianceé − for they were actually engaged. It was Clorice who had given the photograph29 to the Latrobe RSL, and she had married Kath’s younger brother, Noel Lapthorne.30


Teddy’s fiancee’s name was Kathleen ‘Kath’ Ruby Lapthorne, and in 1942, she was 20 years old.31 Hailing from the northern town that the Bass Strait ferry now uses as its base, she lived at 1 William Street, Devonport, where she was born and was still living there in 1942 -and indeed, it was where she lived for some time later.32 Kath was 

 working as a ‘domestic’ temporarily − meaning that she was engaged in various houses doing cleaning and probably helping with kitchen duties for a few months.33


Kath met Teddy through her older sister Gladys. Gladys had a boyfriend and Kath was often their ‘chaperone’. This concept is not so widely known or used today, but it basically means to have a third person present when a girl met a boy. This was usually a relative, but not always, and the companion was to protect the lady’s honour in two ways. First, by acting as a deterrent against any undesirable behaviour, and second, to be a witness who could attest that nothing had been done against the lady’s honour.


According to sister-in-law Clorice: ‘They used to ride their bikes to Latrobe, and I think that is where they met.’ Clorice says: ‘I do know that Teddy visited Kath’s home too.’


We can surmise that just like today, the relationship was progressing, for meeting the other prospective partner’s family means that each person is serious in their intent. It was quite often the case in the 1940s for a possible male potential boyfriend − a suitor − to ask permission to ‘court’ a family’s daughter.


Courting would nowadays be called ‘going out’, or ‘dating’, and it would be unusual today in most parts of Australian society for a male to ask a family’s permission to take a female for a social outing: to the movies, or dinner. However, this is not always the case: for example, it is still a system followed in Italian-Australian families, or Greeks, or some parts of Middle Eastern-descended groups, or some with Asian familial connections.




[image: ]


Teddy Sheean in uniform, wearing the cap tally of HMAS Derwent, where he was training in Hobart. (Sheean family)


At some stage, an engagement ring was acquired. Whether it was purchased or was a family heirloom is unknown, but Teddy gave Kath a ring. By now, having been in the Navy for over a year, he was well off by comparison with his former farming work and was able to afford something with a diamond.


The ring was an impressive piece of jewellery, according to Clorice Lapthorne, made out of yellow gold, with a central medium-size diamond and two smaller ones to the sides. Up until Teddy died, when he was at sea serving on HMAS Armidale, Kath wore it on a chain around her neck. No-one knew of the engagement.34 After the 

 tragic news of HMAS Armidale’s loss, and Teddy’s death, Kath wore the ring for the rest of her life, on her marriage finger. It went with her to her grave.35


Following the loss of Teddy in HMAS Armidale’s last fight, Kath stayed living with her parents at 1 William St and looked after them. They continued living there, with Kath working as a cleaner at the Devonport Secondary School (now Reece High School). She left full-time work around 36 years of age to look after her parents: her father was ailing possibly with cancer, and her mother was not well either. Clorice moved in with them when she married in 1955. Kath and her parents moved to 8 Karringa Place, Devonport, around 1958.


Kath didn’t have another relationship. ‘She said she hadn’t got time for them’, according to Clorice. The former fiancee didn’t talk about Teddy a lot. ‘Maybe it was a melancholy afternoon on the day when she said he was the love of my life,’ Clorice says, but Kath kept the picture of herself and Teddy on her bedside table for the rest of her days.36


When her parents passed away, Kath went into a unit in Nichols Court until she moved to Meercroft Home for the aged, in Devonport, where she died on 22 April 1998, five days after her 76th birthday.37


When Kath died, she was cremated, unusually with the ring that Teddy had given her. ‘That was her wish,’ Clorice said. ‘She never ever took it off.’ Her ashes were scattered at the rose garden at the end of Fenton Street, Devonport.
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Navy ‘s official letter to Teddy Sheean’s mother following his loss. (National Archives)


It was part, perhaps, of the Teddy Sheean zest for life that he had pursued such a relationship. If he had lived, it was highly likely that he and Kath would have married. The modern world would be a very different place for the entire Sheean family.


Instead, Teddy Sheean would die fighting with his anti-aircraft gun, battling to save his shipmates, some few months after he saw his girlfriend Kath Lapthorne for the last time.
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Sheean’s transport to home on leave, the Launceston to Hobart passenger train departing Western Junction in the 1940s. (Australian Railway Historical Society (Tasmanian Division))






Chapter 4









INDUCTION AND TRAINING




Teddy Sheean joined the Navy while it was still expanding to cope with the new global conflict. World War II was increasing not just the Force’s size but its determination to be a success and a professional organisation well regarded by its parent, the Royal Navy of Britain. Teddy joined on 21 April 1941, and he was allocated for the next six months to duty in his home port of Hobart, where he would undergo training at the HMAS Derwent naval depot.
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Front page of the Hobart Mercury with the horrific news the Hawaii base of Pearl Harbor had been attacked. (Trove)




Somewhat confusingly, the Tasmanian base where these sailors trained was only known by that name for a few years. Land on the west bank of the Derwent River was purchased by the RAN in 1911, and construction started in 1912 on a drill hall, accommodation, and administration buildings, together with a parade ground. The embryo base remained unnamed until 27 August 1939, when it was commissioned as HMAS Cerberus VI, making her a subsidiary depot to the Victorian naval base HMAS Cerberus.1


In 1940, the decision was made to give RAN shore establishments unique names, and Cerberus VI was recommissioned on 1 August as HMAS Derwent. But the (parent) Royal Navy had previously commissioned the destroyer HMS Derwent, and RAN wartime policy was to avoid duplicating names with allied navies.2 And so the establishment was renamed as HMAS Huon on 1 March 1942.
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Rangefinder training at HMAS Derwent. The rangefinder showed, when used correctly, the range to a sighted target. This was passed to the ship’s guns for correct targeting. (John Perryman)




Derwent, or Huon, still exists, in buildings at least. It is perched above the River Derwent, just below the Domain outside Hobart’s central area. Government House is within sight − a fine, old stone building, very grand, and no doubt impressive and imposing for all of the trainees gathered from around Tasmania.




HMAS Huon as an establishment itself was closed in June 1994 due to budget cuts, although HMAS Huon (M 82), named for the Huon River, was commissioned as the lead ship of the Huon-class of minehunters operated by the Royal Australian Navy.


The first of six ships built by a joint partnership of Australian Defence Industries and Intermarine SpA, Huon’s hull was fabricated at Intermarine’s Italian shipyard, then freighted to ADI facilities at Newcastle for completion. She entered service in 1999.3


Originally designed in Italy as the Gaeta -class for the Italian Navy, the RAN Huon-class has been modified to suit Australian conditions, including improved accommodation and minehunting capabilities.4


The ship, and the five other vessels of her class, are the most advanced of its type in the world. Like her sister ships, Huon is made of fibre reinforced plastic and has a unique single skin solid hull that has no ribs or frames and provides high underwater shock resistance and very low magnetic and noise levels. This hull is designed to flex inwards if an undersea explosion occurs nearby. All machinery/equipment is mounted on cradles or suspended from bulkheads to further enhance resistance to shock damage and protect ship systems.5
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