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HMAS SYDNEY HII Commission of Enquiry

HMAS SYDNEY II was lost at a time when the Commonwealth’s attention was
concentrated on a Eurocentric war and the imminence of an Asian-Pacific war with
Japan.

In the RAN’s immediate investigation into the loss of this major fleet unit there does
not appear to have been an independent review of signal communications by sub-
specialist officers to thoroughly review signal communications, cryptographic
matters, and signal intelligence that would have been related to SYDNEY II’s demise,
observing that command and control supported by communications was a central
issue.

Authorship of the SYDNEY II — HSK KORMORAN action has been extensive in
examining ship capabilities, strategic intelligence, and the engagement, the latter

- based largely on German bridge survivors’ evidence under rules-of-war interrogation.
Ultimately the observer is presented with a view that the Commanding Officer of the
Australian vessel, for some inexplicable reason, made a tactical error of judgment in
deciding to overhaul an unknown merchant vessel and, believing it to be friendly, to
suicidally position his ship. It remains implausible that a competent Commanding
Officer with any level of war training and with a Command Team of expert and
experienced specialist advisors would decide on such a manoeuvre unless a
compelling friendly identification event occurred. It is equally incomprehensible that
boredom or other recklessness could have precipitated such a departure from normal
and intuitive cautionary military procedure.

Any naval officer with bridge watch-keeping experience, or warship command, in an
operational theatre, knows that a decision such as this would be arrived at in close
consultation with the ship’s expert Command Team of specialist officers. The
composition of SYDNEY II’s Command Team and, almost certainly, the advice and
experience that these specialist officers would have provided the Commanding
Officer when authenticating an unknown vessel has not been coherently analysed.

It is of fundamental significance that SYDNEY II did not have a sub specialist Signals
Communications Officer embarked when she was lost. Previously, and prior to the
cruiser deploying to the Australian west coast for convoy duties, the Flag Officer
Commanding the Australian Squadron (FOCAS) was embarked together with a highly
qualified “dagger C” communications sub specialist officer LCDR J.Bath RAN, and a
highly qualified Warrant Officer Telegraphist, as part of the Admiral’s staff. As a
normal course they would have observed and assisted in training up the seamen
communications departments if a communication’s deficiency was perceived.
Normally when a specialist communications sub specialist officer was not posted to a
major unit responsibility for signal communications would have been vested in the
navigating officer, in SYDNEY II’s case a “dagger N sub specialist, who was not a
communications sub specialist. He would have relied on a recently joined Chief
Yeoman of Signals for visual signalling and an experienced Chief Petty Officer
Telegraphist for wireless communications. Signal intelligence (SIGINT) would
probably have been the navigator’s responsibility but with various departmental sub
specialist advice, such as intercept intelligence, signalled amendments and upgrades



-
of highly classified intelligence publications, officer only coding/decoding and signal
traffic analysis.

Authorship has debated that SYDNEY II was engaged by HSK KORMORAN at
ranges varying between 1 and 3 nautical miles. However if a record, interpreted from
German Naval papers for British Naval Intelligence post WWII, is correct, and I
believe it is, SYDNEY came up precisely on the German raider’s starboard beam at
1,000 yards, because there is a record of a range finder hidden inside the
KORMORAN’s bridge registering the cruiser at ‘9 hectometres’ just prior to opening
fire (1. This would confirm that SYDNEY, in accordance with the international rule
for ships of cruiser size and above, when ‘taking station’ in a formation on any sized
unit, must take station at that distance of 1,000 yards. (Ships of destroyer size and
below would take station on similar small units at 500 yards, but at 1,000 yards on
ships of cruiser size and above unless otherwise ordered.) Thus this action by
SYDNEY II was a deliberate and considered stationing that indicates the cruiser was
already convinced the merchant vessel was friendly and/or harmless.

How could this highly proficient, proven and experienced ship reach such a decision
to take station on a unit it was now convinced was friendly? If it was not so convinced
the cruiser would have remained at a range where it had gun advantage, would have
launched its reconnaissance Walrus unless it became unserviceable or unrecoverable
in the prevailing seas, would have broken wireless silence on high frequency
ship/shore circuits to naval headquarters to verify the location of an alleged merchant
ship, and would not have reduced its action state to less than full action stations.

It has been argued that as the hull shape could not be ascertained at an oblique
approach angle for comparison with the merchant vessel silhouette manual the cruiser
was obliged to order the suspect vessel to stop or for the cruiser to approach wide, but
that the cruiser command may have been cumulatively deceived or misadvised by:

a ‘display’ of panicky flag hoisting reminiscent of inexpert ‘merchant ship’ usage,

. a false enemy report (that had an incorrect signal preamble), that would have been
received on 500 kHz, the international distress frequency (that has a reception range
varying between 200 - 1,000 km) and was constantly guarded by all shipping at sea,

. poor advice from the Command Team operations and intelligence officer/s on
foreign and friendly ship plots and threat intelligence,

. confusing instructions to prevent the scuttling of enemy merchant shipping
including support vessels (2),

. proximity considerations to Fremantle, the base port, then some 1,000 km away,

. poor communications SIGINT and visual signalling advice,

and that these contributed to the Command decision to close the merchant ship and

stand down from full action stations, yet this remains incomprehensible as defying the

most elementary prescience in deciding to take station on a previously unidentified
unit that was heading suspiciously into the setting sun. The latter is a well understood
gunnery tactic, but it also conformed to compromised Admiralty Merchant Shipping

Instructions (AMSI) when challenged by a warship (3.
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The late CDRE lan Nicholson CBE RAN rtd had previously given evidence that a
single event such as the correct, or perceived correct, response to the merchant ship
secret war call sign challenge could, itself, have been sufficient to convince SYDNEY
II’s Command Team of the suspect vessel’s friendly identity. If it can be confirmed
by British authorities, such as GCHQ, that the merchant ship master secret call sign
book, or Far East and Indian Ocean area addendums (that included a reference to the
MV STRAAT MALAKKA as shipping was sunk or added to the Allied navies), or
similar amendments were NEVER compromised or that a re-examination of German
naval archival papers reveals that no such compromise occurred then this may close
an unresolved chapter in the search for a plausible explanation of what could have
lead to the demise of HMAS SYDNEY II.

It will be argued that raiders were given a list of merchant ship disguises they could
assume. The list, if it existed, for HSK KORMORAN would be revealing. So too
would a search for, and decryption of, KORMORAN’s known signal to the German
Naval Command seeking information of the particulars of its eventual disguise, the
STRAAT MALAKKA, recorded in the raider’s last log that reached Germany.

Some researchers have also thought that, interalia, Netherlands’s merchant shipping
may not have been included in the master merchant shipping war call sign book until
after the November 1941 action. Since Dutch vessels were engaged in single and
multi-ship convoys assisting the Allied cause shortly after the outbreak of WWII it is
more likely than not that their call signs would have been issued regionally, at the
very least, as supplemental addendums to the master code book by area commanders
to their ‘in area’ allied warships to avoid mishaps. Furthermore KORMORAN’s ships
company included a very large radio communications team that would have been
employed in their own SIGINT intercept monitoring of both warships and merchant
shipping in the raider’s area of operations. Inexpert operator’s procedural errors could
have easily lead to a compromise of secret war call signs by association with
international call signs uncovered by the raider’s own SIGINT operators.

It is not my intention to invoke a controversy theory. However there are some curious
and unanswered questions related to the secret war call sign theory. The very first
question is how could a compromise of a master copy, an area addendum, or
amendments to the Merchant ship Secret War Call sign Book have occurred since the
code book was only issued to warships? For example another successful raider HSK
ATLANTIS, also disguised as a Dutch vessel, captured, searched and sank the MV
AUTOMEDON as it approached Singapore on 11 November 1940. The merchant
ship carried Malayan currency and had a King’s Messenger embarked and other that a
British War Cabinet paper on preparing for an eventual war with Japan, intended for
the CINC Malaya, the ship’s vault contained codes and ciphers for the principal
British naval Distributing Authority based in Singapore. These were spirited to Japan
and eventually Berlin. My request to the British Prime Minister’s Office for the list of
captured communications related material has been denied until 2013, but this could
still be sought in conjunction with any other possible relevant call sign publication or
amendment compromise. It is of interest that both ATLANTIS and KORMORAN
spent 4 days together in the Indian Ocean, in April 1941, a few weeks before
KORMORAN changed to her final disguise: the STRAAT MALAKKA. The






