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Below. A young Ralph McMillan on 59 Pilots’ Course at RAAF 
Point Cook. In 1965. 

Ralph McMillan was born on 7 April 1947 at Cooroy on the Sunshine 
Coast of Queensland. He enlisted in the RAN as a Midshipman 
(Aircrew) on 18 February 1965 and was posted to HMAS Cerberus on 
28 February 1965 for initial training on Basic Aircrew Training Course 
(BATC) 1/65. 
On completion of the course in June, McMillan and some of his fellow 
aircrew Midshipman were temporarily posted to HMAS Sydney while 
awaiting commencement of their flight training at Point Cook. While on 
Sydney the ship was conducting army support exercises at Harvey 
Bay before embarking RAR units for Vietnam. During this time he 
undertook watchkeeping training, an interest which he maintained 
throughout his career in the RAN.
In October 1965 he commenced pilot training on 59 Course at Basic 
Flight Training School (BFTS), Point Cook, flying Winjeels. he 
successfully completed BFTS in March and proceeded to the 
Advanced Flight Training School (AFTS) at RAAF Base Pearce flying 
Vampires. He graduated at Pearce with good results and was 
promoted to the rank of Sub-Lieutenant (P) on 14 December 1966.
McMillan was selected for fixed wing jet flying and was posted to 
VC724 Squadron at NAS Nowra in February 1967 where he 
continued to fly Vampires and also qualified on Sea Venom aircraft. In 
November 1967 He was selected for Operational Flying School (OFS) 
No 1 for the newly acquired McDonnel Douglas A4G, Skyhawk 
aircraft. No 1 OFS was conducted by VF805 Squadron and 
commenced in January 1968 and was completed in December1968. 
VF805 then reverted back to its operational role from January 1969, 
and commenced work up in preparation for embarkation on HMAS 
Melbourne for its first cruise with A4G aircraft commencing in April, 
including participation in SEATO exercise “Sea Spirit”  in the South 
China Sea off Manila. It was during this exercise that Melbourne
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collided with the USN destroyer Frank E Evans which broke in two 
and sank. McMillan excelled in the carrier environment and was also a 
very popular officer in the Mess with his musical skills on the piano 
and the guitar. He also continued his interest in the seaman aspects of 
the Navy as he carried out watchkeeping duties at every opportunity 
to earn his watchkeeping certificate.
As a result of his enthusiasm and above average flying ability 
McMillan was selected for Air Warfare Instructor (AWI) training with 
the Royal Navy, leaving VF805 in July 1970 and proceeding to AWI 
training in the UK with Leut David Collingridge in October 1970.
Their AWI training consisted of “bombs, bullets and rockets” training at 
the Royal Navy’s gunnery school, HMS Excellent in Portsmouth 
followed by 4 months at Lossiemouth, Scotland to apply the theory in 
the air flying RN Hawker Hunters.
The training included a deployment to the South of France to fly 
against a French Navy squadron with Étendard fighters. David 
recalled that McMillan excelled in the air-to-air “practice intercepts” 
and at the de-briefing with the French pilots remarked how competent 
their Navy’s younger pilots were that flew the Étendards and how they 
were even better during the afternoon flights when their senior 
colleagues had offered them a glass of red wine with lunch.
On return McMillan joined VC 724 as AWI where he served until April 
1972.
One of his fellow pilots on VC 724 recalled that he was  always willing 
to give advice or encouragement when he felt the need and regaled 
us with many hilarious stories, especially around his AWI training at 
Lossiemouth. He had returned with his special phrase “AGGRO” (“we 
must display AGGRO to be effective”). And of course he would mutter 
this with a huge grin at all times. An AWI lecture in the briefing room 
could start with a flash bang explosion – getting everyone’s attention. 
McMillan’s next posting was to VF805 as AWI where he served until 
October1973. The Squadron embarked on HMAS Melbourne in 
August for RIMPAC exercises in Hawaii.
On return he was posted back to VC 724. In January and February he 
consoliddated his interest in seaman duties with 8 weeks of 
watchkeeping on Melbourne. He undoubtedly had aspirations to not 
only command a Squadron but also to command the carrier. He was 
equally at home in the air or at sea.
In March 1974, McMillan resumed his duties in VC724 as Acting 
Senior Pilot, AWI, Maintenance Test Pilot and Instrument Rating 
Examiner. He was also busy planning his marriage to his fiancée Meg 
in 4 weeks’ time.
On 16 May 1974, Ralph McMillan was flying TA4G 879 as the leader 
of a simulated two-aircraft low level attack on HMAS Melbourne. After 
being intercepted by the ship's A4G Combat Air Patrol (CAP) aircraft,  
McMillan and his wingman commenced defensive counter 
manoeuvres during which he was observed by his wingman pulling 

sharply up into a climb before the wingman and the two CAP aircraft 
lost sight of him.  Continuing his turn McMillan’s wingman noticed an 
area of disturbed water with evidence of debris which was 
subsequently determined to be the wreckage of an aircraft.
Due to the lack of witnesses to the movement of the aircraft at the 
time at which it went out of control, the Board of Enquiry found that the 
precise cause of the accident could not be determined.

McMillan’s passing was not only a great loss to his fiancée, family and 
friends, but an irreplaceable loss to the Fleet Air Arm and the broader 
RAN community. He was just 27 years old.

One of his closest friends wrote this tribute which appeared in Navy 
News on 7 June 1974:

“He was one of those rare breed who was equally at home on land 
and sea, and he knew his job. But apart from that side of his life, the 
professional side, he was one helluva guy. The kind anyone would be 
proud to call a messmate.
He was the kid next door who took on an exciting business, but 
without the flamboyancy that personifies many people in the aviation 
field. Working to help others, to entertain them, was one thing that 
Ralph really enjoyed. He loved music, the listening to and playing of, 
and was always to the front in ship’s concerts. Nothing was too much 
trouble for him and his capabilities always meant inclusion in any 
entertainment group. 
He was a great guy and together with many others I am going to miss 
him.”

Ralph McMillan was laid to rest in the Nambour Garden Cemetery 
on the Sunshine Coast - a peaceful oasis not far from Cooroy, 
his place of birth, and the family home at Montville. The bronze plaque 
on his grave makes reference to ‘...filling the unforgiving minute’, 
which is a line from Rudyard Kipling’s famous Poem, “If”.  It captures 
the very essence of this talented young man’s approach to life: 

If you can talk with crowds and keep your virtue,
Or walk with Kings—nor lose the common touch,
If neither foes nor loving friends can hurt you,
If all men count with you, but none too much;
If you can fill the unforgiving minute
With sixty seconds’ worth of distance run,
Yours is the Earth and everything that’s in it,
And - which is more - you’ll be a Man, my son!

Compiled by Keith Johnson, with the kind assistance of the following: 
David Collingridge, Gary Northern, Peter Greenfield, David Prest, Phil Thompson 
and Marcus Peake.
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