
Distinguished Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen 
 
Thank you for the invitation to be your guest speaker and an opportunity at this 
service to Commemorate all those who lost their lives on the sinking of the 
Australian Hospital Ship Centaur. 
 
On the 14th May 1943 from the 332 persons on board, only 64 survived, 268 
men & women died in the line of duty.  Of the 12 nurses of the Australian Army 
Nursing Service that were aboard the Centaur only Sr Nell Savage survived.  
 
I would like on this occasion to commemorate the finding of the Australian 
Hospital Ship Centaur. The wreck of the Centaur was located on the 20th 
December 2009, at a depth of two thousand and fifty nine metres, 
approximately 30 nautical miles east of Moreton Island.  

I was fortunate to be chosen as the QLD RSL representative for the Finding of 
the Centaur Committee and this involved participating with David Mearns and 
his crew. After they found the resting place of the AHS Centaur, a National 
Service of Thanksgiving and Remembrance for the A.H.S Centaur was held 
on the 2nd March 2010 at St John’s Cathedral in Brisbane which I was 
privileged to attend.  
 
The names in the front rows of the Cathedral indicated how important this 
service was to Australia and its peoples. They included the then Governor-
General of Australia her Excellency MS Quentin Bryce AC, the then Governor 
of QLD Her Excellency Ms Penelope Wensley AO, the then Prime Minister of 
Australia Honourable Kevin Rudd MP, the then Premier of Queensland The 
Honourable Anna Bligh MP, and the most important figure of all, Mr Martin 
Pash, A.H.S Centaur survivor.  
 
More than 700 relatives and well wishers were present at the service. A Large 
screen enabled the public to view the service from outside the cathedral. 
 
“Private Charles Edward Fishwick, Captain Stephen Denis Foley, Private John 
Matthew ‘Jack’ Forrest”. The names of the 268 men and women lost at sea on 
A.H.S Centaur rang out as we entered St John’s Cathedral in Ann Street 
Brisbane. Read by students from the Centaur Primary School at Banora Point; 
the list was long and it was a sobering and poignant reminder of why we were 
all there.  
 
Mr Rudd in his speech said that the story of the Centaur needs to be 
remembered and told over and over again. He said it saw the worst and best 
of humanity at work. 



 

Remembering the Australian Hospital Ship Centaur honours all those who lost 
their lives and those who survived, it honours the families whose lives were 
torn apart by their loss, the families who then had to wait two-thirds of a 
century to discover the final resting place of their loved ones. 

Being part of the Committee for Finding the Centaur I was lucky to be able to 
see the original footage taken by David Mearns of the discovery of the 
Centaur. The images from the ocean floor, the vivid red of the hospital cross 
on the ship's hull, this cross, the Red Cross intended to be a symbol 
conveying Mercy and Absolute Neutrality; the ship's bell (which fortunately 
was in a position that the name could be read); frames of hospital beds seen 
through the holes of the ship; the soldier's boot; the Australia slouch hat with 
little silt upon its brim that sits on the ocean bed alongside the wreck.  

Centaur is now designated as a war grave. Protected ever more from 
intrusion. Forever now a sacred place. It is now surrounded by a 200-hectare 
protection zone to stop souvenir hunters. 

All of these remains of the A.H.S Centaur in the deep, are silent, eloquent, 
permanent reminders of the violence meted upon the men and women of the 
Centaur just before dawn on that autumn day 75 years ago. 

The hospital ship was torpedoed by a Japanese submarine 48km off the 
southeast Queensland coast in May 1943. 

It was a vessel of mercy and it was struck without mercy by a vessel of war, 
and its wreck will forever be a grave for those 268 souls who perished, a 
memorial to the 75 merchant navy personnel, 193 Australian service men and 
women, doctors, nurses, orderlies, cooks and stewards. 

It is also a reminder of how close the war came to our own shores. Centaur, 
has always occupied a special place in the hearts of Queenslanders. 

During the Thanksgiving and Remembrance service in March 2010, Martin 
Pash (87 years of age) an A.H.S Centaur survivor spoke about his 
experiences as a 20 year old when the Ship was attacked. He had managed 
to get onto a life raft with 11 survivors, one being Sister Ellen Savage. He 
spent 32 harrowing hours drifting in shark infested waters before being picked 
up by the American Destroyer Mugford.  

 



Today gives us the opportunity to remember people like Second Mate Richard 
Gordon Rippon, whose navigational skills were vindicated years later when his 
original calculations - made 40 minutes before the torpedo attack - steered 
David Mearns' search team to within one nautical mile of the Centaur's resting 
place. 

People like Captain Richard Salt, who was about to retire but was persuaded 
to make one more trip - with the Centaur. 

People like Sister Nell Savage, who symbolised the ANZAC spirit of resilience 
in adversity, ignoring her own injuries to care for other survivors and to boost 
flagging morale as they waited and waited in the water, She was awarded the 
George Medal - recognising a woman who signed on to be a healer, not a 
hero.  

And of course to remember all the others that were aboard the A.H.S Centaur 
on that fateful day of 14th MAY 1943 

On the 12th January 2010 a commemorative plaque was placed on the fore 
deck of the wreck of the Centaur, created by The Centaur Association, the 
plaque contains a CD with the names of everyone who served on the Centaur 
and personal notes from family members. 

The National Memorial Service held on the 2nd March 2010 was the first of 
two commemorations. 

A further service was held on the 24th September 2010 aboard the HMAS 
Kanimbla .  

Almost 300 relatives, descendants and invited guests departed at 7am from 
Pinkenba, Brisbane to travel to the Coral Sea for a special At-Sea Service of 
remembrance and thanksgiving.  

The service took place at 1pm above the actual site where the wreck of the 
Centaur lies 2,059 metres beneath the surface. It was a very humbling service 
where wreaths were placed over board to honour loved ones. It was a special 
time for families and descendants who were able to finally say goodbye.  

Captain Foley, the co-author of the book, Australian Hospital Ship Centaur - 
The Myth of Immunity, said ‘Those aboard Centaur should have had no 
reason to fear being attacked. 
 



"Of the 332 men and women on board, only 10 needed to be awake ... the rest 
would be off duty and resting, if not asleep 

"When the torpedo struck, its charge exploded, and then the bunkers 
exploded." 

Captain Foley said everyone sleeping in the forward hospital wards would 
have died almost instantly. 

"Those who did manage to jump clear of the shattered ship were showered by 
burning drops of oil," he said. 

"Many died of exposure to the sea, of burns, or injuries, or shark attacks." 

Captain Foley said that whatever went through the Japanese submarine 
commander's mind at the time, there could be no doubt he knew what he was 
doing. 

"Centaur was brightly lit, her white hull emblazoned with a broad green banner 
and several red crosses that proclaimed her as a vessel of mercy," he said. 

"This was a measured attack. It took some time to set up the approach, to line 
up in readiness and to launch the torpedo." 

During the service the ships bell rang out 268 times as each name was read. 
Martin Pash was present at the service and it was obvious the event was a 
noticeable strain on him. 

As I watched each of the wreaths being dropped over the side I gave my silent 
farewell to the 11 Australian Army Nurses who gave their lives in service to 
their country. 

HMAS Kanimbla finally returned to port at 9pm that night  

The wreck of the Centaur is now an eternal reminder of all those onboard and 
their commitment to this nation in a time of great need. They will never be 
forgotten. 

 

Lest We Forget 

 

Author: Wendy Taylor 


