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-I-he headstone of Lieutenant (A) J. H. McWhae, a Royal Navy aviator,
S

tands in Townsville’s War Cemetery bearing the intriguing epitaph after

his name - OF AUSTRALIA. Two Royal Australian Air Force graves lie

alongside that of John Henty McWhae, all three with the same mortal date, 8

February 1943. Memories of ‘Our Beloved John’ have been dimmed by the

years since his death in a Supermarine Seagull V (Walrus) crash off Bowen,

yet this Australian naval aviator’s story is notable, one worthy of
remembrance.

On 27 May 1940 thirty-four officers and ratings graduated from No.7 Naval
Pilots Course at Royal Air Force Base Peterborough, among them a Sub-
Lieutenant (A) J.H. McWhae RN. Only twelve days before graduation the
course had suffered its only student fatality. The new pilots included a
Leading Writer and a Royal Marine Corporal, as well as Britannia Royal Naval
College trained officers. Sub-Lieutenant McWhae, however, had a
background widely at variance from any of his fellow course-mates.

The only child of Kenneth McWhae and Caroline Henty McLeod was born at
‘Talisker’, in the rich Merino Downs grazing country of western Victoria, on 25
January 1917. Named after his grandfather Sir John McWhae and the Henty
family of his mother’s side, he also carried the name of his uncle Lieutenant
John McWhae, then serving with the British Army’s Royal Field Artillery, killed
in action at the Third Battle of Ypres five months later. John Henty McWhae
was the scion of two of the oldest and wealthiest pastoral families in the state.

The family spent extended periods overseas, particularly Scotland and
Guernsey in the Channel Islands, where their forwarding address was the
Royal Guernsey Golf Club at L’Ancresse. International travel was rare in the

gy

Born into wealth and privilege,
young John Henty McWhae might
reasonably have been expected to
follow his father managing the fami-
lies pastoral holdings from Victoria
to Queensland.

But war was to intervene and his life
took a very different path, volunteer-
ing to fly Supermarine Walrus air-
craft catapulting into action from
Royal Navy warships and, briefly, in
RAAF service.

John McWhae’s story reads like an
adventure novel - from pursuit of the
battleship Bismarck in the Denmark
Strait to the Arctic protecting Rus-
sian convoys, and then the destruc-
tion of Germany’s most successful
commerce raider, the HSK Atlantis,
in the South Atlantic.

The story of a young man whose
journey took him from the pastures
of western Victoria to a quiet grave
in Townsville is a compelling one.

( Read in ‘Flip Book” Format)
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1920s and 30s, but by the time the young John commenced boarding at the

prestigious Geelong Grammar School in 1927 he had already travelled to Europe with
his parents and their maid several times, the earliest when he was five. Residing in the
school’s Perry House he was made House Prefect in 1935.

Active in the school’s army cadet corps and athletics, John also competed in the
Victorian Schoolboy Tennis Championships and passed his Intermediate School
Certificate. His parents left for an extended Guernsey stay in February 1935, but
before John joined them at the end of the academic year his name would appear in
Melbourne’s social pages attending smart tennis weekends in Macedon and parties
in Toorak mansions.

McWhae matriculated at Cambridge’s Jesus College in November 1936. Back in the
Channel Islands Major-General Sir Edward Broadbent, Lieutenant Governor of
Guernsey, whose regiment was the King’s Own Scottish Borderers was also Captain
of the golf club. Having previously joined the Royal Guernsey Militia John, probably
at the generals urging, took a commission as a Second Lieutenant (Supplementary
Reserve) of the Borderers in March 1937.

War was imminent when John McWhae resigned his army commission on
appointment to the navy’s Air Branch for flying training, with seniority as an Acting
Sub-Lieutenant (A) of 1 July 1939. After gaining his provisional wings in May 1940
McWhae, whose flying had been assessed as above average, began his service flying
training on the Walrus amphibian with No.764 Naval Air Squadron at HMS Daedalus/
Naval Air Station Lee-on-Solent. This unit provided an advanced seaplane conversion
course culminating in catapult exercises from HMS Pegasus, the first ship designed
as a seaplane carrier in 1914 and named HMS Ark Royal until 1934. In July the
squadron relocated to the world’s largest flying boat base, RAF Pembroke Dock, on
the south-west coast of Wales.

After several months of advanced flying and air gunnery instruction, August
found McWhae returning from gunnery practice with fellow course-mate Sub-
Lieutenant (A) Richard Bigg-Wither. When they saw two Ju.88 Stukas ahead

of them pulling out of their attack dives on the dock and adjacent oil tanks
McWhae immediately scrambled from his seat forward to the bow
mounted machine gun. Exposed in the slipstream he managed one

burst at the belly of a Stuka that passed close overhead. There was

no visible damage to the enemy aircraft but his Australian fighting
spirit had been well evident.

Top. John Henty McWhae's birthplace:
Talisker’, Merino Downs, Victoria
Above: The only photograph we have

seen of John in his early years before
the war. (McWhae family).

Below: The new battleship Prince of
Wales works up with her embarked
Walrus flight from 700 Squadron.
(IwM)
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McWhae joined No.700 Naval Air Squadron at HMS
Sparrowhawk/Naval Air Station Hatston - near the Home
Fleet’s main anchorage of Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands
- on 12 September 1940. With an establishment of over sixty
Seafoxes, Walruses and Swordfish floatplanes this squadron
was headquarters and pool for all embarked battleship and
cruiser flights.

McWhae, again assessed as above average, would have
counted himself fortunate when he was appointed on 1
October to the new HMS Prince of Wales. He was to be the
junior of two pilots and two observers for the yet to
commission King George V-class battleship, constructed
with a fixed athwartships catapult and double hangars able
to embark up to four aircraft.

The completion of Prince of Wales was delayed by bomb
damage from a Luftwaffe raid while in the fitting-out basin,
finally commissioning on 19 January 1941. Still incomplete
and with only half her crew she commenced trials.

John McWhae put the delay to good use, announcing his
engagement to WRAN Pauline Train from Sussex in the
Tunbridge Wells Courier of 14 March, and repeated in the
Melbourne Herald of 20 March.! As well as a ring McWhae

Walrus on 20 April 1941, with ei-
ther Lieutenant (A) Clement Bate-
man or Sub-Lieutenant (4) John
McWhae in the cockpit. (IWM).

presented Pauline with a gold
‘sweetheart’ brooch in the shape
of his naval wings.

Returning north the working-up
exercises for ship and flight at
Scapa Flow went from 26 March
into early May. Finally the
battleship reported ready for fleet
service on 21 May, just in time to
sail into rough seas at 01:00 the
following morning with the
battlecruiser Hood and six
escorting destroyers to support
the cruiser patrol in the Denmark
Strait. She still had civilian Vickers
Armstrong staff onboard working
on main armament defects.

That night at 23:00 Vice-Admiral Lancelot Holland in Hood
was signaled that the fast battleship Bismarck had sailed.
Twenty hours later the cruiser Norfolk sent a sighting report
‘one battleship, one cruiser in sight’ and 300 nautical miles
away the Hood Force increased speed to 27 knots. In the
early morning of 24 May Prince of Wales went to action
stations and prepared to launch her Walrus. Rapidly reducing
visibility saw the launch cancelled, the aircraft defuelled and
returned to the hangar. At 04:50 the Walrus was again fuelled
and prepared to launch but the breaking seas had
contaminated the ready-use aviation fuel supply. This delay
meant the aircraft was still on the catapult when the force
sighted Bismarck and Prinz Eugen on their bows at 05:35.
Hood opened fire first at 05:52 when the range had reduced
to 25,000 yards (23 km).

Below. Bismarck firing on HMS Hood during action in the
Denmark Strait. (IWM). Prince of Wales, still with dockyard
hands aboard, was within 800 metres of Hood when she ex-
ploded after being struck by a shell in the aft magazine. Sub-
Lieutenant McWhae was at action stations on Prince of Wales’
catapult deck and may well have witnessed the disaster:
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“Raider-C” was a formidable fighting ship, concealing the firepower of a light cruiser: 6 x 15cm (5.9”) guns, waterline torpedo tubes,
37mm A/A guns, 20mm cannon and 93 mines. Aircraft were two Heinkel He.114C floatplanes initially, then a single Arado Ar.196.
McWhae was instrumental in identifying the vessel as enemy, and spotting the fall of shot which destroyed her.

McWhae and the ship’s flight personnel remained spectators

at their action stations on the catapult deck. Prince of Wales Deadly Subterfuge
was only four cables (740 metres) on Hood’s starboard ‘

quarter when the battlecruiser blew up at 06:00. As Prince of
Wales maneuvered to avoid the debris, where seconds
before 1,415 men had died, she continued firing despite
mechanical failures in some main armament. A hit on the
bridge at 06:02 killed or wounded all but Captain John Leach,
while splinters from a hit on the boat deck, just above and aft
of the catapult deck, so riddled the airframe that it was
jettisoned overboard. Breaking off the initial action at 06:13
Bismarck had only been hit three times but crucially was
down by the bows, losing fuel oil and was now restricted to
28 knots.

The Battle of the Denmark Strait continued in a cat-and- l
mouse chase, with fleeting confrontations through the mist ' —
and rain squalls, for almost 24 hours before losing radar Germany used armed merchant raiders in both World Wars, with
contact for the final time. Prince of Wales, hit seven times, great success. Costing around one percent of the price of a large
withdrew to Iceland to refuel, burying her dead at sea on the | battleship, they were relatively fast, and carried the firepower of
way. Bismarck set course for St. Nazaire, a French port which | @ light cruiser. The raiders deployed by the Kriegsmarine during
the Swordfish from HMS Victorious and HMS Ark Royal | WW2 sank 160 allied ships totalling 700,000 tons.

ensured she never reached. With the battleship returned to | Al raiders mounted 15¢m (5.9”) guns hidden in recesses behind
Rosyth dockyard for repairs McWhae was appointed to his | fo|ging panels. They were capable of engaging targets up to 17
own cruiser flight, his time in battleships having been short | km range although the strategy of the raider was to lure its
but memorable. victims ‘much closer. Other weapons included the 3.7cm
Schnelladekanone C/30 semi-automatic anti-aircraft gun which
required manual loading but featured automatic cartridge

HMS Devonshire, a Kent-class heavy cruiser, was

gnderch):ilng post2—r5efjjt tria[lsg i’fl’ heg M(;\r/]Vh?e” joined herﬂin ejection. With a worked-up gun crew it was capable of firing 30
e oW on LIS - Yver e following Montns | vqnds per minute. Most raiders also featured 20mm machine
Devonshire protected Home Fleet carriers as they sortied to guns with a rate of fire of up to 200 rounds per minute.

attack targets in German occupied Norway: Petsamo,
Kirkenes, Tromso, Hammerfest and Bodo. She also provided Raiders also typically carried torpedo tubes either deck mounted
distant cover for the first Russian convoy to Murmansk and (traversable) or located in the ship’s beam above or below the
when HMS Argus delivered RAF Hurricanes and crew to waterline. Some were also capable of deploying mines to disrupt
Archangel. enemy shipping lanes.

Released for Atlantic trade defence duties in mid-September | Perhaps the most famous engagement of a German raider was
Devonshire escorted WS.12, her first convoy, from the Clyde the action between HMAS Sydney and HSK 8 Kormoran,
into the Atlantic. For the embarked flight long ocean searches | designated “Raider-G” by the British. In November 1941 she
to protect a convoy against surface and submarine threats, was able to lure the Australian light cruiser to within close range

: L before revealing her true identity. Kormoran’s first salvos
often returning to a rough landing in adverse weather, were - ;
now the lot of McWhae and his observer Sub-Lieutenant (A) decimated Syaney's crew, destroyed her command and control

Alan Jefferd RNVR. With several of the original twelve and compromised her fire-control systems, and a torpedo strike

; ; . : . delivered what proved to be a mortal blow. Sydney managed to
Kriegsmarine armed commerce raiders, and their associated return a small number of hits, one of which was through the

tenders, still at large in the world’s oceans there was soonto | Rajder’s funnel. This contained pipes carrying oil from her four
be an exciting break from the routine morning and evening | diesel-electric engines to be warmed by exhaust gases in the
patrols. funnel. The ruptured pipes poured burning oil into the engine

On 20 November, after a reconnaissance of St. Helena Island, e, G 27 LS G eSEES), WEHiaiils o SXndElre
the observers cap had flown into the propelior during system and main electrical systems. The uncontained fire

T I ' I d d b eventually reached her cargo of mines, causing a massive
recovery. The replacement propellor was damaged by a explosion that sank the raider.

heaving line on 21 November and the ad-hoc repair patch
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Above. The original press caption of this image was “It is announced by the Admiralty that HMS Devonshire, assisted by her aircrafi, has sunk

an enemy armed merchant raider in the Atlantic. HMS Devonshire seen from her aircraft while firing her 8" guns.” (IWM) Below.: McWhae
lands alongside Devonshire in Freetown Harbour on 14 April 1942, during the initial build-up for Operation Ironclad before final assembly at
Durban. (Alamy).
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was causing severe vibration. McWhae declared the aircraft
unserviceable except for operational necessity, a necessity
which arrived the very next morning.

The most successful Kriegsmarine armed commerce raider
of the war was HSK Atlantis, known to the British as Raider-
C.> Loose for almost twenty months she had sunk or
captured 22 ships totalling 144,484 tons in the Atlantic,
Pacific and Indian oceans. Atlantis was returning home when
signalled in code to refuel submarine U-726 at position
‘Flower Point Lily Ten’, 200 miles north of Ascension Island in
the South Atlantic. This Enigma signal was decrypted by
Bletchley Park and passed to the Admiralty. Atlantis’s own
aircraft, a two-seat Arado Ar.196 floatplane, would normally
provide an airborne early warning patrol during a refueling
evolution. However, returning from a routine search patrol the
day before the rendezvous the aircraft’s floats had dug into a
high swell, causing it to capsize and promptly sink.

At 07:10 on 22 November McWhae, carefully nursing his
engine, landed early from the dawn reconnaissance patrol
launched when the Enigma signal decrypt was received.
Jefferd, unwilling to make an airborne radio report in case it
alerted their enemy, hastened to the bridge to report a
suspicious merchant ship over the horizon. Devonshire
altered course and increased speed to 25 knots.

McWhae launched again at 08:09 when that ship’s masthead
loomed up at around 46,000 yards (42 km). Aboard Atlantis
the lookout’s call of ‘Feindlicher Kreuzer in Sicht!’” had their
Officer of the Watch sounding the alarm bell. U-726, unseen
by the approaching Walrus, hurriedly submerged leaving her
irate captain - who had been taking sherry with the raider’s
Kapitdn zur See Bernhard Rogge - behind. There
commenced a game of bluff, Rogge hoping to entice
Devonshire closer pretending to be a harmless
merchantman.

The airborne McWhae and Jefferd with their Telegraphist/Air
Gunner Milsom, caused the boarding officer of Raider-C to
later recall:

“But there was another foe for U-126 to fear, and
soon we became aware of this - we who had so
prided ourselves on seeing our enemy first! The
cruiser’s seaplane was overhead, diving around us,
photographing and recording our every movement.
‘Give the swine a burst’, shouted one of our

seamen. But Rogge shook his head. The Walrus
continued to encircle us, an infernal buzzing
machine; an inquisitive wasp with poison for us all.
But still we were instructed to hold our fire.”

Devonshire’s suspicious Captain Roger Oliver DSC RN,
aware of a possible U-boat threat, remained zig-zagging at
high speed, never closer than 12,000 yards (11 km) to the
‘merchantman’. He had to be careful in case the vessel was
a neutral, or just ignorant of procedures, while sadly mindful
that, if a raider, there could be several hundred Allied
prisoners onboard.

At 08:37 Devonshire fired two warning rounds and Atlantis
stopped engines. Rogge, claiming to be the British
Polyphemus, sent out the raider distress signal of ‘RRR’ and
his position. Oliver radioed the Commander-in-Chief South
Atlantic at 09:05 querying the possibility of Polyphemus
being in the area. He also realized the distress call should
have been in a four-letter group ‘RRRR’ with an identification
code so ordered the Walrus to check the stern which, if
Polyphemus, would be a ‘counter’ stern. McWhae and
Jefferd, already suspicious of the large packing cases sited
where concealed guns would be positioned, had Milsom
reply at 09:31 ‘Cruiser stern - hull similar to Atlantis’!

Devonshire opened fire at 09:35 with full broadsides at
16,000 yards (14.6 km) and McWhae climbed the Walrus to
give fall-of-shot corrections for the thirty-two broadsides
before the raiders magazines blew at 10:02, sinking at 10:16.
The severely vibrating Walrus was recovered underway and
Devonshire, still cautious of the submarine threat, cleared the
area.*

Three days earlier, and as yet unknown to Allied authorities,
HMAS Sydney had failed to launch her Walrus L2177 while
being enticed to within 1800 yards (1650 metres) of Raider-G,
disguised as the Dutch merchantman Straat Malakka. Of
Sydney’s 645 crew there was not a single survivor when
surprised by the hidden guns and torpedoes of HSK
Kormoran.

Devonshire continued her trade protection duties in the
Indian Ocean and, on 1 January 1942, Sub-Lieutenant (A)
John McWhae was promoted to ,

Lieutenant (A). The ships / )
company gained some respite I p

from  operations  when ‘ ’ p,
Devonshire  underwent ~— i

——

refit and repairs at the
Norfolk Navy Yard,

47 »
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uary 1942 until early March. Released from
ockyard hands she escorted military convoys in the Atlantic before
ordered to join the forces gathering for the amphibious invasion of
Madagascar off the east coast of Africa.

The East Indies Fleet had suffered the loss of the carrier HMS Hermes
and her single screening destroyer HMAS Vampire on 9 April 1942,
swarmed by eighty-five Aichi D3A Val dive bombers escorted by
Mitsubishi A6M Zero fighters. This Indian Ocean raid by the Imperial
Japanese Navy’s aircraft carriers, and an increasing IJN submarine
presence, highlighted the new vulnerability of the vital supply route
past Madagascar up the east coast of Africa once Japan had joined
the war. Operation /lronclad was mounted to prevent the Vichy French
controlled island falling to that oriental Axis power.

This first allied amphibious assault of the war was against the island’s
northern port city of Diégo Suarez (now Antsiranana) with one of the
largest natural harbours in the world. While the covering force,
including battleship HMS Ramillies with fleet carriers HMS lllustrious
and HMS Indomitable, held offshore with their aircraft striking at Vichy
targets, Devonshire led in the assault force of 34 ships on the morning
of 5 May 1942.

Captain Oliver discovered that his approach from the west was
overlooked by observation posts in stone towers at the top of two
prominent peaks. Marked on his chart as Windsor Castle and Stirling
Castle the ship’s 8” main batteries were unable to knock them out.
McWhae and Jefford went in and proceeded to successfully bomb
and strafe the towers.

Indian Ocean convoys and patrols for the rest of 1942 ranged north to
Bombay and Aden, east to Fremantle and west to Mombassa.
Towards the end of the year McWhae had to go ashore for hospital
treatment. Following discharge on 5 December he boarded HMAS
Adelaide in Fremantle as a passenger to Port Phillip, where he visited
his old school. Fully recovered after foreign service leave in his home
state he was loaned to Navy Office, the Royal Australian Navy’s
Melbourne headquarters, on 8 January 1943 as one of the Deputy
Chief of Navy’s staff officers.

The RAAF, short of seaplane pilots welcomed the offer of his
experience and McWhae was flown to RAAF Base Rathmines four
days later for temporary attachment to No. 9 Squadron, parent unit for
the RAN’s Seagull and Walrus embarked flights. Sited at Lake
Macquarie north of Sydney this was the largest flying boat base in the
southern hemisphere. McWhae found the squadron in the midst of e .
moving to the operational area of north Queensland, a move [ LIEUTENANT (A)
completed by 16 January. BN J.H.Mc WHAE

(OF AUSTRALIA)

Joining the Catalina aircraft ranging over the Coral Sea from RAAF : ROYAL NAVY
Base Bowen, No.9 Squadron commenced offshore patrols and [EEEEEEEE ST FESRUARY 1943 4Gk 26

convoy protection duties. McWhae, with 750 hours total flight time
and 258 hours of operational flying in the last twelve months, was
made temporary ‘A’ Flight Commander. He flew an anti-submarine
patrol on 3 February then, on Monday 8 February 1943, he launched
in Seagull V A2-9 at 09:30 to carry out dive bombing instruction of
Flight Lieutenant Donald Hookings and Pilot Officer Edward Seller
over Storey Island. Seller, incidentally, was also an old boy of Geelong
Grammar School where he had been two years below McWhae. The
aircraft was armed with 82 pound practice bombs and duration of the
flight was to have been 30 minutes.

When McWhae had not returned by 10:30 the Duty Pilot took action. Top. WRAN Pauline Train, John McWhae's financee. His
Fifteen minutes later an aircraft piloted by the commanding officer,  extensive overseas service,presented no opportunity for a
Squadron Leader Patrick McMahon was airborne, quickly locating wedding. (Image Ron Gabain).

wreckage over a wide area of water. The aircraft had hit the sea some

distance from the target and sank in 12 fathoms (22 metres). A local  Middle. After Pauline’s death the exquisite sweetheart
witness reported seeing the aircraft dive and fail to recover. Salvage  prooch given to her by John was found in her jewellery box,

operations took three days to find the hull and bodies. where she had kept it close for sixty years. (Image: Ron

McWhae (26), Hookings (26) and Seller (24) were interred in adjacent Gabain).
graves in the service section of Bowen Cemetery at 17:00 on 12
February 1943. They were later re-interred in Townsville’s
Commonwealth War Graves cemetery.

Under. John McWhae's headstone in the Townsville
Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery.

Heartbroken in Scotland at the death of their only child Kenneth and
Caroline McWhae determined to return to Australia - to visit their son’s
grave and settle his estate.” Booking passage for Sydney via the
Panama Canal on the MV Melbourne Star, they sailed from Liverpool

McWhae of Australia. Page 7.



with 29 other passengers and 87 crew six weeks later. At
03:00 on 2 April, in heavy weather mid-Atlantic 500 miles
south-east of Bermuda, the ship was hit by several torpedoes
from U-729 that set off secondary explosions of ammunition
in the cargo holds. With three quarters of the ship destroyed
the remaining wreckage sank within two minutes and no
general distress call was possible. Of the eleven that made it
to rafts there were only four survivors, fortuitously rescued by
a passing Catalina after 38 days adrift.

The human ravages of those wartime years were highlighted
again in 1945 when lawyers applied to settle probate for John
McWhae’s April 1940 will. His trust fund was valued at
£20,387, more than one hundred times the annual salary for
a Royal Navy Lieutenant, and the main beneficiaries, his
parents, had died. Both witnesses to the will, fellow students
on No.7 Naval Pilots Course, had also been killed: the Fulmar
fighter of Lieutenant James Coates had crashed astern of Ark
Royal in November 1940, while Lieutenant Herbert
Richardson had died in May 1941 during the desperate Battle
of Crete flying Hurricanes from ashore with No.33 Squadron
RAF. The estate eventually passed to the children of
McWhae’s Aunt.

At Geelong Grammar School a stained glass window to the
memory of John Henty McWhae was dedicated in the AUSTRALIAN 2 194"
school’s All Saints’ Chapel. In 1946 John McWhae’s sword, BOWEN"" 6-FEB.1943
from his commission with the King’s Own Scottish Borderers,
was presented to the school to be carried by the officer of the
guard on Anzac Day parades.

LIEUT.JOHN HENTY

P4 MCWHAE.
References: FLEET AIR ARM.RN.
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AND ON EARTH
PEACE,GOOD WILL
TOWARD MEN.

Endnotes

' Pauline Gilkison Train (1920-2003). After being demobbed from the
Women’s Royal Naval Service she lived the rest of her life in Forest Row,
Sussex. Eventually, ten years after John McWhae’s death, Pauline married
and had a family.

2 HSKtranslates as ‘Handelsstorkreuzer’ or ‘trade-disruption cruiser’.

J

4 \.‘ f
3 p.209 ‘Atlantis: The Story of a German Surface Raider’, Ulrich Mohr as told A

to A. Sellwood, London, 1955. g ////Ilﬂ; r;:j\\\\\\\\ v .0 x\/

4 U-126 resurfaced to rescue 300 survivors, the single POW, Kpt.z.S. Rogge . g / \l
and their own captain. They commenced towing the lifeboats towards | }
neutral Brazil. .

5 Kenneth and Caroline McWhae had been living at Winchester - where
Kenneth was the city’s Head Air Raid Warden - in the house of their golfing
friend, Major-General Sir Edward Broadbent, now the wartime Regimental
Colonel of the King’s Own Scottish Borderers.
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