
Death of a 

DESTROYER 
By CAPTAIN PAUL SHERBO, U.S. NAVAL RESERVE 

Many a ship driver 
reading of the 1969 
collision between 
the USS Frank E. 
Evans and HMAS 
Melbourne-here, 
after the incident-can 
see familiar errors that again 
could end in catastrophe . 
But tracking down the cause 
of the disaster has been no 
easy task. 

[ quarter past three in the morning on 3 
June 1969,74 crewmen of a U.S. destroyer 
in the South China Sea began to die. ' It 
was not enemy fire that [Ook them. The 

"' rrap"dvoccurred when rhe bow of the Aus; 
tralian aircraft carrier HMAS Melbourne struck the port 
side of the USS Frank E. Evans (DO· 754) with pile.driver 
force near frame 92 (a section to the rear of the forward 

funneD.! The destroyer was cut in two. The bow section 
sank in less than two minutes. With it wem dozens of young 
U.S. lives. It also took its to ll on the Royal Australian 
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Navy (RAN). How did this tragedy-with a "glassy calm" 
sea , no wind, unrestricted v isibil it y, and "bright moon~ 

light"---come to pass?l 

Sequence of Events 

The Melbourne and rhe Frank E. Evans were participat· 

ing in Exerc ise Sea Spirit in the South China Sea.~ The 
[wo ships were part of a task group that included the USS 
James E. Kyes (00·787), the USS Everet[ F. Larson (DO· 
830), New Zealand's HMNZS Blackpool, and the United 
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Kingdom's HMS Clwpatra. Asidc from these facts, rartic~ 

ipants disagreed on many of the details le:kling up to the 

collision. Some of the Clmtested detads were trivial; but 

disagreement over such basics as base course-recnllections 

differed by nearly 40°-disclosed the degree of confusion 

in the events of the pre(Lnvn accident. 

Key participants agree to this much: the smaller ships 

were in a sector screen tt) the south and west of the ?vfcl­
bourne. The commanding officer (CO) of the J'vfdboumc, 

Captain John P. Stevens~m, \'1/3S acting on hehalf of the 

task force commanJcr, Rear Admiral Gl)rJon J. Crabh, 

RAN.; The Frank E. Et'W15 was assigned the nemest cll1l1 

northernmost II these sectors, from 240-2S0c true, 3,000 
to 5.000 yards. The group had been executing a :ig:a~ plan 

that was occasionJlly discontinued then resumed hetween 

other operations. The Frank E. E nm:s CO, Cl1mmanJL"r 

Albcrt S. :\kLemnre, retired to hi:-; sea cahin "ometime a.fter 

midnight 2~3 June. The entire task group except for flight 

uperations \vas stcaming at darken Sh11:".'" At 0.307 kKal 

time, the i\klhouTne altered Cllurse tu 260 c (although this 

was unclear to the Fran/< E. Evans). Fuur minutes later. the 

U.S. ship was llrJcreJ tu form in a column 1,000 Y,1rJS 

a:-;tern ()f the ;-v1dhoHrn2 to act as rescue destfllycr in prepa­

ratilm for tlight l)rerations. With the 1\-1dboum..: lll1 course 

2600 at IS knuts, the Fran/< E. E1'(m.~ heg,m ttl turn. 

Thc events fr~Hn this point tn the culli:-;iun ~lre oh:-;cLlred 

by cnnt1icting te:-;timnny of the r,lnicirant~, who Jiffcrcd 

,)[1 the relative rtlsitium llf the Fran/< E, Et'L11L'i ,mJ the 

?v1dhfJHrnl!, tH1 th>..:' ha.-:e COUTse and the axis of the form;l­

tinll.---i.1n [}uny roints excert the JiS,lstfllUS re.-:ult. At 01 lL 
the ;-"1l'ih()1!rn~ sign-,lled the Fwnh E. El'am, In code, "My 

((jurse i.~ 26C." \'l()[nl'nt~ Lltl.?r, the ."ldhuHm..: signaled, "Yml 

,lfe on ,\ c()lli:-;I~m (ours>..:'." Thi:-; \V,\..., follmvcL! by tW(1 'ilL;~ 

n<1l-.;, the order tlt" which the r;lrriClp,mrs di:-:,[~utcJ: onl' from 

the \ld/Jutlnlc. HI am ,L;lling harl..! left,"~ anJ llne frlllTI rhe 

Frani< E. Et'(lm, "[ am ;!()in~ h;m.l nght." The c()jnhill.'ltIlltl 

II the twu turns \\',1:-- fatal. 

\."1<..'U'S from Tu'() Brid~<..':5 

Testifying I>cf()f(' the c(HnhineJ U.S. Navy anJ Ruyal 

Australian ~ayy Bll;,rJ nf Im'btig-ation ,lfter the collisiun, 

lieutenant (juniur gmde) James A. Hll!Y:'lln, the Junior of­

ficer nt the Jeck (JOOD) ahodrJ the Frank E. Et-'a11:i ,It the 

time, hrer s;liJ he thuught the base cuur<;c anJ speed of 
the formarinn were 1850) at 16 knub. The officer of the 

Jeck (OOD) uf the rrevi,)us \vatch, Lieutenant (junid[ 

grade) R. T. E. Bmvler III (see ,:,iJehar, page 401, at fIrst 

also testified thar the hase course was ISS c, v,:hich it had 
heen earlier un 2 June; he brer ctlrrected that tl) 220c.; 

At the time Hl)pSUn turned the Frank E. Et'am tu try t~l 

PI::;:; Juwn the i\lclbuUTnc's sL1fh()<lrJ siJe en route to 5(;1-

tillll, he flxeJ the ~vldhournt!\ rllsiriun on raJar at 084", 
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3,800 yards, and he bdieveJ the Melhourne was on course 

20Sc., After the turn, he was confused to find the ?vkl­
bourne at 0700)-a left~bearLng drift instead of the right drift 

he expected. He ~"'U( on left rudJer, then heard the Md~ 

bourne signal, "Yuu an: on a collision course." He then no~ 

ticed the ?vldhnurne's lights, but among the white lights on 

the flight deck he could not make out any running lights. 

Hop;on said he did nl)t hear the Australian carrier sig~ 

nal it was lm course 260 0
• He also said there \vere nl) re­

rons frum the lnokouts or from the combat inform,nion 

center, where Ensign Alan H. Armstrong was on watch." 

On the Melbourne, Stcvenson hdJ the Frank E. Evans 
on his port how at about 1.CeO to 3,500 yarJs when the 

signal to take station was gin.'n. \Xl3tchin~ the U.S. de­

stfllycr \ .... ith his binoculars, he :o;aw the shir mo\'c from "red 

20 tl) red 10" (3400) tu 350c reiarl"\.'e-'l right-he<1ring drift), 

'\\yure" at this action, and sent the :o;ignal \>'·arnin,!..; l1f the 

«.1llision course. Stevenson mdereJ the shir's n;lvig::Jtion 

lights turned up full, although thcre \\'as s~)me Jis~lgree­

ment as to whether the navip;ation lights or the Hight deck 

lil.;hts \vcre turned up and at what time. Lieutenant Rus­

sell D. Lmnh, the lddhotlTne's officer of the watch (an<llll~ 

.!,!OlI" t~) the C.s. Navy's 000). testified that the Irghts in­

~lLh-l'rtcntly were :o;hut off comrletcly fl)r a ITIl)lllent after 

rhl..' Fran/< E. El'ans W~b mdercd into <.1 column. '. 

On the ;ldvice of his cuunsel, Lielltenant (junior grade) 

R()Jl.,dd C. Ramsey, OOD nn the Fhrnk E Et:ilm at the 

rinh..' uf the collision, Ch,):-,l' tll)! tll testify hefore thc BO<.lrJ 

~lf lnvesti!..!~ltilm. j-It)\\"cver, the h(l,lrd t,lt)k as cYklcncc two 

h~lI1lh\Titten. unsworn ~r;l(C11lcnts ::Ji!..!ned by R~\mscy pill" 

the rLln:.crirt nf all inrcrviL'W of Ramsey hy two capuins 

jlllntly ChllSl'n hy rhe L.S. ~ll1J A1L~tr:1lian Q,IVIl'S.I' 

R,Hll:'cy :o;ured that he decuded :1 sl.!.!nal fWIll the Md­
huunw tlnr rhe carrier W,\S c()l1ling tl) "':llllrse 160c~n(1( 

260c, \\'hich thc Mdboume's ntficcrs cLlimeJ (;mJ which 

w<\:-- Surr()rted hy the luj..;s of mher .'.,hir:-- in the fllrnl<lri()n.) 

He thcn t(lld JOOD Horsnn tll '\v,ltch her, she l'i coming 

I cfr. " It \\",IS at this rrlint that Hdr'-;nn, confusel..l. put nn 
slr.d·l( left ruddcr. '.' Ramsey then hl';lrd the ?v-tt'lrollTn!! sig~ 

n~ll, "Yuu are on a c~)llisi(m cllurse," and quoted Htlpsun clS 

sayin,b:;, "She is un a cllllisilln c~lurse, hur I dnn't under­

stand." Ramsey ordered right full rudder and, 10 rt) 15 "ec­

unds later, he<'lrd the ~vklh()uTne si.~nal its harJ kft turn. 

The traoscrip quotes Ramsey as saymg, "I JiLln't un~ 

Jersrand '.vhy shL was cumin,!..; hard left. Mr. Hopun 

was just a littk hit panicked and he yelled scYer,11 times, 

'She is glling tn hit us, she is ,going to hit us!'" Hopon or~ 

Jered '\dl back full." The boatswain's mate of the watch, 

Se:lman R'lhLrt S. Petty, fC;lred the lee helmsman \'v'(lukl 

nnt react quickh- en(lu\..':h, Sll grabbeJ the hanJle uf thc 

en!.;ine urdcr telcgr:1rh, shu\'ing ir to the backing bell in 
dn ~H(em[~t ttl rC\'erse engine:,. Hl';lring that the ?vl..:lhuumc 

was turning h,lr...1 left, R;Hn~cy rcc.llleJ, "1 stood fro:en in 
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USN-RAN Board of Investigation Reconstruction ~ 
o 

Bridges 3[ time of impact: 
Melbourne heading-approximately 2300 

Evatt> heading-approximately 137° 

Orders full 
right rudder 

USS FRA.NK E. EVANS 

Evcn [he U.S. NatJ)'-Ro)'al Allstmlian _",rat,), Board of 

lnresrigarioll um unahle ro determine [he prccise came 

of the collision ncru;cen (he USS Frank E. Evans and 
H;\·1AS Iv1elhournc. In jJTcscnting its rccrJ7lstTlIcrioJl of 
the collision, the hoard llm,:d, "In t'icU' oj' the imprecisiun 
of [he et'iclcnce on {rhich it is hased and rhc man)' conj1icts 

in ctoideHce, [the Board's Tccomrrucrioll diagram, adaJHcd 
ahcnd i . .; at hest an aP/)roximatioJl of the tracb of the ships 
from the rime the sip:nal tu fonn column t(,as executed 

until collision 

the center of [he hriJge. 

left full." 
God kn(yws \\'hy she had 

Stevenson, on the :\Aclhourne, remembered (ha( the de~ 

stwycr's "~tem was cro~sing my track," and that he did 

not sec htl\\' a r0rt~to~port passage was possible. He ordered 

the "hard left" signal. The signalman reported that the 

Frank E. El.'am "rugered" for the signal, thcn adJed, "She 
1S coming hard right."ll (There wa~ some disagreement 

among witnesses as to which signal, the Frank E. Etuns's 

"hard right" or the Melbourne's "hard left," came first.) 

As the ships rapidly cho;cd at a :ipceJ of 40 knots, Stc\'cn~ 

:-o(ln saw the Frank E. Evans turn: "You could see the kick 

of water sideways ... you could see the ship savagely swing~ 

ing. .." On the Frank E. EtJam, Hopson heard a cryptic 

"Hey" over the 29:tv-tC speaker. He thought the \'oice 

sounded like Ensign Armstrong's. It was the last he heard 

from the comhat information center. 

The ships collided at 0315. 

Cullisiun 

The ~·1clbourne was making 18 knots when the two ships 

struck. The force of the col1ision thre\v Seaman Aprren~ 
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rice tbrcu:-, Rodrigue: from the signal hridge of the Frank 
E. Evam ro the tlight deck of the l'v1clboumc. I" Hurs.on T<m 

from the rurr \\"ing of the hridge, where he :;tJw the h(1W 

uf the ?vldbUlInlc rearing down, ft) (he s.rarhtlarJ win!.;. "] 

turned cl11l1 SdW ,1 tlash df li,!.;ht un the hri..!!!c," he t(JIl..l the 

ht1c1rd. "I \\,,1:-. hit very s ... J!il..lly in the back and I \\',1:-0 in the 

water." Chris Dewey, a ::-.elman apprentice un h(l,ud the 

Fran/( E. Emns, recalleJ "heing rhrown JCros:; rhe room" 

in hi~ henhing cumparrmenr. ,', \Vnh the compartment 

rulling on It~ sidt" the racks hanging from their chains, anJ 

the exit "up ,1hl)llt 12 tll 15 feet," Dewey climhed the cum~ 

partment's nuure~cent lights. tu get to the hatch. Of the 40 
peuple in the compartment, Dewey sad, "36 didn't get out." 

On the ]'v1clbOllnlC, Leading Seaman D:,n-jJ Robertson was 

"awakened by the emergency abrm about 20<30 scconds 

before impact. . I shoulJ have stayed in my hunk-the 

impact \\-as quite severe knocking one othc-r man in the 

compartment to the deck. I went then to my Emergency 

Station l)n the tlight deck. . I did not expect to see half 

a Jcstrl1yer heeling ovcr just <'1\,·ay from our port beam."i~ 

F3st damage control actilms l~y surviw1rs in the stern half 

l)f the ship kq""1t it atltlat. The stern section tloared down 

the ?v1dbournc's starhl)ard side, \\-hcre sailors luwereJ lines 

tu :iccure it. Several survivors remarked on the self~control 

of everyone involved. Among the hemic acts: 

)- \X/hen a~""1~"'roachcd hy the l'vlclhourne's lifehoats, many of 

the Fran/< E. Evans survivors declined immediate rescue, 

sending the boClts to shipmates in greater danger. 

)- Hmpital Cllrpsman Chief Charles W. Cannington v()l~ 

untarily allowed others to lea\'e chiefs' quarters ahead of 

him and gm-e his penlight tu the first man in line to guide 

the others. Cannington did not sun"ive. 
)- Machinery Repairman First Class Dnnald A_ Bakken and 

Signalman First Class Byron R_ Pruden tried u11Succ('ssfully 

to get to thcir general quarters stations, then returned to 

their berthing compartments EO order s8ilors topside. 
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~ In addition to help from the Melbourne's 
lifeboats and helicopters, sailors from the ship 
voluntarily jumped in to the water to rescue 

crewmen of the Frank E. Evans. 
The list goes on. Its length is a tribute to 

the courage and resourcefulness of both crews. 

Inves tigation and Court·Martial 

The Board of Invest igation listed a litany 
of errors and quest ionable actions, which will 
look fami liar to any surface warfare officer who 
has studied collisions or faced a confusing 
si tuation in a formation at night: 
~ While Ramsey had stood OOD watches for 
about four months, h is formal designation was 
only 10 days o ld. 

~ The OOD and lOOD of the Frank E. Evans 
had diffe rent assessments of the Melbourne's 
course and of the destroyer's speed, but did not 
know they differed. 
~ The OOD and lOOD of the Frank E. Evans 
did not ask the combat informat ion center for 
recommendat ions or information. 
~ The CO of the Frank E. Evans was not no­
tified of rhe order to lake station astern of the 
Melbotlme. 

~ The OOD of the Frank E. Evans incorrectly 
decoded the Melbourne's course. 

l'~ NAVY 

~ The lOOD of the Frank E. Evans diJ no t 
mkc a visual bearing on rhe Melbourne before 
turn ing. The aftL'T half of the USS Fronk E. Evans remained afloot after the collision and 

At a genera l coun~m<lrtia l on II Septem~ 

ber 1969. Ramsey pleaded guilty to charges of 
Jc rel iC[ion in rhe performance of Jury and 
ncgligendy ha:arding a vessel. He \vas sen~ 

was manned fOT fOIlT weeks a( drydock as a commissflmed vessel until me Navy 

smeek the ship from the records (see sidebar). 

renced m be reprimanded and lose 1,000 num-
bers of rhe unrestricted line. McLemore pleaded not gu il ty 
to the same charges. On 16 September 1969 he was found 
gu ilty o f both charges and was sentenced to reprimand. 
Stevenson subsequently was charged in an Australian mil­
itary court with negligence in "fading to positively direct 

movemem of Evans . .. and for failure CO take morc posi­
tive action to avoid the collision." He was "acquitted with 
honor" in August 1969. Despite this blameless judgment, 
his career was another casualty of the coll is ion, as he was 
given a shore posting more suitable for a juniorY 

Asked for a lesson learned from the tragedy, Capta in 
Stevenson concludes, "[Tlhe major one is that there is no 
substitute for experience and care. Experience with the ef· 
feet of relat ive motion between sh ips at night is neeJed 
as it is very easy to make wrong assumptions. There can 
be no excuse in putting inexperienced officers in charge. 

NAVAL HI STORY - DECEMB ER 2003 

\'(/ith a shortage of experienceJ officers those that have it 
must just work harder. " I~ 

In most reviews o f the tragedy, there is a lmost com­
plete focus on the quality of the watch standers of the Frank 
E. Evans-justi fiably so. However, officers in tac tical com­
mand cannot a lways ensure the quality of watch teams in 
the task force, and taking posi ti ve contro l deserves due 
considerat ion as another tool in the (Oolbox. This obser­
vat ion is much more than a foot note to the tragedy. It is 
the key lesson, and it remains unlearned. 

Aftermath 

Many families suffered losses from the collision . Of the 
74 crewmen miss ing o r presumeJ JeaJ, on ly one body 
was recovered. The remai ning half of the Frank E. Evans 
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was tmved to Subic Bay in the Philirrincs, where it \vas 

stripped of parts and later sCf3pped. 

For the Royal Australian Navy, the ~vldbuHrne tem~ 

rorarily took on the image of a shir with a ·'jinx." ~ Ste~ 

venson had remarked to the COs of the escort ships, 

including McLemore, at a dinner hef~)re the 3 June col­

lision, "I do not think either Australia's ~avy or its gov­

ernment can stand another collisiun dt sea."",' On 10 Feh~ 

ruary five years beforc, the 3,500-tun H~vfAS \/oyager had 

been cut in half in an accident th,!t kilkJ 82 uf its cre\v, 

including the captain. The Vo)'ager had heen hit by the 

Melbourne. 
A 1975 U.S. [\,lVY training film, "I Relieve Yuu, Sir," 

told the story of the collisiun.: l In 1999, survivors and fam­

ilies uf the deaJ gmhered at the Australian \X:'ar Memor­

ial in Sydney's Hyde Park f~)r a special Cl)!llmemlHation 

service: Captain Stevensun anJ CommanJer :"v1cLemore 

were rresenr.:' The COmmCJ1111Lltiun '1n .. J the heruics after 

the cullision are amung the few hright spots in this e~"'isode. 

There \vas disaster enough here fur all. ·1 

Rer"p: ,)1 rh" C"mhlllc·J C:::;-";·RA;-"; Il," Ird "! iIlV"·'il.;,HIl'n ;n,,' thc' C"lllSl0fl 
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L·.~. ::::..:,,,nth FIc~, .. mJ rhL ALI-rr:l:ldn CU!l1Ill,l]1'H'.li:h ;-":;i\·,d B".lrJ (h<:r~l!!.lttcr 
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