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Keith Charles Marley 
Potts

Lieutenant

Royal Australian Navy

Potts was the son of Ralph Marley Potts and Ivy Hilda Potts, of 
14 Kitchener Street, Shenton Park, Western Australia. When he 
was 15 years old, Keith lost his father, Sgt Ralph Potts of 14 
Squadron, Pearce, when he was hit by a Beam Transport bus 
on 16 August 1945.
A year later, on 20 August 1946, Keith joined ATC No.4 Flight, 
Leederville. This no doubt assisted his application to join the 
Fleet Air Arm of the Royal Australian Navy. Keith enlisted on 4 
February 1948, and began his basic training at Leeuwin, 
Fremantle. At the end of the four month training period he was 
selected for Observer training in the UK with three other young 
men.
He was given further training on the converted passenger ship  
HMAS Kanimbla, enroute to UK, where he was posted to 
various Royal Naval Air Stations, including at Yeovilton (HMS 
Heron); Lee on Solent (HMS Daedelus); and St Merryn (HMS 
Vulture), all in the southern part of England. 
The Observer Training School was located at St Merryn in 
Cornwall, an RN WW2 airfield then devoted to 750 and 795 
Squadrons employed in the training of Observers. The aircraft 
used were Avro Ansons for Part 1 of the course, Fairey 
Barracudas for Part 2 and Firefly Mk 1 for Part 3. Potts was on 
RN Obs Course No 12 starting mid 1952 with colleagues Barry 
Lord, John Dudley and Roy Pryor. The course ran for 9 months 
when successful graduates were promoted to A/SBLT and sent 
to Northern Ireland for 3 months training in anti-submarine 
warfare.
On return to Australia, Keith eventually joined Firefly squadrons 
until in 1954 he was selected with three others - Eccleston, 
Ralph and Sandberg - for night fighter training in the UK.  This 
was conducted at RAF Colerne (near Bath) on WW2 Brigand 
aircraft fitted with Air Intercept radar. The Course ran smoothly 
and on completion, the jet phase awaited at RAF Leeming in 
Yorkshire where they would join the RAN pilots. The aircraft for 
this course were twin engine Meteor NF11s also fitted with AI 
Mk 10.
On completion of the course 4-5 months later, the RAN crews 
joined the RAN flight at RNAS Yeovilton in Somerset to continue 
exercising radar air intercepts by day and night in Sea Venom  
aircraft on loan from the RN. The flight would later become RAN 
No 808 Squadron and eventually be equipped with Sea Venom 
Mk 53 aircraft which were then being built at de Havilland 
factories in UK. 
808 Squadron was commissioned in August 1955 in a joint 
ceremony  with RAN 816 and 817 Squadrons equipped with 
new Fairey Gannet ASW aircraft at RNAS Culdrose in Cornwall. 
All three squadrons were to join the new HMAS Melbourne
early in the following year.
Melbourne, with her Squadrons embarked for passage only, 
departed the UK in March 1956 and three months later 
disembarked ground equipment and personnel while at anchor 
in Jervis Bay. The new Gannet and Sea Venom aircraft were 
taken to Sydney for assembly, and gradually the numbers built 
up to enable the Squadrons to reform. 
In August that year the three Squadrons again embarked in 

Melbourne for operational training at sea in Hervey Bay off 
Queensland.
At 0932 on 9 August 1956 Keith Potts and his pilot, Lt Barry 
Thompson, were lost in Sea Venom WZ933 (RAN code N4-
933). After a catapult launch, the aircraft veered to starboard 
and into the sea, just off Hervey Bay. Neither airman was 
recovered and they were declared missing, presumed dead.
A funeral service was held aboard Melbourne near Hervey Bay 
on 8 August 1956. The ship hove to, and two crosses were 
delivered into the sea by the Padre in a very moving ceremony. 
The incident resulted in the Sea Venoms being grounded and 
offloaded, with the ship then proceeding to SEATO with 
Gannets for the remainder of the exercise.
Information compiled by Neil Ralph and Charles Page.
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Above: Some of the aircrew of 808 Squadron in 1955, which is the only image we have of Thompson and Potts together (unbroken circles).   Peter 
Wyatt and Stanley Charmichael (dotted circles) tragically also lost their lives in Sea Venom crashes in January 1956 and May 1959 respectively 
(RAN image, via Jeff Chartier).
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Letter to the Editor (Slipstream Magazine)
I was doing a clean out the other day and came across a snapshot of Keith 
Potts.  I think it was taken in the Junior Officer’s sleeping accommodation 
(Casbah) aboard HMAS Sydney in 1953. 
I first met Keith in 1951 when we were recruited for aircrew. Although we 
were both at times at Albatross, we never met until we joined others at 
Cerberus for another session of recruit training.  With that group was 
George Barron who Ray Burt (NSW) has informed me, died of a heart 
attack about eight years ago. Keith did not enjoy as long a life as George 
did. 
One fine day in 1956, Melbourne was at flying stations off Moreton Bay.  I 

was crewed with John Sutliffe in a Gannet (816 Squadron). The Gannets 
were programmed to be first off the deck, but a last minute change for some 
unknown reason, saw Barry Thompson and Keith in their Sea Venom (805 
Squadron) directed onto the catapult for take off...both had only seconds of 
life left. 
On launch, the aircraft dived uncontrollably into the ocean and their 
bodies were never recovered. 
Keith’s last words to me were, “I have organised my plotting chart. I will 
be able to navigate around the bottom of the ocean with it now”. At the time 
I didn’t realise the prophetic nature of his statement, but over the last 45 
years I have often reflected upon his words. 
Keith was a larger than life person. I was privileged to spend many hours 
with him in training, serving and enjoying a ‘run ashore’. He loved the 
Navy and I’m sure his only goal in that respect was to serve permanently, 
and as long as possible. It must have been a huge blow to his widowed 
mother in Western Australia when she learned of his death. He had always 
mentioned her with great respect. 
That day was a very sad time. The accident only attracted only a short 
paragraph in the newspapers and was quickly brushed aside. Nowadays, 
such an incident would be placed under the microscope with answers 
expected. In 1956, no answers were provided. 
Whilst talking to Brian Gale (RN) at a recent function, he mentioned that 
around that time (1956), Sea Venoms were notorious for their sudden 
plunge into the sea off the catapult.  He went on to say that he could recall 
about eight similar incidents that had occurred in the Royal Navy with 
great loss of life. 
I am sure that if this story goes to print,  there will be many that remember 
Keith with sadness and regret.     Barry “Dooley” Lord. 
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Above: A funeral service held aboard HMAS Melbourne for the late LEUT Potts(P) and Thompson(O), who lost their lives when Venom WZ933 
crashed into the sea on launch, near Hervey Bay on 08Aug56. The ship hove to and two crosses were delivered into the sea. Words and image 
provided by Kevin Duffey.


