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Seventy-five years ago Australia’s sole aircraft 
carrier, in commission for less than three 
years, sailed from Garden Island Dockyard on 

31 August 1951 for Kure Naval Base in Japan and 
active service off Korea. The government had 
agreed to HMAS Sydney relieving HMS Glory on 
station while that hard-worked carrier underwent 
refit at Garden Island Dockyard, with her squadrons 
disembarked for rest to HMAS Albatross. 
Twenty‑eight year old Sea Fury pilot Lieutenant 
Guy Beange RAN, who had started World War II on 
horseback with the Waikato Mounted Rifles and 
finished it flying a Combat Air Patrol in his Royal 
Navy F4U Corsair over surrendering Japanese off 
Rabaul, wrote in his Pilots Logbook: “On the way to 
Japan - Again.”
North Korean forces had invaded across the 
38th parallel on 25 June 1950, plunging south until 
halted at the Pusan perimeter. The United Nations 
break-out and subsequent landing at Inchon, in 
mid-September 1950, had pushed further north, 
occupied the North Korean capital Pyongyang and 
reached the Yalu River border with Manchuria in 
places. Through the winter blizzards two Chinese 
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Main: Sydney did an extensive work-up 
prior to deployment.  Here, a Sea Fury 
prepares to launch.
Below: (L-R) LtCdr Mike Fell DSO 
DSC RN, the Air Group Commander; 
Commander (Air) Launcelot Kiggell 
DSC RN and Captain David Harries. ✈
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armies crossed the border and forced back the UN 
troops. Prime Minister Robert Menzies’ concerns 
about communist aggression, which had led to the 
introduction of national service that year, seemed 
vindicated.
The Colossus-class HMS Triumph, under US naval 
command in support of Security Council 
resolutions, joined with USSValley Forge and flew 
her first strikes on 3 July 1950. This put paid to the 
alleged statement by the Chief of the Imperial 
General Staff in 1947 that there would be no war for 
15 years. Triumph was relieved by HMS Theseus,
then Glory took her place in turn. Each Royal Navy 
light carrier alternated war patrols with a US Navy 
escort carrier.
Already in Japan with the Commonwealth 
Occupation Forces, HMA Ships Shoalhaven and
Bataan deployed to Korean waters in early July 
1950, the first of nine RAN warships that would see 
active service in the conflict. The Royal Australian 
Air Force’s 77 (Mustang) Squadron flew its first 
offensive sorties from RAAF Base Iwakuni, Japan, 
on 2 July 1950. Defending that RAAF base had 

been the  under-strength 3rd Battalion, Royal 
Australian Regiment. After reinforcements from 
Australia were flown in by Qantas, the battalion 
embarked in the troop ship USS Aiken Victory and 
sailed from Kure for the Pusan perimeter on 
27 September 1950. By May 1951, 77 Squadron, 
now operating from Korean bases, had lost nine 

Prelude to War
The origins of the Korean conflict can be traced back to the end of World War II. After 35 years of brutal 
Japanese occupation, the victorious allies split control of the Korean peninsular between the Soviet Union 
and the United States above and below the 38th parallel. In the north, the Soviets fostered a communist 
government under Kim Il-Sung, while in the south, the US supported the provisional government under 
strong man Syngman Rhee. Perhaps unsurprisingly, tension between the two zones quickly emerged 
and two opposing armies grew along the 38th parallel.
In June 1950, the North launched a massive offensive against the South, quickly capturing Seoul and 
pushing South Korean and US forces south down the peninsular towards Pusan. The Security Council of 
the still fledgling United Nations, taking advantage of a Soviet boycott (in support of recognition of the 
communist government of China) and thus the absence of a Soviet veto, was able to pass four 
resolutions in short order that ultimately authorised the US to establish and lead a unified UN command 
to repel the attack and restore peace on the Korean peninsular. In all, 21 UN member states committed 
forces and support personnel to the war. Australia was the second nation, behind the US, to commit 
personnel from all three services to the war.
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Right: HMAS Sydney (left) 
arrival at Kure a month later, 
where she secured adjacent to 
HMS Glory, who she was 
relieving. The few days they were 
together were frenetic, with the 
transfer of aircraft, information, 
stores and people.✈

Above: HMAS Sydney departing for Korea from 
Garden Island on 31 August 1951.✈

Slipstream Magazine  March 2026   Page 3

pilots and the 3rd Battalion had suffered 70 killed 
and over 200 wounded. Both the Squadron 
Commanding Officer and the Battalion Commander 
were among those killed.
The First Sea Lord, Admiral of the Fleet Bruce 
Fraser, 1st Baron Fraser of North Cape, GCB KBE 
RN, asked the Commonwealth Naval Board if 
Sydney could relieve Glory for “two or three months 
operational flying if the Korean business is still 
going.” The Australian Prime Minister, under 
pressure from the US to commit another battalion of 
troops, agreed to the carrier swap on 11 May 1951. 
Three days later, an enlarged Sydney Carrier Air 
Group was designated under Lieutenant 
Commander (P) Mike Fell DSO DSC RN. 
808 (Sea Fury) and 817 (Firefly) Squadrons of the 
21st CAG were joined by 805 (Sea Fury) Squadron 
of the 20th CAG. The Air Group Commander 

immediately commenced an intensive pre-
deployment work-up. 
The majority of the more senior aviators aboard 
Sydney were still British, a reflection that the 
adolescent Australian air branch owed much to the 
parent RN Fleet Air Arm for its rapid maturity. Only 
805 Squadron had an RAN commanding officer, 
Lieutenant Commander (P) Walter ‘Jimmy’ Bowles.  
A former Royal New Zealand Navy Volunteer 
Reserve fighter pilot aboard armed escort carriers, 
Bowles had joined the forming RAN FAA in 1948. 
Scattered through the three squadrons were seven 
RN aircrew. Other loan officers were the 
Commander (Air), Lieutenant Commanders Flying 
and Operations, the Deck Landing Control Officers 
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Above: The Armourers and handlers probably 
had the hardest time in the bitter Korean winter, 
earning them ‘relaxed rig’ concessions in an 
effort to stay warm.  Right: What the best 
dressed pilots were wearing: L-R Jimmy Bowles, 
Fred Lane and Ian MacDonald who all flew Sea 
Furies during the conflict. ✈
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and the Flight Deck Officer, as were the Air 
Engineer Officer, Air Electrical Officer and the Air 
Ordnance Officer. 
When Sydney arrived in Kure on 27 September 
1951, Glory’s Royal Marine band played “If I’d 
known you were coming I’d have baked a cake.” 
Also in port was a third carrier, the maintenance/
ferry carrier HMS Unicorn flying the flag of Rear 
Admiral Alan Scott-Moncreiff DSO RN. There were 
another nine Australian, Canadian and British ships 
present, one of the biggest concentrations of 
Commonwealth warships since 1945. Along with 
stores and aircraft from Glory, Sydney also received 
Lieutenant P. O’Mara with his USN Sikorsky 
HO3S‑1 helicopter and crew. Sydney’s arrival 
meant the RAN became the third navy to commit a 
carrier to the conflict, and only the fourth navy in 
history to ever send a fixed-wing carrier into 
combat.
At sea the navies of nine nations blockaded North 
Korea, and the carrier aircraft, in conjunction with 
UN air forces, had been conducting an interdiction 
campaign - Operation STRANGLE - to prevent men 
and supplies moving south to bolster communist 
forces in the front line. 
The usual two-week patrol pattern for a light carrier 
was to sail from Kure or Sasebo, conduct four days 
of flight operations off Korea’s west coast from Point 
Oboe (roughly abeam Seoul) then steam south to 
replenish from the small fleet train for a day, back to 
Point Oboe for another four days, and then return to 
Japan. The aircrew welcomed the break during 

replenishment but for the majority of ship’s 
company a day of taking on ammunition, bunker 
fuel, avgas and air stores was anything but a rest 
day. Neither was it restful for the CAG maintainers 
as they repaired battle damage and ensured 
maximum serviceability when the ship returned to 
Point Oboe.
Arriving on a station where Glory had set a light 
fleet carrier record of 84 sorties in a day on her 
eighth war patrol, a well worked-up Sydney
surpassed that record on 11 October 1951, only the 
fifth day of her first war patrol. Able to fly seven 
events from 06:26 in the longer daylight hours of 
September saw 89 sorties flown. 
Several days before the 23,000-ton USS Rendova 
had achieved a USN record of 50 sorties, only five 
above her usual 45, and later managed a once-only 
64. Before embarking in Rendova, Marine Fighter 
Attack Squadron 212, the ‘Devil Cats,’ had flown its 
Corsairs from advanced land bases to give close air 
support for the encircled 1st Marine Division, 
ensuring thousands of fellow marines escaped from 
the frozen battlefield of the Chosin Reservoir.
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Click on any of the images below to read more about the Korean War and the Fleet Air Arm’s role in it on 
the Association’s website.

Sydney soon found that a daily sortie rate of 54 
could be consistently sustained in the five events 
possible through the shorter winter days. Scott-
Moncreiff wrote approvingly that during November 
‘a high rate of striking was maintained’ by Sydney.
To maintain that sortie rate was a total ship’s effort. 
Everyone from parachute riggers to cooks, stokers 
and sick-berth attendants, needed high spirits and 
sustained teamwork to safely operate at this level. 
The flight deck team worked in a continuous watch 
from before dawn, while the ordnance teams 
sweated to bring up the tons of bombs, rockets and 
ammunition to be expended. Aircraft maintainers 
had to additionally work long hours through the 
nights to maximize aircraft availability. It was not 
unusual for 40 percent of aircraft to return 
unserviceable because of flak damage or other 
issues, with all needing to be serviceable again by 
the next morning. 
The latest UN offensive was now essentially static, 
holding near the 38th parallel, the only fighting being 
for local tactical advantage. Armistice negotiations 
had begun at Panmunjom on 25 October when 
General Ridgeway halted offensive ground 
operations. As the second harsh winter of the 
conflict froze the ground, there was active defence 
only along the trenches of the 155 mile front. 
By early December, Sydney was well aware that 
the daily grind of active operations could suddenly 
turn mortal, as it had four weeks before for 
Lieutenant (P) Keith ‘Nails’ Clarkson DFM, Senior 
Pilot of 805 Squadron. A RAAF fighter pilot who had 
seen service in Africa, Malta, Sicily and Italy, 
Clarkson was hit with 20mm shells while making a 
strafing dive against a road convoy on 5 November. 
His aircraft was seen to roll on its back and dive into 
the ground. As two aircraft of his flight circled the 
wreckage looking for signs of life they were also hit 
by anti-aircraft fire.
Of the remaining 51 aircrew in Sydney’s CAG, at 
least 35 had flown in World War II. There were, 
however, some for whom this was their first 
experience of active service. Six graduates of 
Number One Pilots course at RAAF Base Point 
Cook in 1948 were in the Sydney CAG, including 

Sub Lieutenant (P) Fred Lane with 805 Squadron. 
One of the three onboard from Number Two course 
was Sub Lieutenant (P) Norman Lee, flying Fireflies 
in 817 Squadron. Lee was crewed with Observer 2 
Keith ‘Bunny’ Bunning, an ex-RN Telegraphist Air 
Gunner who volunteered for the RAN in 1948. Both 
Lane and Lee had just turned 22 and Bunning 
was 27 [read about Bunny’s path to our FAA in the 
March 2026 edition of Slipstream].
In 808 Squadron was the 23 year old Lieutenant (P) 
Peter Goldrick, a naval college cadet in 1941 who 
went to war in the cruiser HMS Kenya in late 1944 
aged only 16. Goldrick had volunteered, along with 
the majority of his class, to sub-specialize as a 
naval aviator when the new air branch was 
announced in 1947. Several of his classmates were 
also in the CAG. [Read ‘The Making of a Sea Fury 
Pilot’, Goldrick’s path to Korea in the June 2022 
edition of Slipstream]. 
Two USN fleet carriers operated as Task Force 77 
in the Sea of Japan’s deep unrestricted waters off 
the Korean Peninsula’s east coast. The greater risk 
of air and submarine attack in the confined waters 
of the Yellow Sea off Korea’s west coast was 
considered acceptable for a single light carrier 
operating as Task Element 95.11. This meant that 

Above: Keith “Nails’ Clarkson was the first FAA 
aviator to lose his life in Korea, when his Sea 
Fury was shot down whilst strafing a convoy.  You 
can read his story here.✈

https://www.faaaa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/19511105-RoH-CLARKSON.pdf
https://www.faaaa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/02/SeaFuryv7.pdf
https://www.faaaa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/11/KoreaV5.pdf
https://www.faaaa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/ShineAngelv3.pdf
https://www.faaaa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/FIREFLY-v2.pdf
https://www.faaaa.asn.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/03/FlyBy-Feb23-v10.pdf
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Parts 2 & 3.
In the next two is-
sues of Slipstream 
we will follow the 
sorties of Beange, 
Bunning, Goldrick, 
Lane and Lee over 
eight days of a sin-
gle War Patrol. 
While represent-
ing barely ten per-
cent of Sydney’s 
total flying effort it 
will reflect in full 
the worthy mea-
sure of every pilot 
and observer in 
the Sydney CAG. 

up to 30 percent of a day’s flying were anti-
submarine and combat air patrols for self-defence.
A Majestic-class carrier’s normal war complement 
was 1,343 but Sydney, with three squadrons in her 
CAG instead of the normal two, carried 1,427 to 
Japan at a time when total RAN strength was a little 
over 10,000. With 24 Sea Furies and 12 Fireflies 
embarked, the hangar was as crowded as the 
messdecks and there were always aircraft in the 
flight deck park. Despite the often intense cold of 
early December, the aircraft handlers, maintainers 
and armourers were well settled by the fifth war 
patrol in the routine of sustaining the daily 54 
sorties demanded by Captain David ‘Darbo’ Harries 
RAN and his Commander (Air) Launcelot ‘Lance’ 
Kiggell DSC RN, who had flown his Swordfish 
against the Italian battleships at Taranto in 
November 1940. 
In the next two issues of Slipstream, the sorties of 
Beange, Bunning, Goldrick, Lane and Lee over 
eight days of a single War Patrol will be followed. 
While representing barely 10 percent of Sydney’s 
total flying effort, it will reflect in full the worthy 
measure of every pilot and observer in the Sydney 
CAG. 
These sorties required the full effort by each of the 
1,426 officers and ship’s company aboard Sydney, 
and the security provided by her screening 
destroyers, as Australian naval airpower came of 
age in the hostile skies north of the 38th parallel. ✈

Above: Fireflies and Sea Furies aboard Sydney 
during one of her winter Patrols in the Yellow 
Sea.  Elements of both the 20th and 21st Carrier 
Air Group were joined to give an enlarged 
group, known simply as ‘the Sydney CAG’  
specifically for Korean operations. Sydney’s 
accommodation spaces were also filled to 
capacity,, with 74 more people aboard than her 
normal war complement. ✈


