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Explanatory Notes


• Some language in this book may offend; in particular, abbreviations commonly used for various races around the world during World War II. Editing words out would alter the tone and intensity of the originator’s intent, so such changes have not been made.


• Timings are given as per sourced official documents. Military forces world-wide, both then and now, use a 24 hour system. 1 pm in the afternoon is referred to as 1300. Half past one is 1330, and so on. 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 is often omitted here.


• Measurements using the Imperial system have not been modified. Tonnages of ships and their measurements are given as quoted in original figures as are verbatim accounts of distance and speed.


• Ship speed, both in World War II and today, is measured in knots. This is the amount 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.


• Some spellings have changed over time. For example, the modern use of Koepang is used rather than the wartime spelling of Kupang, in Timor. American spellings in quotations used from USA sources have not had their spelling changed from such usages as ‘or’ instead of ‘our’ as in ‘harbor’.


• The Allied codenames of the time for Japanese aircraft are used, as they are more familiar to Western readers. The term ‘Zero’ was used for that fighter by both sides, as it derived from ‘Zero-sen’ – Year Zero – the year, according to the Japanese, it was first built. Its original Allied codename was ‘Zeke’.


• Some sections of this work have appeared in other publications by the author, especially in Lethality in Combat and Atomic Salvation (Big Sky Publishing), The Empire Strikes South and Bombers North (Avonmore) and in various popular and professional magazines.


• Footnotes follow the convention in each chapter of abbreviating a reference’s second mention and beyond.




INTRODUCTION


The world of cruisers and HMAS Sydney


This book was written not primarily for those who’ve served in navies but more particularly for their family members and anyone who might think that a naval vessel is just a big metal ship and there is no more to be said. But it is also written for the families of those who served in HMAS Sydney, lost with all on board in World War II, so they may better understand what happened to their loved ones. It also covers life on board – and death, too, for this was wartime – on Australia’s most famous ship.


In November of 1941, two years into World War II and nearly a month before the Japanese launched their attack on Pearl Harbor, the Australian cruiser Sydney encountered the heavily armed German raider Kormoran off the West Australian coast. The two ships fought, and both were sunk in the encounter, with no survivors ever found from the cruiser. Thus, one of the greatest mysteries of the sea was created.


Sydney had gone to sea at the beginning of the war, in September 1939, commencing with routine patrol work off Australia. Then, under Captain John Collins, a member of the first class of the Royal Australian Naval College, she had been sent to the centre of action in a developing war in Europe. The cruiser had proved her worth, and more, in the Mediterranean. There she had fought the Italian destroyer Espero, and quite properly sunk her with superior firepower. But then came an action that confirmed Collins as a premiere fighting commander, and Sydney and her Australians as good as any navy in the world. The cruiser and a group of British destroyers had taken on two Italian cruisers. By rights, with their superior firepower, the Italians should have won the action. Instead, one of the Italian ships, the Bartolomeo Colleoni, was sunk.


After more action in ‘the Med’, Sydney and Collins returned to Australia, and a new captain was appointed. Off the West Australian coast they encountered the Kormoran. Sydney should have easily won the action. Instead, she was sunk, although she took the German ship down with her. But with no survivors, and some of the Germans reaching land, this was enough to create suspicion, conspiracy stories, speculation and much analysis which lasted well after the war and into the 21st century.


The book is also written for those who want to understand the world of the large warships of World War II. A publisher once pointed out to me why ‘aircraft books’ sell so well – everyone has been in one, and they are quite fascinating machines. Warships are a different matter: huge grey steel things, full of devices that are very difficult to understand, torpedoes and engines... And who in the civilian world gets to go to sea in them?


Although this work tries to explain the people and parts of HMAS Sydney, and more, the descriptions are not written for experts. They are simplified explanations, meant to meet the civilian halfway, and to impart a sense of wonder, for it was an amazing world. A cruiser’s aircraft, for example, was launched on a slide catapult, landed back on the sea, and was winched aboard. The ship’s gun sighting technology actually saw visual images though a kind of telescope, from which the primitive computers of the day worked out how to hit the enemy, even when he was manoeuvring at speed. And down below in the engine rooms, huge pieces of machinery whirled around, driven by superheated steam, translating somehow this might and fury into a calm vibration up above which drove the ship forward.


In my time as a naval historian, I have read many hundreds of books on warships. Some of these became impressive novels based on the background and research of the author: Nicholas Monserrat’s The Cruel Sea, for example, or Herman Wouk’s The Caine Mutiny, and all of the works of John Winton. Others are straightforward historical analysis and narratives.


Perhaps the best of this latter category is Nicholas Rodger’s The Wooden World. It is a fascinating account of the wooden warships of Nelson’s time, and all of the myriad routines and workings of a many-decked warship which fired guns out of gunports in its sides – the broadside, in other words. It is a concept that came and went as so many do in warfare, the rotating gun turret and the steel-clad sides of warships superseded such vessels, and they are no more. However, every student of the concept should visit at least once HMS Victory in Portsmouth, and USS Constitution in Boston. They are respectively the oldest commissioned warship in the world, and the oldest commissioned warship still afloat. The Wooden World was an inspiration. A caveat: although this book is a ‘social history’ in many ways, it is not a complete picture of any of the three navies under discussion. For that the reader is recommended to John Winton and John Wells for the RN, and for the USN the reader is referred to the many related works quoted in the text.


Although the wooden world is a fascinating period of history, by the time World War II came along it had vanished and sea combat had changed entirely. One of the major differences was that it was now carried out at extreme range, and usually meant fighting an enemy you could not see closely. The guns used had become much more capable of throwing a projectile with astonishing accuracy a considerable distance, well out of easy eyesight. Conversely, the sailor of Nelson’s day could sometimes even see the opposing enemy gun crews as he worked his gun; the hated Frenchman or Spaniard was only a hundred feet away. A hundred years later he might be fully inside a metal box, working as part of its machinery. Not only that, but he had to cope with the submarine firing a new weapon, the torpedo, from the depths. Aircraft, too, could drop their bombs and be gone almost unseen.


What I wanted to do with this new work on HMAS Sydney is explain to the reader what life was like inside that world as it fought its final action against the German raider Kormoran. But in doing that this is not an analysis, complete with varying possibilities, of what happened to these two ships in that fight. The mystery of how the pride of the Australian fleet could be sunk by ‘just a raider’ has now, I contend, been answered as much as it could be by some excellent writers, and their works can be found listed at the end of the book. One aspect is new, however; the final chapters analyse what Sydney could tell us from the shipwreck – when and if it was found, and what it did tell us, after it was found. For in many ways the wreck of the cruiser was the last albeit silent witness to what happened. If she bore damage concurring with the accounts of the German survivors, then they were telling the truth. But if the wreck had substantial evidence of being bombed from the air, for example, then they weren’t. And so, the story of the ship’s final battle could be told.


This book does not concentrate primarily on the major weapons of the cruiser, although they are very important, and I hope I have done them justice. It also covers how a cruiser detected her enemy, at distances of around 30 kilometres, without radar; what it was like to work in the engineering spaces; how the ship’s aircraft was used; what everyone ate for dinner; where they slept (not, it seems, in the traditional hammock); how stressful life could be in a steel warship; whether a chaplain could be a useful friend on board; how your petty officer could be a tyrant, and so on.


Life in this type of ‘gun’ ship, the cruiser, was quite different from the other general classes: the numerous ‘small ships’ such as destroyers and corvettes, the enormous battlecruisers and battleships, the new and emerging all-important aircraft carriers, and of course the submarines, those incredible weapons in which very brave men went under the sea and often did not come back. Although I have concentrated on cruisers, there is a glimpse here of life on board all World War II warships.


It is largely a forgotten world. No one has fought a modern total war at sea. There’s a brave statement – what does it mean? The war that was fought between warships in World War II could not exist anymore. The Falklands War was fought in between then and now, and that conflict is a fascinating study of the men of the sea and how they faced battle. But it was a missile and jet aircraft series of combats. World War II was a gun and torpedo war, fought between fleets, sometimes enormous collections of ships, with thousands dying in its major battles. It was a very different technological world, too, unlike today’s computer-based missile warfare. In those days that grey shape on the horizon, seen through a pair of binoculars, was identified precisely by its look: how many funnels it had, how many guns and what shape they were – all of it could form itself into an enemy warship, and enemy gunfire could soon manifest itself in enormous columns of water erupting nearby as enemy shells plunged into the sea. Nowadays a warship is not likely to see an enemy vessel: the missile that ‘sees’ it does so electronically and would likely sink that enemy completely out of eyesight distance.


Naval war has changed rapidly. One illustration of this is Jane’s Fighting Ships. The author remembers, on joining the RAN in the early 1990s, once being given the duty of cutting up the recently arrived (paper) supplement to this big print book, and pasting the new information on a foreign warship into the appropriate page. Jane’s, as they were known, was how the officer of the watch knew what he was looking at when he encountered a foreign warship at sea. Now it is all computers, and the print version of Jane’s does not exist on most warship bridges.


So, this is the story of the men of ships like the Sydney, and what their world was like, and how they may have fought as they did, so valiantly to the end. I have referred a little not only to Australian cruisers, but also those of the Royal Navy (RN), very much intertwined with the Royal Australian Navy (RAN), and I have also occasionally referred to the world of destroyers; smaller and not armoured, but also big enough to have some things in common with the larger naval vessels. I have also brought in the fight of the United States Navy in the Pacific, because they dominated the actions, and fought alongside Australia, for which we owe them many thanks; without America we would have been lost.


Welcome to the world of the steel ship and especially HMAS Sydney.




CHAPTER 1


Life in the navy during peacetime


What was it like to serve in a navy in peace just before World War II on a very big ship? To clarify ‘very big’, this is primarily about life in a large surface vessel, primarily what was called a ‘cruiser’. The term ‘tonnage’ means little to the layman, but it means how much water is displaced by the presence of the vessel, and in cruisers it is measured in the thousands of tons – imperial measurements were in place in World War II. Small ships such as corvettes displaced hundreds of tons, but destroyers displaced a few thousand, and cruisers up to 10,000.


These ships were also long and wide – hundreds of yards or metres. On board they had several decks. The weather deck was the one you usually entered via a gangway, and there were decks above it, as many as four to six, with a number of masts atop that. Below the weather deck there were several, right down to the lowest ones – the bilges.


Sailors routinely got lost in their first days on board these vessels, even in the smaller warships, called destroyers. In their time on board, which would be months or years, there would still be spaces, known as compartments, which they would never visit.


Life on board


The ships of World War II had little in terms of what might be known as ‘creature comforts’ in terms of air-conditioning and heating. The second was often haphazard, and the first was almost completely unknown:


...we sweltered out way down the Red Sea in what we were told was typical July weather – not a breath of fresh air and very high humidity – and for most of each day the steel of the superstructure was too hot to touch...the heat was so oppressive that it was near to impossible either to work or to sleep. The ventilation fans gave little comfort as they merely circulated the hot air from outside; the slightest exertion left you saturated with perspiration. I felt very sorry for the boiler and engine room personnel sweating and gasping for air down in those parts of the ship.1


Although life was one of duty, eating, sleeping and carrying out life’s routines such as doing one’s laundry, there was fun to be had, and various relaxations, hobbies and interests to pursue. These became somewhat different given the pressures of wartime, and will be referred to further later. These became somewhat different given the pressures of wartime, as will be seen.


The Australian ships of the beginning of World War II were in many ways not a pleasant place to live by modern standards, as were most the ships of the mother service of the British Empire. Captain John Wells RN said in 1939:


...arrangements at sea for eating, sleeping and washing had hardly changed since 1919; even in new construction ships, habitability was not impressive’. For ratings in destroyers and smaller ships, ‘habitability’ often meant no space even to sling a hammock – sleep was snatched wrapped in a blanket (usually only one was issued; men on the Russian convoys got two) under mess-deck tables. Most food was canned or dried; meat was prepared by untrained ‘butchers’. Fresh water was rationed and hygiene might mean washing in salt water.2


The sailors were given time off in which to get necessities such as their laundry done, but this was actually quite difficult as there were no washing machines; a common practice was to give your clothing to a sailor who had set up a ‘dhobeying’ firm (from the Indian word for washerwoman) to do your chore for you. Other sailors set up a ‘jewing’ firm to do clothing mending: the term is a disrespectful one implying the operator was extorting money from others.


George Hatfield, on the acquisition of the cruiser Perth from Britain, and then on its voyage back to Australian waters, started up ‘a firm’ very quickly. He had picked up some ideas about how to best sell his new enterprise to the sailors:


Monday Dec 11th. At Sea. Yesterday I got my mattress from my hammock and pulling it to pieces teased the hair until it was free of all knots. After 8 years sleeping on horse hair it had become as hard as steel. Whilst I was working on it a couple of chaps came along and suggested starting a ‘bed picking firm’, 5 shillings per mattress. I agreed and with a bit of sales talk, customers rolled up. We picked 3 beds yesterday and 3 today. Just in spare time. There is 30 shillings for 6 hours work for the 3 of us. Next payday I should collect 30 shillings and am going to put it in the bank to buy Al her promised engagement ring, God and Allah willing.


I have a slide shown on the screen tonight advertising Hatfield’s Hygienic Hand picked Horse Hair Hammocks. New York taught me that it pays to advertise. 3


Some of this industriousness in the Empire navies was a leftover from what has been described as the ‘Protestant work ethic’. Life, it was thought by many, was hard and tough and young people had better get used to it. Parents maintained that what had been acceptable for them was acceptable for their children; indeed, it made better people of them. Then again, a sailor’s wage in his early days was meagre, and any assistance was welcome.


Life was expected, both ashore and afloat in the 1930s, to be tough. There was a reproof which one still hears in the RN and RAN – ‘Good enough for Nelson’. It means that if it was good enough for Admiral Nelson, who many, including this author, rate as the finest fighting captain of all time, to succeed under the most trying of conditions, then it was good enough for you, more than a hundred years later, and in times which were considerably easier. So, basically, stop complaining, and get on with your work.


But life ashore was also hard then. Tom Fisher, who served as a sailor in HMAS Sydney, grew up not wearing shoes to school, living in a house which was very cold in winter and very hot in summer, eating extremely basic foods like bread and dripping, and subsisting as a child with very little to play with – the family radio was much prized. Living on a navy ships for such people, with accommodation and food thrown in, was not that difficult.


The world of the late 1930s was universally tough. The Great War – they were not numbered until well into World War II – had killed 10-12 million people, and the Spanish flu that followed it just about doubled that number. The 1920s had given way to the Great Depression. Across the globe millions had lost their economic livelihood, and the governments of that time neither saw the necessity nor were geared for what now most provide: some sort of adequate assistance for those who were unable to support themselves. For thousands of years of human existence that had been the norm: you worked or you starved. The chief purpose of government was security of its people, and for that you paid a tax. Basic infrastructure was next: roads, dams, harbours and so on. But you supported yourself, and if you wanted a family you supported them too.


To join the armed forces of any nation involved a contract of sorts. You served, and if called on you put your own safety behind that of the need to fight. Many nations had some sort of compulsory service, but others had purely volunteer forces. In return for exposing yourself to danger, the government paid you, and usually fed and housed you too. In comparison with the world outside, it was a reasonable deal.


Armed forces primarily involved armies, those who fought on land. But they were often formed in times of war only. The British, for example, only had a permanent army, the ‘New Model’, after its 10-year Civil War of 1642–1651 – the one which King Charles I eventually lost before he was executed by Parliament. Before that, a system of a ‘feudal levy’ allowed those in power – barons, knights, and so on – to bring their trained force, usually used in peacetime as a garrison, to the monarch’s call. Life as a soldier was reasonable, preferable for some to working in the fields.


Naval forces were a little different in that they were more permanent. The beginnings of the Royal Navy can be traced back to the 1200s, as to have a force of warships meant a country needed some sort of fixed system. Ships were complicated, so able crew members were more difficult to find than a body of soldiers. The skills necessary to navigate, get a vessel to move, with wind or oars, and ensure it did not sink in the process took a substantial amount of time to learn. The sailors and their officers that could do this were therefore worth paying a retainer to.


Many countries with a coastline had some sort of navy; not so much to sail anywhere as to ensure harbours and buildings were not visited by some other country’s maritime force and attacked. Samuel Pepys, perhaps the most famous naval administrator of all time, managed a permanent naval force for Britain in the 1600s. When Australia achieved Federation in 1901 and a degree of self-management, although it was still part of the British Empire its first two tasks were to raise an army and a navy. As the leading proponent of a navy, William Creswell, pointed out:


...the spectacle of 5,000,000 Anglo-Australians, with an army splendidly equipped, unable to prevent the burning of a cargo of wool in sight of Sydney Heads, is only the ordinary consequence of a policy of naval impotence.4


This work studies life on board ship in World War II, not peacetime, but a comparison is necessary to understand the huge differences between them. By 1945, the 1939 peacetime sailor’s lifestyle had been turned upside down; that way of life had gone along with its considerable amount of leave ashore. Sailors in wartime spent the majority of time at sea, not in a shore base, unless their duty there was imperative or they could not go to sea because of sickness or injury.


What was expected of them can be summed up in the beginning of a naval pocket-book – British, but likely the same as received in the RAN. It is a lengthy introduction, but worth a read to understand the mindset that was required:


Sea Sense


His Majesty’s ships or vessels, from the battleship to the smallest unit, are specially designed to do their particular duty. The Fleet operates as a team, each member playing its part.


During peace or war there are hazards of wind and sea, fog and shoal, fire and collision, which may be a source of menace to every vessel from the moment she is launched. Generations of seamen dealing successfully with these dangers have handed down their experience to the seamen of to-day. Seamanship is the art of ship management and maintenance, and the capacity to use foresight and common sense, to make fullest use of seamen’s experience.


No warship has room for ‘passengers’ who stand about indifferent to what is going on around them. The seaman must develop sea sense, just as the driver of a motor vehicle develops road sense.’


He must be alert continually to visualize what is happening, and to anticipate what might happen next. A true seaman is always ready to act in time to avoid injury to his ship or to his shipmates, or to himself. He does the right thing because he has learned how the sea behaves, and how it affects a ship afloat, and how she can be kept under control in spite of it.


There is no mystery about it, although many unfamiliar terms are used. These are necessary because things happen too quickly at sea to allow time for long and detailed instructions. Orders must be short and snappy, and they must be instantly and exactly obeyed.


So, there are terms which distinguish clearly the different parts of a ship from one another, the relative positions of objects in or outside the ship, and the direction in which they lie. There are expressions describing the movement of objects on board, and the movement of the ship herself.


When a man chosen to play football for a team is allotted his place on the field he must learn a number of football terms and expressions before he can be of any use to his side. In the same way, every man called to serve afloat must recognise his responsibility to his shipmates. He must lose no time in acquiring sea sense, so that he can play his part in the team.5


So, the countries of the world routinely operated navies. The role of warships in peacetime was threefold: constabulary, diplomatic and preparing for war. Ships protected their country’s waters from intrusion, usually to protect its assets, such as fishing grounds, or to prevent unauthorised landings. Sometimes they went on a diplomacy mission, showing the flag’ as it was often known, to impress another country or two with its potential might. The seemingly expensive and, to some, pointless duties of hosting a cocktail party in a foreign port was really something useful: hosting a large grey foreign warship in your port showed you how powerful that country was, and implied you would be sensible to consider it a friend. The United States Navy, for example, went on a ‘Great White Fleet’ expedition from late 1907 to 1909, which saw a flotilla of USN vessels visit several countries. The description of ‘white’, incidentally, did not refer to the colour of the sailors on board, although they were indeed, but to the colour that the majority of the ships were painted.


Routinely, but not often, naval warships exercised their weapons. They fired their guns in practice; but not too frequently, for firings were expensive and besides, paintwork could get scorched. Warships were more a looming and threatening presence when necessary. Like a guard dog, they did not have to bite anyone to be useful – the mere threat of being bitten deterred countries from trying their potential enemies’ might in reality.


Everyday routine at sea


There was much to be learnt and understood by any man who wanted to ‘follow the sea’. The naval day, for example, was divided into ‘watches’ of five four-hour periods and two two-hour periods. Its 24 hours went as follows:








	Name


	Time











	First watch


	2000–2359 (that is, 8 pm until midnight)







	Middle watch


	0000–0400







	Morning watch


	0400–0800







	Forenoon watch


	0800–1200







	Afternoon watch


	1200–1600







	First dog watch


	1600–1800







	Second dog watch


	800–2000










The purpose of the dog watches was to give an odd number to the 24 hours; that is, seven watches. That way if there were two teams working the ship their days were staggered, and so not continually the same. Usually called Port (Red) and Starboard (Green), their first day might look like this, with the next its opposite:


[image: ]


A three-day system gave more time off and continued the staggered approach. In wartime, as will be seen, this would seem like distant luxury – men sometimes went to their action station and stayed there for days. In peacetime, though, the system was fair but monotonous:


The daily routine fell into a pattern that never varied. Just before dawn all hands closed to action stations until there was enough light for the lookouts to make sure that no other ship was in sight. Breakfast was followed by general work about the ship. And no matter how spick and span the cruiser might appear, there was always painting and cleaning to be done. The big guns were hard taskmasters too; the rifling of their barrels must shine like silver and their breech blocks glisten with fresh films of oil after each firing. At noon came dinner, then all hands except those on watch were ‘piped down’ to read, write letters home, play cards or sleep until the muster for tea at 4p.m. The later afternoon, between tea and supper at 7 p.m., was the time for recreation and exercise, for hockey, tennis or boxing on deck and, if the men were lucky, for swimming over the ship’s side.6


Sailors were usually worked hard, whether they were in an engineering space, on the weather deck, or in some more exotic employment below. Russell Keats was a stores assistant on board the cruiser Canberra:


I have had to work like fury from the morning we sailed onwards. My store, about as large as our drawing room plus bedrooms, has a hatchway as large as your [his father’s] desk [about 1.5 metre by I metre.] as an only means of entrance and exit. ‘Tis approximately twelve feet deep and was packed with an inconceivable quantity of stores up to within two feet of the top. This we have been sorting out and straightening ever since, and look like doing so to the end of time...7


Other regular everyday duties included ‘holystoning’ or scrubbing the weather deck. This meant big groups of seamen had to:


...hose down this deck, scrub it with stiff bristled brooms and finally squeegee it dry. At regular intervals it was also holystoned to remove any stains and to keep the timber as near white as possible. The holystones were blocks of sandstone, so called because those using them had to crawl on their hands and knees and they worked them back and forth along the planks.8


Food and eating


A naval ship’s company ate regular meals in ‘messes’, the hammocks in these spaces being stowed after night use in bins. A designated daily ‘cook of the mess’ would go to the galley and collect the mess’s quota of food. This would then be divided out under the supervision of the more senior member.9 The sailors outside of these times also had access to a canteen. An RN officer on posting to an Australian ship noted it was one of many improvements from the British force:


One of them was better catering, including an excellent canteen. The canteen manager and his three assistants were civilians; possibly they belonged to a union, but they certainly did not keep union hours. It was open all the time...10


What we now call lunch was then called dinner. The evening meal was called tea, and the pipe (a whistle) or announcement over a public address system was ‘hands to tea’ at 1600. It was followed by supper, but all of these routines were subject to duties and to being on time. As one of the original sailors on board the stationary training ship Tingara recalled, they received for breakfast ‘...a steaming bowl of hot cocoa, and a hard sea biscuit’. 11 This sounds good, but as one sailor reflected sadly: ‘...the call was made “come and get it” – and if you were last you didn’t get any.’ Further: ‘If you were on watch it was gone by the time you came down and you didn’t get any until the next meal.’


Sometimes on shore things were no better. Max Hinchcliffe recalls that at his first meal at the RAN College ‘someone dipped into the honey and brought out a mouse’. 12 However, this didn’t cause too much fuss because ‘...the rest of us were too busy knocking the weevils out of the biscuits’.


There was plenty of grumbling about food in the early days of the RAN. Eventually this reached influential ears. The MP who was the Member for Corio investigated some complaints. He found


...the diet of the men in Yarra and Parramata consisted of a breakfast of porridge and bread and butter, a lunch of roast meat and potatoes with no other vegetables, and pudding only twice a week, and a supper of bread and butter and tea.13


Life was a little better if you were an officer because you paid for better food. Vice-Admiral Peek recalled how when he joined the RAN in 1928 the officers’ wardroom and the midshipmen’s gunroom, although they too received one shilling and threepence a day food allowance, fed themselves to a better standard by putting in two shillings out of their five shillings a day pay. This custom of supplementing your mess food was also observed sometimes on the lower deck. Sailors serving on Tobruk in Hong Kong, for example, would put in a shilling a payday.


How nutritious and tasty the mess fare was further depended on the preparation abilities and enthusiasm of the cooks. English pies were a favourite, Peek remembers, and on Sunday night they usually had tinned salmon. John Ross, serving before the war on overseas deployments, recalls that although fresh fruit and vegetables disappeared after a few weeks at sea, fresh bread was always made. Ross also recalls how the addition of money to the food allowance allowed ‘three-course lunches’ and ‘four-course dinners’.


Although the RN was, by many accounts, much the same as the Australian Navy, the Americans had worked out some decades back that if food was a major attraction to enlist, then that would result in longer crew retention. Ice-cream machines had been installed on some of their larger warships as early as 1905, and their storage systems were better, resulting in better menus.14 The US Navy had a consistently better approach to food storage, preparation and variety than either the RN or RAN.




A look at modern naval food


Limitations on ships’ cooks have always been quite harsh. The author recalls a Fremantle Class patrol boat galley, serving through the 1980s for 20 years or so, was about the size of a suburban house’s bathroom. An Oberon submarine’s was the same size. Yet such facilities and their professional cooks turned out three meals a day for 25 and 73 people. The galleys were full of machinery, ovens, ranges and so on. Yet the cooks managed some magnificent meals: Saturday night at sea often saw two huge roasts with all of the trimmings, cooked to a quality that would rival any restaurant. But these galleys had the advantage of modern machinery technology and the electronics of the post-war era. World War II was probably a low in naval food.


In the early 1960s when Errol Hunt first joined as a sailor the food quality seemed to be high and also consistent, if a little unusual by today’s standards. 15 Breakfast, Errol recalls, was often ‘train smash’, not, as we might think, sausages and mashed potatoes, but a sort of ‘tomato au gratin’: tinned tomatoes with cheese on top. Also at breakfast were devilled kidneys, and what was known as ‘yellow peril’: smoked cod, in fact. Errol adds: ‘Eggs were always on the menu, as was bacon.’ What were known as ‘Tiddly Oggies’, a term for pasties, were often served for dinner.


In regards to other meals:


Anything with batter around it was ‘in night clothing’’ – something was wrong with it, we said, so they used to disguise it. I remember we usually had duff [a generic naval term for dessert] with lunch. The meals were always wholesome. I never had a complaint, because it was always like Mum used to give me, and she was a great cook. Baked dinners were more than the norm; even baked lunches. Evenings always had soup to start. Afternoon tea: there was always a spread for that: a sit-down time with bread and Vegemite; bread and jam, and so on.


Evening meal at six o’clock we had a ‘meat and three veg.’ type meal. At 2100 we had kye – slab cocoa – and rock cakes. I can honestly say I never went hungry.


Errol remembers that by the second or third week at sea the meals began to go down in quality. He also noted that if the ‘chief vittler and the chief cook got on well the quality was good’. The Victualling Branch (SV rating) was amalgamated with the Stores Naval branch in the early 90s, and cooks became responsible for their own Rations Management Accounting.


Petty Officer Megan Payne joined the Navy in January 1979, and went through cookery school training of 18 weeks. She saw vast changes in navy food during her time in service, mainly relating to differences in attitude towards people’s health. For example, when she first began cooking in the RAN, there was a tendency towards fried and oily food on the menus, and there was one type of potato offered. In those days there were no vegetarian choices, and no choice as to whether you could have cold meats, salads and so on – more healthy alternatives.


Megan was of the opinion the food choice and quality in modern times have improved by a great percentage. She saw changes brought in such as a higher standard in dietary training, guided by nutritionists. A ship’s menu has to be approved by a medical officer to ensure it fits in with dietary requirements. Most training is done in conjunction with TAFE colleges, and there are now taskbooks to be completed after training, so extending it.


Navy cooks in more modern times often compete with outside chefs in cooking competitions. Working part-time in restaurants is seen as normal further employment while ashore and perhaps even desirable to gain wider experience. International cuisine is now part of the navy’s menu: Thai beef is a normal offering in many messdecks. And Strawberry Charlotte – a dessert of sponge fingers soaked in kirsch, molded with an English custard, set and served with a strawberry sauce – is perhaps an indication of the sophistication of today’s galley and its highly skilled commanders.





Rounds, Colours and Sunset


‘Rounds’ were held in the evening, and saw various parts of the ship inspected for cleanliness. Efficient navies, and the RN, RAN and USN were certainly that, were fanatical about hygiene to an extent which puzzled many a newcomer. But it was based on the fearsome punishment which sickness could hand out to an unclean ship. And if entire sections of a ship’s company were laid low by ill-health, then it could not function. The practice of enforced hygiene, as with much of naval convention, had its source many hundreds of years before. The famous Captain Cook pioneered treatment against scurvy by introducing compulsory consumption of healthy food – a sporadic experiment at the time in the RN, with sauerkraut, cabbage, lemons, limes and so on – foods we now know contain Vitamin C, at the time being found to ward off swollen bleeding gums and other symptoms of the disease. Although Captain Bligh of the same time has gone down unfairly in history as a tyrannical commander, Cook ordered more floggings than Bligh, to force his men to consume what was good for them.


‘Colours’ and ‘Sunset’ were held every day if in harbour. At 0800 and at the variable time of sunset, this saw a ceremonial hoisting of the national flag and the naval ensign at the bow and stern of the ship, with all personnel at the ‘Still’ as a bugle sounded, and on occasion the band playing the national anthem. If underway this was not the practice. Sunday mornings saw ‘Captain’s Divisions’, which were more ceremonial, and it was usually the case that a multi-denomination church service was held afterwards.




The fleets – the RN, USN and RAN and their enemies in brief


More will be said later of the type and roles of various warships, but in summary, the world’s naval forces of the 1930s had progressed from the early 1800s, and hundreds of years before that, from wind-powered wooden warships to oil-fired steel-sided ships. They were now extremely complicated vessels which contained miles of electrical wiring which connected the many machines which did much of the work: hoists to bring up explosive shells, electrically fired guns and torpedoes, winches to haul steel cables, pumps to send liquids on their way, and radios and lights to send communications. Added to that were aircraft, which had staggered into the air from ships in World War I. However, ships still required hundreds of men to do the many manual tasks that remained.


By World War II, the Royal Navy was still the most powerful naval force the world had ever known, but other fleets were catching up. The United States Navy was well-balanced, with battleships reigning supreme, supported by a cohort of battlecruisers, lighter cruisers, destroyers and other small fighting ships, and a flotilla of submarines. Aircraft carriers were making a positive appearance but were yet to be confirmed as the pre-eminent capital ship of the future.


The RN, in contrast, had a larger fleet but was perhaps even less inclined to accepting the role of aircraft carriers – before the attack on Pearl Harbor, the USA had had the advantage of watching from the sidelines to see what worked and what didn’t in naval aviation. In 1939, the RN’s ships were scattered across the globe, with the tasks of maintaining the Empire and ‘showing the flag’ having become a major war. The Royal Navy’s senior officers, in the main, had the benefit of having seen much combat in World War I.


Australia, as a small Dominion naval force, relied on Britain, and in fact numerically was counted as part of it. It was lacking in aircraft carriers – it had none, and submarines, of which it had none either. Then again, its officers had universally trained with the RN and were judged to be competent by their parent navy – a fact that would be reflected when officers such as John Collins and Hal Farncomb took control over RN assets later in the war.


The British Empire’s enemies were formidable in both size and capability. The German Kreigsmarine was not built around the same concepts. It favoured submarines, and their fleet would see more than 1000 built through the war, more than any other nation, of which they would lose 784. They did not use aircraft carriers, and in battle terms favoured single or dual ships operating together, sometimes formidably – Scharnhorst and Gneisenau together sunk the RN carrier Glorious and her two escorts in mere hours in 1940. Their ally Italy would fight bravely but badly.


Japan resembled the RN, who after all had trained them, and with whom they had been allied in World War I. Their battleships and submarines would not do as well in the coming war as they might have done, but their smaller ships would fight fiercely and well. As for aircraft carriers, they showed remarkable skill and resilience in utilising this new developing capital ship.


By the war’s end, millions of people and thousands of ships had seen combat at sea. This table, although simple, gives some idea of comparative strengths, showing ships built during the war:


[image: ]


By the end of the war, the USA had become the world’s dominant naval power. It was supreme in everything: size, capability, reach and effectiveness, and was operating 70 per cent of the world’s naval vessels.17





The divisional system


The sailor’s world was one of manning these ships; in essence, the control part of how they worked, and often a vital cog in some of its machinery by virtue of muscles and brainpower. A sailor was managed, trained, advanced, checked and maintained through a navy, for it was not just on a random basis that ships operated. They operated under written orders, and in a very old system of care and attention for each person, known as the divisional system. This is still in use in many Commonwealth navies today, and indeed a modern manual of the Canadian Navy outlines it:


The divisional system was developed and refined for very pragmatic reasons because there was a need to ensure that each individual in the chain of command was looked out for and given the chance to progress. Some form of unofficial divisional system existed in the Royal Navy as early as 1755, and a Vice Admiral Smith certainly introduced it into his ships in 1775. While Lord St. Vincent is usually credited with introducing the concept more widely, it did not become an official policy initiative in the RN until 1806, in the middle of the Napoleonic Wars. We inherited the system with the creation of the Royal Canadian Navy in 1910.18


Therefore, all of the sailors of the same technical type formed a ‘division’: all of the communications ratings formed a division, all of the seamen, all of the stokers, and so on. Technically speaking, everyone on board a warship had someone to turn to for guidance, and unless he was at the very bottom of the hierarchical chain he was responsible for looking after someone. There was therefore no reason to fail in one’s duty through lack of knowledge, for that could be explained to you. It was more a lack of willingness, and for that, navies had another code, that of negative sanctions through its disciplinary codes.


Discipline


At sea discipline was always present, although the emphasis was on becoming a sailor who knew his job so well punishments weren’t necessary. What you could and should do, and what would happen to you if you broke a navy’s rules, was fixed, if not in stone then firmly in writing. Robert Disher recalled: ‘The Navy had a bible in my day – it was a manual called KR & AI, which stood for the King’s Rules and Admiralty Instructions. Everything went by this book. The pin up boy was Horatio Nelson, as ties with the Royal Navy had not been broken.’19


To be a ‘defaulter’ was the label applied to common miscreants. These were people who had incurred the wrath of someone senior, and who had been given some sort of punishment which was necessary to the functioning of the ship, but which was unpleasant. Punishments also had nicknames. In the Australian force, to be on the defaulter list was known to be on ‘chooks’ – slang for chickens; the etymology is unknown. 20 It also had a name borrowed and used in the RN, as John Cole on HMAS Sydney described in a letter to his friend Ron Smith:


Bob Forbes (an old reprobate) started his Jankers record on board the other day by telling one of the ‘Kellicks’ to get-----but there is one boy much worse than he is here. I don’t think he has gone a whole week without getting Jankers. He is at present doing 14 days of it the big mug.21


Punishment on board naval ships has become somewhat cliched, due largely to scenes depicted in movies. The general public probably thinks that physical justice in past navies was savage and unusual. In actuality, it was not too much out of line with that which could be meted out on shore. And, in fact, punishment in navies was regulated quite well and often accepted as a matter of course, which was necessary to get people to do what was right for the ship. Many captains were humane and capable managers, but had to enforce discipline.


However, some of the more unusual physical punishments were unpleasant indeed. What were they in reality? Most dated from the days of wooden warships, and were transferred, or not, on to steel warships.


Minor punishments


For formal parades, such as church, having the Articles of War read, being paid, defaulter parade and so on, sailors on wooden ships lined up with their bare toes touching a seam of the deck. This was known as ‘toeing the line’ – a naval phrase which made its way into mainstream vernacular. A sailor who was being punished could be told to ‘toe the line’ for a certain amount of time. Wooden decks began disappearing as ships began being armoured, but the saying persisted.


Someone who had incurred the wrath of a leading seaman might be told to empty the ‘spitkids’, which were large sand-filled buckets for spitting into or disposing of cigarette butts – smoking was regulated but allowed, and most World War II sailors smoked. The ship’s toilets always needed regular cleaning. They were known as ‘the heads’ because they were once, on sailing ships, located in the cathead of the ship, a part of the bow bracing system. Cleaning the toilets was a common punishment for minor offences. Although the sea washed the heads clean as the ship pitched, they still needed a regular scrub-down with a broom. In more modern times the broom only scrubbed the metal deck of the toilets inside the ship after they had been cleaned with the usual brush and disinfectant. Most of the heads were fitted with basins and a cold tap to each.


Sailors could also be punished for minor offences in a manner designed to remind them not to do it again. Spitting on the deck might mean carrying a spittoon around; dirty clothing could mean a sailor was condemned to carry an item tied around an arm for a certain time. A slack hammock could mean that the hammock was carried over the shoulder for a watch. Holystoning timber decks was always useful.


A ‘kit muster’ meant you had to lay out all of your issued kit on your bunk or some other designated space. Everything had to be done according to a plan, with measurements to the fraction of an inch. It took a long time to complete and required a lot of determination and self-discipline. If it wasn’t done properly the rating was usually told to do it again.


Captain’s Table or other commander’s decisions


The concept of the Commander’s or Captain’s Table saw a sailor marched up in front of a senior officer to be punished. It was kept for the more serious offences, or when a sailor had refused to accept a punishment for a more minor offence. The justice was usually quick: the sailor’s charge was read out, his divisional officer spoke for him – or not, and a punishment was advised, after which the sailor was right-turned and marched out again.


However, the captain could order a punishment without such a formal procedure. Richard Peek remembered one such incident when HMAS Hobart had been attacked by two torpedo bombers:


...one came close to the ship – you could have hit it with a cricket ball. We had two .5 machine-guns mounted down below either side of the bridge, and one hadn’t fired at this plane. Howden sent me to find out why from the captain of the gun...I brought the leading hand up – this was a Leading Seaman, I don’t recall his name. Howden listened to the explanation – he’d forgotten to take the safety catch off – and then said very quietly, ‘Very interesting, Able Seaman so and so’ – it was the quickest piece of justice I’d ever seen.22


In other words, he was disrated – reduced in rank – on the spot, along with the loss of pay.


Mastheading


Midshipmen, who as nearly ‘officers and gentlemen’ were not subject to the physical punishment of the sailors, received punishment that was more formal but less detrimental to their career. In the case of mastheading, the delinquent middie was sent to a ‘top’ – called the ‘crow’s nest’ in the merchant marine – on the top of the main part of a mast; that is, below the topmast, which was a short mast lashed to the lower mast. There the young gentleman would sit, far above the deck and often above the sea as the ship rolled. He could be there for some hours, as his superior dictated, and might miss meals too.


Flogging


Flogging was never a reality in the Royal Australian Navy. However, it has become so much a part of naval imagery that it is worth outlining the reality here. Earlier, this punishment was not confined just to the Royal Navy and other navies but also the armies of the world, which used it regularly. Afloat, it consisted of tying a prisoner to a ship’s grating, that is, a hatch cover which looked like a trellis. This was taken up and made almost vertical and the prisoner was secured by the hands, face to the grating. The charge was read out, and the sentence, and the flogging commenced, with a nine-tailed short-handled whip against the victim’s bare back. The lashes were of thin cord, and knotted. In the RN it was known as ‘the cat o’ nine tails’. There is a popular story that a sailor was made to make his own whip and therefore meditate on his sentence, but there does not seem to be much evidence of this.


Twelve lashes was the norm, and it was a point of pride amongst sailors not to cry out. A newly joined sailor might of course be not so hardened. Flogging was usually awarded for grave offences, such as insubordination, drunkenness (to the point of incapacity) on duty and so on. More than 12 lashes was sometimes awarded by RN ships’ captains, but this was illegal, although often ignored. Court martials – a military court – often awarded more, especially for serious offences such as thievery – a particularly offensive crime in the unsecured close quarters of a ship, striking an officer or mutiny.


The ultimate was a ‘flogging round the fleet’ with so many lashes given at the gangway of each ship with the victim and punishment party in a ship’s launch. The boat was rowed from ship to ship and the ship’s company in each case were assembled to witness the punishment. This was only awarded for the gravest of crimes – usually mutiny or desertion during war. In these circumstances the prisoner sometimes died under punishment.


Flogging was looked upon by many ashore as a harsh punishment, and eventually, largely due to the efforts of a Joseph Hume, MP, member for Montrose, the navy’s punishment returns were inspected by Parliament. In 1859 the First Class for Conduct was brought in, and no man in this group could thenceforth be punished in this way, except by court martial. In 1862, punishments were regulated, with four offences being punishable by death, and eight by floggings. The army suspended flogging in 1868 and abolished it in 1881. The Royal Navy suspended it in 1871, although the Oxford Illustrated History of the RN (1995) states that flogging is still just ‘suspended’.


Running the gauntlet


This was a punishment by which members of a ship’s company formed two lines and the offender was made to walk or run between them, with the lines of sailors striking him with rope ends and other objects. Sometimes to slow the victim down and ensure effective punishment a sword point was held against his chest by a superior, who retreated backwards in front of the sailor. It was apparently abolished in 1806.23


An unofficial version of this was to be ‘cobbed’ or ‘firked’ – a punishment inflicted by members of the lower deck on wayward shipmates. It was carried out with a stocking filled with sand or sometimes wooden staves from a cask being used to beat the offender.


Shot drill


This particular punishment was the norm at Garden Island Naval Prison, in Sydney, around the turn of the century. RN sailors were made to carry a 32 pound ‘shot’, or cannon ball, around a circle, and at a designated point put it down. Then they were to pick it up again and carry it once more for the measured distance. When news of this reached the local newspapers there was somewhat of an outcry, although it did not seem to have much effect.


This sort of thing continued in shore establishments and foreign bases where the RAN had access in World War II.


The army jails, especially the British ones, were to be feared. One of the men received 28 days in an army jail in Palestine for swearing at a Petty Officer. Upon his return he told us that the daily routine consisted of filling a bag with sand and then running a hundred yards and emptying it. Then he had to refill it and run the hundred yards back to where he started. This went on all day, every day, for the 28 days with no let up. He came back very lean and fit.24


Keel-hauling


This particularly nasty experience, said to have been thought up by the Dutch Navy, is often cited as being part of the naval world, but the author has never seen reference to it in either the navies of Britain, the United States or Australia. The offender was tied around the middle, perhaps with arms free, and hoisted to a yardarm. Another rope was also tied to the offender and run underneath the ship to the other side from that yardarm. The sailor was dropped into the water and then pulled under the ship to be scraped against the barnacle-covered bottom of the ship and nearly drowned. A gun was fired during the process, ‘which is done as well to astonish him so much the more with the thunder of the shot, as to give warning until all others of the fleet to look out and be wary by his harms’.25


The French preferred a variation known as ‘ducking at the yardarm’, according to The Oxford Companion to Ships and the Sea. The punishment does not seem to have been carried out in the Royal Navy. However, in the Tasmanian Museum a ducking box can be seen, rather like a big coffin, which was probably inspired by keel-hauling, and used on voyages to Australia by convict ships. A convict was placed inside and the box lowered from a yardarm. The pierced holes in it would ensure rapid filling, and presumably the convict half-drowned.


Court martial


The terrifying-sounding prospect of a court martial is one that has been embellished by novels and movies throughout the ages. Solemn drumbeats, a commencement gun, flags, prisoners-under-escort, the lonely ‘prisoner’s friend’ and being shot at dawn all leap to mind for someone who has been seduced by such visions. In reality, a court martial was, and is, just a court run by the military along military lines. Many a naval officer has been court martialled only to be discharged by the court with his career undamaged. As David Jones points out in his analysis of the first intake of the RAN College: ‘Many Admirals had a grounding early in their career. Indeed, it was said that over time a court martial allows your name to be known but the grounds for its recognition become forgotten.’26


There are many variations though navies, but the RN’s and therefore Australia’s follow a fairly conventional course. The purpose is to establish the truth of what happened in a matter, and award some sort of set penalty. The most common reason for convening a court martial over the years seems to have been following a warship being run aground, but there are many other reasons, for the less naval variation of crimes, up to and including murder. One of the most famous, depicted in the book and film The Caine Mutiny, was for removing a captain from his command. The work’s author, Herman Wouk, served in World War II in the USN.


One interesting aspect for RN/RAN officers, who are the main reason for such a court, with most rating charges being dealt with by ‘the Captain’s Table’, is that following the withdrawal to consider a verdict, the officer’s sword, which has been placed on a table to their front, is presented in the case of ‘guilty’ with the point towards them. If they are not guilty, the hilt is towards them, signifying they can take it up once more and resume their duties.


Capital punishment


Many of the Articles of War under which the RN sailed specified ‘death, or some lesser punishment’ for offences, and the ultimate punishment was also the norm in most navies. NAM Rodger in The Wooden World specifies eight offences for which death was the punishment, but ‘...only murder and buggery normally attracted it’.


Capital punishment was usually carried out with the victim being hung from the yardarm of the sailing ship, the noose around his neck and the other end of the rope tailed away at a run by a party of designated seamen.


The last capital punishment carried out in the RN was the execution by hanging of Marine John Dalliger in 1860 on board HMS Leven. Dalliger was a notorious offender on board the ship and on this occasion was accused of theft. He denied the charge, and the matter was adjourned. Dalliger then seems to have gained access later that day to a pistol. Next morning he made his way to the Captain’s cabin, where he shot his superior, Lieutenant James Hudson, in the back of the head. Hudson fell to the deck, badly wounded, although he was to survive. Dalliger then went on deck and shot another officer before he was overpowered. He was hung three days later after a court martial.


Execution of military offenders in the armed forces of Britain, Australia and the United States was much more of a process used in World War I than II. In the British Army, for example, 18 men were executed for cowardice and 266 for desertion in the first conflict; in the second, none were.27 Informal execution was a different matter, and will probably never be accurately examined, but it is worth noting that instances of threatening men who were turning away from battle was common enough. The famous poet and infantry officer Siegfried Sassoon once came across one of his own battalion’s officers making his way to the rear with what seemed a feeble excuse. Sassoon drew his pistol and threatened to shoot him if he didn’t turn around.28 Similarly another poet, Robert Graves, told a captain he knew of his experiences in forcing his men onward: ‘I had to shoot a man of my own company to get the rest out of the trench.’29


Some Australians broke and ran from their positions in action in 1917 in Europe; they were remonstrated with and one soldier said: ‘I saw Lieut. Bruton in the end with his revolver drawn and preventing the men from going further back...’30 The Australian Military Handbook, published in 1941, urges its readers – if they are an officer – to use lethal force in this situation if necessary in no uncertain terms: ‘If any one of any rank makes a move to surrender, shoot him and carry on. If a bunch of men have surrendered, open fire on their guards and give them a chance to get away. If their guards are mixed up with them open fire just the same.’ In advice to all ranks it urges that if panic is ‘being communicated to others, then it is your obvious duty to shoot to kill.’ 31


Then again, the threat of capital punishment hung over the heads of military personnel. US Army soldier Willy Slovik was executed in World War II for refusing to fight, and his name was invoked by leaders in the field to get their men to do their duty: ‘They just shot that guy, they’ll shoot you.’32 In fact, executions in the US Army were limited to just this one: 21,049 American military personnel were convicted of desertion, and 49 were sentenced to death, but all of the other 48 were commuted.33


For naval members, what in military history has been called ‘combat refusal’ or ‘cowardice in the face of the enemy’ was a lot harder to embark upon. Men could not simply leave their action station or general quarters position because they felt like it. Even the calls of nature were not reason for that. James Fahey recalled: ‘During the many hours at battle stations we had to use a pail if we had to go to the toilet. It was then lowered over the side.’ 34 An imagined errand was no reason to be elsewhere either: in Nelson’s day armed Marines were posted at the gangways, where you went down to the next deck, in combat to make sure your supposed mission was a legal one. In armies they were called ‘battle police’ and navies had their equivalent.


A weather deck station, open to the shellfire of the enemy, was no enviable place to be in action, but being below if the ship took a serious hit might mean you were trapped. Perhaps for these reasons the autobiographies of sailors hardly ever feature stories of men shirking their duty; it was not so much bravery but more a case of there was nowhere else to be. It was sometimes safer, too, to obey orders. JPW Mallalieu tells of one crew member who refused to go on watch or to his action station – ironically, he was a fatality when a shell hit the area he was in later that day.


Terminology


A few naval terms used in the sailors’ world...








	Term


	Meaning











	Adrift


	Something or someone is not where they should be, as in ‘he’s adrift’ for someone late







	Avast


	Stop, or halt







	Bilges


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







	Buzz


	A ‘buzz’ or ‘the buzz’ was a rumour, usually connected with what has going to happen on a ship in the near future







	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. The ‘captain’ might be of any rank from warrant officer or above, or even in wartime extremes a petty officer – but still referred to by anyone on his ship as ‘the captain’







	Goffer


	A non-alcoholic drink. However, strangely, to ‘chuck him a goffer’ means to render a salute to an officer







	Lieutenant


	The most plentiful officer rank. 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







	Make and mend


	Half-day off. From the practice of ‘hands to make and mend clothes’, an occupation for the ratings when no official work was necessary. Also referred to as a ‘makers’ e.g. ‘Can we have a makers?’







	To miss musters


	Or to be a ‘miss-muster’. From the idea of a person missing an original assembly – a ‘muster’ (The word incidentally also used in the RAAF for a recruiting of a certain specialisation, as in ‘I came in on a muster of mechanics’)







	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







	Port and Starboard etc


	
Port is the left-hand side of the ship when standing on board and looking to the front, or bow. The navigation light for port is red – the memory recall practice is to remember port wine is red, and both ‘left’ and ‘port’ have four letters


Starboard is the right-hand side when facing forward. The light for starboard is green. ‘Starboard’ is said to come from ‘steering oar’


The stern is the rear of the ship


The waist is the middle








	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 who was said to have commanded all sorts of ships







	Show a leg


	To get up from sleeping. From the RN practice of allowing women on board when a ship was at anchor for some time. Women were allowed to sleep in the hammocks provided they showed a smooth leg in the morning to prove they were not a male member of the ship’s company and had to get up for duty







	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







	Watches


	A ship’s day was split into blocks of four hours, starting at midnight with a new day at 0001. The watches ran with the first ending at 0400; the next at 0800, then 1200, and 1600. There were then two ‘dog’ watches of two hours each, ending at 2000, with the final watch at 2359. 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










Sailors learnt the bewildering variety of shipboard terminology by being thrown into the chaotic mix of words and phrases and being derided until they understood. Robert Disher recalled his bewildering allocation of such in his first days:


They divided us into two watches (starboard and port) in readiness for the time when we were due for leave. They also divided us into divisions (forecastle, foretop, maintop and quarterdeck) and branches (seamen, stokers, miscellaneous) and finally instruction classes.35


There were also the other ‘work party’ duties that were necessary to keep a huge machine – for that is what a warship is – functioning. For this the sailors were divided into four large groups. The forecastlemen maintained the bow end of the ship; the maintopmen the starboard waist, or middle; the foretopmen the port waist; and the quarterdeckmen the stern. (The two waist section titles were leftovers from the days of sail.)


Training


Sailors and officers were trained ashore before they went to sea, the former at bases generally in Australia’s capital cities, but then followed by a stint at HMAS Cerberus, also known as Flinders Naval Depot, south of Melbourne. Officers went to the Naval College, first based at Jervis Bay, south of Sydney, but in the Great Depression moved to Cerberus for reasons of economy. (It returned to Jervis Bay in 1958.)


Naval service in 1930s and 1940s Australia was popular. A successful applicant entered a world which not only offered pay and all living requirements but 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 in 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 40s, the period which this book discusses, was rare and expensive: most families did not own a motor vehicle, and indeed it was only the invention of the bicycle which gave men of the 19th century a new opportunity to visit a distant village for courting purposes.


Communications were also not what they were today: the telephone or telegraph cost a considerable amount of money to use, and letters took months to travel between countries, and weeks between the Australian states. Life, perhaps, was not as exciting as it can be today, but joining the armed services was an interesting and often exotic alternative.


Why join up?


Apart from the attractions as mentioned above – regular pay, good conditions, travel and adventure – 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 as a job prospect, and 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, probably Italy and maybe Japan, 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 World War I were a vivid memory for anyone aged over 25, and the cenotaphs to be found in every settlement, and Anzac Day in April and Remembrance Day in November were annual reminders of loss and sacrifice. Parents, wives and siblings were still grieving for those lost in battle. The war’s wounded, blinded and maimed servicemen were 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 strong inducements 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’. 36


To join the navy as a sailor meant an interview, paperwork and a physical examination. Some naval personnel joined as reservists prewar and others 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’.


Tom Fisher, a West Australian, for example, joined the Navy Cadets, and when he was 18, transferred to the Naval Reserve, for which he was paid to attend parades. Once a year he had to do a fortnight at sea. When war came in September 1939, he received a telegram commanding him to leave his apprenticeship as a mechanic and journey to the naval base HMAS Lonsdale. He then spent two months as a guard at Applecross Wireless Station. Then he was ordered to the Fremantle Naval Depot, and then to the cruiser Sydney. 37


Basic training


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. Across the globe the navies of the world were doing the same: the RN’s reserves and volunteers were pouring into bases; as they were in Canada, France, India, New Zealand and more.


New recruits went to sea usually on a training trip of some sort, with an alternate agenda of weeding out those who could not cope. However, new sailors were often carefully teased by the experienced hands:


After the noon meal I went topside on the after deck house to smoke a cigarette on the leevward side of the gun mount. Torpedoman Jack MacCracken, an old salt, came up to do the same. Two ‘boots’ were there for fresh air, hanging on and quite seasick. MacCracken looked at the sky, and the rough ocean, looked at the two seasick new sailors and said to them very casually – ‘The weather usually stays like this for about three days and then it really gets rough.’ 38


Trainee Cedric Ashton, a musician, described his new home in a RAN cruiser:


I returned to the band mess. This part of the ship was to be my home for how long? On one side was the inward sloping side of the ship, reinforced with steel lids and round portholes, slightly bigger than a man’s head. Both ends of the mess and the fourth side were steel partitions.


There was one doorway; the ceiling was a tangle of straight and twisted pipes carrying air ventilation, fuel and water and communication to the entire length of the ship. These were used at night to sling our hammocks. A long trestle table, firmly screwed to the deck, accommodated the 12 bandsmen at meal times. 39


The trainees were the lowest of the low, and made to realise it. They began as recruits but could look forward to promotion to what today are known as seaman, able seaman and leading seaman, and then the noncommissioned officer positions of petty officer and above. (In those days the rank structure was slightly different – for example, Tasmanian war hero Teddy Sheean’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.


Informal punishments inflicted by the instructors included a trainee being told to carry something heavy, a 60-pound (27-kilogram) shell, for example, to the next instructor’s class, who would then detail the unfortunate sailor to show it to the instructor in the next class – and so on. 40


That is not to say that the trainees’ education was repressive – far from it. It was a tough physical world, but it 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.


Comradeship was one of the major factors that led veteran seamen to value their service. ‘There is no one like a naval man. I mix with no one other than that even today. And I know them before they speak.’ Or: ‘Lack of humbug, good companionship, cleanliness, straightforward dealings, and team spirit. With these assets hardships became easyships.’41


What did they learn?


And so, the younger men of a navy learnt the routines and rules, made friends, listened to the stories, and found out what worked, 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 boats the navy still used were sail-powered, with back-up from oars.


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 with rifles – from saluting to piping, and perform feats of physical prowess such as hauling in anchor chains. Their role as seaborne soldiers was emphasised by range 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. Although their time on the parade ground would have been laughed at by army recruits, who still maintain that ‘Navy can’t march’, they still had a share of what Tom Fisher called ‘the tiring parade ground drills and marching’.42


Most more advanced training had considerable amounts of practical assistance from naval gear brought onto dry land. The ‘Attack Teacher’ in the RN gunnery school, for example, was a replica gun, complete in every detail. Its operation allowed:


...the loading, firing, recoil – simulated with springs – and so on, in which a gun team could be worked incessantly. To simulate the reality of combat they were bombarded with buckets of water, firecrackers, smoke bombs and intense noise. 43


The whole naval world also came with a complicated language that trainees 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 which designated that sailor’s rank. The rank badge was worn on one arm, and a sailor’s rate, his specialisation, on the other. Then again, addressing a leading seaman as a ‘killick’ would earn not only scorn but probably abuse – he was known formally as ‘Leader’ – and it was considered disrespectful for a sailor junior to him to address him in any other way.


In fact, all of the people in the organisation had to be spoken to in a certain way:


• Male officers and warrant officers – Sir


• Female officers – Ma’am


• Chief petty officers – Chief


• Petty officers – PO


• Leading seaman – Leader


• Able seaman – AB


• Seaman – Seaman


• Cars – ‘if in doubt salute’... This referred to a car carrying a flag or ‘star’ numberplate signifying a very senior officer was on board, encountered around a base. As it was almost impossible to see if the car actually contained such an officer it was considered safer to salute it.


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.




A typical sailor – Ronald Taylor


By Greg Swinden44


Ronald Taylor (1918–1942), sailor, was born on 29 April 1918 at Carlton, Melbourne, fourth of ten children of Collingwood-born parents George Taylor, ironworker, and his wife, Elsie, née Davey. Raised at Carlton and Port Melbourne, Ron was a typical boy of the time: he played cricket and Australian Rules football, went fishing and rode billycarts. He developed an interest in the Royal Australian Navy through watching warships entering port and from talking to sailors about life in the service. At the age of seven he became the mascot of the sloop HMAS Marguerite and was given his own uniform to wear on special occasions.


In 1930, in the Depression, George Taylor abandoned his family. The two eldest boys went to Queensland to work on a sugar-cane plantation and the eldest girl found a job on a farm, Ron and his brother Ray stayed at home, and the five youngest children were placed in institutions. Ron left school at the end of Grade 8 to work as a labourer. On 12 June 1935 he joined the RAN as an ordinary seaman. He was then 5 feet 6¼ inches (168 centimetres) tall, with dark brown hair, brown eyes and a fresh complexion; within 12 months he had gained almost 2 inches (5 centimetres) in height and had an anchor tattooed in red and blue on his right forearm.


Taylor began his training at Flinders Naval Depot, Westernport. In April 1936 he was posted to the cruiser HMAS Australia. After undertaking a course in gunnery (April–September 1938) at Flinders, he served in the destroyer HMAS Vampire and in the cruiser HMAS Adelaide before transferring to the sloop HMAS Yarra, in August 1939.


Yarra remained in Australian waters until August 1940 when she was dispatched to Aden to join the Red Sea Force. The ship took part in operations against Iraq in May 1941 and against Persia in August. ‘Buck’ Taylor was promoted acting leading seaman and given command of one of Yarra’s 4-inch (102 millimetre) guns. Yarra was in the Mediterranean in November–December, escorting convoys which ferried supplies and troops to the allied garrison at Tobruk, Libya. On each of the four trips the sloop made, Taylor’s gun was active in beating off enemy air-attacks.


By early 1942 Yarra was employed on escort duties between Java and Singapore. On 5 February she rescued 1804 people from the burning troop-ship Empress of Asia which had been crippled by an air-attack near Singapore. (Sir) Hastings Harrington later reported that Taylor had controlled his gun ‘on this occasion, as on many others’, with ‘judgment and determination’, and added that his ‘keenness and courage’ set a good example to those around him.


On 27 February 1942 Yarra was ordered to escort three auxiliary vessels from Java to Fremantle, Western Australia. Five Japanese warships intercepted the convoy on 4 March. Despite Yarra’s gallant defence, all four allied vessels were destroyed, with the sloop the last to be sunk. Taylor ignored the order to abandon ship and stayed alone at his gun, firing slowly and defiantly at the enemy until he was killed shortly before the ship went down.45





Officer training


In World War II, as they are now, navies were divided into three specific groups: commissioned officers, non-commissioned officers and ratings. This corresponds to the same organisation as armies have used through the ages. In general, officers make decisions, the NCOs ensure they are carried out, and ratings provide the labour – essentially they are the fighting personnel.


There are usually several different types of entry available to those who volunteered for officer entry in navies. While a naval college was the source of the professional full-time body of officers, there were other methods of entry for those with the right background as suited the service. ‘Background’ does not necessarily mean social class – navies, as will be seen, are freer of that distinction in comparison to armies – Nelson himself was the son of a parson, for example. Rather it means a set of skills which looked as if they could produce, hopefully quite quickly given the demands of war, an officer who could provide what the navy needed.


But in the pre-war navies of Britain, Australia and the United States there was still a lot of emphasis placed on being an ‘officer and a gentleman’. Ronald Spector wrote rather cuttingly:


The Royal Navy’s officers, who considered themselves the heirs of Nelson, were the products of a system that would probably have ensured that Nelson never received a commission. Many British naval officers were superb seamen, brave and resourceful leaders, but as a whole they were a narrow, reactionary, class-conscious, and inwardlooking social group. 46


Entry to the officer world for the United States Navy (USN) pre-war was almost always through the Annapolis training college. Ronald Spector catalogues how reluctantly in World War II the USN was forced to lower its standards; previously ‘the key requirement was a college degree’. 47 In 1943 it changed the requirement to ‘men with only two years of college plus 5 years of good business experience’, and some men over 30 years of age were accepted on the basis of ‘an outstanding business record’. Courses became 90–120 days long, resulting in the derisive title for graduates as ‘90-Day Wonders’.


Few American sailors viewed their officers as laid-back, fatherly types. ‘If some state would only start a movement to compel Naval officers to treat the enlisted men like human beings and not like dogs ... that state would earn the thanks and gratitude of over 60,000 enlisted men,’ wrote one sailor in 1914 to his hometown paper. 48


It was not much better in World War II. ‘The gap between enlisted men and officers in the American Navy during World War II was medieval,’ wrote one sailor. 49 In the RAN, Victor Smith recalled that in the 1930s the ship’s sides of Australia and Canberra were painted in ‘absolutely dazzling’ enamel. 50 ‘The wardroom had formal dinners every each weeknight which involved wearing mess undress with stiff shirts. The officers of the watch in harbour wore frock coat and sword belt.’ 51


Naval College entry


Officers in the Australian Navy were the product of the Naval College. This had existed since just after the formation of the force in 1911. Officers were trained for six years if they were the product of the Naval College system. To enter the RANC was difficult. The Navy was quite sure what it wanted; and in fact, it was quite sure what it didn’t want. A look at the 1918 edition of the College Handbook illustrates the point very well:


Type of Boy Required


The intricate mechanism of the modern ship – be it battleship, destroyer or submarine – requires such delicate handling and intimate technical knowledge that the ‘fool’ would soon find himself hopelessly out of his depth and incapable of ‘carrying on’.


The bulk of executive naval officers may divided into two classes, the Specialists and those who are commonly known as ‘salt horse’. The former are those, who when promoted to the rank of lieutenant, specialise in Gunnery, Torpedo, Engineering etc. The Specialists (say 30 per cent of the whole) are, generally speaking, the ‘high-brows of the Navy’, and need brains.


Boys who successfully pass the educational examination...may be considered suitable for entry, as far as the educational standard is concerned.


A bright, smart, cheery boy, fond of games and open-air life, with a leaning towards the sea as a profession; alert and full of joie de vivre, even with a spice of mischief in him; imbued with a sense of honest straightforward manliness, who would not stoop to prevaricate in order to escape punishment; a strong-minded boy of good moral courage; capable of ‘taking charge’, who will not be likely to lose his head in an emergency; quick to act and do the right thing; good physique – this is what is wanted, the ideal type.


The sensitive; the highly strung; the prosy, slow, poetical type; the bookworm; the effeminate; the boy without ambition, who is content to float along with the crowd; the boy lacking initiative, energy and vitality; the boy who is inordinately fond of home life; the sly type who confuses illicit acuteness with cleverness; the boy who never plays games, but prefers to mope indoors with a book – these are not wanted.52


In its original ponderings on what type of boy was required to make a future naval officer the Selection Committee determined that ‘no financial or social considerations being permitted to stand in the way of the lad who, in the opinion of the Selection Committee, was likely to make the best naval officer’.53 The parents of the original 1913 intake duly included a widely diverse collection:


...two schoolmasters, a school teacher, teacher, widow (father’s profession not stated), Under Secretary for Mines, farmer, hardware merchant, doctor, engineer, accountant, builder, secretary of an Insurance Company, bank clerk, importer, upholsterer, Chief Gunner R.N., Warrant Officer R.N., engineer and surveyor, vigneron, company manager, accountant, stevedore, civil servant, shipowner. 54
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Notes:
Germany had two other aircraft carrier hulls partly buile

Japan used seaplane carriers as well as fixed-wing, as shown in column two

The USSR is considered by some as not being a ‘naval power’ during the war, given most of
its sea operations were defensive'®
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