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Members of the Organizing Committee, survivors of the Hell 
Ships, family members of transportees, and all present here 
today.   

Thank you for the privilege of speaking at this year’s 
commemoration, recalling the victims of the Japanese Sea 
Transports in Southeast Asia between 1942-45. 

I speak today both as a representative of Australia, a steadfast 
ally and friend of the Netherlands, and as a descendant of one 
who died during transportation. 

Grandfather’s story and the sinking of the Montevideo Maru  

My grandfather, the Reverend Herbert Shelton, was born in rural 
Australia in 1898. He became a bank clerk before enlisting as a 
soldier in the First World War in 1917. My grandfather was badly 
wounded at Passchendaele in Belgium on 16 October 1917, 
returning to Australia to convalesce before being discharged from 
military service in late-1918.   

Having completed a Bachelor of Arts at the University of Sydney, 
my grandfather was ordained as a Methodist [Protestant] Minister 
in 1924, serving in several rural parishes.   

In February 1931 my grandfather married Jean Shoebridge, my 
grandmother. They promptly moved to Darwin in the very north of 
Australia to serve the Methodist Church there.  

My grandparents had two children. Uncle John was born in Darwin 
in 1933, prior the family relocating in 1934 to Watnabara in the 
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Duke of York Islands, near Rabaul in the then Trust Territory of 
New Guinea.  

My mother, Winifred Shelton, was born at the Methodist Mission 
Headquarters near Rabaul in 1937.   

Family recollections – such as they - suggest the following years 
were idyllic for this young family at Watnabara.  

With rising tensions in the region, the Methodist Church decided 
to evacuate women and children from New Guinea. And in June 
1941, my grandmother, Uncle John and my mother departed by 
ship for Australia. 

They never returned to New Guinea. 

 

The Japanese commenced bombing various locations in New 
Guinea through January 1942, before invading the area around 
Rabaul on 23 January 1942. The allied forces in Rabaul where 
lightly armed and resistance quickly collapsed.   

At some point following this, my grandfather – along with other 
non-local civilians in the region – were detained and moved into 
confinement at Rabaul.  

On 22 June 1942, an estimated 845 prisoners of war and 208 
interned civilian men were marched from their camps around 
Rabaul to the Japanese ship the Montevideo Maru. The men were 
forced into the cargo hulls which were then secured.   

The prisoners on the Montevideo Maru came primarily from 
Australia, but there were also Norwegian and British sailors, and 
likely some New Zealanders. The complete list of who was on the 
ship has never been fully confirmed.  

We don’t know what conditions were like on the Montevideo 
Maru. But based on the experiences of survivors of other ships, 
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we can assume the men where packed in tight, with little room to 
sit or lie-down; food and water was scare; and the heat in the 
tropical environment with limited ventilation intense.   

 

The Montevideo Maru had been assigned to take the prisoners to 
Hainan Island in south-east China. But on the morning of 
30 June 1942, the ship was sighted by the American Submarine 
USS Sturgeon near the northern Philippine coast.   

After a long pursuit, and unaware that the Montevideo Maru was 
not just a freighter ship but carrying prisoners of war and civilian 
internees, the USS Sturgeon fired four torpedoes at the 
Montevideo Maru shortly before dawn on 1 July 1942. At least one 
torpedo hit, causing the vessel to sink within 11 minutes.  

There were no survivors from among the prisoners.   

It remains Australia’s worst loss of life at sea.  

And with this tragedy was the beginning of what a later Australian 
writer on the Montevideo Maru, Margaret Reeson, called ‘A very 
long war’.  

A very long war  

While the Montevideo Maru was sunk on 1 July 1942, my 
grandmother and the families of those who died had no idea of 
where their loved ones were or what had happened to them until 
late-1945.   

 

While rumours circulated, there was no communication with 
those interned after January 1942. Only in September 1945 was 
the Australian Government able to confirm the sinking of the 
Montevideo Maru and the death of those onboard.  
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As you can imagine, this long period of uncertainly exacted a 
heavy toll on my grandmother and her children. My grandmother 
had to move several times to sustain employment, adding to a 
sense of uncertainty and dislocation, for both her and her 
children. 

While after the war my grandmother remarried and spent many 
happy years with her new husband (Harry Stuart), I realised as I 
grew up that grandmother never fully recovered from the trauma 
she sufered. While I was preparing this speech, my father 
commented there were about 20 years of grandmother’s life he 
knew nothing about as she never spoke of them. 

Grandmother was of a generation where, whatever the dificulty, 
you ‘just got on with it’. There was no talk of trauma or mental 
health, despite her own battles, though this pain could come out.  

 

 

Uncle John told me of his mother slamming down the piano lid, 
weeping as she did so, when as a boy he played a particular 
hymn. The hymn was apparently sung by the missionary men who 
remained in Rabaul as the ship carrying their wives and families 
left in June 1941.  

In the months before her death in 1995, grandmother – who 
sufered from dementia - could barely recognise my mother who 
visited her daily. But my grandmother would ask mum repeatedly 
‘Where is your father? What happened to him?’  The nurses 
providing care reported grandmother kept telling them stories of a 
prisoner of war and a lost ship.   

The only memento my grandmother had from her time in New 
Guinea was a small book of photos which she took when she 
returned to Australia. As a young boy, if I pulled this photo-album 
from the shelf she would talk about the pictures briefly, but never 



 

5 
 

OFFICIAL 

in detail, before quietly but firmly returning the photo-album to 
the shelf and moving us both onto another task.  

Only in 2025, a year before her own death, did my mother reveal 
another memento of that time in New Guinea.  

 

 

After grandmother was evacuated to Australia, every Sunday 
evening grandfather wrote to her. And every Sunday evening 
grandmother wrote to him. Mum had a shoebox of letters from her 
father to her mother, written over the six months to the Japanese 
invasion in early-1942. 

My grandmother had treasured these letters all her life, but 
hidden them away in the back of a cupboard. Mum never read 
these letters - their contents were too painful.  

I read the letters from grandfather, filled with the everyday life in 
Watnabara – harvesting coconuts, the tropical wind and rain, 
Christmas Day festivities. These letters also responded to the 
letters – lost long ago – that grandmother wrote to him. There were 
references to Uncle John needing new glasses, to grandmother 
moving to be closer to family, and of grandfather missing his wife 
and children.  

I confess I wept as I read these fragments of stories. Fragments of 
the voice of a grandfather I never knew.   

And what of today?  

Which brings us back to today.   

We gather here today to commemorate and reflect on those who 
sufered during the Hell Ship transportations of World War II. 
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By the end of the war, over 200 Hell Ships had together 
transported over 176,000 Allied prisoners of war and internees – 
men, women and children.   

More than 22,000 people died during these transportations.  
Around 1,500 people died from the conditions on the ships and 
violence aboard. Most deaths occurred because of Allied attacks 
on unmarked merchant ships, such as the Montevideo Maru.   

Nationality was no barrier to sufering. People from the 
Netherlands, Indonesia, Australia, the United Kingdom, New 
Zealand, the United States, and other countries were afected.   

Today we also recall that nationality is no barrier to sufering. We 
recall that events in geographically distant parts of the world are 
connected. And we recall that partnerships are needed to defend 
freedom and prevent tyranny.  

The peoples of Australia and the Netherlands see the world in 
similar terms. We understand that the future of Europe, and the 
future of the Indo-Pacific region, are intertwined.  

Through the Second World War, Australia and the Netherlands 
worked side by side to defend our countries from tyranny. Dutch 
service personnel worked and died in Australia in efforts to repel 
Japanese Imperialism, while Australians worked and died here in 
the effort to liberate the Netherlands from Nazi tyranny.   

Together, we – Australia and the Netherlands - were committed to 
a singular great ideal: freedom. An ideal we remain committed to 
and share today.   

In a world which is increasingly complex, uncertain and unstable, 
the partnership between the Netherlands and Australian remains 
firmly anchored in shared values, a commitment to freedom, and 
a commitment to respect international law.  
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Both Australia and the Netherlands are middle powers. We know 
that it is only by working together - building coalitions and 
partnerships - that we can continue to uphold and preserve the 
rules that protect us all.  

We also know that without collective action to protect the 
multilateral system and international law, we risk the rules and 
norms that our countries rely on being replaced by something 
worse. A world in which coercion overrides sovereignty, and 
where power and tyranny replace law and respect.  

In this spirit of shared commitment, we together recall and 
honour all those who died in the Hell Ships of World War Two. 
And we remember and honour those who survived, and the 
families of those transported, who carried and continue to carry 
the legacy of those journeys.  

For all involved, it was and remains a very long war.    

Conclusion 

On 18 April 2023, the wreck of Montevideo Maru was discovered 
at a depth of over 4,000 meters off the northwest coast of the 
Philippines, using technology from the Dutch underwater search 
specialist Fugro.   

For my grandfather and the 1,000 other men who died on the 
Montevideo Maru there is no grave to mark their resting place.  
But in 2023, flowers were cast onto the sea and prayers said over 
the resting place of those who perished in that disaster.  

I know for my mother, this news brought a measure of comfort.  

For many who died in the Hell Ship transportation there remains 
no knowing resting place, no known grave.   

And so we gather today in this place. We place flowers on the 
memorial erected in the memory of all those who suffered on the 
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Hell Ships. We grieve those we have lost.  And we commit to 
ensuring their story is recalled and never forgotten.  

Lest we forget.   

 

 

Kevin Playford 
Deputy Head of Mission 
Australian Embassy, The Netherlands  


