
 

The Loss of HMAS SYDNEY II 347 

(iii) A blue colourant has been found on some areas of the fabric from 
within two of the press-studs but has not yet been identified. 
Comparative Raman analysis with available known ADF WWII 
clothing samples has not yet produced a match. Investigation into the 
identification of this dye is continuing. 

(iv) Attempts to source comparison samples for characterisation of the 
metal object recovered from the sailor’s skull have been so far 
unsuccessful and so no progress has been made. This investigation 
will continue.61 

It is known that press studs were made in the 1930s and 1940s by Carr 
Australia Pty Ltd and that the Carr Australia name was stamped on the 
press studs manufactured.62 It follows that the clothing worn by the 
deceased was Australian made. 

Eyewitness descriptions 

15.46 It will be recalled that on 23 February 1942 Mr JC Baker informed the 
captain of MV HERMION, ‘The corpse was clothed in a white boiler 
suit, the pockets were empty and there was nothing to establish 
identity’.63 On 21 February 1942 CAPT Smith had noted that ‘the corpse 
was clothed in a boiler suit which had originally been blue, but was 
bleached white by exposure. There were four plain press buttons from 
neck to waist’.64 

These descriptions are consistent with the finding of press studs from 
waist to neck beside the body in the coffin. It is plain from the 
contemporary descriptions of the clothing worn by the body that the 
deceased had been dressed in a boiler suit that either was white or had 
originally been blue but had been bleached white by exposure. 

Naval clothing in 1941 

15.47 Ms Jane Peek of the Australian War Memorial examined the evidence 
regarding the eyelets, the fabric remnants and the canvas shoe said to 
have been found in the Carley float from the standpoint of clothing 
possibly worn by the ship’s company of SYDNEY and KORMORAN.65 
The recovered objects were considered in terms of: 

• Royal Navy dress regulations 

• Working dress worn by RAN/RN officers 
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• Working dress worn by RAN sailors 

• Uniforms likely to have been worn by the six embarked members 
of the RAAF on HMAS Sydney 

• Clothing worn by embarked Canteen staff 

• Working dress worn by the crew of the Kormoran66 

Dress regulations 

15.48 Dress regulations published in the Royal Navy List in 1940 provided 
little information about the appearance of working dress for sailors and 
made no mention of working dress for officers. The regulations gave 
the official version of what should be worn, but photographs establish 
that in fact elements of working dress diverged from the regulations. In 
the early 1940s officers were expected to provide their own uniforms. 

Ms Peek stated: 

The Dress Regulations published in the Navy List of December 1940 
give few instructions about working dress, its use, or appearance and 
omit altogether the white overalls known to have been worn by 
officers as part of working dress or when at action stations.67 

Working dress worn by RAN and RN officers 

15.49 Despite the limitations of the dress regulations, the Navy List did state 
that ‘White canvas shoes may be worn with undress and on ordinary 
working occasions on ship’. Ms Peek wrote: 

Officers, commissioned warrant officers and warrant officers did have 
working dress that was also meant to be worn in action, but they also 
wore as an alternative working dress white overalls (also called ‘boiler 
suits’ or ‘combination suits’). Engineer officers wore such overalls all 
the time when on duty and only changed into more formal clothing for 
meals in the wardroom. Other officers wore them as required. For 
example, a gunnery officer would pull them on over his uniform if he 
was inspecting the turrets or magazines. 

With no formal description for the white officers overalls available, 
two former RAN naval officers were contacted for assistance: R I Peek, 
a gunnery officer (RAN entry 1928) and M P Reed, an engineer officer 
(RAN entry 1936). Both agreed independently that they wore white 
overalls, were issued with two pairs a year from ‘slops’68, and both 
offered the following description of the fastenings – four or five press 
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studs from neck to waist and white plastic buttons below the waist. 
Some overalls were supplied with a stud fastening at the wrist and 
others were not. The overalls were loose enough to pull on over other 
clothing if necessary. They had no belt. 

… 

Neither informant could recall the exact type of fabric from which their 
white overalls were made. Peek stated that the fabric was a ‘different 
kind’ to that used to make up sailor’s blue overalls. Reed thought his 
might have been made up from white drill or perhaps something like 
‘No 6 canvas’. The latter was the lightest weight of canvas used in the 
navy for sails, in this case used for Whalers only. The fabric remnants 
recovered from the press studs in the Christmas Island grave were of a 
plain weave that could not have come from a twilled cotton drill 
fabric, but could have come from a lightweight canvas type fabric. 
Although the remnants had been stained by contact with the corroding 
press studs and the contents of the grave they appeared to never have 
been dyed and may originally have come from white fabric. 

After stating categorically that they were never issued with, or wore, 
white canvas shoes, both informants recalled having a pair of white 
buckskin shoes and a pair of other white shoes for informal and 
working occasions that were kept white by the application of blanco. 
They thought that these might have been the canvas shoes referred to 
in the dress regulations and both received them from ‘slops’. Both 
types of white shoe had a brown leather sole with manufacturer’s 
markings stamped under the instep directly in front of the heel. Reed 
stated that engine room officers always wore boots with working dress 
for safety reasons and that they and stokers generally received a 
special allowance for protective footwear.69 

Working dress worn by RAN sailors 

15.50 RAN sailors wore a variety of working dress in a variety of 
combinations, ranging from one-piece dark blue overalls to two-piece 
‘combination suits’ (loose fitting jackets and trousers) in the same fabric 
and shirts with shorts. Contemporary photographs also show them 
wearing square-necked flannels with shorts and working in shorts only. 
In the case of overalls, sailors, like officers, were issued two pairs a 
year.70 

During World War 2 the working overalls worn by sailors were 
manufactured from an 8-ounce dark blue cotton twill fabric called 
‘bluette’. They had a stand collar; long sleeves with a slit at the bottom 
but no button, so that they could be easily rolled up the arm if required; 
a patch pocket without a flap on the left breast; a pocket set into each 
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side seam at the hip; and no belt. The tight twill of the fabric was 
considered to have protective properties in the event of fire or flash. 
The overalls fastened from neck to crutch with pressed-metal black-
painted buttons. 

Both stokers and torpedo men invariably wore blue overalls as a 
protective measure.71 Other members of the crew would wear the blue 
overalls as required. 

The bluette fabric for sailors’ overalls was dyed before it was 
manufactured into clothing. It was not, however, colourfast. Exposure 
to salt water, as well as the laundering methods of the time, which 
involved prolonged boiling, resulted in a wide range of colours. 
Photographic evidence shows sailors wearing overalls in a variety of 
shades, from dark blue to blue–grey to grey–white.72 The photographs 
also show sailors wearing white canvas shoes. 

The dress regulations for December 1940 state that sailors could be 
issued two pairs of leather-soled canvas shoes if required. One type, in 
brown canvas, could be issued in place of slippers; the other, in white 
canvas, and probably the same as the canvas shoes issued to officers, 
was to be worn ‘on foreign stations’ (that is, in tropical conditions) but 
only with the permission of the commander-in-chief. It is thought that 
this regulation was not applied in the Royal Australian Navy. Former 
Naval officers VADM Sir Richard Peek KBE OBE CB DSC RAN Rtd and 
RADM MP Reed AO RAN Rtd said they had never seen a sailor in 
white shoes and that they wore only black shoes or boots. Photographs 
show their recollection to be inaccurate.73 

Uniforms of the RAAF personnel in SYDNEY 

15.51 SYDNEY carried a Walrus aircraft that was flown and operated by 
members of the Royal Australian Air Force No. 9 Squadron. There was 
an officer pilot and a sergeant wireless operator, plus four ground crew 
mechanics and fitters. Survivors from KORMORAN said the aircraft 
was being readied for take-off and had its engine running when the 
action with SYDNEY began, so it is assumed that the pilot and his 
wireless operator would have been wearing some form of flying 
clothing. It is difficult to know what this might have been, though, since 
air crew were encouraged to wear what was most comfortable for each 
individual. (Crew photographs rarely show men dressed alike.) The 
Walrus crew might have been wearing shirts and shorts with a leather 
flying helmet and boots or they might have been in summer-weight 
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Sidcot one-piece flying suits. The latter were made from khaki cotton 
drill and had a variety of fastenings, including a heavy brass off-set zip 
extending from shoulder to hip. No evidence of a zip was found with 
the Christmas Island body.74 

Ground crew wore dark blue cotton drill overalls similar in fastening 
and general appearance to sailors’ overalls; the buttons were concealed 
by a placket, and there was no belt. The rank insignia was sometimes 
sewn to the right sleeve. Black shoes or boots were worn with overalls 
for safety reasons. 

Clothing of the canteen staff aboard SYDNEY 

15.52 SYDNEY carried a number of canteen staff supplied to the Navy by a 
civilian contractor, who also provided their clothing. These people are 
thought to have worn a pale-coloured, possibly white, shirt and dark 
trousers for work in the canteen itself.75 

Working dress worn by the crew of KORMORAN 

15.53 The German Navy had as many as 20 forms and combinations of 
working dress, in cotton, wool and leather. Working dress, in whatever 
material, took the form of trousers and a loose-fitting jacket fastened 
with buttons. Significantly, the buttons on the jackets were designed to 
be removed each time the garment was laundered (or cleaned in the 
case of leather). The buttons had a long shank and were held in place on 
the jacket by a split ring to facilitate removal. No evidence of split rings 
or this type of button was found with the Christmas Island body.76 

Naval clothing: a summary 

15.54 From the foregoing analysis, the Australian War Memorial’s experts 
concluded: 

• The press studs and plain weave material are consistent with the 
fastenings and material used for overalls available to ship’s 
officers, commissioned warrant officers and warrant officers 
senior enough to have a watch keeping certificate. 

• The description of the shoe found in the Australian manufactured 
Carley float with the body in 1942 is consistent with shoes issued 
to ship’s officers, commissioned warrant officers and warrant 
officers senior enough to have a watch keeping certificate. 
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• The fastenings and plain weave material are not consistent with 
fastenings and materials used for clothing normally available to 
other participants of the HMAS Sydney-Kormoran action. 

• It is therefore likely that the fragments of press studs and cloth 
recovered from Christmas Island are clothing likely to have been 
worn by an RAN ship’s officer, commissioned warrant officer or 
warrant officer who was senior enough to hold a watch keeping 
certificate.77 

15.55 This summary requires some amendment. The photographs tendered to 
the Inquiry as Exhibits 215 and 216 make it clear that both officers and 
sailors wore overalls that were initially of white or blue colouring, that 
colouring varying probably according to the overalls’ age and their 
‘washing by boiling’ history. The overalls were not of a uniform 
pattern. Service-issue overalls for officers, sailors and airmen did not 
use press studs for fasteners.78 Accordingly, the press studs recovered 
from the grave establish that the overalls were not service issue but had 
been made up or purchased from a non-service source. Further, the 
‘CA’ and ‘AU’ on the press studs establish that the overalls were not 
service issue but had been made up or purchased from a non-service 
source. The ‘CA’ and ‘AU’ also establish that the overalls were not of 
German origin. It is known that a press stud manufacturer in Australia 
in the 1930s and 1940s was a firm called ‘Carr’ and that its press studs 
were stamped ‘CARR AUSTRALIA’.79 The cloth attached to the press 
studs appears to have originally been blue. Blue overalls were worn by 
both officers and ratings, as the photographs establish. The cloth 
attached to the press studs was not Naval-issue cloth.80 This reinforces 
the contention that the overalls worn by the body had been obtained 
externally. 

15.56 The circumstances in which that external sourcing is likely to have 
occurred were explained in a 20 March 2009 email to the Inquiry from 
Ms Peek and Ms Challenor: 

Early in 1941 Commonwealth Navy Orders stated that ratings who 
wished to purchase made to measure uniforms could do so for Class I, 
II and III uniforms only (i.e. not working dress) from an agreed 
supplier at an agreed purchase price, which had been negotiated in 
advance by the RAN. The resulting uniforms were to conform to the 
service requirements and specifications as set down by the RAN. There 
were only two agreed suppliers for ratings’ custom made uniforms – 
David Luck in Melbourne, and David Jones in Sydney. Later in 1941 
ratings were given more latitude to obtain uniforms from private 
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suppliers. Order 221/41 states ‘There is no objection to a rating 
obtaining uniform from other than service sources, but it must be 
distinctly understood that such uniform must be strictly in accordance 
with uniform regulations’. In 1942 it was noted that uniforms and the 
approved style of fabric were in such short supply that issue of 
uniform was to be kept to a minimum until the matter was resolved. 
Orders throughout the war insisting that sailors be correctly dressed to 
conform with regulations, as a result of observations that this was not 
the case, suggest that enough men were supplying or modifying their 
own uniforms to warrant a formal Order being made on the subject.  

If we now assume that the overalls worn by the Christmas Island 
sailor were blue, and as we definitely know they had press stud 
fastenings, I would suggest that they were either privately purchased 
or were part of a batch of overalls that did not conform to regulation 
issue but were needed in a hurry to fill an urgent supply need.81 

Conclusion 

15.57 The Carley float and the body found in it are inextricably linked. 
Common sense suggests that if either can be shown to have come from 
SYDNEY so did the other. 

15.58 In relation to the Carley float, the following is known: 

• The float was undoubtedly of Naval pattern.82 

• The float had been damaged by metal penetrations.83 

• The float was marked ‘No. 2’ on the outside covering. It is known 
that warships numbered their Carley floats.84 

• The metal flotation ring in the float was marked either ‘MADE In 
NSW. ANNEALED ZINC INSIDE’85 or ‘LYSAGHT DUA-ANNEAL 
ZINC. Made in Australia inside’.86 Whichever recollection of the 
marking is correct, it is plain that the Carley float was made in 
Australia. 

• Roping attached to the float had red yarn running through its 
strands.87 This was typical of Naval rope. 
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15.59 There was in the area no other Naval engagement between 
19 November 1941 and 6 February 1942 in which an Australian-made 
Carley float was likely to be subjected to damage by metal pieces, be 
they shrapnel or bullets. 

15.60 These factors establish beyond argument that the Carley float came 
from SYDNEY. 

15.61 In relation to the body found in the Carley float, the following is 
known: 

• The body suffered a shrapnel wound to the skull. The shrapnel 
fragment was of a metallurgical composition not dissimilar to 
munitions manufactured by Germany in 1940.88 The metal fragment 
was not from a bullet89, nor was it the product of small-arms or 
machine-gun fire. 

• The body had been dressed in a boiler suit that had four press stud 
closures between waist and neck. The press studs were recovered 
from the coffin. On examination after removal of corrosion, the 
press studs revealed the letters ‘CA’ and ‘AU’. This establishes that 
the body had been dressed in Australian-made clothing. 

• Accompanying the body in the Carley float was a canvas shoe 
bearing the brand ‘Crown Brand Pty 4’90 or ‘McCowan’ or 
‘McEwan’ and ‘Pty’, followed by a crown or a broad arrow, or 
both.91 It is known that stamping a shoe with an ‘arrow’ was the 
standard acceptance mark for clothing and equipment officially 
issued to the British and Australian armed forces.92 It is known that 
between 1938 and 1941 Jas McKeown & Sons Pty Limited was a 
supplier of canvas shoes to the Navy. The Parliamentary Inquiry 
noted, ‘In regard to the shoe, Defence has indicated that the broad 
arrow mark was “a general indication of Government issue”’.93 
Defence went on to say, however: 

Based on the descriptions given the DNV [Director of Naval 
Victualling] stated that the markings on the shoe definitely 
correspond to RAN supplies, provided the shoes were of leather, 
not canvas. A check of Commonwealth Gazettes for the period 
1938 to 1941 showed that Jas McKeown & Sons Pty Ltd were 
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suppliers of both light boots and canvas shoes to the RAN during 
this period.94 

Pictures of sailors wearing white canvas shoes were tendered to the 
Inquiry.95 The canvas shoe was plainly regulation Navy issue.96 

• In 1941 press studs were not used in Navy overalls issued to either 
officers or sailors. Evidence tendered made it clear, however, that 
members of the Navy often bought and wore clothing that was not 
regulation issue. Photographs show that officers and crew wore a 
variety of styles of overalls.97 That the Christmas Island body had 
been clothed in such a set of overalls is established because of the 
presence of the press studs and because the cloth attached to the 
press studs was not Navy-issue cloth. 

The shoe, the type of overalls and the press studs make it clear that the 
body was that of an Australian serviceman. 

15.62 The only engagement that occurred in the region between November 
1941 and February 1942 and between Naval vessels in which a Naval 
member could possibly have been injured by a piece of hardened metal 
shrapnel consistent with that used in German armaments is the 
engagement between SYDNEY and KORMORAN. It necessarily 
follows that the body in the Carley float was that of an Australian or 
British serviceman serving in SYDNEY who was struck by a piece of 
shrapnel from KORMORAN’s heavy armaments or metal spallation 
resulting from munitions impacts. Independently of the material 
referred to in relation to the Carley float, the evidence establishes that 
the body was that of a crew member from SYDNEY. 

Together, the evidence in relation to the Carley float and to the body 
leave no doubt at all that both the Carley float and the body found in it 
came from SYDNEY. 

Who was the unknown sailor? 

15.63 Forensic analysis of the skeletal remains has allowed it to be 
determined that the person whose body was found in the Carley float 
recovered at Christmas Island: 

• was between 5 feet 6 inches and 6 feet 2 inches (168.2 and 187.8 
centimetres) tall 
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• had a dental history that showed at least nine gold fillings and the 
extraction of two teeth 

• was aged between 22 and 31 years 

• had squatting facets on the anterior borders of the distal ends of 
both tibiae, an indication of a ‘lifetime of squatting’ 

• had bowing of both fibulae, probably caused by occupational stress 
due to repetitive movements, possibly carrying heavy weights 

• had slight ‘shovelling’ in the maxillary central incisors, a condition 
usually present in 90 to 100 per cent of Asians and about 5 to 10 per 
cent of Caucasians or Europeans 

• had Caucasoid features. 

DNA was recovered from the remains: this has enabled and will in 
future enable DNA testing for identification purposes. 

15.64 The dental history, height and age as well as DNA tests have been used 
to reduce from 645 to 87 the number of candidates from the list of 
SYDNEY’s officers and crew. Exhibit 213 lists the 8798 people who had 
not been eliminated by 19 March 2009—see Appendix M.99 

15.65 The Navy announced in December 2008 it would test DNA from 
relatives if asked to do so. In response, 67 people came forward: all but 
16 were eliminated on dental, height, age or DNA grounds. It is not 
known when the Navy will arrange for the testing of the 16 volunteers 
who are descendants of people in the remaining group. 

15.66 At this time it is not possible to determine whose remains were interred 
initially on Christmas Island and more recently, on 19 November 2008, 
re-interred at Geraldton. 
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