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HMAS Sydney

The front of the gun
housing of Sydney’s X
turret, credited by the
Germans with inflicting
the mortal blow on

Kormoran.

An end to the mystery

P hotographs of HMAS Sydney and the raider

identification of various parts of the ship easier. The

What do the wrecks Kormoran, resting on the seabed of the Indian first and most important detail is that the bow of the
Ocean, tell us more of the story of the end of the light warship is largely broken away. This confirms the
of the Sydney and cruiser in her final fight. German account of her being torpedoed in that area
Kormoran's wreck was found first in the search. She during the fight. The rest of the wreck does not bear
Kormoran tell us is in several pieces, and this is consistent with the story signs of the massive explosive damage that can be
the survivors told of how they wired up their cargo of inflicted by a torpedo. This puts paid to many of the
about the ﬁght’ depth charges to blow the ship apart once she had wilder and more fanciful theories that Sydney was hit

asks Tom Lewis.
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been abandoned. She is in the same place roughly
described to their captors several times.

Significantly, the light cruiser Sydney is to the
southeast of the German raider. This tallies exactly
with their account of the Australian ship’s final
movements. She lies 12.2 nautical miles—around 20
kilometres—from the Kormoran. This is consistent with
the German survivors’ stories, of seeing her burning
light suddenly extinguished. At that distance they
would have been able to see the light: it would not
have been over the horizon.

The Sydney wreck is upright, which makes

by strikes from a Japanese submarine, although it
must be reiterated that the 1999 federal parliamentary
inquiry also dismissed such illogical allegations.

The bridge structure of the cruiser has received
heavy punishment. This is again consistent with the
German accounts of the action in that they scored
initial strikes on the command element of their
enemy, thus rendering the Australian ship much
more ineffective than she might have normally been.
German accounts speak of firing around 450 rounds
from their main six-inch armament, and given the
abilities of such weapons in the hands of trained WWII
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crews, we could expect around 150 of these to hit.

Joined by the Kormoran's lesser anti-aircraft armament
we can see that the Australian ship was very heavily
battered: testimony to the close range at which the
battle was begun.

There is also heavy damage to the two forward tur-
rets—indeed little of A turret’s housing remains—and
this tallies with the story the Germans told of them
knocking out around half of Sydney’s major armament,
although the two aft turrets—X and Y—then managed
to fight effectively, inflicting such damage on Kormoran
that she too eventually began sinking. The two forward
turrets are trained to port, lending credence to the
overall description of the battle which saw Kormoran
approached on her own starboard side, with Sydney's
weapons trained against her. Later in the battle, when
Sydney crossed the stern of the Germans raider, the
Kormoran’s people told how the Sydney's guns—prob-
ably by now heavily damaged—could not traverse to
starboard and fire effectively into their enemy.

Moving back along the wreck, the first of the two
funnels is missing, and there are no traces of the masts.
Further along the hull we see the second of the two
funnels is gone. There are traces of the aircraft crane
and the circular mounting for the catapult. The torpe-
do tubes on both sides are missing. However, one set
was found nearby, with two torpedoes missing out of

four. In the late stages of the battle, Kormoran's people
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said that Sydney fired these weapons against her.

There is damage all along the wreck from the
intense fire of the six-inch guns of the Kormoran, with
holes in the hull below the weather deck. Xand Y
turrets too are trained to port. Two of the high-angle
anti-aircraft guns are in place.

One significant aspect of the wreck is that there is
no trace of any of the life-saving equipment, such as
boats and Carley floats, although some of the boats—
battered and burnt—have been found on the seabed
nearby. One question often asked of the fight between
these two ships is to query how Kormoran managed to
have over 300 survivors from her company, whereas
Sydney lost all 645 of her crew.

To my mind, this is logical enough; Sydney's
people would have had three main tasks: fighting the
ship—that is, firing its guns, torpedoes, and managing
all of the engines and other machinery; coping with
the floods initiated by the Kormoran torpedo strike,
and then fighting the fires which started early in the
50 minute battle. As a disciplined and capable ship’s
company, which doubtless would have practised all of
these skills often, they would have worked frantically
in these areas throughout the fight. As the conflict was
broken off, and Kormoran's people started to abandon
their sinking, flaming ship, the Sydney drifted off to the
southeast. With the cruiser down by the bows, and on
fire, they would have fought flames and flood to save
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Far left: Sydney I!'s forward quns.

Left: A turret with its gun
housing destroyed and with the
foredeck rent back over its twin
gun barrels,

Below left: This cluster of four
5.9-inch shell hits within a line
20-feet high clearly demonstrates
the deadly precision of the
German gunnery.

Below right: The area of impact
where Kormoran's torpedo
inflicted fatal damage on Sydney’s

upturned bow section.




HMAS Sydney
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Top left: John Perryman, Senior
Historian, Royal Australian Navy;
David Mearns, Finding Sydney
Foundation Search Director;

Ted Graham, Finding Sydney
Foundation Chairman.

Top right: MV Geosounder's Sonar
and Survey Control Room.

Above ieft: David Mearns, Search
Director of The Finding Sydney
Foundation at the charting table.

Above right: Third pass of the
sidescan photo showing the
Sydney wreck.

their ship, but eventually, as the Kormoran's survivors’
accounts from their lifeboats related, the cruiser’s
flames suddenly disappeared. It is probably the case
that the flooding suddenly became too much, and
losing her buoyancy, the Australian ship quickly began
a plunge to the seabed. Kormoran, which had surprised
the Sydney, and was much less battered, had the
comparative luxury of having her lifesaving equipment
jargely intact.

The sudden sinking of the Sydney would have
meant that the majority of the ship’s company, at their
stations inside the hull, would have been trapped.
Death would have been mercifully quick. For any
crewmembers on the weather deck, they may have
surfaced to survive in the open sea. But their lifesaving
equipment—nine wooden boats, six canvas Carley
floats, and even other floatable items—was smashed
and burnt by the intense battle that had been raging.
Some of the remains tore free as the cruiser plunged,
and these are the boats found. But for anyone
surviving the death dive of the cruiser, there was little
to support them in the ocean. And given that the
ship was not overdue in her Australian port, and that
the search for survivors was only precipitated by the
Kormoran's people being picked up on the coast and

in their open boats, it is hardly surprising that HMAS
Sydney had no survivors,

There is likely to be little further told from the wreck
of the Sydney. Internal exploration of the wreck has
been ruled out. But she did not explode; she does
not show signs of attack by anything other than the
German raider; the damage is consistent with the
story they told, and the positions of both the cruiser
and the Kormoran are consistent with the accounts of
the battle. We will never know why Captain Joseph
Burnett took his ship so close to what he probably
thought was a harmless merchant vessel, but he was
effectively—and likely legitimately—deceived by
Captain Detmers. The finding of the Sydney tells us that
the Kormoran survivors were right all along, and the
images from the bottom of the sea will put an end to
one of Australia’s most enduring mysteries of the sea
and World War Il

Dr Tom Lewis published several months ago ‘What the
wreck of the Sydney may reveal’ in several magazines. He
dismissed the Sydney’s involvement with the Japanese
submarine |-124—sunk outside Darwin harbour—in
Sensuikan 1-124, one of his six history books, and he made
asubmission to the 1999 Inquiry on the Sydney’s foss.
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