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WHEN THEY FIRST KNEW

THAT HMAS SYDNEY HAD SUNK

In a sour letter, dated 13th December 1941 to the Prime Minister, the Second Naval
Member, Commodore Durnford, asserted that as of the 26™ November, “when nothing
was known of the fate of HMAS Sydney *“! That is, Durnford is claiming the Navy never
knew that HMAS Sydney was sunk as of 26% November 1941.

This is a falsification of history. Because the Prime Minister, Mr Curtin, knew on the 25h
November 1941 that HMAS Sydney was lost. The evidence for this is twofold. The
Editor In Chief of the official war history Gavin Long wrote in his book ‘ The Six Years
War ' page 119 “Also on the 25th November the loss was confirmed of the Australian
cruiser Sydney.” One could ask, confirmation of what? and answer, a previously
circulating rumor? How previous was the rumor? It was certainly before the 25t
November 1941. The rumor was absolutely true. In the diary of Mr Frank Dixon, the first
Federal News Editor of the ABC, it is stated on Tuesday 25" November 1941 that the
Prime Minister [ Mr Curtin ] told the Press confidentially that HMAS Sydney was “lost
with all hands”2 One should ask : how could the Prime Minister know that Sydney was
lost when the Navy never knew? How could the Prime Minister know that all hands were
lost when the search only started the previous day, 24" November 1941, and was to
continue till the 29t November 19417 Yet what the Prime Minister told the Press on 25"
November 1941 was absolutely true. How could this be so when the Navy never knew?

By a requirement of the Australian Constitution the Governor General is the head of the
Australian Navy3. Thus, it would have been imperative that the Governor General, Lord
Gowrie, be informed of the sinking of HMAS Sydney. In such a matter a note from a
Secretary of a department would not be appropriate. A personal explanation to the
Governor General would be required. There would be three preferred people who would
be chosen for that task—The Chief of Naval Staff, The Minister for the Navy and the
Prime Minister. The public record shows that only one of those three saw the Governor
General during the period of when Sydney was sunk 19% November 1941 to the 25
November 1941. That person was the Prime Minister. He saw the Governor General at
Admiralty House in Sydney on the 20" November 19414~ the day after Sydney was
sunk.

Did the Prime Minister tell Lord Gowrie of the loss of the Sydney on the 20" November
19417 How could the Prime Minister know on that Thursday, 20*, when the Navy did
not know of the loss on Wednesday, 26% ? The public evidence indicates that it was on
Thursday 20t November 1941 WHEN THEY FIRST KNEW THAT SYDNEY WAS SUNK.

Lady Gowrie, the wife of the Governor General, was to leave Sydney for Melbourne on
the night train on Saturday 22" November 1941°. She never made that journey. Instead
she left for Melbourne the next night, Sunday 23" November 19416. There had been a
change of plans. What brought about that change of plans?
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The Vice Regal column of the Sydney Morning Herald Monday 24" November 1941
reports that the Governor- General attended the morning service at St Andrew's
Cathedral on Sunday 23" November 19417. This was clearly the reason for Lady
Cowrie's change of plans. She did not leave on the Saturday night so she could attend
the service with her husband on the Sunday morning.

What was so important about the service that induced Lady Gowrie to change her
plans? There was something important about the service because not only did the
Governor- General and his wife attend the service but the Vice Regal family of NSW,
Lord and Lady Wakehurst, also attended the service®. While it was not unprecedented
for both Vice Regal families to attend the same function. It was not all that regular that
they did so. Why did both Vice- Regal families attend that service?

Before the answer to that question is given another last minute change of plan is
uncovered. An advertisement of the service at St Andrew's Cathedral in the Sydney
Morning Herald on Saturday 22" November 1941 says the service will be “ 8.30 am
Holy Communion. 11 am. Morning Prayer.” Yet the Sydney Morning Herald on Monday
24.11.1941 in the Vice- Regal section reports that it was Divine Service that the Vice-
Regal families observed. Clearly there had been a change from Holy Communion and
Morning Prayer to that of Divine Service. Was it the presence of the Vice -Regal visitors
that brought about the change to Divine Service or was it what they were attending for?
Were they at St Andrews for what was for them a private memorial service for the lost
crew of HMAS Sydney? It was surely the case. That Sunday was the first Sunday after
the loss of HMAS Sydney and the first opportunity for the Vice-Regal families to attend
a public church service, albeit for a private mourning, known only to them.

The significance of the service to the Vice-Regal families is further revealed by
information obtained from the Protocol Officer from the office of the Governor of NSW.
The importance of a function is indicated by the person attending the Vice-Regal family
at that function. If, for example, the Governor were to open a flower show at the local
primary school, the Governor would be attended by one of the secretaries in the office
of the Governor. If the function was of more significance the Governor would be
attended by a service personnel, a captain or major perhaps. When the Protocol Officer
was told that the Governor and Lady Wakehurst were at a function and were attended
by Lieutenant Colonel RO Wynne—which they were— he said the function was of high
importance. When told that the Governor- General was attended by a Major General
Anderson at the function— which he was— he said the function was of the highest
maximum importance.

On the face of it, that service was to be a normal Sunday service. The presence of the
two Vice-Regal families, the status of their military attendants and the change to a
Divine Service reveals that service to be of the highest significance. It could only be a
memorial to the Sydney and her lost crew.

This establishes that when they first knew was Thursday 20" November 1941. If the
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Navy knew then why did Durnford write that the fate of the Sydney was not known as of

the 26" November 19412 And why did the Navy wait until 24" November 1241 to
commence a search for the men of the Sydney? Why were those men ‘eft in the water?

SUMMERY
(a) 19.11.1941 HMAS Sydney sunk.
(b) 20.11.1941 Prime Minister Curtin travels from Canberra to Sydney and calls on

the Governor-General.
(c) 22.11.1941 Lady Gowrie changes plan and does not leave on the night train to

The SMH has Holy Communion and Morning Prayers as the

Melboumne.
service at St Andrews on 23.11.1941.

(d) 23.11.1941 The Vice Regal families of the Commonwealth and of NSW attend

St Andrews Cathedral in the morning.
Service changed to Divine Service from Holy Communion and Morning Prayers.

The highest ranks attend the Vice Regal families. Lady Gowrie leaves on the
night train to Melbourne.

(e) 24.11.1941 Navy initiate search for Sydney.

() 25.11.1941 Prime Minister Curtin reveals confidentially to the press that
Sydney is lost with all hands. Gavin Long’s book-The Six Years War-

reveals confirmation of the loss of Sydney.

(g) 26,11.1941 Fate of Sydney not known according to Commodore Durnford.

(@) 30.11.1941 Prime Minister Curtin publicly announces the loss of HMAS
Sydney.
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