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As we reach the end of September, we are still trying to shake off the effects of 

winter with its cold nights, colder mornings and seemingly incessant rain. 

This month has been quite slow, the slowest in a long time, but suffice to say, 

we still held meetings and regular catch-ups.  

Building works ground to a temporary halt, again due to the weather and the 

majority of work to be carried out is to the outside of the building.    This is just a 

minor set back and work will continue again as soon as the weather improves 

enough for it to be carried out safely. 

One of our members has a commercial premise which was in need of a little facelift and clean up. 

It was extremely pleasing to see such a large turnout on the day and all in all, we achieved much 

more than expected with all work carried out safely and with many jokes thrown in, making the 

day go faster.   A sausage sizzle lunch was provided which pleased all and sundry and provided 

a great opportunity to mingle with friends old and new.    I believe this is another example of our 

ethos, we help who we can, when we can and as often as we can. 

The Executive Committee voted and subsequently purchased an upright freezer for the facility 

which goes hand in hand with a recent purchase of a fridge.   No doubt we will get good usage 

out of these items and in keeping with our support of Navy Cadets, Iôm sure the cadets and their 

families will be able to put these to good use. 

Planning is underway for our next NLWA getaway in November.   These getaways have been 

embraced by many and each time we head out of the city for a few days, we seem to attract new 

interest.  This has a two-fold effect in that it provides a relaxing break from the mundane and pro-

vides the perfect opportunity to get our name out among the public which is beginning to lead to 

an increased interest and ultimately, an increased membership base. 

As mentioned above, the month has been quite slow and due to this, there really isnôt a lot to re-

port in this newsletter, from me anyway, no doubt that will change by next month.    

 

Until next month, 

Regards 

Brad 
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US submarine strikes object while submerged 

 
The Seawolf-class fast-attack submarine USS Connecticut (SSN 22) struck an object 
while submerged on the afternoon of Oct. 2, while operating in international waters in 
the Indo-Pacific region. The safety of the crew remains the Navyôs top priority. There 
are no life threatening injuries, the US Navy reports. 

The submarine remains in a safe and stable condition. USS Connecticutôs nuclear pro-
pulsion plant and spaces were not affected and remain fully operational. The extent of 
damage to the remainder of the submarine is being assessed. The U.S. Navy has not 
requested assistance. The incident will be investigated.  
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FRANK MCGOVERN 

Able Seaman, Royal Australian Navy 

"There was a bombing raid a few weeks before the war ended, killed 
thirty of our fellas, including my mate.ò 

For Frank McGovern, the distance of 75 years has failed to ebb the vivid 
memory of the day he returned to Sydney. Among the first group of Austral-
ian prisoners of war to be repatriated home, he still recalls fondly the bril-

liance of the sunshine that day on 15 September 1945, and the crowds that amassed to welcome their diggers home. 
The emotion still evident in his voice as the almost 101-year old veteran recalls the sight and embrace of his parents. 
When asked about his feelings that day, Frank recurringly emphasises just two words: overwhelming and tremen-
dous. 

 

Frank McGovern (left) during the Second World War 

The true remarkability of Frank McGovernôs wartime experiences lies not only in the extraordinary level of endurance 
he exhibited in his six and a half years of service - three and a half of which were spent in Japanese POW Camps - 
but the amount of times in which he narrowly evaded death. 

Frank's story begins in 1939 when, at the age of nineteen he, along with a group of his mates, decided to enlist in the 
Naval Reservists, describing his service experience simply as ñquite good prior to the warò. Initially deployed with the 
HMAS Westralia for eighteen months, Frank later joined his older brother Vincent, who worked in the engine rooms 
on the HMAS Perth. The ships were regularly tasked with convoy and patrol duties in the Pacific. 

However, on the night of 28 February 1942, a mere two weeks after the Fall of Singapore, HMAS Perth met its tragic 
end. Perth and USS Houston, both surviving the Battle of Java the day prior, ventured into the Sunda Strait. Unbe-
knownst to those aboard, they would soon come into contact with the Japanese Western Invasion Convoy. 

Despite an initial engagement, HMAS Perth, vastly outnumbered and with no ammunition remaining, desperately at-
tempted to retreat at full speed. The decision, however, came too late. The first Japanese torpedo to strike HMAS 
Perth tore through the forward engine room. By the third torpedo, the order came to abandon ship. Frank managed to 
survive the sinking, however, 375 sailors ultimately perished, among them Frankôs brother Vince. 

The oil-coated survivors of the wreckages were ordered onto Japanese destroyers. Frank McGovern had officially 
become a prisoner of war. For the twelve months that followed, McGovern toiled on the Burma railway and was 
starved, beaten, demoralised. In the camps and on the railway, diseases ravaged the prisoners and death remained 
ever-present. 

By 1944, the order came for prisoners to be transported to the coal mines and factories of Japan. Frank was among 
the over one-thousand Australian and British prisoners forced into the cramped hull of the RakuyǾ Maru. For five 
days, he endured stifling heat, deprived of clean air, with barely enough room to sit and a mere half a cup of water 
each day. Dysentery soon spread amongst the cramped prisoners. 

https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/encyclopedia/perth/loss
https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/encyclopedia/perth/loss
https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/burma-thailand-railway-and-hellfire-pass-1942-1943
https://anzacportal.dva.gov.au/wars-and-missions/burma-thailand-railway-and-hellfire-pass-1942-1943
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In the early morning hours of 12 September 1944, RakuyǾ Maru, along with another prisoner transport ship, were struck 
by American torpedoes. ñWe were torpedoed going up to Japan by an American submarine. It was an unmarked ship 
so the sub-mariners didnôt know there were POWs on board.ò 

In one of Australiaôs worst maritime disasters, 1,559 POWs perished, of which 543 were Australian. Yet in another ex-
traordinary twist of fate, Frank McGovern managed to survive the attack and locate a lifeboat left behind by the Japa-
nese. For three days he and thirty other predominantly Australian soldiers survived in this lifeboat. 

ñWe were in an open boat so we decided to head towards China which was a couple of hundred miles away; we had no 
food in the boat, very little water.ò 

While some survivors were rescued days later by American submarines, others were reportedly massacred by Japa-
nese machine guns. By the third day, Frank and his crew were ordered at gunpoint to board a Japanese ship. For the 
second time, Frank McGovern had survived a torpedo attack only to become a prisoner of war. 

Aboard the frigate, the recovered prisoners were permitted a handful of rice ñwhich was difficult to eat because we were 
so dehydrated from being in the open boat.ò They endured a nightmarish voyage, with further submarine attacks before 
they finally reached Japan. Frank remembers vividly the local people who watched as the prisoners were unloaded in 
Moji, ñsome of the fellas were sick with malaria and dysentery, we were in full view of the local people and it wasnôt very 
good. Half of us were half dressed; bits of clothingésome had a small old blanket around us.ò 

That night the prisoners were herded onto a train, ñall the shutters down, we werenôt allowed to look out. We headed 
there on a thirty hour trip by train up to Yokohama near Tokyo. It was a cold, wet, miserable day.ò 

At Kawasaki camp in Tokyo, the men endured months of arduous work in the factories until, on the night of 9 March 
1945, the United States commenced the deadliest air raid in history. It is a night that Frank remembers vividly. Over the 
course of 48 hours, 2,000 tonnes of incendiary bombs were dropped over just 16 square miles of Tokyo. Frank McGov-
ern again miraculously managed to survive, despite their camp being reduced to ashes. The prisoners were transferred 
to another camp. 

Mere weeks later as Frank sat beside his close friend Keith Mills, a bomb was dropped directly onto the camp. ñThere 
was a bombing raid a few weeks before the war ended, killed thirty of our fellas, including my mate. He was blown up, I 
was blown up but I got out of it with a fractured spine...ò. 

Frank spent the duration of the night unable to move, surrounded by the dead as the screams of the wounded slowly 
faded into the night. Finally rescued the following day, he was transported to Shebora hospital, where he remained for 
days without treatment. He soon noticed that other former prisoners, initially healing from shrapnel wounds to their legs, 
were suddenly declared dead in the operating theatres. An American working in the hospital warned Frank that he had 
reportedly witnessed Japanese doctors draining the blood of those incapable of walking for the sake of transfusions. 
With this warning, McGovern, despite his fractured spine, managed to muster the strength to stand and walk at quick 
pace during an inspection by Japanese guards. This action would again narrowly spare Frankôs life as he was ordered 
to return to camp. 

 

Frank receiving the Order of Australia in 2019; pictured with Her Excellency the Honourable Margaret Beazley AC QC, 
Governor of New South Wales 

Over seven decades after liberation, Frank still precisely recalls the date when the war ended in the Pacific: 15 August 
1945. Despite the lack of information provided, the mood had noticeably shifted in the camp. Food parcels began to be 
dropped to the emaciated prisoners. Shortly after buses arrived to transport them to the hospital ship, 
the USS Benevolence, where the men were examined and treated for approximately two weeks. They were subse-
quently transferred to Manila where they were debriefed, before boarding a plane to Darwin and another to Sydney. It 
was a terrific feeling for Frank to return home and be reunited with his parents once more. He visited Keith Millsô parents 
to inform them about their son and provide some form of comfort and closure. In return he was gifted a photo of the 
friend that had endured so much by his side. In the aftermath of the war, it took many years for Frank to adjust to being 
home, confronted with the many painful memories of his wartime experiences. 

ñI found it difficult at home, as most of our blokes did, because my older brother was on the same ship the Perth and he 
did not survive itéso that was difficult to come home to.ò 

Yet there is still unfailing optimism in the almost 101-year-old veteran. In 2019 he was awarded the Order of Australia 
for services to veterans and their families. The award recognising Frankôs extensive service with the HMAS Perth Asso-
ciation, the HMAS Perth Prisoner of War Association as well as the Coogee Randwick Clovelly RSL sub-branch. 

Frank McGovern remains the sole survivor of the 683-man crew that sailed with the HMAS Perth that fateful night al-
most eight decades ago. He continues to ensure that their story and legacy lives on. 

https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/blog/70th-anniversary-sinking-rakuy-maru
https://www.awm.gov.au/articles/blog/70th-anniversary-sinking-rakuy-maru
https://www.britannica.com/event/Bombing-of-Tokyo
https://www.britannica.com/event/Bombing-of-Tokyo
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/research/histories/ship-histories/danfs/b/benevolence-i.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/research/histories/ship-histories/danfs/b/benevolence-i.html
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Shepparton the First Lady of the Fleet 

By Able Seaman Emily Wain and Able Seaman Rebecca Churches 
1 October 2021 

                                                                                                               
HMAS Shepparton's Hydrographic Department proudly displays the First Lady of the Fleet plaque at HMAS 
Cairns. 

Paluma-class survey motor launch HMAS Shepparton II is the new First Lady of the Fleet. 

The title, recognising the longest-serving commissioned ship in the fleet, was handed over to Shepparton at a 
ceremony at HMAS Cairns following the decommissioning of HMA Ships Paluma and Mermaid in September.  

Commanding Officer Shepparton Lieutenant Commander Andrew Shiels said the vessel was in her 31st year 
of commissioned service and the crew was honoured to take possession of the prized First Lady of the Fleet 
plaque. 

ñThe previous First Lady, HMAS Paluma, served the fleet with pride until its recent decommissioning and we 
will aim to continue the tradition as we fulfil our hydrographic role within the fleet,ò Lieutenant Commander 
Shiels said.  The plaque is made up of pieces from previously decommissioned ships. The voice pipe and 
base are from HMAS Sydney IV, the border from HMAS Gladstone and the corner pieces from 
HMAS Duchess.  

The plaque also features an image of Nancy Bentley, from Tasmania, who is recognised as being the first fe-
male to serve in the Navy. In 1920, six-year-old Nancy was bitten by a snake and was in urgent need of medi-
cal treatment.  

Looking for help, her father rowed her to HMAS Sydney I at anchor off Port Arthur.  

At the time, medical treatment in the Navy was reserved for members of the shipôs company, so the com-
manding officer of Sydney ordered that Nancy be formally enlisted in the RAN so she could receive medical 
care. The tradition of awarding the First Lady of the Fleet title began in 1997 to recognise Nancyôs story. 

HMAS Shepparton II was built in Adelaide and commissioned on January 24, 1990. Shepparton is a 36.6m, 
325-tonne catamaran designed for coastal surveying in waters around Australia and Papua New Guin-
ea.  Originally painted white, the ship adopted her Navy grey colours in 2002 to reflect her role informing mari-
time warfare through data collection. The ship continues to play an important role providing maritime environ-
mental data for navigational charts and publications. The ship also provides hydrographic support to opera-
tions and exercises. 

In 2000, Shepparton deployed in company with HMAS Benalla to Timor-Leste on Operation Tangar.  

As the new First Lady of the Fleet, Shepparton's crew will continue to live up to the ship's motto of óBy Wisdom 
and Courageô.  
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Value of ships' long service acknowledged 

By Lieutenant Jessica Craig 
20 September 2021 

STORY HMA Ships Paluma and Mermaid are 
farewelled at a decommissioning ceremony at HMAS Cairns. Photo: Leading Seaman Shane Cameron 
The Navyôs oldest vessels, HMA Ships Paluma and Mermaid, were farewelled from service during a ceremony 
at HMAS Cairns at the weekend.  For more than 30 years, the survey motor launches collected hydrographic 
data necessary for creating products used by military, commercial and private vessels to safely navigate the 
waters around Australia.  

In addition to their critically important survey function, Commanding Officer Mermaid Lieutenant Commander 
Christopher Voysey said the ships also moved into operational support roles over the years. ñSince Mermaidôs 
first hydrographic operation at Bee Reef on February 26, 1990, the ship has steamed nearly 420,000 nautical 
miles and conducted innumerable surveys,ò Lieutenant Commander Voysey said. ñSurveys arenôt the only 
function undertaken though. In February 2000, Mermaid and Paluma deployed to Bougainville Island in sup-
port of the peace monitoring group conducting Operation BEL ISI II ashore. ñLater in November that same 
year, the ships deployed to East Timor to support the United Nations transitional administration to East Timor 
operations.ò 

More recently, the ships supported Operation Resolute, which Lieutenant Commander Voysey said showed 
the breadth and adaptability of the platform and crews. As the older of the two, Paluma held the óFirst Lady of 
the Fleetô title, which was passed on to HMAS Shepparton during the decommissioning ceremony.  Command-
ing Officer Paluma Lieutenant Commander Craig Hamilton said the title handover and ceremony were fitting 
and memorable moments to recognise the important legacies the ships leave behind. ñOur ships have served 
the Navy and region for many years and many proud personnel have served on board,ò Lieutenant Command-
er Hamilton said. ñThe ceremony today and the response weôve had in the lead-up to it from previous crew 
members and those with an affiliation to the ships, shows the impactful role our vessels have had to so many. 

ñWe now look forward to integrating into and helping to develop Navyôs incoming maritime mine countermeas-
ures and military survey capability through SEA1905 Phase 1.ò SEA1905-1 will provide Defence with innova-
tive and adaptive capabilities to meet the growing threat of mines, while developing maritime environmental 
knowledge. The decommissioning of Paluma and Mermaid is part of the staged introduction of up to eight spe-
cialist vessels, which will have robotic, autonomous and artificial intelligence systems. 

ñWhile the future is very exciting and technology-driven, today was about our people past and present and 
these two robust vessels, which have served the Navy so well over the years,ò Lieutenant Commander Voysey 
said. 

https://news.defence.gov.au/media/stories
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