
The Captain (left) hears the reports from the weekly 
‘Evolution’
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BLACK KNIGHT
SSG78 - THE

Jon Davison and writer Tom Allibone spent 18 months with the RAN 
Submarine Force Element Group for their book ‘Beneath Southern Seas. 
Here Jon describes their first voyage on the Collins Class submarine 
HMAS Rankin. Photos & words by Jon Davison.

Of the many situations that as 
a photographer I have had the 
privilege to experience, the 12 
days at sea on HMAS Rankin, 
one of Australia’s six Collins Class 

(78-metres-long, 3,000-ton) Submarines (known 
as Boats), has got to be without a doubt the 
most profound. 

I am writing this at midnight somewhere off 
the West Australian coast, as we head into the 
notorious Leeuwin Current that sweeps down the 
western seaboard. We are at periscope depth 
(PD) and rolling from side to side considerably 
in the swell, but 17 metres above up on the 
surface, there is a howling gale and I can see 
huge white capped swells (about a sea state 6 
on the Beaufort Scale). We all pity any surface 
sailors who are sailing in this. Tom is holding 
his tape recorder like a pendulum and it is 
swinging about 90 degrees left and right. It is 
not an unpleasant movement though, as we are 
not pitching but nevertheless my laptop keeps 
sliding across the wardroom table. The gentle 
soft shifting of cutlery in the Wardroom is the 

only audible indication that we are rolling. You 
would imagine that a machine this size, rolling 
to this extent, would be a cacophony of sound, 
but the boat is well and truly rigged for these 
sort of conditions. As the submarine is circular 
in cross section, she will feel any change on 
the surface and roll even in mild swells, so the 
Collins boats dive as soon as they can get to the 
open sea. We are comforted by the fact that the 
bunks have straps if we need them, to stop you 
rolling onto the many metallic objects that are 
throughout our compartment. 

Our initial concerns as we stepped on 
board like most I guess were ‘Would we feel 
claustrophobic and panic?’ ‘would we get 
seasick?’ Knowing you could not get off, en 
cased in a steel tube and not be able to see 
outside, were quite legitimate concerns we felt. 
The moment we climbed down into the depths of 
the boat our fears were dispelled, we knew we 
were with professionals, this was their home and 
one that had been refined over many decades, 
they knew it very well. It felt like home very 
quickly, awesome and alien at first, but it did feel 

In the comfort of the Wardroom, the Captain (left) listens to his department chiefs as they 
report on the results of the weekly ‘Evolution’.
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By their nature they are 
secretive, you can’t tell by 
looking at them what they 
do or how they do it.

right. Like the crew, we were here to do a job and 
time just flew by. In reflection it was literally like 
going into another world, it is a fully functioning 
world complete with its own language, dress, 
customs etc and they operate in it throughout the 
year.

At any given time the Collins boats are 
out doing their thing and most of us have no 
idea what they do, when they leave or when 
they return to homeport. By their nature they 
are secretive, you can’t tell by looking at them 
what they do or how they do it. Now, even after 
being back home for a while we have started 
to miss the experience. It is very hard to put 
into words. I and Tom are both in the aviation 
industry, which has its similarities, but 
life on a submarine is measured 
in days and months not hours, 
so on-going crew training, 
safety, integration, systems and 
methods are paramount and 
well established. The sea, like 
the air can be an unforgiving 
mistress.

The Collins submarines, 
being diesel electric, have 
to ‘Snort’ with their snorkel 
to charge their batteries. 
This also vents foul air and 
exhaust gasses, plus brings 
fresh air in. In rough seas 
like today, this process is 
accompanied by a 
very noticeable 
pressure 
difference on 
your ears as 
the waves wash 
over the snorkel. 
The snorkel 
automatically closes 
the moment water 
enters it, so your ears pop 
as this happens. It became 
a common sight to see everyone 
doing a forced jaw stretch or yawn in the middle 
of a conversation at every pop to equalise the 
pressure difference. 

The ‘ride’ at depth is similar to being on 
an airliner, and apart from the hiss of the air 
conditioner, there is very little if any indication 
that you are underwater. The initial dive itself 
though is quite pronounced as the angle of 
descent is steep, the same for the ascent. Unlike 
the wartime movies where you heard rivets 
popping and creaking as the boat dived deep, 
these boats are silent, every join is welded so 
nothing moves at depth. Anything that does ‘give’ 

is attached by large rubber shock absorbers so 
no sound is transmitted from the hull into the 
water giving away our position. Again unlike 
wartime movies where you see a submarine 
slowly descending horizontally, these boats really 
nose over and dive.

Seeing every compartment has a digital 
readout telling you depth, you can always tell 
how far down we are, plus the screen offers 
other goodies like the days menus. The meals 
were fantastic. The two chefs (one for each 
watch) prepare 4 meals a day, with three choices 
at each sitting, plus desert and drinks. The 
selections were outstanding, around midnight, as 
the second watch was starting, wafts of tempting 

aromas would permeate the boat, and 
you could wander down to the 

galley and find fresh hot cross 
buns, fresh rolls, or hot Spring 
rolls with dipping sauce. 

We had the chance to 
alternate between the Junior 

Sailors mess, the Senior Sailors 
mess and the Wardroom, so 
we could experience the entire 

boats eating and recreational 
environments. I casually 
mentioned one day as Tom 
and I were helping to wash 
the dishes that my culinary 
specialty was of the Mexican 
variety, the gauntlet was 

laid down and promptly 
entrusted to plan 

and cook a days 
menu for the full 
crew of nearly 60. 
Starting around 
0900 we made 

Chimichangas, 
Fajitas and salsa. 

Clean plates at the end 
of each sitting indicated that 

we had the approval of the crew. 
After a couple of days, the small galley, 

doorways etc, started to increase in size. We 
were getting used to the boat. Showers were a 
bit tricky. You are not exerting very much physical 
energy so you only need to shower about once 
a week. The air conditioning is nice and cold, 
and this time of the year you don’t sweat. About 
20 seconds to get wet, turn the shower off, soap 
up, back on for 20 seconds to wash, then towel 
down. Noise, or the lack of it is the submariners 
nemesis. Stowage area of the Submarine in the 
bow, and our sleeping quarters are beneath the 
six Torpedoes stowed above our heads. Tom 
suddenly sat bolt upright early one morning and 

HMAS Rankin enters Gage Roads, after 
leaving Garden Island on her 6 month 
Rimpac deployment.



31

CO
VER

 ST
OR

Y

31

You must have unshakable faith 
and trust in your fellow 
crewmates.

found that the Mk48 torpedo does not bend….
not to be advised.

They survive or perish by how it is controlled. 
Nobody slams doors, nobody runs, yells or 
drops cutlery, it is not called the ‘Silent Service’ 
for nothing, it has to be that way. It is very 
peaceful and calm living in that environment. 
The sophisticated listening devices that modern 
helicopters and aircraft use will pick up the 
sound of a fork clattering on metal. Nothing 
underwater will emit a sound like it, they will 
know you are a submarine and the hunt will be 
on. Fortunately for the Collins boats, they are 
probably now among the most stealthy on the 
planet. This has been proved in the many on-
going international exercises the Navy conduct 
every year. It is quite often the case that the 
Collins boats have to either up periscope, or 
send off a flare to let their war game attackers 
know where they are. Over the last few days 
we have been part of an airborne exercise, and 
aircraft from two Navies have not been able to 
find us.

Tom and I are billeted in the Weapons so we 
did not see daylight for 12 days and we were 
submerged all the way. You cannot send emails, 

or phone or send text messages of any kind. You 
are cut off from the outside world totally, sharing 
a large metal tube with 55 people, all of whom 
know and respect each other very well. The 
levels of tolerance you need to survive in the 
underwater world is something that we surface 
people don’t really appreciate.

Not only do you need a great deal of 
tolerance and patience as a given, you HAVE 
to accept that the next person on your shift 
does your job exactly as you, you need to 
know that he or she will perform the same 
task professionally and safely, and in a crisis 
you know that the task, whatever it is, will be 
executed as you would do. That includes survival 
in case anything goes wrong, in this sense 
training and reaction times are paramount. 
As we have seen recently, a fire on board a 
submarine can overcome you in a heartbeat. 
Over the course of the many interviews that Tom 
conducted, we found a few  constants, that to 
be a submariner you must be committed to the 
cause and feel that in part, everything is your 
responsibility. You must have unshakable faith 
and trust in your fellow crewmates. You cannot 
restrict your input simply to your assigned job, 
you must believe that whoever replaces you on 
your watch is every bit as capable or better than 
you in completing the task, and that they will 
react in exactly the same way you will when it 
comes to it. If a high pressure valve breaks, or 
a fire starts, everyone has to know within a few 
seconds how to deal with it. You are one team, 
you rely on everyone else, and for that reason 
it is a very tight knit environment. It could not 
operate any other way.

Part of the attraction is also that nobody 
knocks on your door, the phone is not going 
to ring in the middle of the night, nothing 
unexpected is going to happen the way it may at 
home.

We surfaced just north of Rottnest Island 
on Thursday evening (7th Oct) and stopped off 
Garden Island for the night in the channel. I went 
up on top of the ‘fin’ (conning tower) and looked 
out at the lights of Kwinana and Fremantle in 
the distance. It really was quite a profound 
experience letting your eyes focus on distant 
objects, after 12 days in the boat. You could just 
make out the shape of the boat against the dark 
night, a tanker all lit up like a Christmas tree 

Main photo: HMAS Sheean heads out to sea. Opposite 
top: HMAS Rankin returns from her Rimpac deployment after 
6 months at sea. From left to right: The Captain, Navigator, 
XO and Comms. Oppostie lower: The Sonar suite during 
the wee small hours.
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Top: A Navy Seahawk helicopter transferring supplies 
and personnel to HMAS Rankin at sea. Above; The 
author preparing his Mexican meal for the crew. Photo 
by the Captain LCDR Steve Hussey.

passed close by and probably had no idea we 
were there. Hardly any of the crew on board 
slept much that night, everyone was eager to 
get off and see their loved ones after so long 
at sea. I went up on the casing again (deck) 
at 0530 the next morning and got some great 
shots as the sun came up over Kwinana. It was 
just awesome to be standing there as we lazily 
went in circles waiting to get the sun in the right 
place behind the fin. 

After the boat was disarmed, all the crew 
changed from their submariners black overalls, 
into their white Navy dress uniforms and we 
headed to Diamantina Wharf, where relatives 
and the press were waiting. Even though I 
and Tom had only been with them on the boat 
for 12 days, I was amazed by how moved 
I felt, standing atop this great black beast 
slowly approaching the lined wharf. RANKIN, 
affectionately named the “The Black Knight” 
steamed 20,000 nautical miles in 2004 with 
eighty percent of those being submerged. 
That is the equivalent of 32,000kms or ten 
trips from Perth to Sydney.  The journey has 
included transits through the Indian, Pacific and 
Southern Oceans and in five Seas, including 
the Inland Sea of Japan, all coupled with port 
visits to three different Continents.  From the 
start of work ups in February until arrival back 
in Fleet Base West in October, RANKIN spent a 
total of 126 days at sea, 7 in Korea, 8 in Japan, 

25 in Hawaii, 10 in Sydney and only 37 at home 
in Fleet Base West.  The Catering department 
cooked and served four meals a day for each 
day spent underway for a total of over 22,680 
individual meals, including 180 extra large “slab 
pizzas” over nineteen Saturday nights at sea.

Our sincere thanks to Captain and all the 
crew from SSG78, HMAS Rankin ‘The Black 
Knight’.

Jon Davison


