


Kingdom's HMS Clecpatra. Aside from these facrs, partic-
ipants disagreed on many of the details leading up ta the
collision. Some of the conrested derails were trivial; but
disagreement vver such basics as base course—recollections
diftered by nearly 40°—disclosed the degree of confusion
in the events of the predawn accidenr.

Key participants agree ro this much: the smaller ships
were in a sector screen to the south and west of the Mel-
bowrmne. The commanding officer (CO) of the Melboumne,
Capuain John P. Stevenson, was acting an behalf of the
task force commander, Rear Admiral Gordon ]. Crabb,
RAN." The Frank E. Evans was assigned the ncarest and
northernmast of cthese sectors, from 240-280° true, 3,000
o 3,000 yards. The group had been executing a zigzag plan
thar was occasionally discontinued then resumed hetween
other operations. The Frank E. Evans CO, Commander
Albert S, McLemore, retired to his sea cabin sometime afrer
midnight 2-3 June. The entire rask group excepr for flight
operations was steaming at Jdarken ship.” At 0307 {ocal
time, the Melbourne altered course to 260° (although this
was unclear to the Frank E. Evans). Four minutes larer, the
U5 ship was ordered to form in a column 1,000 yards
astern of the Melbowrne to act as rescue destrover in prepa-
ration for flight operations. With the Melboumne on course
2607 at 18 knors, the Frank E. Evans began to turn.

The events trom this point to the collision are ohscured
by contlicring restimony of the participants, who differed
on the relative posirions of the Frank £, Evans and the
Melborne, on the base course and the axis of the forma-
flon—uon many peines except the disastrous result. Ac 0312,
rhe Melhoume signaled the Frank E. Ervans, in code, “My
course is 2007 Moments later, the Melbowme signaled, "You
are on a collision course.” Thiz was tollowed by rwo sig-
nals, the order of which the parricipanes dispured: one from
the Methaurne, *l am going hard lefr,” and one from the
Frank £ Evans, “I am going hard right.” The combination

of the two turns was faral.

Views from Two Bridges

Testitying betore the combined U3, Navy and Royal
Australian Navy Board of Investizarion after the collision,
Lieutenant {junior vrade} James A. Hopson, the junicr of-
ticer of the deck (JOOD) sboard the Frank E. Evans ar the
time, later said he thought the base course and speed of
the formation were 185° at 16 knots. The officer of the
deck (OOD) of the previous warch, Licutenant {(junior
grade) R. T. E. Bowler 11T (see sidehar, page 40), at first
also restified thar the base course was 185°, which ic had
been earlier on 2 June; he later corrected that to 220°°

At the tme Hopson turmed the Frank E. Evans ta try o
pass down the Melbourne's starboard side en roure o sta-
tion, he tixed the Melbowrne's posirion on radar at 0847,
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3,800 yards, and he believed the Melbourne was on course
205 Afrer the turn, he was confused ro find the Mel-
bowrne at 070°—a left-bearing drift instead of the righe drift
he expected. He pur on left rudder, chen heard the Mel-
bowrne signal, “You are on a collision course.” He then no-
ticed the Melbourne’s lights, but among the white lights on
the flighr deck he could not make our any running lighrs.

Hopson said he did not hear rhe Australian carrier sig-
nal it was on course 260°. He also said there were no re-
ports from the lookouts or from the combat information
center, where Ensign Alan H. Armstrong was on warch.’

On the Melbourne, Stevenson held the Frank E. Evans
on his port bow at abour 3,000 to 3,500 vards when the
signal to take station was given. Watching the US. de-
stroyer with his binoculars, he saw the ship move from “red
20 to 1ed 107 (340° 1o 350° relative—a right-bearing Jdrift),
“swore” at this action, and senr the signa! warning of the
collision course. Stevenson ordered the ship’s navigation
lights turned up full, although there was some disagree-
ment as to whether the navigation lights or the flight deck
Hghts were turned up and ar whar time. Lieutenant Rus-
sell . Lamb, the Mefhaurne’s officer of the warch {analo-
gous to the US, Navy's QODY), testified that the lighes in-
advertently were shur off completely for a moment after
the Frank E. Evans was ordered into a column.

On the advice of his counsel, Licutenant (junior grade)
Ronald G. Ramsey, QO an the Frank E. Evans at the
time of the collision, chose not te restify before the Board
ot Investivation. However, the board took as evidence rwo
handwrirren, unsworn starements signed by Ramsey plus
the rranseripr of an interview of Ramsey by two caprains
jointly chosen by the ULS. and Austealiun navies.”

Ramsey stared that he decoded o sivnal from che Mel-
Dourne thar rhe carrier was coming ro course 160%—not
260° which rhe Melboumne's otficers cliimed {and which
was supported by the logs of other ships in the formation.)
He then told JOOD Hopsen o “watch her, she s coming
lete.™ It was ar this point rthar Hopson, confused, pur on
shghr left rudder.”” Ramsev then heard the Melkome sig-
nal, “You are on a collision course,” and quoted Hopson as
saying, “She is on a collision course, but 1 don't under-
stand.” Ramsey ordered right full rudder and, 10 ro 15 sec-
onds larer, heard the Melhowrne signal ies hard left turn.

The transcript quores Ramsey as saying, “l didn't un-
dersrand why she was coming hard lefr. .. . Mr. Hopson
was just a little bir panicked and he yelled several times,
‘She is going to hit us, she is going ro hit us!™ Hopson or-
dered “all back full.” The hoarswuin's mare of the warch,
Seaman Robert 5. Perty, feared the lee helmsman would
not react quickly enouvh, so grabbed rhe handle of the
engine order relegraph, shoving it w the backing bell in
an atempe to reverse engines. Hearing that the Melhowrne
was turning hard lefr, Ramsey recalled, “I stood frozen in
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USN-RAN Board of Investigation Reconstruction
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Even the U8, Navv—Roval Australian Nary Board of
Investigation was unable 1o determine the precise cause

of the collision between the USS Frank E. Evans and
HMAS Melbourne. In presenting its recomszrisction of
the collision, the board notwed, “In view of the imprecision
of the evidence on which it is based and the many conflicts
in evidence, [the Board's reconstruction diagram, adapted
abovel is at hest an approximation of the tracks of the ships
from the time the signal to form column was executed
until collisson.”

* . . . .

the center of the bridge. . . . God knows why she had
left full.”

Stevenson, on the Melbourne, remembered that the de-
stroyer's “stem was crossing my track,” and that he did
not see how a port-to-port passage was possible. He ardered
the “hard left” siznal. The signalman reported that the
Frank E. Evans “rogered” for the signal, then added, “She
is coming hard right.”” {There was some disagreement
among witnesses as to which signal, the Frank E. Evans's
“hard right™ or the Melbourne's “hard left,” came first.)

As the ships rapidly closed at a speed of 40 knots, Steven-
son saw the Frank E. Evans turn: “You could see che kick
of water sideways . . . vou could see the ship savagely swing-
ing. . . ." On the Frank E. Fvans, Hopson heard a cryptic
“"Hey™ over the 29MC speaker. He thought the voice
sounded like Ensign Armstrong’s. It was the last he heard
from the combat information center.

The ships coilided at 0315.

Collision

The Melbowrne was making 18 knots when the two ships
struck. The force of the collision threw Seaman Appren-
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tice Marcus Radrigues from the signal bridge of the Frank
E. Evans o the flight deck of the Melbourne ™ Hopson ran
from the port wing of the hridee, where he saw the bow
of the Melbuwme bearing down, o the starboard wing. "]
totned and saw a flash of light on the bridee,” he told the
board. 1 was hit very solidly in the back and I was in the
water.” Chris Dewey, a scaman apprentice on hoard the
Frank E. Evans, recalled “heing thrown across the room”
inn his berthing compartment.” With the compartment
rolling on its side, the racks hanging from their chains, and
the exit “up abour 12 ta 15 feet,” Dewey climbed the com-
partment’s {luorescent lighes to get w the harch. Of the 40
people in the compartment, Dewey said, “36 didn't get out.”
On the Melboumne, Leading Scaman David Robertson was
“awakened by the emergency ularm about 20-30 seconds
before impact. . . . I sheuld have stayed in my hunk—the
impact was quite severe knocking one other man in the
compartment to the deck. I went then to my Emergency
Station on the flicht deck . . . T did not expect to see half
a destroyer heeling over just away from cur port beam.”
Fast damage contral actions by survivors in the stern half
of the ship kept it afloar. The stern section floated down
the Melbowmne's starboard side, where sailors lowered lines
ro secure it. Several survivors remarked on the self-cantrol
of everyone involved. Among the heroic acts:
» When approached by the Melbourne’s lifeboars, many of
the Frank E. Evans survivors declined immediate rescue,
sending the boarts to shipmates in greater danger.
» Hospital Corpsman Chief Charles W. Cannington vol-
untarily allowed others to leave chiefs’ quarters ahead of
him and gave his penlight to the first man in line to guide
the orhers. Cannington did nat survive.
» Machinery Repairman First Class Donald A. Bakken and
Signalman First Class Byron R. Pruden tried unsuccessfully
to get to their gencral quarters stations, then returned o
their berthing compartments o order sailors topside.
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was towed to Subic Bay in the Philippines, where it was
stripped of parts and later scrapped.

For the Roval Australian Navy, the Melbourne tem-
porarily took on the image of a ship with a “jinx.” Ste-
venson had remarked to the COs of the escort ships,
including Mclemore, ar a dinner before the 3 June col-
lision, “I do not think either Australia’s Navy or its gov-
emment can stand another collision at sea.”™ On 10 Feh-
ruary five vears before, the 3,500-ton HMAS Voyager had
been cut in half in an accident thar killed 82 of its crew,
including the captain. The Vovager had been hit by the
Melbourne,

A 1975 LS, Navy training film, “I Relieve You, Sir,”
tald the story of the collision.” in 1999, survivors and fam-
tlies of the dead gathered at the Ausrralian War Memor-
ial in Sydmey’s Hyde Park for a special commemorarion
service; Captain Stevenson and Commander McLemare
were present.” The commemoration and the hervics after
the collision are among the few bright spots in this episode.
There was disaster enough here for all. Ng
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