
Maurice Avery Williams – (AHS Centaur) 
 

Summary of military service: 
 
Q48389 (Militia) – QX40578 (AIF) Maurice Avery Williams  
Enlisted – 2nd April 1941, age 41 years 5 month 
Occupation – Ambulance Bearer 
(20+ years’ experience, Innisfail Q.A.T.B.) 
17.4.41, posted, 7th Field Ambulance, Brisbane 
1.8.41, posted, 1st Camp Hospital, Enoggera 
22.10.41, posted, NCMT School, Brisbane 
13.10.41, promoted Acting Corporal 
26.11.41, promoted Lance Sergeant 
29.7.42, posted 2nd Camp Hospital, Chermside 
13.8.42, reverted to Corporal 
19.9.42, Promoted Lance Sergeant 
(Employed as RAP Sergeant, 2nd Camp Hospital, Chermside)  
30.9.42, Army number change to QX40578 (upon enlistment into the AIF) 
19.3.43, posted 3rd Army Hospital Ship, Centaur 
27.3.43, reverted to Corporal (for posting to 3 AHS Centaur) 
14.5.43, missing Believed Drowned, result of Enemy Action 
17.8.43, now reported Drowned by Enemy Action 

 

 
Photo of Maurice taken upon his enlistment into the AIF after being discharged from the 
Militia. 
 



 
Photo of the Williams Family taken in Turner Street, Windsor in 1942. 
L to R – ARTHUR Williams (son), Cpl MAURICE Wiliams, Mrs EDNA Williams (wife). 
 

 
Telegram sent to Mrs Edna Williams on the 17 May 1943 informing her that Maurice is 
missing believed drowned. (Three days after the sinking of the AHS Centaur. Note: Telegram 
originates from Warwick, Queensland.) 
 



 
Commemorative scroll issued to the family by King George VI honouring the Service of Cpl 
Maurice A Williams. 
 

 
Letter of condolence and sympathy dated 20th May 1943, from the Innisfail branch of the 
Queensland Ambulance Transport Brigade. Maurice had worked here for over 20 years prior 
to joining the Army. 
 



 
Letter of condolence and offer of assistance dated 30th June 1943, from the Queensland 
Ambulance Union of Employees. 
 

 
Letter of sympathy from the Brisbane Lord Mayor dated 9th August 1943. 



 
Second Telegram, dated 17 August 1943, sent to Mrs Edna Williams informing her that 
Maurice was ‘Drowned by Enemy action.’ 
 

 
Invitation from the City of Brisbane for Edna to attend a Citizens Reception for Her Majesty 
the Queen and HRH The Duke of Edinburgh at the Brisbane Exhibition Grounds Tuesday 9th 
March 1954. Anecdotally, Edna was one of the many people spoken to by The Queen at this 
reception. 
 

2/3 Australian Hospital Ship (AHS 47) CENTAUR  
 
The CENTAUR was a passenger, livestock and cargo vessel built in 1924 for the Ocean 
Steamship Company's Blue Funnel Line. Named after the mythological Greek creature, she 
was specifically designed for the challenging conditions of Western Australian waters, 
including extensive mud flats and significant tidal variations 



 

Initial Service 1924-1941 
 
Built by Scotts Shipbuilding & Engineering Co. in Greenock, CENTAUR began service on the 
Western Australia-Singapore route, carrying passengers, cargo, and livestock. She regularly 
called at ports including Surabaya, Semarang, Batavia, and Singapore. In December 1939, 
she underwent a minor refit in Hong Kong 
 

 
Designed with a flat bottom, Centaur sat on the mud flats in those ports in Northwest, 
Western Australia where there are massive tidal variations. 

 
 

Wartime Service (1941-1943) 
 
On November 26, 1941, CENTAUR participated in a significant rescue operation, saving 62 
German survivors from the sunken cruiser KORMORAN. The captain carefully managed the 
rescue by taking lifeboats in tow and allowing nine wounded men aboard. Two of 
CENTAUR’S lifeboats were used when two German boats were swamped by heavy seas. 
 
Following Japan's entry into World War II, CENTAUR’S route was restricted to Broome. She 
was later reassigned to Queensland, conducting runs along Australia's east coast and New 
Guinea carrying war materials. 
 

Hospital Ship – Service and Loss 
 
In early 1943, CENTAUR was converted to a hospital ship (designated AHS 47) in Melbourne 
at an estimated cost of £20,000. Despite being clearly marked with white hull and 
prominent red crosses, she was attacked and sunk by Japanese submarine I-177 under 



Commander Hajime Nakagawa on May 14, 1943. Of those aboard, 268 people were killed 
and 64 survived, enduring 36 hours in shark-infested waters before rescue. 
 

 
AHS Centaur. Note: Each of the red crosses on the side of the ship and the funnel were 
illuminated by floodlights during the night.  
 

 
Graphic representation and timeline for the sinking of AHS Centaur 



 

 
Photo of Imperial Japanese Navy I-176, a KD7 type Kaidai-class submarine which is a sister 
ship to the 1-177 mentioned above that is suspected to have sunk the AHS Centaur. (There 
are no photos of the 1-177 available.) 
 

 
 



AHS Centaur – Discovery and Memorial 
 
In 2010, following the discovery of HMAS SYDNEY, the wreck of CENTAUR was located by 
the SEAHORSE SPIRIT under David Mearns. She lies 2,059 metres (6,760 ft) below sea level 
in a steep-walled gully east of Moreton Island. A memorial plaque was placed on her 
foredeck during the final ROV dive on January 12, 2010. The site is now a protected war 
grave 
 

 
Map showing the final resting place of AHS Centaur, now a protected war graves site. 



 

 
Commemorative plaque placed on the foredeck of AHS Centaur by David Mearns search 
team January 2010. 
 

AHS Centaur – At Sea Memorial Service and Wreath laying. 
 
On 24 September 2010, an official at-sea memorial service was held aboard HMAS Manoora 
directly above the wreck site of the AHS Centaur. Over 300 relatives of the fallen personnel 
gathered to honour the 268 victims of the World War II tragedy, laying floral wreaths and 
scattering the ashes of three survivors. 
 
Prayers and readings were held before the official wreaths were cast into the Coral Sea. 
Survivor Martin Pash, then-87 years old, was the first to cast a wreath into the water in 
memory of those who lost their lives when the hospital ship was torpedoed in 1943. 
 



 
Memorial service conducted abord HMAS Manoora while located directly above the final 
resting place of AHS Centaur. 
 

 
The ships bell tolls as the names the deceased are read out during the memorial service. 
 



 
Arthur Williams, son of Maurice lays a wreath on the water above the AHS Centaur during 
the memorial service. 
 


