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J J & J Ra\'enscroft
23 Waldegrave Crescent
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24 March· 1998

SUBMISSION No 118

~ls. Joanne To\\ner
Secretary
Defence Sub Committee
Joint Standing Committee on Foreign Affairs. Defence & Trade
Parliament House
Canberra .-\CT 2600

Sd nllt hel\!llllllt?r is 111\ SUhlllic;siol1 to the Committt?e. Due tn the t:,ct that other
~Ublllissillns haw c()\'e~<!d in great d<!tail matt<!r~ pertaining to the site of the action.
directions 111 which the ships were steaming etc .. 1will confine tillS suhlmssion to 1\\ 0

areas \\llth a ttl\\" general comments.

Background

1joined H.~(A..S. Sydney in Fremantle on 2 September 1939 and served continuously in
that ~llIp l'litil 2i Odob<!r 1941. On this day I was drafted ashore to H.:.r ...-\.S. L<!euwin to
await an on·draft to H. ~I.A.S. Cerberus to undertake a course for a commission.

I was allocated to duty in the ;\'aval Control Service area which was based in Elders
Building in Fremantle. the same building that housed the offices of the DS.O.W.:-\.. and
all the \'anolls sections that serviced the D,~·.O.

It will he se<!n from the above that I served on the Sydne:v under both Captain lA. Coli ins
and tor a lesser period under Captain.J Bumett.

The Cowr ['R

Before H. \ 1..-\ S. S\'dnev sailed on 11 ;\'ovember 19-11. I made arrangem<!nts to l1l<!<!t
certain fonner shipl;,ate; on the ship's return to Fremantle. \\11en the-E.T.A. came and
\\ent I became concemed and b.egan to ask questions ,but these \\ere met b~ either silence A
or a brush (lff. Da~'s passed. ~o word· only more SIlence. / It
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When it was announced that ships may go from Fremantle to search tor the H.~r.A.S

Svdney I sought and was given an audience with the D.!' .0. At the meeting a ch'ilian
I~telli2ence Officer was also present. I asked that I be allowed to go into the search area
in one-afthe ships on the basis that following my long service on the ship. I might more:
easil~' recognize and identi~' an~r \\reckage from H.M.A.S Sydney. The civilian
Intelligence OfficOlr almost scoffOld at my proposal and finally convinced the D.N-O. to
reject my rOlquOlst. I was told to mind my own business and to get on with my work in thOl
~a\'al Control SOlrvicOl. It soon became ob'\ious that word had-come down that I was to bOl
givOln no infonnation about H.M.A.S. Sydney. The cover up had been there since about
20 ~o\'Olmber and there was no let up.

I therefore urge the Committee to endeavour to locate any further archival material that
may establish:-

i. \\110 or what authority SOlt up thOl COVOlr up

Generul

I now submit some general remarks on my own observations of Captain 1. Bumett.

As seen in mv back2round notes, I sOlr\'ed on H.M.A.S. Sydney under Captain Bumett's
command tr~m Ma; to OctobOlr 1941.

Mv imprOlssions WOlrOl that Captain Bumett was a capablOl ship·T,andler. He was aware that
he'commandOld a highly skilled and well trained ship's company and was backOld up by
highly trained, expOlriOlncOld and battle hardened semor officers. HOl struck me as a man
who would listen and takOl advicOl.

The HUken Raft

11. The: pllrpns~ nf smnOl. The day to day ships routine did not change. Drills went on as usual. Cruising stations
remained unchanged and action station drill continued.

Against this background I makOl two comments.
At the start of the war. the CommandOlr ofH.M.A.S. Sydney was Commander T..TS.
HilkOlll R.K. a tillOl onlcer and a very astute one.

He realized very Olarly that the life saving complement of H.~LA.S Sydney. while
sut1icient in peacOl time. was insufficient to protect a war time complement.

(1) In thOl circull1stal1cOls aJlOlged to bOl present on the day of the action, thOl ships
company would be closed up to action stations and there would be no crOl\\'
members "lining the guardrails".

To supplement the existing boats, and carley floats, he arranged for large empty toad tins.
which used to contain items like dehydrated foodstuffs, to be sealed up and two placed in
pine boxOls. Two of these boxes were joined by four pieces of pine timber and hoops of
strong rope tim1ly tixed thereto. These "Hilken Rafts" as they were kI'0\\1'. were secured
around the! upper deck ill the same wav as the carlev floats. I do not kI,OW how man\' of
these rafts were made but certainly at ieast a dozen: maybe even 20. .

To sink such a raft. all four tins on each one would need to be punctured. ~Ia\'be a laree
general Olxplosion could rupture OlVOll'y tin. ~laybe no-one had a chance to lau~ch one. ind
so: sOlcured to thOl deck. the~' went to thOl bottom with the sinking ship. Or maybOl the
Hllken Rafts and the sUf\'ivors hanging on to them WOlre machinOl gUlmed in the sea and
disapp~ared.

I find it impossiblOl to believe that everyone of those Hilken Rafts disappearOld without
trace unlOlss they were dOlstroyed by man.
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(2) I am convinced that Captain Bumett would only have taken H.~I.A.S. Sydney
to a close-in danger situation if somehow he had been lured to do so by some act
of l'.onllorun.

In closing let me say that only by my reading of some of ilie othOlr submissions did I
become aware of the fixOld under water torpOldo tube said to be fittOld to l'.onlloran. Ifit
was so titted. then it does crOlatOl another dimension as to how H.~I.A.S. S\'dnev was so
quickly disabled. . .

It goes without saying, that if the final resting place ofH.:-'I.A,S. Sydney is eVOlr located. it
should be protected and honoured as a war grave.

j "'i';(a£<fJ:.J t (tit
. , Ra\'enscroft (.

_L eutenant COlllmander \'RD R.-\SR (Ret'd)
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