CHAPTER 1 5
ABDA AND ANZA C
N the second world war the democracies fought at an initial disadvan-

I tage, though possessing much greater resources than their enemies t.

Britain and the United States had embarked on accelerated rearmamen
programs in 1938, the naval projects including battleships and aircraf t
carriers ; but this was a delayed start compared with that of Germany an d
Japan . Preparing for munitions production for total war, finding out wha t
weapons to make, and their perfection into prototypes for mass production, takes in time upwards of two decades . After this preparation period ,
a mass production on a nation-wide scale is at least a four-years' task i n
which "the first year yields nothing ; the second very little ; the third a lot
and the fourth a flood" .' When Japan struck in December 1941, Britai n
and the British Commonwealth had been at war for more than two years .
During that time they had to a large extent changed over to a war econom y
and increasingly brought reserve strength into play . Indeed, in 1940, 194 1
and 1942, British production of aircraft, tanks, trucks, self-propelled gun s
and other materials of war, exceeded Germany 's . This was partly due t o
Britain's wartime economic mobilisation, and partly to the fact that Germany had not planned for a long war . Having achieved easy victories b y
overwhelming unmobilised enemies with well-organised forces and accumu lated stocks of munitions and materials, the Germans allowed over confidence to prevent them from broadening the base of their econom y
to match the mounting economic mobilisation of Britain . Even so, owing
to the initial handicap with which she had started, and such subsequen t
adversities as the fall of France, Britain had been able to do little more
than stem the tide .
Japan's entry into the war found Britain weak in the South-West Pacifi c
because of the effects and demands of war elsewhere . It found the Unite d
States weak in the South-West Pacific also because, as a democracy, the
nation was not in peace as well prepared for war as was Japan, the militar y
dictatorship .2 The United States gained something in the two years afte r
Britain and Germany went to war in 1939, largely because of apprehensions, shared by the President and some of his advisers, that American
r Churchill, The Second World War, Vol . I (1948), p . 263, wherein Churchill stated : "In 1938-3 9
British military expenditure of all kinds reached £304 millions [1937-38 £234 millions ; 1938-3 9
£304 millions ; 1939-40 £367 millions], and German at least £1,500 millions ." Japan's military
budgets for the years 1938, 1939 and 1940 were : 6,097, 6,417, and 7,266 millions of yen
respectively, exceeding Britain's military expenditures by some 70 per cent in the earliest
instance and some 33 per cent in the two subsequent periods .
2 For the eleven years 1929 to 1939 inclusive, the indices of industrial production for Japan an d
the United States (1929 equals 100) were :
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.
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J . B. Cohen, Japan's Economy In War and Reconstruction
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security would be threatened by a German victory . These apprehensions ,
which increasingly influenced also American public opinion and Congress ,
enabled the Administration to go some way towards putting the countr y
on a war footing, notably in the passing of the "two-ocean navy" Act i n
July 1940, and the Selective Training and Service Act in September —
the first occasion that the United States adopted compulsory military training in time of peace . In addition, President Roosevelt adopted the politica l
strategy of helping Britain in the struggle against Germany in every wa y
possible "short of war" , on the basis that for two years at least th e
Americas would be exceedingly vulnerable in the event of a German victory in Europe. For at least that period the United States would b e
vulnerable also in the Western Pacific if she was at war with Japan, an d
when Japan struck that period had not expired . Consequently Japan, like
Germany, was able to gain easy initial victories . But, also like the Germans ,
the Japanese had not planned for a long war ; and they looked to the
forcible acquisition of raw materials as a substitute for broadening th e
base of their economy . They, too, were the victims of over-confidenc e
induced by their early success, and allowed their wartime production t o
mark time while that of the United States shot ahead . 3 Nevertheless ,
during the opening months of 1942 the Japanese continued to sweep ahea d
in the South-West Pacific . The energies of the Allies were bent toward s
stopping the flood .
II
Concurrent with the dispatch of Allied reinforcements to the Far Eas t
was a general reorganisation of command . On the American naval side ,
Pearl Harbour resulted in the replacement of Admiral Stark as Chief o f
Naval Operations, and Admiral Kimmel as Commander-in-Chief, Pacifi c
Fleet, by Admiral Ernest J . King4 and Admiral Chester Nimitz 5 respectively . Nimitz assumed his command on 31st December 1941, on whic h
date King became Commander-in-Chief, United States Fleet . In Marc h
1942 King assumed also the duties of Chief of Naval Operations . Stark
then became Commander, United States Naval Forces in Europe . 6 O n
the British side Vice-Admiral Somerville was, on 1st January 1942 ,
appointed Commander-in-Chief, Eastern Fleet, to succeed Vice-Admira l
Layton ; and on the 3rd he left Gibraltar (where he had commande d
From 1939 to 1941 the total gross national product of Germany rose less than 4 per cent . From
1940 to 1942 that of Japan rose by little more than 2 per cent . (Cohen, p . 57 . )
As an indication of America's effort under the stimulus of war, naval shipyard workers increase d
from 443,500 in Jan 1942 to 911,900 in Jan 1943 ; the average monthly production of destroyer s
rose from 1 .33 in 1941 to 6 .75 in 1942; navy enlisted men rose from 144,824 in 1940 to 556,47 7
in 1942; and pre-Pearl Harbour construction times were cut in the order of battleships fro m
39 to 32 months; aircraft carriers from 32 to 16 months; submarines from 14 to 7 months ; an d
destroyers from 14 to just over 5 months . Admiral E . J. King, Official Report, Our Navy at War ,
1944 .
Fleet Admiral Ernest J . King, US Navy . C-in-C Atlantic Fleet 1941, US Fleet 1941-42 ; Chie f
of Naval Operations 1942-45 . B . Lorain, Ohio, USA, 23 Nov 1878 . Died 25 Jun 1956 .
° Fleet Admiral Chester W . Nimitz, US Navy. Chief, Bureau of Navigation, 1939-41 ; C-in-C
Pacific Fleet 1941-45; Chief of Naval Operations 1945-47 . B. Fredericksburg, Texas, USA, 2 4
Feb 1885.
° Admiral Kimmel was relieved of his command on the 17th December 1941 . Vice-Admiral W. S .
Pye, Commander, Battle Force, was appointed C-in-C, Pacific Fleet, pending the arrival o f
Nimitz at Pearl Harbour .
8
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Force "H") for England to join the aircraft carrier Formidable. In Australia, after the arrival from the United States of the Pensacola convoy,
and groups of ships at the end of 1941, 7 an American military headquarters was set up in the Repatriation Building, St Kilda Road, Mel bourne . General Brett was appointed in command of all United State s
Forces in Australia, with General Barnes and General Brereton (the firs t
named as Chief of Staff) on his staff . On 3rd January 1942, at a conference between the United States generals and the Australian Chiefs of
Staff, machinery to ensure close cooperation was worked out . Next day,
however, it was announced in Washington that General Wavell had bee n
appointed Supreme Commander in the South-West Pacific, with Genera l
Brett as Deputy Supreme Commander, and Admiral Hart in charge o f
Allied Naval Forces ; and the Australian Government was told by cabl e
of the detailed arrangements .
The Government had previously assented to Wavell's appointment, wit h
the expressed expectation that Australia would be included in the composition of the "appropriate joint body" from which Wavell would receiv e
his orders . The details now communicated, however, disclosed that arrangements for higher direction were that proposals from Wavell or any of th e
governments concerned in his command area would be submitted to a
Chiefs of Staff Committee both in Washington and London. The Londo n
committee would telegraph its opinions to the Washington committee, 8
which would develop and submit recommendations to the President and ,
by telegraph, to the British Prime Minister . The Prime Minister woul d
then tell the President if he agreed with the recommendations . Agreement
being reached, orders to Wavell would be sent from Washington in th e
names of President and Prime Minister . The British Government undertook
to obtain the views and agreement of Dominion and Dutch Governments ,
and send them to Washington .
This arrangement did not provide for any direct consultation wit h
Australia, whose Government therefore said it was unable to accept it .
Early in December the Government had represented unsuccessfully to th e
United Kingdom Government its strong views that an inter-allied bod y
should be established, preferably in the Pacific area . It now tried to secure
the establishment in Washington of an inter-allied body for the highe r
direction of the war, again without success . Eventually, on 6th February
1942, the Government accepted a proposition made by Churchill on 19t h
January for the formation of a Far Eastern Council on the ministeria l
plane in London . The first meeting of this council, comprising two Britis h
groups of ships, carrying aircraft, aviation spirit, and vehicles, consisted of Hawaiia n
Planter (7,798 tons), President Polk (10,508), James Lykes (6,760), Paul M . Gregg (8,187) ,
Mormacsun (4,996), and Portmar (5,551) . They had originally included Malama (3,275 tons), but
this vessel was sunk en route by the Japanese surface raiders Aikoku Maru and Hokoku Mar u

7 These

in mid-Pacific in the vicinity of the Tuamotu Archipelago .
s The Washington committee was the Combined Chiefs of Staff Committee, and consisted of th e
Chief of Staff to the President ; the Chief of the US Staff ; the Chief of US Naval Operations;
the Commanding General of the US Army Air Forces ; and high representatives of each of th e
British fighting services . The purpose of the Combined Chiefs of Staff Committee was to ensur e
complete coordination of the war effort of Great Britain and the United States and to provid e
for full British and American collaboration with all the United Nations .
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ministers, two Dutch, Sir Earle Page (Australia), Mr Jordan (New
Zealand), Mr Amery (India and Burma), and the British Chiefs of Staff ,
was held on the 10th February under Mr Churchill's chairmanship . Its
main function was "to review the broad fundamental policies to be followe d
in the war against Japan throughout the Pacific area " . A similar council
was set up in Washington under President Roosevelt, and the two bodie s
kept in close touch with each other.
The Australian Government disagreed also with the strategical approac h
as outlined in the directive to General Wavell . Therein the general
strategic policy was given as :
(a) to hold Malaya barrier defined as the line Malaya Peninsula, Sumatra, Java ,
North Australia, as the basic defensive position of the ABDA Area and t o
operate sea, land and air forces in as great depth as possible forward of thi s
barrier in order to oppose a Japanese southward advance ;
(b) to hold Burma and Australia as essential support positions for the area an d
Burma as essential to the support of China and to the defence of India ;
(c) to re-establish communications through the Dutch East Indies with Luzon t o
support the Philippines garrison ;
(d) to maintain essential communications within the area .
In regard to (b), the Advisory War Council, at a meeting on 6th
January, expressed the view that the strategical and supply aspects were
intermingled . The Australian Government, as the result of recommendations by its Chiefs of Staff and General Brett, had approved a joint
American-Australian organisation to enable the use of Australia as a bas e
for American operations along the Malay Barrier and to maintain contact
with the Philippines . Vital Australian centres would become obvious target s
for Japanese attacks . But the definition of the ABDA (American-British Dutch-Australian) Area excluded the whole of Australia . Australian water s
were also excluded from the American naval zone in the Pacific .
(Churchill's cable of 29th December 1941 outlining the agreement on unit y
of command stated that the U .S . navy would remain responsible for th e
whole of the Pacific east of the Philippines and Australia . )
Without adequate naval protection the line of communication to Australia for
American supply ships cannot be maintained . The Japanese have only to wal k
into New Caledonia where they would be astride this line and in a position t o
launch air attacks on the most northern ports being used by the Americans fo r
unloading aircraft and other supplies for transit to Darwin and the Netherland s
East Indies .
Australian protests were met on both these points . On 7th January
General Wavell reached Singapore from India, where he had been Commander-in-Chief since July 1941 . He made such redispositions in Malay a
as he considered most likely to solve the "time problem between rate o f
Japanese advance and the arrival of reinforcements", and to enable him
to take steps to halt the Japanese southward advance by securing th e
line of naval and air bases from Darwin, through Timor, Java, an d
southern Sumatra to Singapore . On 10th January the appointment of
Commander-in-Chief, Far East, was abolished, and General Pownall's
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headquarters at Singapore were closed down ; and that day, Wavell, takin g
Pownall with him as Chief of Staff, flew to Java and set up his head quarters at Lembang, ten miles north of Bandung and some sixty-fiv e
miles south-east of Batavia . Also on the 10th Wavell, in a telegram to
the Australian Government, asked whether he was responsible for th e
defence of Darwin, a point not made clear in his directive . "Since this
defence must depend on control of the Timor Sea which is in my area ,
it appears that Port Darwin is my responsibility, but should like confirmation ." A recommendation by the Australian Chiefs of Staff that i t
should be his responsibility, and that the portion of Australia lying to th e
north of a line running from Onslow, Western Australia, to the south east corner of the Gulf of Carpentaria, should be included in the ABD A
Area was adopted by the War Cabinet ; and on 24th January the Combined Chiefs of Staff, Washington, ordered the extension of the souther n
limit of the area to include Darwin and such portion of the north-wes t
coast of Australia "as was necessary for successful defence against enem y
landings, and for air operations from a base in that area" . 9
Wavell formally took over as Supreme Commander of ABDA (with th e
title Abdacom) on 15th January, on which date the naval branch of th e
command was constituted, its duties being to advise Wavell on all nava l
questions, and to exercise operational control over the Allied naval force s
in the area . Its formation entailed some changes in naval command . On
1st January Admiral Hart arrived at Surabaya from the Philippines i n
the submarine Shark .' By then the first of a series of important reinforcement convoys was approaching Singapore . The British naval forces engage d
on escort duty had been based on Singapore, but Vice-Admiral Layto n
now decided to shift their base and his headquarters to Java, the bette r
to organise convoy escort . On 5th January he hoisted his flag in Dragon ,
and with Durban in company sailed with his staff to Batavia, where he
arrived on the 6th . He took with him Rear-Admiral Palliser, whom h e
appointed Senior Naval Officer, Batavia, for convoy direction . Thereafte r
the convoy cruisers and destroyers were based on Tanjong Priok, the por t
of Batavia .
On 15th January Admiral Hart took charge of the naval branch of th e
ABDA organisation, with the title Abdafloat . He appointed Palliser his
chief of staff and deputy commander . This new appointment necessitate d
a successor to Palliser in command of the convoy escort vessels, an d
Captain Collins, R.A .N ., was appointed Commodore-in-Charge . Collins
assumed his appointment on the 16th, and hoisted his broad pendant
e As from 24 Jan 1942 the boundaries of ABDA were : On the north the boundary betwee n
India and Burma, thence east along Chinese boundary and coast to 30°N ; along 30°N to 140° E
(note Indo-China and Thailand excluded) . On east by 140°E from 30°N to equator, then eas t
to 141°E, then south to boundary between Dutch and British New Guinea ; east along coast to
143°E, then south to coast of Australia . On the south by the north coast of Australia to th e
south-east corner of the Gulf of Carpentaria, thence by a line running direct across the continen t
to Onslow on the west coast ; thence north-west to 15°S 92°E; on the west by 92°E.
Shark, US submarine (1936), 1,315 tons, one 3-in gun, six 21-in torp tubes, 20 kts ; sunk in
Molucca Sea Feb 1942 .
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in the depot ship Anking2 at Tanjong Priok . With the appointment of
Hart as Abdafloat, the responsibility of the Commander-in-Chief, Easter n
Fleet, for the conduct of naval operations and strategy in the ABD A
Area ceased ; and on 16th January Vice-Admiral Layton (who remaine d
Commander-in-Chief, Eastern Fleet, pending the arrival in the India n
Ocean of Vice-Admiral Somerville) transferred his flag from Dragon to
Emerald (which had reached Singapore on the 13th escorting Convoy
"DM .l") and sailed for Colombo . On the 16th the Admiralty defined
the Eastern Fleet, then being formed, as comprising " all British battle ships, aircraft carriers, minelayers, destroyers and submarines within th e
limits of the British East Indies and China Stations " . This included th e
ships in the ABDA Area now under Collins . They were regarded as a
detachment of the Eastern Fleet . First known as the "Far Eastern Squadron", this detachment's title was changed from 20th January to "Chin a
Force" . Collins then assumed the title of Commodore Commanding Chin a
Force . On the 20th the force consisted of H .M . cruisers Dragon, Durban,
and Danae ; H .M . destroyers Jupiter, Encounter, Express, Electra, Strong hold, and H .M .A .S . Vampire; and the sloops H .M .I .S . Jumna3 and
H .M .A.S . Yarra .
The ships of China Force met and took over incoming convoys fro m
their ocean escorts just outside Sunda Strait, and escorted outgoing convoy s
to the open ocean, and there either dispersed them or handed them over
to an ocean escort . The road from the Sunda Strait rendezvous to Singapor e
was of some 600 miles through the narrow waters of Sunda and Bank a
Straits, whence a choice of passages leads from the south-westwards through
Berhala and Durian Straits into Singapore Strait via Selat Sinki (the dee p
channel approach to Singapore from Malacca Strait) ; or, eastward of th e
Lingga Archipelago to the north of Banka, through Rhio Strait int o
Singapore Strait from the south-eastward . It is a road with its own distinctive signposts, where "pulau" is an island ; "selat" a channel or strait ;
"sungei" a river and "kuala" its mouth ; and "tanjong" a cape or poin t
of land . It is a road fringed with islands and beset by many reefs an d
shallows . In early 1942 hazards were increasing as the Japanese pressed
southwards, and air attack (and the threat of surface attack) were adde d
to the existing danger of submarine attack and the mine menace .
Anti-submarine and minesweeping duties employed the Australian corvettes of the 21st Auxiliary Minesweeping Group, whose numbers wer e
added to in January with the arrival at Batavia on the 18th of Ballara t
(Lieut-Commander Barling) ; Wollongong (Lieutenant Keith) ; and Toowoomba (Lieut-Commander Hirst) ; 4 and during the last days of Januar y
they carried out extensive sweeping operations in Banka, Berhala, an d
2 Anking (1925), 3,472 tons, requisitioned from China Nav Co Ltd ; sunk by Jap surface craft ,
S of Java, 4 Mar 1942.
$ HMIS Jumna, sloop (1941), 1,300 tons, six 4-in guns, 18 kts .
HMAS ' s Wollongong and Toowoomba, corvettes (1941), 733 tons, one 4-in gun, 16 kts.
Lt-Cdr G . A. Keith, RANVR. HMAS Perth 1940 ; comd HMAS ' s Tambar 1940-41, Wollongong
1941-43, Reserve 1943-44, Ballarat 1944, Orara 1945. Of Camberwell, Vic ; b. Sydney, 20 Aug 1900.
Lt-Cdr P. H . Hirst, RAN . (HMS' s Royal Sovereign 1917, Dauntless 1918 .) Comd HMAS
Toowoomba 1941-42 ; Capt Transportation Corps (Water Transport) AIF 1945-46 . Of Carrick,
Tas ; b. Hobart, 27 Apr 1899.
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Durian Straits . By this time Japanese aircraft were ranging well south, and
the corvettes were under air attack on occasion, though without sufferin g
damage or casualties .
In the exercise of the naval command of ABDA it was decided tha t
normally naval forces in the area would operate under their own nationa l
commanders, effort being coordinated by directives issued by Abdafloat .
When forces of mixed nationality were formed for any particular operation, Abdafloat would designate a commander . Thus Hart, while holdin g
the Abdafloat appointment, continued in command of the U .S . Asiati c
Fleet, with Purnell as his deputy at Surabaya and Glassford in comman d
of Task Force 5 ; Helfrich continued as Commander-in-Chief of the Dutc h
forces, with Rear-Admiral Karel Doorman commanding afloat with hi s
flag in De Ruyter ; and Collins commanded China Force . General Wavell
instructed that British and Dutch surface vessels were to be mainly employed in escorting convoys into Singapore ; United States surface craf t
were to operate east of Borneo as a striking force if a suitable target coul d
be found ; and submarines were to be used for attack on the most likel y
enemy shipping routes in the area . Except that nominally there was now
unity of command there was, in fact, little change from the previous
situation .
As to Australian protests regarding the exclusion of Australian water s
from the American naval zone in the Pacific, Mr Churchill had earlie r
(3rd January) told Mr Curtin that the British view was that America n
naval responsibility should extend right up to the Australian coast .
Admiral King (he wrote) has only just been given full powers over the whol e
of the American Navy, and he has not yet accepted our views . Obviously, if I
cannot persuade the Americans to take over we shall have to fill the gap as best
we can, but I still hope our views will be accepted, in which case of course an y
vessels we or you will have in that area will come under United States directio n
while operating there .

The problem was finally resolved by acceptance of a proposal by King
that a new area, to be known as "Anzac Area", should be set up, comprising approximately the north-eastern portion of the Australia Station .
In this area an Allied naval force, "Anzac Force " , would operate unde r
the strategical direction of the Commander-in-Chief, United States Navy ,
exercised through one or more American flag officers assisted by one o r
more flag officers appointed by Australia and/or New Zealand . Accepted
by the Australian Government on 27th January, this proposal was finalise d
in an agreement defining boundaries, 5 forces and tasks . The initial assignment of ships to the area was : British, one aircraft carrier ; United States ,
one heavy or one new light cruiser and two destroyers ; New Zealand,
two light cruisers and one armed merchant cruiser ; Australia, two heavy
cruisers (Australia, Canberra), one light cruiser (Adelaide), three arme d
6

The original Anzac area boundaries were : beginning at longitude 141 degrees east at th e
equator, eastwards along the equator to longitude 170° east, thence south-east to a point i n
latitude 20° south, longitude 175° west, thence due south : from point of beginning south alon g
meridian 141° east to south coast of New Guinea, thence eastwards along said coast t o
meridian 143° east, thence due south in sea areas only .
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merchant cruisers (Kanimbla, Westralia, Manoora), two destroyers (Stuart,
Voyager), two anti-submarine patrol vessels, and six 600-ton anti-submarine vessels—corvettes . The remainder of the Australian seagoing force s
(Hobart, Perth, Vampire, Vendetta, Yarra, Swan, Warrego) were assigne d
to the ABDA command . Tasks assigned to the Anzac Force, in cooperation with air forces available in the area, were : to cover the eastern an d
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north-eastern approaches to Australia and New Zealand ; protect shipping,
including coastal ; support the defence of islands in the area, and attac k
enemy island keypoints ; and cooperate with forces in the ABDA Are a
and with the United States Pacific Fleet. Rear-Admiral H . F. Leary, U .S .N .
(who, immediately prior to this had for a short while commanded th e
Saratoga carrier group in succession to Rear-Admiral Fletcher, appointe d
to command a new group formed on Yorktown), was appointed to command Anzac Force ; and Rear-Admiral Crace, Rear-Admiral Commanding the Australian Squadron, to command the Anzac Squadron afloat .
Leary, who took up his appointment with the rank of vice-admiral o n
7th February at Wellington, New Zealand, established his headquarters a t
Navy Office, Melbourne, on the 11th .
The original assignment of ships to the Anzac Area was not completel y
realised. The British aircraft carrier Hermes was allotted, but never served
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there. A unit of the Eastern Fleet, she sailed from Colombo for Fremantl e
on 19th February to join Anzac Force, escorted by Vampire ; but two days
later both ships were recalled to Trincomalee . On 25th March th e
Admiralty regretted a further delay in sending her "as she has to tak e
part in a special operation ". Subsequently, after discussions between th e
Admiralty and Admirals Leary and Royle, it was agreed that she coul d
be better employed with the Eastern Fleet, and should remain in th e
Indian Ocean .° Only one Australian ship, the cruiser Australia, was in th e
Anzac Squadron at its formation. Canberra was undergoing an extensive
refit . Adelaide was engaged on escort duties . The three armed merchan t
cruisers were also engaged on convoy escort work, but Kanimbla spent
the last two weeks of February and the first week of March refitting i n
Sydney and Manoora operated in the ABDA Area and the Indian Ocean .
The two destroyers would not be operational before the end of April .
Available anti-submarine forces on the Australian coast amounted to only
six corvettes ? and six converted merchant ships, "essential for protectio n
of coastal shipping and keeping focal areas round important ports clear
of submarines" . The Anzac Squadron, as originally formed on 12t h
February 1942, at Suva, consisted of the heavy cruisers H .M .A .S . Australia (Flag) and U .S .S . Chicago ; two light cruisers H .M .N .Z . Ships
Achilles and Leander ; and two destroyers, U.S . Ships Perkins° and Lamson . 9 During February and March Admiral Leary's command was strengthened by the addition of an American task force consisting of the aircraf t
carrier Lexington, the cruisers Minneapolis, Indianapolis, Pensacola an d
San Francisco, and ten destroyers, under Vice-Admiral Wilson Brown ,
U .S .N .
II I
In the ABDA Area the Allies' immediate and vital problem was that
already tackled locally by General Wavell in Malaya : to solve "the tim e
problem between the rate of Japanese advance and the arrival of reinforcements" . It was one which heightened the similarity between the situatio n
in the South-West Pacific in early 1942 and that some twelve month s
earlier in the Eastern Mediterranean . In that earlier period the Mediterranean Fleet controlled the main sea, and also the Aegean until the overwhelming German air power made the waters north of Crete untenable and
brought about the loss of that island . The main sea (and the Aegean unti l
The Australian Prime Minister was not told of this decision until after Hermes was lost t o
Japanese air attack in the Bay of Bengal on 9 Apr 1942 . At a meeting of the Advisory Wa r
Council on 16 Apr he asked Royle why she had not gone to the Anzac area and, on being told ,
commented : "that as the Australian Government had allotted units to Anzac Force on the basi s
of joint contribution, this change should have been reported. "
T At 1 Feb 1942 there were in commission 20 Australian-built corvettes classified as HMA Ships ,
Australian manned . Of these, nine were manned on Admiralty account . Two of them, Bathurst
and Lismore, were with the Eastern Fleet ; and seven, Maryborough, Goulburn, Burnie, Bendigo,
Ballarat, Wollongong and Toowoomba, were in the ABDA area. Of the balance of the 20, four ,
Delorafne, Lithgow, Katoomba and Warrnambool, were in the Darwin area; two Townsville an d
Mildura, were on escort duties on the east coast of Australia ; and five, Colac, Whyalla, Geelong ,
Rockhampton and Cessnock, did not commission until during January 1942, and were working up .
°Perkins, US destroyer (1936), 1,465 tons, four 5-in guns, twelve 21-in torp tubes, 36 .5 kts ; sunk
by collision off N coast of New Guinea 29 Nov 1943 .
Lamson, US destroyer (1937), 1,480 tons, four 5-in guns, twelve 21-in torp tubes, 36 .5 kts .
6
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the closing stages) was a busy communications area, with east-west convoys to and from Malta, and the north-south convoys hastening reinforcements to Greece and Crete in an endeavour to solve the time proble m
between their arrival and the rate of German advance ; with the Mediterranean Fleet affording escort and both close and distant cover . In the
opening months of 1942 the Indian Ocean, and the Sunda Strait an d
Java Sea, with the approaches to Singapore, were similarly highways fo r
the passage of convoys, until the overwhelming Japanese sea power, bot h
on the surface and in the air, made the waters north of Java untenable
for the Allies .
The similarity extended to the heavy calls made on available Allie d
naval strength for the provision of cover and escort for the convoys, but
the situation in the Indian Ocean and South-West Pacific in 1942 was mor e
acute because of the lack (until March) of a British battle squadron i n
the Indian Ocean, and, when it did arrive, because of its inferiority i n
size, speed and strength, to the powerful Japanese battle fleet which, sup ported by mounting preponderance in the air, increasingly dominated th e
seas north of Java, and extended its influence southwards . Throughou t
January, February, and March, the continuous stream of large and important British military convoys—the "WS" convoys round the Cape t o
the Middle East ; the "BM" convoys from Bombay and "DM" fro m
Durban to Malaya ; the "MS" convoys from Melbourne to the ABD A
Area ; the "SR" and "MR" convoys from Calcutta and Madras to Ran goon ; and the "JS" and " SU "t convoys carrying the A .I .F . from the
Middle East to Australia—employed almost the entire British nava l
strength in the Indian Ocean, and the British and Dutch in the ABDA
Area, in the provision of escorts .
Until shortly before Singapore fell (recorded the East Indies Station war diar y
for February 1942) the main task of HM Ships on this station was the escortin g
of the convoys taking reinforcements of men and materials there . Subsequently more
convoys continued to be escorted through the station, with troops and war material s
destined for Java, Rangoon and Australia . The demand for ocean escorts was there fore very heavy throughout the month and it was only possible to give ships th e
minimum time in harbour between one convoy and the next .

Battleships, when they became available, were also used for escor t
work, and the same diary for March recorded that when the 3rd Battl e
Squadron arrived on the station that month, the ships "carried out individual practice periods between their utilisation as ocean escorts " .
Manoora was the first Australian ship to take part as ocean escort i n
this convoy period, sailing from Calcutta on 14th December 1941 wit h
a convoy for Rangoon. Thereafter, during January and early February she
escorted four SR convoys from Calcutta to Rangoon, and two MR convoy s
from Madras to the Burmese port . By the end of the month Japanes e
1 These were merely code initials to distinguish convoys, and did not always carry a definit e
reference to terminal ports, though sometimes they did . In the above, "BM" and "DM" clearly
indicated departure and arrival points, as did "MS" and "SR" (Sandheads-Calcutta to Rangoon) and "MR" . "JS " was apparently an arbitrary choice, and "SU" was "US " (Australia
to Middle East) in reverse .
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submarines were active both in the Bay of Bengal and south of the Mala y
barrier . Manoora listed seven ships as attacked between the 21st and 31st
January . Four ships, Nord, Chak Sang, Jalatarang and Jalapalaka, 2 were
sunk . The enemy did not have it all his own way, and on 17th January
submarine 1160, 3 first Japanese submarine to be sunk by a British war ship, was sunk off the western entrance to Sunda Strait by the destroyer
Jupiter . Jupiter was detached from the screen of the American transpor t
Mount Vernon (which had arrived at Singapore with reinforcements on
13th January in convoy "DM .1 " ) in response to a distress message from a
merchant ship, and sank the submarine after a two-hour asdic hunt followed by a surface duel with guns and torpedoes .
Vampire was next in the escort field . Back at Singapore on 10th December after the loss of Prince of Wales and Repulse, she covered a minelaying operation off Kuantan, and on 19th December, in company wit h
Dragon and Durban, left Singapore escorting S .S . Erinpura (5,143 tons )
with survivors from the two capital ships, towards Colombo . The three
escort vessels returned to Padang, Sumatra, on the 25th December, lef t
there three days later, and on the 29th met Hobart, escorting convoy
"BM .9A" to Singapore, and augmented the escort through Sunda Strait .
Vampire remained on escort duties in the ABDA Area until her final
departure therefrom early in February .
Hobart, returning to Australia from the Mediterranean, had taken ove r
the ocean escort of convoy "BM.9A " from H .M .S . Glasgow off Colombo
on 24th December . It was intended that she should turn over to Dragon ,
Durban, and Vampire off Sumatra, and herself continue on to Australia ;
but she was instructed to continue on to Singapore . The convoy entered
Sunda Strait at dawn on the 1st January 1942, and reached Singapore on
the 3rd, where Hobart had her first taste of Japanese air attack in a rai d
on the naval base . She gave a hand in escorting the next incoming convo y
("BM .9B") into Singapore, and on the 7th called at Tanjong Priok fo r
fuel and provisions on her way to Fremantle, where she arrived on the 11th.
On 10th January the first MS convoy-"MS .1"-sailed from Melbourne.
It carried motor transport and other equipment for Australian troops wh o
themselves travelled to Malaya in convoy "MS .2 " . In December the
Australian Government had offered to send a machine-gun battalion ; 40 0
tank troops ; and 1,800 reinforcements for the 8th Division, to Malaya .
This offer (with the exception of that of the armoured troops) was " grate fully accepted" by the British Government, and on 10th January convoy s
"MS .1" and "MS.2" sailed from Melbourne and Sydney respectively .
Convoy "MS .1" was of three ships for Singapore and four for th e
Netherlands East Indies ports . The escort to Fremantle was Kanimbla ,
which had been in Melbourne since her arrival there from Singapore o n
25th December. She left Melbourne at 1 p .m . on Saturday, 10th January .
2 0f 3,193, 2,358, 2,498 and 4,215 tons respectively .
6

1160,

Japanese submarine (1929), 1,635 tons, one 4 .7-in gun, eight 21-in torp tubes, 19 kts .
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It is considered to be worthy of remark (wrote her commanding officer, Captai n
Adams) that when Kanimbla sailed at 1300 on a Saturday in Melbourne, one hou r
after interrupted foreign service leave in one watch expired, only four ratings wer e
absent over leave out of a ship's company of over 300 officers and men .
At Fremantle, "MS .1" was enlarged by three more ships (and a coupl e
of days later by a fourth from Geraldton) and Hobart strengthened the
escort . The convoy arrived off the entrance to Sunda Strait on 28t h
January . There Tenedos and Stronghold joined the escort, and Kanimbla
detached and returned to Fremantle . The Singapore portion of the convo y
(now of five ships) reached there safely on the 1st February . 4 Kanimbla
arrived at Fremantle on the 3rd, and on the 14th reached Sydney, wher e
she underwent refit . She took no further part in the ABDA Area operations .
There was only one ship—Aquitania--in convoy " MS .2", escorted by
H .M .A .S . Canberra . Japan's entry into the war interrupted the series o f
" US "—A .I .F .—convoys to the Middle East and Malaya . "US .13" was th e
last "US" convoy to leave Australia in 1941, but transports were returning to Australia for inclusion in 1942 " US" convoys . Aquitania, whic h
had been one of "US .12B" to the Middle East, arrived back in Sydne y
on 28th November, and was there when the Far Eastern war broke out .
Queen Elizabeth, returning from the Middle East, where she had gone i n
"US .13" in November, reached Sydney on 15th December . It will be
recalled that at the end of December Aquitania formed part of convoy
"ZK .5", carrying reinforcements from Sydney to Port Moresby . She wa s
back in Sydney on 8th January, by which time arrangements had bee n
made for her to carry troops to Malaya . The original proposal, put
forward by the Naval Board, was that she should go to Singapore, bu t
Admiral Layton, concerned at putting her within striking distance of
Japanese aircraft, suggested the use of smaller ships . Aquitania was, however, the only suitable ship available in Australia . It was eventually
decided to use her, but to trans-ship her troops at Ratai Bay, Sunda Strait ,
into smaller vessels which the Dutch provided, thus keeping her outsid e
the range of Japanese aircraft . Escorted by Canberra, and carrying 3,456 ,
including 78 navy, 105 air force and 76 civilians, she left Sydney on 10t h
January and reached Ratai Bay on the 20th . There, under cover of a n
Allied naval force, her troops were trans-shipped to seven small vessels5
and carried on to Singapore (reached on 24th January) in convoy
"MS .2A" , escorted by Canberra ; Vampire ; H .M .S . Thanet ; H .M .I .S .
Jumna ; and the Dutch cruiser Java . Aquitania was back in Sydney on
31st January. Canberra, which had detached from "MS .2A" north of Banka
Strait on the 23rd, returned via Tanjong Priok to Fremantle, where sh e
& Ships in " MS .1 " were : for Singapore—City of Manchester (8,917 tons) ; Phrontis (6,181) ; Pan
Europe (9,468) ; Derrymore (4,799) ; Gorgon (3,533) . For NEI ports—Tjikarang (9,505) ;
Peisander (6,225) ; Enggano (5,412) ; Java (7,500) ; Tjikandi (7,970) ; and War Sirdar (5,542) .
s The naval covering force at Ratai Bay comprised the Australian ships Canberra and Vampire ;
the British Dragon and Express; the American Stewart, Barker and Isabel ; the Indian Jumna;
and the Dutch Van Nes and Soemba. Transports in convoy MS .2A were the Dutch KPM vessels
Both (2,601 tons) ; Reijnst (2,462) ; Van der Lijn (2,464) ; Sloet van de Beele (2,977) ; Van Swoll
(2,147) ; and Reael (2,561) ; and the British Taishan (3,174) .
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arrived on 29th January . It was undesirable to retain the big transport s
in an area where they could not be used to advantage, and on 7th Februar y
Queen Elizabeth sailed from Sydney for Canada via New Zealand, an d
reached Esquimault on the 24th of the month . A quitania departed Sydney
for Honolulu on 10th February .
Three more "MS " convoys sailed from Australia, but hurrying event s
dictated that only one should reach the ABDA Area . With the Japanes e
rapidly pushing down to the remaining oil ports in the Netherlands Eas t
Indies, endeavours were made to get as many oil cargoes out as possible ,
and on the 30th January convoy "MS .3 " , of seven tankers for Palemban g
and four cargo ships for Batavia, sailed from Fremantle escorted b y
Canberra. In the vicinity of Christmas Island, on 6th February, the convoy
met Dragon, Durban, and two destroyers escorting Warwick Castle (20,107
tons) from Singapore, and escorts changed over . Canberra returned to
Fremantle where she arrived on 10th February with Warwick Castle ,
while Dragon and her consorts escorted "MS .3 " through Sunda Strait,
north of which the convoy split into two sections each of which safel y
reached its destination . 6 From Fremantle Canberra proceeded to Sydney,
where she arrived on 17th February for refit, thus ending her activities i n
the ABDA Area .
Meanwhile aircraft reinforcements, of which the most urgent need wa s
fighters, were hurried to the ABDA Area . Some few aircraft were flow n
in December from Australia and the Middle East to Malaya ; but earl y
in that month the Japanese occupied the airfield at Victoria Point, southern
Burma (on the Kra Isthmus) and thus denied to the British the air
reinforcement route along the west coast of Malaya . The stages on the
alternative route, via Sabang off northern Sumatra, were too long fo r
fighters, which henceforward had to be sent by sea . Fifty-one Hurricanes
were carried from Durban in convoy "DM.1 " ; forty more were embarke d
at the western terminus of the air reinforcement route, Takoradi, i n
H .M .S . Athene (4,681 tons), which reached Batavia via the Cape o n
6th February ; and another forty-eight were embarked, with their pilots ,
in H .M .S . Indomitable at Port Sudan for transportation to ABDA . Indomitable was escorted by the three Australian destroyers of the 7t h
Flotilla—Napier, Nizam, and Nestor. In December the aircraft carrier was
en route to the Indian Ocean, and reached Durban (whence she was
ordered to Port Sudan) on the 31st . The three destroyers left Alexandria
on 3rd January, on the 9th met Indomitable off Guardafui and, on th e
14th, the four ships reached Port Sudan whence they sailed, with th e
aircraft embarked in Indomitable, next day . On the 21st they reache d
Addu Atoll ;' four days later, in the vicinity of Cocos Island, the destroyers
Ships in "MS .3" were : tankers for Palembang—Marpessa (7,408 tons) ; Erling BrSvig (9,970) ;
(9,916) ; Manvantara (8,237) ; Merula (8,228) ; Elsa (5,381) ; and Herborg (7,892) .
Cargo vessels for Tanjong Priok—Marella (7,475) ; Mangola (3,352) ; Antilochus (9,082) ; and
Charon (3,703) .
7 Addu Atoll, a ring of coral islands surrounding a deepwater lagoon at the southern end of the
Maldive Islands, supplied a secret and secluded fleet anchorage in the Indian Ocean as an alternative to Colombo, from which it lay south-west some 600 miles. With tankers, store ships,
hospital ships, an airfield and flying-boat base, it had considerable value in Indian Ocean strateg y
in the period of British weakness there.
9
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fuelled from the carrier . On 27th and 28th January, from a position south
of Java, Indomitable flew off the aircraft . The force reached Trincomale e
on 2nd February .
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Reinforcement of ABD A

Meanwhile the possibility of withdrawal of British forces from Singapor e
in favour of the reinforcement of Burma had been considered by th e
British Government . It will be recalled that the general strategic polic y
as given in the directive to General Wavell as Abdacom included : "to hol d
Malaya Barrier defined as the line Malaya Peninsula, Sumatra, Java ,
North Australia as the basic defensive position of the ABDA Area", an d
"to hold Burma and Australia as essential support positions for the area
and Burma as essential to the support of China and to the defence o f
India" . But at this stage the Japanese had secured much of the Malay a
Peninsula, while the rest of it, with Sumatra and Burma, faced dire
threats . As with Malaya, the threat to Burma had developed with unexpected speed . From 5th January Rangoon was under air attack, an d
on the 16th January the invasion of Lower Burma from Siam began wit h
an attack on Tavoy, which the Japanese entered on the 19th . On the
22nd the General Officer Commanding, Burma, reported that he coul d
not guarantee the safety of the country with the forces available . This
gloomy picture coincided with one of Malaya and Singapore in whic h
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Wavell hinted at the possibility of the loss of Malaya, and told Churchill :
"I doubt whether island [Singapore] can be held for long once Johore i s
lost. " Reinforcements, including part of the 18th British Division (par t
had already landed) and an Indian brigade, were in the Indian Ocean o n
the way to Singapore, but it was beyond British resources to reinforc e
both threatened areas ; and it was on this day, the 22nd January, tha t
Sir Earle Page, who was in London as Special Representative of th e
Australian Government, cabled to that Government that the Britis h
Defence Committee had been considering the abandonment of Malaya an d
Singapore, and concentration on the defence of Burma and keeping ope n
the Burma Road to China .
For nearly twenty years, as a result of acceptance of British views an d
assurances regarding the vital role of Singapore in a Far Eastern War ,
the naval base there and the fleet to be based thereon had been th e
keystone of Australian defence plans . And when, from time to time, as
a result of disquieting suggestions, Australian doubts had been expresse d
as to the security of Singapore, these had been soothed by British reassurance both as to Singapore ' s ability to resist attack, and British abilit y
to send there a fleet capable of securing control of the adjacent seas .
It was on the acceptance of these assurances and reassurances that Australia had a division of troops in Malaya . An immediate and strong pro test by the Australian Government against any proposed withdrawal wa s
therefore not unnatural, and this was sent by Mr Curtin to Mr Churchil l
on 23rd January, and was concurred in by the Australian Chiefs of Staff .
Australian views on the question had not been sought . In London Si r
Earle Page had not been consulted, but "by some means or other "8 had
been shown a copy of a minute on the subject sent by Churchill to th e
British Chiefs of Staff . Subsequently Mr Churchill wrote : "It is not true
to say that Mr Curtin 's message decided the issue " ; but that there wa s
"a hardening of opinion against the abandonment of this renowned ke y
point in the Far East" . As in Greece, and as was to happen again in th e
Netherlands East Indies, considerations other than military influenced the
decision . But Mr Churchill was beyond question right when he said :
"There is no doubt what a purely military decision should have been . "
As it was, the convoys carrying the reinforcements were not diverted t o
Rangoon (as had been envisaged as a possibility by Mr Churchill) bu t
continued on to Singapore, where the last, "BM .12", arrived on 5th
February .
This convoy, "BM .12 " , brought another Australian ship well into th e
ABDA picture . She was H .M .A .S . Yarra, which spent much of Januar y
and February escorting in the area and its approaches . She sailed from
Alexandria on 16th December 1941, was at Colombo on the 30th, an d
on 11th January reached Tanjong Priok . On the 15th she was allotted to
the Far Eastern Squadron (shortly to become China Force) and at onc e
entered on escort work . On 3rd February Convoy "BM .12" : Devonshire
8 Churchill,

The Second World War, Vol . IV (1951), p. 50 .
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(11,100 tons) ; Empress of Asia (16,909) ; Felix Roussel (17,083) ; City
of Canterbury (8,331) ; and Plancius (5,955) for Singapore; and Convoy
" DM .2 " : Warwick Castle ; City of Pretoria (8,049) ; Malancha (8,124) ;
and Dunera for Batavia ; all ships loaded with troops and military equipment, were negotiating Sunda Strait escorted by Exeter ; Danae ; Sutlej;9
Jupiter ; Java; Vampire and Yarra . The convoys parted for their respective
destinations after clearing Sunda Strait . During the forenoon of the 4th
the Singapore portion, escorted by Danae, Sutlej and Yarra, was bombe d
in Banka Strait, but suffered only minor damage from near-misses . "This
attack, " wrote Harrington, Yarra' s commanding officer, "was not in my
opinion pressed home with determination equal to that shown by Germa n
or even Italian aircraft, and bombs were jettisoned clear of any target . "
Next day, however, the Japanese were more successful .
On 5th February only two of the corvettes of the 21st Minesweeping
Group, Bendigo and Wollongong, were at Singapore . The rest had left
for operations in Java and southern Sumatra . Bendigo had been for six
days at anchor in Singapore Roads . It was a trying time in which "the inactivity on board coupled with the monotonous regularity of enem y
bombers had a most depressing effect on morale . From 1st to 6th Februar y
there were 25 alerts, and the enemy were over two or three times daily ."1
Hitherto, since Japan entered the war, no convoy had entered Singapore
during daylight hours ; but "BM .12", in two groups, arrived in the fore noon of 5th February . Sutlej, with the leading group, Devonshire an d
Plancius, was at the eastern end of Selat Sinki when, looking westwards
at 11 .15 a .m ., a large column of smoke was seen behind the western en d
of Pulau Bukum (the southern side of the eastern entrance to Selat Sinki) .
A few minutes later anti-aircraft smoke bursts were seen south of Sulta n
Shoal lighthouse on the northern edge of Selat Sink i' s western entrance, and
Empress of Asia came into sight closing Sultan Shoal .
She was (Sutlej recorded) on fire from bridge to mainmast and steaming at slo w
speed, sheering first to port and then to starboard . . . and Yarra was sighted in the
direction of Sultan Shoal engaging enemy aircraft . . . . At 11 .35 City of Canterbury
was sighted . Both she and Felix Roussel were being attacked by enemy dive bombers .
. I am of the opinion that Felix Roussel and City of Canterbury were only save d
from the fate of Empress of Asia by the skilful handling and determined defenc e
of their ships coupled with the effective gun fire of HMAS Yarra . It is possible that
the fire of HMIS Sutlej did have a deterrent effect on the enemy dive bombers whic h
were attacking these ships. 2
The three transports of the second group, escorted by Yarra and Danae ,
were turning in to the western end of Selat Sinki when Japanese aircraf t
struck in a series of dive-bombing and machine-gunning attacks . Felix
Roussel and Empress of Asia were both hit and set on fire . The firstnamed extinguished her fire promptly, but Empress of Asia was soon blazing fiercely amidships, and anchored off Sultan Shoal with her peopl e
crowded at either end of the ship . Yarra, only superficially damaged though
~HMIS Sutlef, sloop (1941), 1,300 tons, six 4-in guns, 18 kts .
Bendigo "Letter of Proceedings" .
Report of HMIS Sutlef .
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dive-bombed and machine-gunned, shot down one aircraft for certain wit h
two probables ; and while the attack was still in progress, Harrington lai d
her bow alongside Empress of Asia's stern (being determined to keep his
propellers clear) and, lowering floats and boats and rafts, did a fine
rescue job . In all, Yarra lifted 1,804 from the doomed transport, embarking 1,334 directly from the liner, and picking up 470 in boats and floats .
Not until no one remained in the after part of Empress of Asia (which
was completely isolated from the fore part by the midships fire) di d
Harrington cast off, and by then, though as many as possible of those
rescued had been sent below and all stores, cabins, and lower deck compartments were filled to capacity, "I was becoming a little dubious of th e
stability of H .M .A .S . Yarra, and on getting clear gave orders for all hands
to sit " . Meanwhile Bendigo and Wollongong also took a hand . Bendig o
rescued seventy-eight, while Wollongong "went alongside Empress of Asia
and took off the last survivors, the Master and Chief Engineer, fro m
the bow" . 3
Harrington, while observing in his report that "my officers and me n
performed their various tasks with that coordination and cooperation whic h
they are accustomed to show in unforeseen circumstances", singled ou t
Acting Leading Seaman Taylor, 4 who, "the captain of No . 2 gun, deserves
commendation in that, on this occasion, as on many others, he controlle d
his gun with judgment and determination . This rating's keenness and
courage are a good example to all those in his vicinity . "
Convoy "BM .12" was the last into Singapore . During the night of th e
30th-31st January the British withdrew from Malaya on to Singapor e
Island in the face of the advancing Japanese, and breached the causeway .
By that date the line of Japanese advance ran from the southern tip
of Malaya across to Borneo where the enemy had reached as far sout h
as Balikpapan on the east coast ; thence to Kendari at the south-eas t
corner of Celebes ; across the Banda Sea to Ambon ; whence it arched eastwards, embracing the islands of the Bismarck Archipelago, to a ne w
anchorage at Rabaul . In the race between the arrival of reinforcement s
and the Japanese advance, the enemy was forging ahead .
IV
The initial Japanese assault on Borneo was by Vice-Admiral Ozawa' s
western naval force from Camranh Bay in mid-December 1941 . Early in
January Vice-Admiral Takahashi ' s eastern force, having completed nava l
operations in the Philippines, moved against the Netherlands East Indie s
in simultaneous operations through the Macassar Strait and Molucca Sea ,
for which purpose ships and aircraft assigned to the Third Fleet were
divided into a western and eastern invasion force, supported respectively
by the 23rd and 21st Air Flotillas which moved into position during th e
first week in January, the first-named at Jolo, and the second at Davao .
8 Report of HMIS

Sutlef.
Ldg-Seaman R . Taylor, 20863, RAN. HMAS Yarra 1939-41 . B . Carlton, Vic, 29 Apr 1918 . Lost
in sinking of Yarra, 4 Mar 1942 .
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Surface forces assembled in Davao Bay where, on 4th January, the heav y
cruiser Myoko was damaged in an Allied air attack and had to go t o
Sasebo for repairs . Distant cover for the entire operation was provide d
by Vice-Admiral Kondo's main force of Atago, Takao, Kongo and destroyers under his direct command, and the East Support Unit, Haruna, Maya ,
and destroyers, which two groups operated east of Palau and east of
Mindanao respectively ; and overall support was given by Rear-Admira l
Takagi in Nachi, with Haguro, Myoko, 5 and two destroyers operating nort h
of Menado . In conjunction with these operations the submarines of the
28th, 29th and 30th Divisions were deployed in northern Australian waters
on reconnaissance, to attack lines of communication, and to mine Dunda s
and Torres Straits .
The first surface group to move was that of the western invasion forc e
for Tarakan in Borneo . Of sixteen transports carrying the 56th Regimental
Group and the 2nd Kure Special Naval Landing Force, it left Davao o n
7th January . Naval escort was by Rear-Admiral Nishimura in Naka wit h
eleven destroyers, and small vessels ; with the seaplane tenders Sanyo Maru
and Sanuki Maru to provide anti-submarine defence . Air cover was give n
by the 23rd Air Flotilla . Rear-Admiral Hirose ' s 2nd Base Force cooperate d
at the landings, screening the landing forces and clearing the approaches .
The convoy suffered only one attack en route—by three American heav y
bombers—and sustained no damage . On the evening of 10th January th e
convoy anchored some ten miles east of Tarakan Island, the heavy smok e
from which indicated that the Dutch defenders had fired the oil fields .
Landing craft set off about midnight, and by dawn on the 11th landing s
had been made on the north and south coasts . The next morning the overwhelmed, small Dutch garrison surrendered . On the 16th aircraft of the
23rd Air Flotilla were able to use the airfield, and by 25th January the
flotilla's headquarters were established on the island .
Simultaneously the eastern invasion force launched an assault o n
Menado, on the northern tip of Celebes . It included, for the first time
by the Japanese, an attack by naval paratroops . The surface force of si x
transports carrying the Sasebo Combined Special Naval Landing Forc e
left Davao on 9th January escorted by Rear-Admiral Tanaka in Jintsu
with ten destroyers, and smaller vessels ; and with Chitose and Mizuh o
of Rear-Admiral Fujita's 11th Seaplane Tender Division to provide antisubmarine defence . These two ships left Davao with the convoy and wen t
to Bangka Island harbour (one of the Sangi Islands, just to the north o f
Menado) on the 11th . The 21st Air Flotilla gave air cover . Nagara, an d
other units of Rear-Admiral Kubo's 1st Base Force cooperated in the
actual landing operations . The convoy was sighted by an American Catalina flying-boat in the afternoon of the 10th when about 180 miles nort h
of Menado, 6 and Allied aircraft from Ambon and Bum attacked it afte r
6 Japanese accounts, though including Myoko in Takagi's force at this time as part of the 5th
Cruiser Squadron, also state that she had to go to Sasebo for repairs after being damage d
on 4 Jan .
6 The Catalina 's report gave the convoy as consisting of "one heavy cruiser, eight light cruisers ,
15 destroyers, 12 transports, and three submarines" .
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it anchored, but without success . Before dawn on the 11th, landings wer e
made successfully at the Menado beaches, and also at those at Kema o n
the opposite side of the peninsula . Meanwhile, early in the morning of th e
11th, 334 men of the First Paratroop Force of 1st Yokosuka Specia l
Landing Force left Davao in twenty-eight transport aircraft and began
dropping on Langoan airfield, just south of Menado, shortly before 1 0
a .m . As an essay in this form of warfare the operation left much to b e
desired from the Japanese viewpoint . The aircraft were too high whe n
the drops were made, and a strong wind scattered the parachutists an d
separated them from their equipment . However the attack caused confusion
among the defenders, and the Japanese secured the airfield before noon .
Next day another 185 paratroops landed on Langoan airfield, occupie d
the town of Langoan, and linked up with the seaborne invaders durin g
the afternoon of the 12th, by which day the whole of the Menado are a
was occupied . The Japanese thus gained control of the northern approaches
to the Strait of Macassar and the Molucca Passage, and extended thei r
own aircraft range southward while preventing air reinforcement of th e
Philippines with other than long-range bombers . By 24th January Langoa n
airfield was fully operative, and occupied by the 21st Air Flotilla, an d
the Japanese had "succeeded in driving a wedge deep into the eastern par t
of the Dutch East Indies " . 7
That the Japanese progress was able to proceed so smoothly was in par t
due to the failure of the Allies to implement the policy decided upon at
the Singapore conference in February 1941, and confirmed at subsequen t
conferences, including that in December 1941, that naval and air force s
should be used to forestall the establishment of enemy naval and air base s
within striking distance of vital points . 8 At this stage there was still n o
central Allied naval command . Emphasis in the use of naval forces continued to be on escort of convoy, contrary to the general agreement at th e
December conference that the strongest possible striking forces should b e
maintained—of British and Dutch in the west, and of Task Force 5 an d
local Dutch forces in the Celebes Sea and Macassar Strait area . At th e
time of the Tarakan and Menado invasions the British and Dutch surfac e
forces were mainly employed in the escort of Singapore convoys ; an d
Task Force 5 was in northern Australian waters . Houston, with Alden ,
Edsall and Whipple, was in Darwin ; and on 9th January the two other
cruisers of the Task Force, Boise (flag of Rear-Admiral Glassford) an d
Marblehead, with the five destroyers Stewart, Bulmer, Pope, Parrott, and
Barker, left Darwin escorting the transport Bloemfontein (10,081 tons )
to Surabaya .
7 Japanese document, ATIS translation "AL .1096 " , 1948, "Invasion of the Dutch East Indies " .
8 In an "Appreciation on Japanese Strategy" issued on 8 Feb 1942, the Director of COIC remarked :
"The Japanese advance has been maintained and their success in all these operations has bee n
due in the main to numerical superiority but their careful and successfully planned operations
have never been seriously interrupted . Their advanced positions now extend in a semicircle from
Thailand to New Britain behind which is a network of major, secondary and advanced operational bases—military, naval, and air . In the case of aerial operations this extensive network
permits of a rapid transfer of aircraft from one sphere of activity to another . Further, they
have achieved a position which is the inner arc of a circle of attack, while our weaker defendin g
forces now hold only the longer and more difficult system of aerial communications . "
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On hearing of the Japanese assaults, however, Admiral Hart (who ha d
taken responsibility for the flank east of Bali, while the British were respon sible for the western flank and the Dutch for the centre) planned a strik e
by Task Force 5 on the Japanese convoy at Kema, and on 12th January
Houston, Alden, Edsall and Whipple sailed from Darwin to rendezvou s
with Glassford in the Banda Sea . But on the 17th, when it was learne d
that the Japanese ships were no longer at Kema, the operation was can celled . Glassford in Boise, with Marblehead, and the destroyers John D .
Ford, Pope, Parrott and Paul Jones, retired to Koepang Bay, Timor, to
refuel . Houston, with Edsall, Whipple and John D . Edwards, went to
Thursday Island to escort an American ship to Darwin . On the wa y
Houston reported two Japanese submarines in a position approximatel y
180 miles north-west of Darwin, and left Edsall searching there . She ha d
no success then, but three days later, in company with Alden she wa s
escorting the oiler Trinity (5,375 tons) to Darwin when, at 6.30 a .m . o n
20th January, about 60 miles west of Darwin, a Japanese submarine was
sighted and attacked .
On receipt of the enemy report in Darwin, the N .O .I .C ., Captai n
Thomas, 9 ordered the corvettes Deloraine, Katoomba and Lithgow,' to
help in the attack. Deloraine (Lieut-Commander Menlove 2 ) which ha d
commissioned in Sydney on 23rd November 1941, arrived at Darwin o n
7th January 1942 and joined the 24th Minesweeping Flotilla there .
Katoomba (Commander Cousin3 ) which had commissioned in December
1941, and Lithgow (Commander Knight 4 ) in service since the previou s
June, reached Darwin on 19th January escorting a convoy from Thursda y
Island . Deloraine was sweeping the Darwin searched channel on th e
morning of the 20th when, at 11 .55, she received orders to join in th e
submarine hunt . At 1 .35 p .m ., as she was nearing the submarine ' s reported
position, she was attacked by a submerged submarine whose torpedo sh e
evaded . Having secured a good asdic contact, Deloraine carried out a serie s
of depth charge attacks (resulting in the appearance of large oil an d
air bubbles) until 3 p .m ., when her outfit of twenty depth charges wa s
expended. At 4 .20 p .m . Lithgow joined her, and at 6 p .m . Katoomba,
who took over as senior officer and shortly sent Deloraine in towards Darwin to get more depth charges from the anti-submarine patrol vesse l
Vigilant. 5 At 3 .5 a .m. on the 21st January, when rejoining the othe r
e Capt E. P . Thomas, OBE ; RN. Served RAN 1931-33 and 1939-48 : NOIC Darwin 1939-42,
Brisbane 1942-48 . Of Hamilton, Qld ; b . England, 9 May 1890.
1 HMAS's Deloraine, Katoomba and Lithgow, corvettes (1941), 733 tons, one 4-in gun, 16 kts.
2 Lt-Cdr D. A. Menlove, DSO, RD ; RANR(S) . HMAS Adelaide 1939-41 ; comd HMAS's Delorain e
1941-42, Kapunda 1942 ; HMAS's Kanimbla and Westralia 1943 ; comd HMAS's Latrobe 1944,
Manoora 1944, Platypus 1944-45 . Of Murrumburrah, NSW ; b . Temora, NSW, 24 Aug 1906 .
6 Capt A. P. Cousin, DSO, RD ; RANR(S) . (HMS Agincourt 1918.) HMAS Warrego 1939-40;
comd HMAS's Katoomba 1941-43, Manoora and SNO Aust Landing Ships, SWPA, 1944-47 .
Of Toowoomba, Q1d; b . Clifton, Qld, 29 Mar 1900.
Capt A . V. Knight, OBE, DSC, RD ; RANR(S) . Comd HMAS ' s Lithgow 1941-42, Westrali a
1943; Sea Transport Officer, Sydney, 1944-47 . Of Manly, NSW ; b . Dover, Eng, 20 Feb 1897 .
6 HMAS Vigilant (1938), 106 tons, one 3-pdr gun, 14 kts ; renamed Sleuth in Apr 1944 and Haw k
in Mar 1945.

15-25 Ian

SUBMARINE SUNK

53 3

two ships with another fifteen depth charges, Deloraine got a firm submarine contact and at once attacked . Katoomba joined her at 3 .56 a .m. ,
and from then on until her remaining depth charges were all used ,
Deloraine carried out a series of attacks under Katoomba's d irection . At
the time it was reported by A .C .H. Darwin, that there was good reaso n
to believe that three submarines had been destroyed—two by Deloraine
and one by Katoomba ; but only one, 1 124, was subsequently located ,
sunk in twenty-seven fathoms, in 12 degrees 24 minutes south, 129 degree s
49 minutes east . 1 124, first unit of the Japanese Navy to fall victim to th e
R .A .N., was one of four of her class specially equipped for minelaying ,
and was also fitted with petrol tanks on the upper deck for refuellin g
aircraft . She had a displacement of 1,163 tons and a surface speed o f
141 knots . The peculiar construction of her class made them difficul t
boats to handle, very cranky, and hard to manoeuvre submerged . In the
final assessment s credit for her destruction was given to U .S .S . Edsall
and the three Australian ships .
V
On 21st January, the day after the destruction of 1 124, the Japanese
made their second move against the Netherlands East Indies, when the
Tarakan and Menado invasion forces continued their advance in simultaneous operations against Balikpapan in Borneo and Kendari in Celebes .
The eastern flank of this advance was covered by strong air support .
The 21st Air Flotilla, from Menado, carried out reconnaissance over western New Guinea, and strikes on the Kendari and Ambon areas . Additiona l
air support was given by aircraft of the 2nd Carrier Division, Soryu and
Hiryu, which had spent a short period in the Japanese home islands afte r
the attack on Pearl Harbour, and arrived in waters east of Halmahera o n
23rd January . Ambon suffered a heavy air raid on 15th January, whe n
twenty-six bombers escorted by twelve fighters raided Laha airfield . Five
Allied aircraft and a petrol dump were destroyed, and the runway dam aged . There were more raids on Ambon—and resulting damage and losse s
—on the 24th and 25th January.
The Balikpapan invasion force of practically the same formation as tha t
which took Tarakan, sailed from that island on 21st January—sixtee n
transports carrying the 56th Regimental Group escorted by Nishimura
in Naka with his destroyers . Air cover, as in the former instance, was t o
have been given by the 23rd Air Flotilla, but bad weather made this impracticable . The invasion force was sighted by Allied reconnaissance air craft on 21st January (a report described it as of fifteen warships an d
thirty-eight transports) ; and, as at Tarakan, columns of smoke from Balikpapan soon indicated that demolition of the oilfields was in progress .
Meanwhile Allied counter action was taken .
°German, Italian and Japanese U-Boat Casualties during the war. (Comd 6843, June 1946), p . 31 .
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Air strikes on the convoy were ordered . Eight submarines—six America n
from Surabaya, Pickerel, Porpoise, Saury, Spearfish, Sturgeon and S 40 ; 7
and two Dutch, K 188 and K 14—were sent to Macassar Strait ; and o n
20th January Task Force 5 (then consisting, as a striking force, of Bois e
(flag), Marblehead, and destroyers John D . Ford, Pope, Parrott and Pau l
Jones) 9 which was refuelling at Koepang Bay, was ordered to make a
night attack on the convoy . Rear-Admiral Glassford took his ships to
sea forthwith, and set course for the Strait of Macassar via Sape Strai t
between the islands of Sumbawa and Flores . Passing through Sape Strai t
Boise struck an underwater obstruction and holed her bottom . Glassfor d
sent her to Tjilatjap for inspection, shifted his flag to Marblehead (whic h
could only steam at 15 knots owing to engine trouble) and sent th e
four destroyers on ahead to attack, after arranging a post-attack rendezvous position ninety miles south of Balikpapan, where Marblehead coul d
cover the destroyers ' withdrawal . (Boise thus completed her service i n
the ABDA Area, and from Tjilatjap went on to India for repairs . )
The destroyers pushed on through Sape Strait, and steered north to skir t
the west coast of Celebes until, at 7 .30 p .m . on 23rd January, they
altered course in the darkness to head north-west across Macassar Strai t
to Balikpapan, where the Japanese convoy was arriving from the north wards . It was while both forces were approaching Balikpapan that th e
first attack was made on the convoy—by Dutch Glenn Martin bombers —
and the transport Nana Maru (6,764 tons) was sunk .' Two of the origina l
sixteen transports to leave Tarakan landed their troops on the coast twent y
miles south of the main landings . The remaining thirteen anchored off
Balikpapan at midnight on the 23rd, silhouetted from seaward against th e
flare and glow from the burning oilfields on shore. About half an hou r
later the Dutch submarine K 18 torpedoed and sank a second transport ,
Tsuruga Maru (6,988 tons) . This attack, the only success by the Allie d
submarines on this occasion, was apparently that which induced Nishimur a
to take Naka and the destroyers to seaward to carry out anti-submarin e
patrols . In any case his doing so left the way clear for the four America n
destroyers making up at 27 knots from the south-east . Evading a challenging patrol, they arrived at the anchorage and first sighted their quarr y
at 2 .46 a .m . on the 24th . Transports were their targets, and torpedoe s
the primary weapons, and for an hour and a quarter (until John D . Ford,
the Senior Officer and last to leave, headed south from the scene at 4
a .m .) the four ships sped around and through the two lines of anchore d
7 Pickerel, US submarine (1937), 1,330 tons, one 4-in gun, six 21-in torp tubes ; sunk in Jap
home waters May 1943 .
Porpoise, US submarine (1936), 1,310 tons, one 4-in gun, six 21-in torp tubes, 20 kts .
Saury and Spearfish, US submarines (1939), 1,475 tons, one 4-in gun, eight 21-in torp tubes ,
20 kts .
Sturgeon, US submarine (1938), 1,445 tons, one 4-in gun, eight 21-in torp tubes, 17 kts .
S 40, US submarine (1923), 800 tons, one 3-in gun, four 21-in torp tubes, 14 .5 kts.
s K 18, Dutch submarine (1933), 782 tons, one 3 .5-in gun, eight 21-in torp tubes, 17 kts ; lost
Jan-Mar 1942 .
6 Houston, Edsall and Edwards were escorting in the Darwin area, and the rest of Task Force 5
was refitting or escorting .
l According to the Dutch Historical Section the transport Jukka Maru . (5,706 tons) was probably
also sunk in this attack, and Tatsukami Maru (7,064 tons) damaged
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transports attacking with torpedoes and, when these were expended, gun
fire . Considering the targets and the opportunities, the results were disappointing. Unfortunately the attack was carried out at too high a spee d
for the close range ; while possibly the shallowness of the water also contributed towards making the proportion of torpedo "misses" unduly high .
Of a possible twelve transports, the destroyers, for the expenditure of forty eight torpedoes, sank three—Sumanoura Maru (3,519 tons) ; Tatsukami
Maru (7,064) ; and Kuretake Maru (5,175) ; together with the small patrol
boat No . 37 (750 tons) . Possibly two other transports Asahisan Mar u
(4,550 tons) and Kamogawa Maru (6,440), were damaged . Nishimura 's
destroyers failed to make contact with the American ships, which withdre w
successfully and, soon after 8 a.m ., rejoined Marblehead and retired t o
Surabaya . This encounter off Balikpapan was the first American surfac e
action in the Pacific war ; "indeed, the first undertaken by the United State s
Navy since 1898" . 2 It failed, however, to even check the Japanese progress in Borneo . Landings at Balikpapan began at dawn on 24th January .
No opposition was encountered on shore, and on the 28th of the month
the 23rd Air Flotilla was established on the airfields there .
This Balikpapan encounter emphasised the faultiness, at this stage, o f
American torpedoes which, in common with the British, were much inferio r
to the Japanese, with the American more markedly so . The U .S . Naval
Historian remarks of this action that th e
reasons for the numerous misses of torpedoes can only be guessed. Probably a large
proportion of them were duds, for that was so in other actions at this stage of th e
war .
And comparing Japanese and American practice and achievement, h e
remarks :
Torpedo development was an outstanding technical achievement of the Japanes e
Navy . As a result of research between 1928 and 1933, first an oxygen-enriched an d
then a completely oxygen-fuelled torpedo was invented . Post-war studies by our
experts found that the Japanese Type 95 Model 2 torpedo (24-inch) had a spee d
of 49 .2 knots with a range of 5,760 yards, and carried a 1,210-pound explosiv e
charge. And they credited the Japanese claim that their Type 93 Model 1 torpedo
could do 49 knots with a range of 22,000 yards . (The best destroyer and submarin e
torpedoes that the United States had at the beginning of the war were 21 inche s
in diameter, capable of 46 knots for 4,500 yards .) Moreover, the Japanese Nav y
expended torpedoes lavishly in practice and at manoeuvres, thus improving the m
constantly; while the United States Navy for reasons of economy had to be conten t
with dummy runs, and never found out what was the matter with its torpedoes
until the war had been going on many months . 3
An Australian naval officer who was a torpedo specialist also blamed
3 S . E . Morison, History of United States Naval Operations in World War II, Vol . III (1948) ,
The Rising Sun in the Pacific, p. 291 . Morison says (p. 290) that Tsuruga Maru was possibl y
sunk by gunfire from Ford about 4 a .m . Helfrich in his "Notes" says the Japanese ship wa s
sunk by Dutch submarine K 18. A Japanese report ("Invasion of the Dutch East Indies" ATIS
translation AL.1096) says that at "a little past 0030 on 24 January a vessel (apparently torped o
boat) sighted SW of anchorage. Soon after an explosion and one vessel of convoy struck . " This
vessel sank . According to the Japanese report the American destroyers did not attack until nearl y
four hours after this incident . But the Joint Assessment Committee gave credit for the sinking o f
Tsuruga Maru to the destroyers .
3 Morison, p. 23 .
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"economy" as a reason for the shortcomings of British torpedoes . In a
letter to the author he wrote :
The torpedo man in between the two wars was very much the least of th e
technical boys in the British navies . He was vastly overworked with all the ne w
techniques quite apart from torpedoes . Because the torpedo was decried, nava l
funds were handed to it in a most parsimonious manner. The brilliant technical an d
inventive brains of such people as Carslake4 could not be given free rein . It would
be quite clear to any junior engineer that the whole design of our torpedoes wa s
wrong and that all we were attempting to do was to try and get some good workin g
out of a bad basic design . To have scrapped all torpedo making machinery an d
started again would, of course, have cost millions . . . . Not only were the America n
torpedoes childish toys but our own torpedoes were inferior, and considerabl y
so, not only to the German but horribly so to the Japanese—they just got by .
Simultaneously with the landing at Balikpapan occurred that at Kendari in Celebes . The operation was carried out by the Sasebo marine s
who had earlier taken Menado . This force left Bangka roadstead in si x
transports on 21st January, escorted by Nagara and other ships of Kubo' s
1st Base Force, and the eight destroyers of the 15th and 16th Divisions.
Air and anti-submarine protection was again supplied by Chitose an d
Mizuho. The convoy passed south through Peleng Strait, hugging th e
eastern coast of Celebes, and arrived off Kendari at 2 a .m . on 24th
January . Landings were effected at dawn in the face of weak resistanc e
on shore, and the airfield—considered by the Japanese to be the bes t
in the Netherlands East Indies—was occupied the same day . The 11t h
Seaplane Tender Division—Chitose and Mizuho—provided continuous ai r
protection until the 21st Air Flotilla, after 25th January, established itself
at Kendari . The Japanese were now in a position to mount land-based ai r
attacks on the Allied air reinforcement route from Australia to Singapore ;
and on the naval base at Surabaya . These were not long in coming.
VI
While these Japanese advances had been made in the central section
of ABDA, enemy preparations were in train for assaults on either flank ;
and, the day before the occupation of Balikpapan and Kendari, powerfu l
Japanese forces from Guam and Truk swept down on the islands of th e
Bismarck Archipelago, and assaulted and occupied Rabaul on New Britai n
and Kavieng on New Ireland, as a preliminary to the subjugation of th e
Archipelago and an attack on New Guinea . Naval command of the operation was vested in Vice-Admiral Inouye, of the Fourth Fleet ; and plans
called for the invasion of Rabaul by an army force supplemented by tw o
small naval landing detachments of the Maizuru Special Naval Head quarters, and for a naval attack on Kavieng.
The invasion forces assembled in the Marianas and the Carolines between 5th and 13th January, those for Rabaul at Guam, those for
Kavieng at Truk . 5 Surface support was given by Rear-Admiral Goto' s
'Capt J . F. B . Carslake, RN. Head of Torpedo and Mining Development, Admiralty, from 1931 .
' A RAAF Hudson aircraft from Kavieng carried out photo reconnaissance of Truk on 9 Jan .
It was over the target for 25 minutes, and reported 24 ships, including cruisers, destroyers, an d
transports .
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6th Cruiser Squadron—Aoba, Kinugasa, Kako, Furutaka ; air cover was
provided by the 24th Carrier Division, Rear-Admiral (Hideji) Goto i n
Hijirigawa Maru, with fourteen flying-boats, eighteen long-range bomber s
and nine carrier fighter aircraft ; and submarines of the 7th Submarin e
Squadron, Rear-Admiral Onishi in Jingei,s were deployed south of S t
George ' s Channel (between New Ireland and New Britain) where the y
arrived on 21st January "for observation and ambush" duties . In addition, a strong task force under Vice-Admiral Nagumo, comprising the
Fifth Carrier Division, Shokaku and Zuikaku ; the First Division of the
Third Battle Squadron, Hiyei and Kirishima ; the Eighth Cruiser Squadron ,
Tone and Chikuma ; with Abukuma and destroyers of the First Destroyer
Squadron ; left Truk on 17th January to attack the air bases and crush
the air power of the Allies, and support the invading forces .
Against these combined forces no more than a token defence of th e
Archipelago could be offered. Air defence was practically non-existent,
and naval defence completely so, so that there was no opposition t o
enemy control of the approaches and surrounding seas . The Japanese
target was the key to Australia's back door, a fact which had been in th e
mind of Mr Hughes nearly twenty-three years earlier when, as Prim e
Minister in September 1919, he had reminded the House of Representatives "how utterly the safety of Australia depended upon the possession
of these islands . . . and that those who hold it [New Guinea] hold us" .
New Britain and New Ireland, the immediate objective of the Japanes e
in January 1942, are a continuation to the eastward in sea-girt islan d
peaks and ridges of that lofty mountain range which forms the backbon e
of New Guinea . The peaks and ridges continue to rise from the sea
beyond New Britain and New Ireland to the south-east to form th e
Solomon Islands . Stretching a little over 2,000 miles from the westernmos t
point of New Guinea just east of the 130th meridian to the island o f
San Cristobal in 162 degrees East, the chain of islands is to Australi a
a defensive barrier against attack from the north, or a nearby enem y
springboard, according to who holds it . At its closest only some sixt y
miles distant across the shallow, reef-strewn Torres Strait from Cape York ,
the northernmost point of the Australian mainland, the chain is in parts
up to 1,000 miles from the Australian coast . On its northern side i t
is approximately a mean 600 miles from the parallel chain of th e
Caroline Islands, in 1942 held by the Japanese, and including advanc e
naval and air bases in islands such as Truk and the more northerly Guam .
Largest island in the Bismarck chain (and third to Australia in point o f
size among the islands of the world) is New Guinea, over 1,000 mile s
long from west to east and up to more than 400 miles wide from nort h
to south . The backbone mountain range rises to 15,000 feet . The western
half of the island, up to the 141st meridian, was Dutch ; the eastern half
was divided, the south-eastern portion, Papua, and the adjacent Trobriand ,
Woodlark, D'Entrecasteaux and Louisiade Islands being Australian terri 6 Jingei,

Jap submarine tender (1923), 5,160 tons, four 5.5-in guns, 16 kts ; sunk 10 Oct 1944.
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tory ; and the northern portion, including also the islands of the Bismarck
Archipelago, the Admiralty Islands, and the two northern islands—Buk a
and Bougainville—of the Solomons group, being held by Australia unde r
League of Nations mandate . The rest of the Solomon Islands—including
Guadalcanal, Savo, Malaita, San Cristobal, New Georgia, Choiseul, Short land, Treasury, Vella Lavella, Rendova, Russell, Florida, and other island s
—were a British Protectorate which was established in 1893 . It then
embraced only the southern islands, but included the northern island s
after 1899 . With a total land and sea area of 375,000 square miles, th e
British area was administered by a Resident Commissioner with headquarters at Tulagi, a small island off the south coast of Florida, nort h
across a narrow strait from Guadalcanal .
The whole area, Bismarcks and Solomons, is within the tropics, lyin g
between the equator and ten degrees south . The climate is hot, and we t
with heavy tropical rains . Lowland temperatures remain in the 90's b y
day and rarely drop below 80 degrees at night . Heat and rain, and a
rich volcanic soil, combine to produce prolific and luxuriant vegetation .
Winds are monsoonal, south-east from May to November and north-wes t
for the rest of the year . Both are wet, but generally the north-west is
the wetter . The wider sea expanses, under the urge of the wind, can reac h
a roughness very apparent in small ships, and the active service conditions
of night time "black out" —with the consequent closing of all light-releasing
apertures in enclosed compartments—in the hot, damp atmosphere, mad e
life at times extremely uncomfortable in all classes of ship, especially whe n
crowded with enlarged war complements . Navigation, especially in th e
coastal areas, was hazardous . The seas are studded with coral reef s
often rising sheer from considerable depths, and in 1942 were incompletel y
surveyed, while charts were based on surveys made many years earlier .
The population of Papua, Mandated New Guinea and the Solomon s
in 1942 was about 6,000 Europeans, 2,000 Asiatics, and about 1,400,00 0
natives, these being Melanesians and Papuans . Life in one of the island s
was very like that in any of the others . Copra, the dried kernel of the
coconut, was the main product of the area ; cocoa and coffee were bein g
planted ; and gold had been mined in Papua, New Guinea and th e
Solomons . Oil was being sought . There were no railways in the area ; and
but few roads, restricted to serving immediate localities . Regular shippin g
lines connected the main ports with Australia and the Far East ; and
small inter-island vessels maintained local communications, serving th e
European settlements and plantations scattered along the coasts . There
were many good—though undeveloped—harbours throughout the islands ,
notable among them, for size and maritime security, being Simpson Harbour (Rabaul), in New Britain ; Seeadler Harbour, at Manus Island in th e
Admiralty group ; and Fairfax Harbour (Port Moresby) and Milne Bay ,
in Papua .
From the beginning of the twentieth century Rabaul was the capita l
of the New Guinea Territory, made so by the German administration o f
the time . On the north-east shore of Simpson Harbour, Blanche Bay
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(at the northern tip of New Britain), it comprised a European town o f
bungalows and a few larger buildings set in tree-lined streets, and a
Chinatown of crowded, galvanised-iron shacks and shops . There were
wharves on the waterfront, and copra storage sheds . The town harboure d
some 1,000 Europeans, 700 Asiatics, and about 3,000 natives . In 193 7
Rabaul was showered with pumice and volcanic mud to a depth of a
foot or more as the result of an eruption . There were further volcanic
disturbances in mid-1941, when it was decided to transfer the capita l
to Lae . Only the preliminaries of the move had been made when Japa n
entered the war. The capital of Papua was Port Moresby, built on a
ridge forming the eastern boundary of Fairfax Harbour, a reef-enclose d
indentation on the south coast of Papua, some 300 miles E .N .E . fro m
Australia's Cape York ; about 100 miles due south of Lae ; and 450 mile s
south-west of Rabaul . Port Moresby 's hinterland is in contrast to much o f
New Guinea, being a dry area of some twenty miles radius from th e
town to the foothills of the Owen Stanley range to the north .
Such defences as there were in the Territories in January 1942 wer e
concentrated at Rabaul and Port Moresby, with some small army detachments at Kavieng, the Admiralty Islands, Buka Passage and Tulagi . The
main force was at Port Moresby, where the original military strength o f
a little more than a battalion was increased to a brigade at the beginnin g
of January 1942 . There were three airfields, the Seven Mile, the Thre e
Mile, and Ela Beach ; an air force of a few flying-boats ; and a coas t
defence battery of two 6-inch guns . The navy at Port Moresby was represented by a small base force under Commander Hunt as N .O .I .C ., with
only small local defence vessels such as minesweepers . Rabaul was
defended by a battalion of the A .I .F . ; a detachment a little over 10 0
strong of the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles (formed from the Europea n
residents of the Territory when war broke out in 1939) ; two 6-inch coas t
defence guns on Praed Point at the northern entrance to Blanche Bay ,
and two anti-aircraft guns on the North Daughter, north of Simpso n
Harbour, and a squadron of the Royal Australian Air Force . Ther e
were two airfields, one at Lakunai, near the town, and the other a t
Vunakanau, fifteen miles to the south . Here again the navy was represented by a small base staff—ten all told—commanded by Lieutenan t
Mackenzie, Naval Intelligence Officer . Without reinforcement, including
the accession of considerable air and naval strength, the existing defence s
in the Territories could not hope to be more than a delaying factor in
the face of determined and continued Japanese advance in strength . A s
has been previously remarked, it was as such that the Rabaul force wa s
regarded by the Australian Chiefs of Staff .
There was, however, one force in the area which was now to com e
into action, and to a considerable and increasing extent to remain i n
action even in territory overrun by the Japanese . That was the Coastwatching Organisation, members of which were in position on islands wher e
they were so strategically placed as to be able to give warning of Japanes e
movements and impending attacks . Most of these coastwatchers were
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civilians—either Administration officers or planters—when Japan entere d
the war . They were told that, as such, it was the policy of the Naval
Board that they were to cease reporting in the event of an enemy occupyin g
their area . They however elected to remain and to continue reporting ,
sending by teleradio operational intelligence of the greatest value . Thursday Island, Port Moresby, Rabaul, Tulagi, and Vila in the New Hebrides ,
each with its Naval Intelligence Officer representing and responsible t o
Commander Long, the D .N .I . in Navy Office, was each the centre of a
coastwatching network through which operational intelligence from its are a
was filtered and relayed, for such action as could be taken, to the various
local authorities and to the Central War Room in Melbourne . Within a
few weeks after Japan entered the war, the civilian coastwatchers in th e
Territories were given naval rank or rating in the R .A .N .V.R ., an d
badges and rank stripes were dropped from aircraft to those behind th e
Japanese lines . These proved, however, no safeguards to those unfortunat e
enough to be captured .
The first enemy sighting in the Bismarck Archipelago was on 9th
December 1941, when C . L . Page, 7 a coastwatcher on Tabar Island, about
eighty miles east of Kavieng and on the direct air route from Truk t o
Rabaul (from which last-named it is also distant about eighty miles) sa w
and reported an aircraft on its way to reconnoitre Rabaul. The air was
clear of the enemy until the end of the month, when large flying-boat s
examined Lae, Salamaua and Madang, on New Guinea . Rabaul had its
first air raid, by twenty-two heavy bombers, on 4th January 1942 . Pag e
reported the aircraft over Tabar at 10 a.m ., and they reached Rabaul fort y
minutes later and dropped their bombs near Lakunai airfield, doing n o
damage but killing ten natives . Eleven flying-boats, reported by Page
at 6 p .m . on the 4th, reached Rabaul shortly before 7 p .m . and droppe d
bombs on Vunakanau airfield, causing neither damage nor casualties .
There was a third raid, by nine flying-boats, on 6th January ; and a fourt h
next day by twenty-two naval heavy bombers—these two attacks agai n
being on Vunakanau airfield .
Photo-reconnaissance of Truk by an aircraft from Kavieng on 9t h
January disclosed a concentration of twenty-four ships there . This, couple d
with American intelligence reports of enemy concentrations in the Marshall
Islands, and indications that the First and Fifth Carrier Divisions were in
the area, suggested an impending Japanese operation of which the mos t
likely objective was believed by Australian C .O .I .C . to be Fiji, "with a
view to interrupting the trans-Pacific air ferry route and the securing of a n
important strategic naval base for attacking our trans-Pacific sea communications" . The Naval Board asked the Commander-in-Chief, Pacifi c
Fleet, if any American naval action could be taken against these concentrations . But the Americans were still occupied with the broad missio n
of the Pacific Fleet as it was visualised in the initial stocktaking afte r
Pearl Harbour : "to retain what America held in the Pacific as a bas e
7

Sub-Lt C. L . Page, RANVR. Of Bondi, NSW, and Tabar Island ; b . 1911 . Presumed executed
by Japanese, on Nembo Island, 21 Jul 1942 .
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for future offensives while securing communications along the line Panama Samoa-Fiji-New Zealand; and West Coast-Pearl Harbour-Fiji-New Caledonia-Australia ." The fleet's two primary tasks of almost equal importanc e
were to protect the Midway-Johnston-Hawaii triangle and maintain th e
above communications ; and to these was now added an urgent commitment . On 11th January a Japanese submarine shelled the U .S . naval bas e
at Pago Pago and, concerned lest that and the mandates concentration s
portended an enemy thrust there, the Americans gave priority to th e
shepherding to Samoa of a convoy of Marine reinforcements, which was
escorted by Admiral Halsey's Enterprise carrier group, and a new fas t
carrier group formed on Yorktown and commanded by Rear-Admira l
Fletcher . On the same day that the Japanese submarine shelle d
Samoa, the 11th January, another Japanese submarine succeeded i n
torpedoing the aircraft carrier Saratoga, 500 miles south-west of Pear l
Harbour. The carrier did not sink, but had to go to the United State s
for repairs and modernisation, and was to be out of the combat area fo r
six months ; so that despite the advent of the new Yorktown force, th e
available U .S . carrier task forces remained at three, the third of which ,
the Lexington force, was covering the Midway-Johnston-Palmyra island s
line which was the shield of the Hawaiian group . The Samoa operatio n
was completed on 23rd January . Meanwhile, as Admiral Royle told th e
War Cabinet on 13th January, a signal from Nimitz regretted "th e
inability of the . U .S . Pacific Fleet to operate against Japanese naval concentrations in the Carolines and Marshalls in the immediate future owing
to other commitments" .
In the circumstances there was little that could be done by the Australian authorities other than to watch and wait on events so far as Rabau l
was concerned. After the fourth Japanese air raid on 7th January there
was a lull for a few days, the only enemy air activity in the area bein g
an occasional reconnaissance . Australian air operations were limited t o
reconnaissance on, and two expeditions against, Truk, by five and si x
Catalina aircraft respectively, from Kavieng . On each occasion only one
aircraft reached its objective, with unknown results . On 16th January the
enemy returned to the attack with two heavy raids on Rabaul, one on
Vunakanau and one on Lakunai airfield, causing little damage . The sam e
day aircraft machine-gunned Kavieng. Enemy reconnaissance was extended ,
again reaching as far as the New Guinea mainland .
On 20th January Rabaul had its heaviest air raid so far, by upward s
of 100 aircraft, including a number of carrier-borne bombers and fighters .
No damage was done to the township or either airfield and, thanks t o
timely coastwatcher warning, there were few casualties . Five defending
fighters were destroyed, as was also the Norwegian ship Herstein which ,
having been in convoy "ZK .5" to Moresby early in the month, had gon e
on thence to Rabaul . Kavieng was raided for two hours on the 21st ,
on which day the Japanese carried out air attacks on New Guinea . A
number of bombers, and twelve fighters, bombed and machine-gunne d
Salamaua for forty minutes, doing extensive damage to hangars and other
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installations and destroying a number of grounded aircraft ; Lae also wa s
attacked with dive-bombing and machine-gun fire for forty-five minutes ;
Madang was another target, and the airfield at Bulolo was machine-gunne d
by five fighters . On that afternoon four Japanese cruisers were reporte d
by an Australian reconnaissance aircraft south-west of Kavieng . These
were probably the four ships of the 6th Squadron, which was then thereabouts in support of the Rabaul-Kavieng operations . Three Catalina flying boats were sent from Port Moresby to attack, but failed to sight the ships .
Rabaul was again heavily attacked by aircraft in the early morning of
the 22nd, and in this raid both coast defence guns on Praed Point wer e
put out of action . Navy Office, Melbourne, received a signal from Rabau l
about 8 .30 a .m . saying that naval codes had been destroyed, and tha t
civilians were being moved inland . The commercial wireless station reporte d
self demolition later in the day . Also on the 22nd a coastwatcher repor t
was received that a warship was at Mussau Island (off the north-wes t
end of New Ireland) all day on the 21st ; and early in the afternoon o f
the 22nd a Rabaul message reported that eleven ships were 30 to 4 0
miles from Watom Island off the north of Gazelle Peninsula, and wer e
making for Rabaul . Soon afterwards radio communications with Rabaul
ceased ; but a later message from Namatanai, on the east coast of Ne w
Ireland, stated that at 5 .30 p .m . on the 22nd, seventeen warships and trans ports were sighted from Ulaputur (a village on the west coast of Ne w
Ireland) steaming towards Rabaul . Five Catalina flying-boats, three fro m
Port Moresby and one each from Gizo and Tulagi in the Solomons, wer e
sent to attack the reported ships but could not find them . From then a
long, pregnant silence brooded over the area . At 7 p .m . on the 23rd ,
Salamaua radio reported that there were eleven transports in Rabau l
harbour ; and three cruisers, one destroyer, and one aircraft carrier nin e
miles off Praed Point . The Japanese were in occupation . 8
VII
The Japanese movement against Rabaul started on 14th January wit h
the departure of the main invasion unit from Guam . It consisted of
Okinoshima (flag of Rear-Admiral Shima), Tsugaru and Tenyo Maru of
the 19th Minelayer Squadron, carrying between them naval landing partie s
totalling 300 men ; Mutsuki and Mochizuki9 of the 30th Destroyer Division ;
and the armed merchant cruisers Nikkai Maru (2,562 tons) and Kongo
Maru (8,624 tons) ; with a group of army transports . The convoy sailed
due south, and on 17th January, when west of Truk, met a group consisting of Yubari (flag of Rear-Admiral Kajioka) and the destroyers Oite ,
This message may have originated at Rabaul. During the morning of the 23rd a detachment
of the fortress signals managed to get a teleradio working and one message was sent to Por t
Moresby to the effect that a "landing craft carrier " and other vessels were off Rabaul . This
message was corrupted during transmission, and, as received, merely reported : "motor landin g
craft carrier off Crebuen [Credner] Island" .
Mutsuki and Mochizuki, Japanese destroyers (1936-37) 1,315 tons, four 4 .7-in guns, six 21-in torp
tubes, 34 kts; Mutsuki sunk off Santa Isabel 25 Aug 1942, Mochizuki sunk E of New Britain
24 Oct 1943 .
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Asanagi, and Yunagi l of the 29th Division and Yayoi2 of the 30th ; and an
armed merchant cruiser, with two transports carrying elements of th e
Maizuru Special Nava l
Main Invasion Force
Landing Force (Marines) .
Yubari Convoy with
Mariana
Marine Detachment
Soon afterwards course was
.
6th Cruiser Squadro n
altered to the south-east a'P ° ---- Kavieng Invasion Force
k
wards to pass between the
-•--••-- Carrier Ta-s11 Force
,pain '
Admiralty Islands and New
Ireland, and in the evenin g
PACIFIC
of the 19th the augmented
convoy met the 6th Cruiser
Squadron, which had lef t
Truk the previous day .
They remained in company
throughout the 20th and
/ I '\
OCEAN
21st, during which period
/
the destroyers were fuelled
./
i
and Yunagi was sent to
reconnoitre Mussau Island
en g
—her presence there being
-v Irelan d
reported, as stated above .
NEW
The invasion force then
[ ,r;xL1vill e
GUINEA
steered south-east for
Rabaul, while the 6th
Cruiser Squadron covered
Pt Moresby'L
200
'the operations from a posi0 .'
0
800 .
a
"' ' E S
tion south-west of Kavieng .
Meanwhile Nagumo ' s task force left Truk in the morning of the 17t h
and, north of New Ireland on the 20th, flew off the air striking force s
which attacked Rabaul on that day . Shokaku and Zuikaku, with Chikuma
and three destroyers, then proceeded north about Mussau into the Bismarck Sea, whence the carriers launched the air attacks on Kavieng an d
New Guinea on the 21st, and thereafter continued in support of th e
invasion forces . The Kavieng invasion group, the 18th Cruiser Squadron ,
Tenryu (flag of Rear-Admiral Matsuyama) ; Tatsuta ; the 23rd Destroyer
Division, Kikuzuki, Uzuki, and Yuzuki ;3 with converted merchant ship s
carrying the major part of the Maizuru Marines ; a company of Kashim a
Marines ; and an anti-aircraft gun unit ; sailed from Truk in the afternoo n
of 20th January . The two forces reached their objectives around midnigh t
on the 22nd .
1 Japanese destroyers (1924-25), 1,270 tons, four 4 .7-in guns, six 21-in torp tubes, 34 kts ;

Oite

sunk at Truk 18 Feb 1944 ; Asanagi sunk NW of Bonin Is 22 May 1944 ; Yunagi sunk NW o f
Luzon 25 Aug 1944 .
Yayoi, Japanese destroyer (1926), 1,315 tons, four 4.7-in guns, six 21-in torp tubes, 34 kts ; sunk
off Normanby Island, 11 Sep 1942 .
s Kikuzuki, Uzuki and Yuzuki, Japanese destroyers (1926-27), 1,315 tons, four 4 .7-in guns, six
21-in torp tubes, 34 kts; Kikuzuki sunk off Tulagi 4 May 1942, Uzuki and Yuzuki off Leyte
11 and 13 Dec 1944 .
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At Rabaul the 144th Regiment landed on the night of the 22nd-23rd
January, at Praed Point and Tawui, and at points between Raluana an d
Vulcan. While these landings were in progress the naval landing forc e
of 126 men from Tenyo Maru landed on the unoccupied Credner Island ,
eight miles east of Praed Point, whence they proceeded to unite with th e
Okinoshima and Tsugaru detachments in landings on the western shor e
of Simpson Harbour shortly before dawn on the 23rd . Meanwhile th e
destroyer Mochizuki carried out diversionary gun fire in Ataliklikun Bay ,
across the peninsula from Simpson Harbour . With the destruction of the
coast defence guns at Praed Point no opposition could be offered to th e
convoy and escorts, and the only air activity by the defenders was tha t
of a lone aircraft which dropped flares over the ships . There was opposition
to the landings on the western beaches, but daylight, disclosing the arra y
of ships in the harbour, showed the defenders that they were outnumbered .
By the afternoon of the 23rd the Japanese completely occupied Rabau l
and the airfields . One hundred and thirty miles away to the north-west,
the Kavieng force met no opposition in landings there at dawn on th e
23rd . Nagumo's task force was back in Truk on 25th January, and th e
submarines reached there on the 29th . Until the end of the month th e
remaining forces were engaged in "mopping up" New Britain, New Ire land, and the surrounding islands of the Archipelago . As a result of thei r
securing the area the Japanese were enabled, in the words of their repor t
on the operation : 4
to establish a base with ease for operations against New Guinea and Australi a
due to destruction of important enemy's defence installations by our powerful tas k
force and base units which lowered enemy morale . Besides minor resistance encountered on Rabaul by the landing of our army force it was practically a bloodles s
occupation in all sectors of operations.
The only inaccuracy in the above excerpt is the reference to the "importan t
enemy's defence installations " . These were virtually non-existent.
VII I
For a considerable time after the Japanese invasion of New Britain ,
nothing was known in Australia of the fate of the Rabaul garrison, o r
of the civilian population. On 24th January a coastwatcher signal wa s
received from Kavieng stating that the civilian wireless staff and othe r
civilians there had moved out of the town into the bush, and that enem y
marines had landed at Kavieng at daylight on the 23rd and were wreckin g
all buildings . On the 24th, too, the Japanese made their first statement
about the Bismarcks when Tokyo Radio broadcast that : "Imperial Head quarters announce that at dawn, Friday, Japanese troops landed a t
Kavieng and at 4 .15 p .m . Japanese naval units landed on New Britai n
near Rabaul ." Not until the 15th February, three weeks after the landing,
was it known in Australia—through coastwatcher channels—that the Australian garrison had withdrawn from the Rabaul area ; and that the force s
`ATIS document : "Full translation of a Report on the Japanese Invasion of Rabaul . "
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were believed to be scattered in small parties south of Rabaul . Effort was
organised to rescue them.
There were coastwatchers on New Britain—Assistant District Office r
McCarthy at Talasea on the north coast ; and Assistant District Office r
Daymond, s who was with Patrol Officer Mitchell' and Medical Assistan t
Squires8 at Gasmata on the south coast, opposite Talasea . McCarthy and
Daymond made teleradio contact with Port Moresby when Rabaul faile d
to answer their signals . Those in Australia familiar with New Britain an d
its lack of interior physical communications, considered that the Japanes e
would not go far from Rabaul except by sea ; and on 25th January LieutCommander Feldt, Supervising Intelligence Officer at Townsville, signalle d
to McCarthy and asked him to take his teleradio to Toma (at the road head some thirty miles south of Rabaul) and report the situation . McCarthy—a civilian—was then at the western end of New Britain . He se t
off without demur on a 200-mile trek along the north coast to the eastward ,
maintaining radio silence after briefly announcing his departure .
Meanwhile the first of a series of air attacks on the Japanese ships a t
Rabaul was carried out by five Catalina aircraft from Port Moresby o n
the night 24th-25th January ; and was followed by attacks (in each instanc e
by five Catalinas) on the 26th, 28th, and 30th of January, and by four o f
the flying-boats on the night of 1st February and again on that of th e
3rd-4th . It was believed that some ships were hit ; there were no casualties
among the attacking aircraft . On 27th January three enemy flying-boats
bombed Gasmata ; and in the night of 2nd-3rd February the Japanes e
made their first air attack on Port Moresby . Six aircraft dropped a tota l
of some twenty bombs on the airfield . No military damage was done .
One soldier was killed .
At 30th January a number of the coastwatching positions in the
Archipelago and the Solomons were either permanently or temporaril y
out of wireless contact with Australia . Communication remained unbroken
with Manus Island in the Admiralty group ; Gasmata on New Britain ;
Kavieng and Namatanai on New Ireland; and Buka Passage in the Solomons ; but some of these were soon to be overrun by the Japanese
and their coastwatchers captured . First to go was Gasmata, where a
Japanese party landed from destroyers on 9th February . Daymond an d
Squires were captured that day, a fact reported by Mitchell by teleradio .
In reply he was instructed to cross New Britain and join McCarthy a t
Talasea, but he failed to do so . Not until the war was over was it learne d
that he too was captured . All three were lost in the Montevideo Maru
(7,267 tons) in which they were being taken to Japan, when that shi p
was torpedoed by the American submarine Sturgeon, sixty miles north-west
of Cape Bojudoro, Luzon, on the 1st July 1942 . At Namatanai wer e
e Lt-Col J. K. McCarthy, MBE, NGX258 . On special duties with Angau 1942-44 ; SO(CA)l,
BBCAU 1945-46 . District officer ; of Talasea, New Britain ; b . St Kilda, Vic, 20 Jan 1905 .
"J. E . Daymond . Of Essendon, Vic . Lost in sinking of Montevideo Maru, 1 Jul 1942 .
7 Sub-Lt E . H . F. Mitchell, RANVR . Of Pott's Point, NSW. Lost in sinking of Montevide o
Maru, 1 Jul 1942.
B R . T . Squires. Of Sydney. Lost in sinking of Montevideo Maru, 1 Jul 1942 .
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A . F . Kyle9 and G . W. Benham,' assistant district officer and patrol office r
respectively . After reporting the Japanese movement against Rabaul they
moved down the east coast of New Ireland to Metlik, near Cape St George ,
collecting eight missionaries and planters on the way . From Metlik, Kyl e
teleradioed that he had a boat and a party of ten, and asked for directions .
He personally was requested to remain . Benham remained with him . Th e
rest reached safety in the boat, via Tulagi . Some weeks later the tw o
coastwatchers, who had been joined by ten soldier escapers from Rabaul ,
and by another coastwatcher—District Officer McDonald 2—with a party
from Kavieng, were at Muliama on the bulge of New Ireland ' s east coas t
north of Cape St George . In all there were now twenty-one with Kyle and
Benham . A boat was obtained which would just accommodate all twentythree ; but again Kyle and Benham remained to go on reporting, an d
watched the rest sail to safety . Later—at the end of May 1942, and
again in July that year—attempts were made to bring them out b y
American submarines . But these efforts were fruitless—Kyle and Benha m
were captured and killed by the Japanese . The attempt at their rescue in
July was made by the coastwatcher C . J . T . Mason3 who was put ashor e
at night near Muliama by canoe from U .S . Submarine S 38 (Lieut-Commander Munson, USN) . Mason failed to find any trace of Kyle an d
Benham . The next night he landed from the submarine on the Japanese occupied Anir Island, to the east of Muliama, where was a coastwatcher ,
Roy Woodroffe . 4 Mason met a friendly native from whom he learnt tha t
Woodroffe was alive and hiding in the bush, and to whom he gave a not e
for Woodroffe fixing a rendezvous for the next night . There was a hitch
in that arrangement, but, the next night again, Mason landed from th e
submarine . Thereafter for four nights the submarine awaited his retur n
with Woodroffe, but neither appeared . Later it was learned that bot h
had been taken and killed by the Japanese . Before these last-named coast watchers lost their lives, others in the area had been captured . Two wen t
in the very first days of the Japanese invasion—Allen, 5 on the Duke of
York Islands ; and C . C . Jervis,° a retired navy telegraphist who managed
a plantation on Nissan atoll, and whose last communication with his ow n
people was to report that a large steamer had stopped off the lagoo n
entrance in the forenoon of 23rd January . Both were lost in the Montevideo
Maru on the 1st July 1942 . About the middle of June 1942, C . L . Page
and Jack Talmage' were captured on Simberi Island in the Tabar group ,
Lt A . F . Kyle, DSC; RANVR . (1st AIF : 4 Div Sig Co .) Of Cremorne, NSW ; b. Toowoomba ,
Qld, 1897. Presumed died, in Japanese hands, 1 Sep 1942 .
1 Sub-Lt G . M . W . Benham, DSC ; RANVR. Of Carlton, NSW. Presumed died, in Japanese hands ,
1 Sep 1942 .
6 Major J. H . McDonald, DSO, MC . (1st AIF : Major, 20 Bn.) Of Gympie district, Qld ; b .
Summer Hill, NSW, 2 Nov 1887 .
6 F-0 C . J . T. Mason, 263679, RAAF . Plantation manager ; b. Chatswood, NSW, 7 Jan 1903 .
Presumed died, in Japanese hands, 1943.
6 Ldg-Telegraphist R. Woodroffe, F329/10, RANR. HMAS Olive Cam 1941 . Of Mosman, NSW;
b. Kalgoorlie, WA, 11 Jan 1910. Presumed died, in Japanese bands, 8 Oct 1942 .
6 A . G. Allen . Planter. Lost in sinking of Montevideo Maru, 1 Jul 1942 .
6 C. C. Jervis . Plantation Manager. Lost in sinking of Montevideo Maru, 1 Jul 1942.
7 Jack Talmage . Planter . Presumed died, in Japanese hands, Sep 1942 .
6
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and were executed ; and early in 1943 two more coastwatchers—A . R .
Olander 8 and W . L . Tupling9—died at the hands of the Japanese on Ne w
Britain . But others took the places of those who were thus eliminated ,
and the work of the coastwatchers continued increasingly throughout th e
war .
IX
As stated above, the navy's representation at Rabaul was small—te n
all told, operating a coastwatcher radio centre under the command of Lieut Commander Mackenzie . On 22nd January, the day the Japanese wer e
expected to land, Mackenzie sent his junior officer, Sub-Lieutenant Gill ,
with Chief Yeoman Lamont'. and two ratings in a truck with teleradi o
and supplies to establish a radio reporting post near Toma, at the road head . During the night 22nd-23rd, the Japanese landed at Rabaul ; an d
soon the withdrawing Australian troops were arriving at Toma, ther e
abandoning their vehicles, now useless since this was the roadhead, an d
striking off into the bush on foot . When Mackenzie with the rest of th e
naval staff arrived later, it was obvious to him that Toma, with th e
complete collapse of the defence at Rabaul, was valueless as an observation and reporting post . To remain there was uselessly to sacrifice hi s
small staff. The teleradio, without transport, was now an encumbrance .
It was accordingly destroyed, and the naval staff, joining up with a smal l
military party which arrived at the roadhead, set off under Mackenzie' s
guidance for the south coast, whence it was hoped that escape to th e
Trobriand Islands, and thence to New Guinea, might be possible .
Meanwhile McCarthy had set out to try to make contact with th e
Australian forces . At Talasea he was joined by two volunteer and insisten t
helpers, planters Marsland2 and Douglas . 3 Douglas was left to hold th e
base at Talasea while McCarthy and Marsland proceeded eastwards i n
the motor-launch Aussi. At a plantation at Pondo (on the northern edg e
of Open Bay, and forty miles south-west across Gazelle Peninsula fro m
Rabaul) McCarthy was joined by three local men—Olander, a plantatio n
manager (mentioned above), and Be11 4 and Holland,5 timber men . Here ,
too, McCarthy and Marsland met the first troops from Rabaul—Captai n
Cameron° and eleven soldiers . From them McCarthy got the initial stor y
of Rabaul, which was transmitted to Port Moresby by teleradio on 14t h
,
8 Sub-Lt A . R. Olander, RANVR . Plantation manager ; b . 1909 . Presumed died, in Japanese hands
7 Mar 1943 .
B PO W. L . Tupling, BV146, RANVR . Plantation manager ; of Ashfield, NSW, and New Britain .
Presumed died, in Japanese hands, 20 Mar 1943 .
1 Chief Yeoman of Signals S . Lamont, PM1325, RANR . Was installed as coastwatcher on Ani nr
Island early in 1940, and was relieved by Woodroffe early in 1942 . He arrived in Rabaul o
his way south for leave shortly before Rabaul fell . Captured by the Japanese he was lost i n
Montevideo Maru on 1 Jul 1942 . Of South Yarra, Vic; b . Coleraine, Ireland, 18 Oct 1898 .
z F-Lt G . H . R. Marsland, MBE; 255565, RAAF. Plantation owner ; b. Melbourne, 1 Dec 1912 .
3 Lt K . C. Douglas, RANVR. Plantation owner ; of San Remo, Talasea ; b . Hobart, 13 Nov 1903 .
* Lt L. J . Bell, RANVR . Planter and timber cutter . Of Hobart; b. Wandeela, Qld, 1906 . Missing
believed killed, about April 1943 .
Capt F. Holland, MBE, VX102689 . Timber getter ; b . Enfield, Eng, 15 Oct 1907 .
8 Lt-Col A. G . Cameron, DSO, VX44906 . CO 3 Bn 1942-43, 3/22 Bn 1943, 2/2 Bn 1943-45 .
Bank clerk; of Elwood, Vic ; b. Brunswick, Vic, 16 May 1909 .
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February. McCarthy also learned of other parties of survivors, believe d
to total some 400 troops scattered on the north coast beaches, sic k
and starving ; and some 300 (including Mackenzie's party) on the sout h
coast . He sent Holland to the south coast to round up the parties there ,
and return with them to Open Bay ; and prepared a plan for the rescue
of all he could gather, and requested Port Moresby for authority to carr y
it out. On 16th February he received a signal from Major-General Morris, '
commanding the forces in New Guinea, telling him to carry out the pla n
with authority to do so "over all officers irrespective of rank" .
McCarthy's plan envisaged a journey of over 200 miles to Sag Sag ,
on the western tip of New Britain . The route was halved as to responsibility . Douglas was put in charge of the island to the west of the Willaumez Peninsula, and Olander from the Willaumez Peninsula to Pondo .
Marsland was given the responsibility of shipping and transport . The tota l
route was split up between fourteen base camps ; and arrangements wer e
made for parties to proceed at regular intervals, each under an officer o r
N .C .O . Food supplies were allocated—a half pound of rice and on e
coconut per man daily . McCarthy travelled the coast picking up survivors ,
and concentrated some 200 at Pondo, whence, trekking on land, and wit h
the worst of the sick carried in Aussi and the small schooner Malahuka,
they struggled westwards .
Away on the south coast the parties in that area were also trying t o
make to the west . A large group was intercepted by Japanese at Tol, i n
Wide Bay, and massacred . Others got past the enemy, and were hel d
up farther west by the Japanese occupation of Gasmata . Mackenzie and
his naval party were in the rear of the main body, which was reache d
by Holland after a marathon walk across the island . Mackenzie decided
to send all the naval party—except himself and three others—with Hollan d
and the main body north to join McCarthy . He remained to round up those
on the south coast who were too far away to join the Holland party . I t
was on the journey north that the naval party suffered its four casualties .
Dysentery broke out . Signalman Francis 8 died on the track at Ril on th e
24th February ; and Yeoman Knight 9 and Writer Douglas, l too sick to go
any farther, were left at a mission station at the head of Wide Bay . Chie f
Yeoman Lamont decided to stay with them and nurse them . The three of
them were not seen again . Holland and his south-coast party reache d
the north coast at Valoka, thirty miles east of Talasea, on the 14th March ;
and a signal from Mackenzie (given by him to Gill with instructions t o
send it as soon as a teleradio was reached) was sent to Port Moresby ,
saying that he was rounding up surviving troops and concentrating the m
5 Div Art .) Comdt
7 Maj-Gen B . M . Morris, CBE, DSO, VX285 . (1st AIF : 55 Siege Bty and
8 MD 1941-42 ; comd NG Force 1942, Angau 1942-46 . Regular soldier ; of Upper Beaconsfield ,
Vic; b . East Melbourne, 19 Dec 1888 .
', Signalman A . E . Francis, PM2337 ; RANR. HMAS Adelaide 1941 . Grocer 's assistant; of
Brighton, Vic ; b . Brighton, 24 Oct 1920. Died 24 Feb 1942 .
', Yeoman of Signals G. P . T . Knight, S1782 ; RANR. Of Maroubra, NSW ; b . London, 1 May
1911 . Died 5 Mar 1942 .
'Writer T. I. Douglas, PM3146 ; RAN. Of Annandale, NSW ; b . Annandale, 16 Aug 1915 . Died
5 Mar 1942 .
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at Waterfall Bay, some 100 miles E.N .E . of Gasmata . Commander Hunt,
Naval Officer in Charge, Port Moresby, made plans for their rescue .
In the meantime arrangements had been made in New Guinea for th e
rescue of the northern parties . Major Townsend,2 of the Australian New
Guinea Administrative Unit (Angau) which supplanted the civil administration after the fall of Rabaul, collected a number of motor-launches .
These were manned by volunteers and commanded by G . C . Harris,3 an d
they foregathered at Rooke Island in Vitiaz Strait off the western tip o f
New Britain, and thence (unarmed, and the fastest boat capable of onl y
eight knots) set out along New Britain's north coast . There, on the wes t
side of Talasea station, McCarthy's party met the four launches Gnair,
Bavaria, Umboi and Totol . It was learned that the motor-schooner
Lakatoi4 was at the Witu Islands, some fifty miles north-west of Talasea ,
and on the 19th March a party in Gnair, under Marsland, sailed and
took her over. The rest of McCarthy's party (except Douglas and Olander ,
who decided to remain in New Britain and report enemy intelligence t o
Port Moresby) were then ferried across to Witu in Totol and Bavaria .
Two men, Bell and MacNicol, 5 elected to remain on Witu as coastwatchers .
Of the rest, 214 (including two women, Mrs Baker° and her half caste maid) embarked in Lakatoi and after a hazardous voyage through
Japanese-controlled waters reached Cairns safely on 28th March 1942 .
The same journey was successfully accomplished by a small party in Gnair .
Mackenzie, in the south, had meanwhile met a large party of troop s
which had been concentrated at Palmalmal plantation, Waterfall Bay, b y
Major Owen' and Major Palmer . 8 Soon after Lakatoi was clear, Lieutenant
Timperly 9 of Angau, slipped across in a fast launch from the Trobrian d
Islands (130 miles S .S .E . of Gasmata) to Waterfall Bay, located th e
party, and told Port Moresby by teleradio that the area was clear of th e
enemy . H .M .A .S . Laurabada, l formerly the Papuan Administrator 's yacht ,
but now requisitioned for naval service, sailed from the Trobriands unde r
the command of Lieutenant Champion, 2 reached Waterfall Bay on 9t h
April, and there embarked 156, including Mackenzie and the balance o f
the naval party, and landed them safely at Port Moresby, whence the y
'Lt-Col G. W. L . Townsend, OBE, VX117176 . (1st AIF : Lt 3 Army Bde AFA.) DD Dist
Services, HQ Angau 1942 ; SOS, FELO 1942-45. Of Camberwell, Vic ; b. Sandgate, Q1d, 5
Apr 1896.
' Capt G . C . Harris, PX98 . Central Bureau Intell Corps 1942-44 . Of Guildford, WA ; b . 4 Jun
1911 . Killed in action 25 Mar 1944 .
Lakatoi (1938), Burns Philp and Co, 341 tons ; lost Sept 1942.
s Ldg Seaman J. B . MacNicol, DSM, BV180 ; RANVR . Eurasian resident manager of Iboki plantation, Talasea. B. Rabaul, 22 May 1901 .
6 Mrs Gladys Baker, MBE . A widow who since her husband ' s death had managed her plantation
on Witu ; she was later awarded the MBE for her care of the sick and wounded in Lakatoi.
7 Lt-Col W . T. Owen, VX45223 . 2/22 Bn, and CO 39 Bn 1942. Bank teller; of Leongatha, Vic ;
b . Nagambie, Vic, 27 May 1905 . Killed in action 29 Jul 1942.
9 Lt-Col E . C . Palmer, OBE, NX35096 . Comd 10 Fd Amb 1942-45 . Medical practitioner ; of Bulli,
NSW; b . Coolgardie, WA, 22 Jan 1909 .
9 Capt A . T . Timperly, MBE, PX176 . Civil servant ; b . Ipswich, Qld, 30 Dec
1915 .
, HMAS Laurabada, 150 tons, 12 kts.
9 Lt I . F . Champion, OBE ; RANVR . Comd HMAS Laurabada 1942-43, ML(HD)1325 1944,
ML(HD)1353 1944-45 . Formerly Assistant Resident Magistrate, Papua . Chief Commnr, Native
Land Commn, Papua and New Guinea, since 1952 . B . Port Moresby, 9 Mar 1904 .
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went on to Townsville in the steamer Macdhui (4,561 tons) late i n
April . Other small parties, notably one under the leadership of D . A .
Laws, 3 escaped from New Britain to New Guinea and Australia later . 4
The enemy's capture of Rabaul opened the door for his assault on New
Guinea, the success of which would give him air and sea control of th e
Coral Sea and safeguard the road to an assault on New Caledonia an d
the New Hebrides, and the isolation from the east of Australia—if no t
an invasion of the Commonwealth . This aspect was discussed at a meeting of the War Cabinet, attended by the Chiefs of Staff, on 23rd Januar y
in Melbourne . The Chiefs of Staff expressed the view that the immediat e
objective of the Japanese would be the occupation of Rabaul, followe d
by operations against New Guinea designed to obtain control of Torres
Strait. This, if successful, would deny Australia the use of the strait ,
and seriously affect the flow of supplies to Darwin and the Netherland s
East Indies . Admiral Royle told the meeting it must be realised that Australia faced a possible attempt at invasion ; though he did not consider i t
a probability, as the Japanese already had so much on their hands tha t
Australia offered a less attractive target than other places . But he di d
not discount the possibility of an attack on Port Moresby . The main problem was to devolve measures to delay any farther southward progress b y
the enemy ; and from the naval aspect the only action that could b e
taken immediately was the creation of a diversion elsewhere .
American preoccupation with the protection of Pacific Ocean communications and the reinforcement of Samoa had hitherto prevented any aggres sive action on their part, but Royle referred to a cablegram of 16th
January from the Australian naval attache in Washington, which said tha t
upon completion of the Samoa operation U .S . naval forces would make a
sweep north-westwards to the Gilbert Islands . Royle had sent a messag e
to Admiral Nimitz suggesting that the sweep should be extended to Jalui t
in the Marshall Islands, and stating that had Australian disposition s
allowed, the R .A .N. would have been glad to help . Nimitz replied :
"Appreciated . Will be glad to consider for future . "
On 27th January, with the agreement of the Advisory War Cabinet ,
Royle signalled to Nimitz that the Japanese occupation of Rabaul increase d
the threat to Port Moresby and New Caledonia ; and that while the capture
of Moresby would close Torres Strait to the Allies, that of New Caledoni a
would cut the sea and air ferry route between America and Australia an d
give the Japanese access to chrome and nickel . The signal continued :
It is understood that U .S. troops are now en route to Australia to form a garriso n
for defence of New Caledonia and will arrive in Australia in about 21 days whe n
transports will have to be restowed . Time factor suggests that Japan, with so rich
a prize, may act first, in which case the only immediate defence is a strong nava l
concentration in this area . On assumption that U .S. flag officer will now assume
a Lt D. A . Laws, P479 ; Angau. Administration radio superintendent at Rabaul . Of Taringa, Qld ;
b. Brisbane, 26 Jul 1909. Killed in action 5 May 1943 .
4 In writing this section—including the description of the Archipelago as well as that of th e
events in the period covered—the author is greatly indebted to that excellent and authoritativ e
book : E . A. Feldt, The Coast Watchers (1946) ; and to J . K . McCarthy' s report of the withdrawal .
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command in Anzac Area and that one 8-inch and two 6-inch British cruisers wil l
be available to join him, request that plans may now be concerted so that a
sufficiently strong force may be concentrated in this area to deal with a forc e
similar to that employed in the capture of Rabaul . It is believed that approximately
one division was used in this operation, escort being two 8-inch, two 6-inch cruiser s
and two aircraft carriers .

This signal—the appreciation in which coincided with the U .S . Naval
Intelligence belief that once the Japanese were established at Rabaul the y
would have the forces to spare for an invasion of New Caledonia an d
the New Hebrides—was instrumental in causing Admiral King to orde r
Nimitz to send Vice-Admiral Wilson Brown 's Lexington task force t o
reinforce the Anzac Area under Vice-Admiral Leary . Meanwhile, o n
concluding the Samoa operation, the Enterprise and Yorktown forces, o n
1st February, carried out air attacks and bombardments against Wotje ,
Maloelap, Kwajalein, Jaluit and Mili in the Marshalls, and Makin in the
Gilbert Islands . The material results of these raids were meagre ; bu t
the carrier air groups had useful combat practice, and the attack gav e
a valuable fillip to Allied morale when the news (with exaggerated estimates of the damage inflicted on the Japanese) was published . As a diversionary move it achieved little . It caused some agitation among the
Japanese in the Marshalls, and brought about a reinforcement there, especially in air and submarine strength ; and was the cause of a sweep to the
area by Shokaku and Zuikaku from Truk after their return there fro m
the Rabaul assault . But it imposed no delay on the Japanese in thei r
operations farther west ; and while it was in progress they were, in fact ,
subjugating the island of Ambon, the next point on their list in their driv e
towards Java .
X
Since the initial landing of "Gull Force" at Ambon on the 17th December 1941, there had been small reinforcements from Australia . Th e
transport Bantam, escorted by H .M .A .S . Swan, reached there on th e
12th January and remained until the 18th . There were air raids on th e
15th and 16th, that on the 16th being mainly directed at the harbour .
Swan engaged the bombers and kept them at height, and neither shi p
suffered damage .
It will be recalled that the Japanese aircraft carriers Soryu and Hiryu
of the Second Carrier Division arrived in the Halmahera area from Japan
on the 23rd January to give additional air support to Vice-Admiral Takahashi, and protect his eastern flank during the attack on Kendari . Th e
first intimation to the Allies of their presence was a raid on Ambon b y
seventeen carrier-type bombers and eighteen carrier-type fighters on th e
morning of the 24th January . The transport Koolama, 5 escorted by
H .M.A .S . Warrego, reached Ambon with supplies and more reinforcements on the 22nd January, and it was thought by Ambon ' s defender s
6 MV

Koolama (1938), 4,068 tons ; attacked and damaged by Japanese aircraft 20 Feb 1942 ; sunk
Wyndham, WA, 3 Mar 1942 during Japanese air raid .
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that they were the main objective of the Japanese in this carrier-born e
raid, but in point of fact the two ships arrived back in Darwin on th e
date of the attack, the 24th . 6 The attack, which caused little damage ,
was repeated on the 25th.
The Ambon invasion force—a force of Kure marines, and an infantr y
regiment—left Davao on 27th January, and proceeded via Menado, whenc e
it sailed on the 29th . Escort was provided by Rear-Admiral Tanaka in Jintsu
with ten destroyers of the 2nd Flotilla ; and Chitose of Fujita' s 11th Seaplane Tender Division. North of Buru Island on the 30th, the convoy was
joined by the seaplane carrier Mizuho, and minesweepers and submarin e
chasers, and divided for its respective landings . The army force proceede d
to Butong on the southern side of Ambon, the navy to Hitu-lama on th e
north . Melbourne was told, by signal from the Australian detachment o n
Ambon at 2 .30 p .m . on that day, that two Japanese convoys were approaching the island—one of six cruisers, five destroyers and five trans ports ; the other of five destroyers and five transports . As with Rabaul ,
there was nothing that Australia could do but wait on events, with th e
knowledge that the small Australian-Dutch garrison on the island coul d
do little more without outside help ; and of that none was forthcoming .
At 9 .45 p .m. on 31st January, Darwin read a wireless message from th e
Australian air force at Laha, Ambon, reporting that demolition of th e
airfield there had been completed and the few surviving aircraft flow n
out ; that all ciphers had been burnt ; and that the Japanese had landed a t
Leahari and Hukurila—places about three miles apart on the east coas t
of Ambon, and five miles from the town of Ambon . The enemy had als o
reached Laha, on the west side of Ambon Bay, opposite the town o f
Ambon, from overland . These last were the marines, who had a stiff figh t
for the airfield, which they did not capture until 2nd February . The army ,
on the other hand, captured the town without much resistance . The onl y
losses or damage inflicted on the enemy naval forces were by Dutc h
mines in Ambon Bay . These had been laid by the Dutch minelayer
Gouden Leeuw,7 which left Surabaya unescorted on 23rd December 1941 ,
carried out her mission successfully, and returned to Surabaya on 5t h
January. Her victims were the Japanese minesweepers (vessels of 63 0
tons) No . 9 sunk ; and Nos . 11 and 12 8 damaged, during minesweepin g
operations on 2nd February, on which day Ambon, and the survivors
of the Allied garrison, surrendered to the invaders, except for some smal l
groups who made their way back to Australia .
In spite of the nominal unified Allied naval command in the ABDA
Area, there was still a lack of cohesion—apparently to an extent a reflection of the lack of interchange of information, and the divergence o f
views between those responsible for the higher direction of the war i n
6

Yet it may have been an objective . The Japanese account of the raid records : "No enemy ship s
or air force seen, so attacked batteries and other installations . "
7 Gouden Leeuw, Dutch minelayer (1931), 1,291 tons, two 3-in guns, 15 kts; lost in NEI 1942 .
a Japanese minesweepers (1939), 630 tons, three 4.7-in guns, 20 kts ; Nos. I1 and 12 were
sunk on 28 Mar 1945 and 6 Apr 1945 respectively .
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Washington and London. It was remarked in the previous chapter that ,
earlier, five different national authorities controlled strategical naval dispositions in the area often without precise knowledge of what each othe r
was doing. At this later stage this lack of precise knowledge remained .
For example the Admiralty was still unaware what American naval ,
military and air forces were in the ABDA Area, or what reinforcement s
were on the way or projected ; and on 3rd February the First Sea Lord ,
in a signal to the British Admiralty Delegation at Washington, pointe d
this out and remarked : " It is impossible for us to make our own arrangements for reinforcement without this information ." Meanwhile Washington took a hand, and on 29th January Admiral Royle told the Wa r
Cabinet that the Chiefs of Staff there had asked that Perth should b e
allotted to the ABDA Area as soon as possible . The Naval Board ha d
intended to retain Perth in the Anzac Area until Canberra (allotted to tha t
area) had completed her refit ; but in view of the Washington reques t
Royle now recommended that she be sent to the ABDA Area at once, an d
this was approved by the War Cabinet. The Australian Squadron, Australia
(flag), and Perth, with Leander, left Sydney on 31st January, Australia
and Leander for Wellington and the formation of the Anzac Squadron ,
and Perth for Fremantle, thence to escort convoy " MS .4" to the ABDA
Area .
At the end of January there was a change in command in the America n
naval forces in ABDA . Hitherto Admiral Hart had remained in comman d
of the Asiatic Fleet while at the same time holding the appointment o f
Abdafloat ; but on 30th January Glassford was promoted to Vice-Admira l
and ordered to assume command of U .S . naval forces in the South-West
Pacific, and five days later Hart was relieved of his duties as Commanderin-Chief Asiatic Fleet, and left free to concentrate on those of Abdafloat .
As such he was now in a position to form a combined striking force . O n
28th January the British military command in Malaya decided to with draw from the mainland to Singapore Island . On the 30th the Singapor e
naval dockyard closed down, and all base area was handed over to th e
military authorities for defence . Withdrawal to Singapore Island was completed during the night of 30th-31st January, and the causeway wa s
breached . Singapore entered a state of siege . Japanese aircraft were
ranging farther afield into Bahka Strait and the more southerly approache s
to Singapore ; and convoy "BM .12", then approaching Sunda Strait, wa s
to be the last convoy into Singapore . This change in defence plans release d
for offensive operations a number of British and Dutch ships hitherto
engaged on convoy escort work ; and at a conference with Admiral Helfric h
and Commodore Collins at his headquarters at Lembang on 2nd February, Hart arranged for the immediate formation of a Combined Strikin g
Force of American and Dutch ships, to be commanded by the Dutc h
Rear-Admiral Doorman . Additions would be made to it as British ships—
including Perth—became available .
The Allied forces were, at the time, dispersed . Java, Tromp, and two
Dutch destroyers had been in Karimata Strait, unsuccessfully trying to
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intercept a Japanese force carrying out a landing north of Pontianak, o n
the west coast of Borneo . Subsequently Tromp proceeded to Surabaya ,
but Java joined the escort of convoy "BM .12", already including Exeter,
Danae, and other British ships . Hobart was in the Singapore area . A striking force was, however, hastily assembled in Bunder Road, at Madura ,
the island lying off Surabaya . It consisted of De Ruyter (flag of RearAdmiral Doorman), Houston, Marblehead, and Tromp ; the America n
destroyers Stewart, John D . Edwards, Barker and Bulmer ; and the Dutc h
Van Ghent,9 Piet Hein, and Banckert . Allied air reconnaissance reported
an enemy concentration of three cruisers, ten destroyers and twent y
transports at Balikpapan, presumably preparing for an advance dow n
Macassar Strait either on Bandjermasin in Borneo, or Macassar in Celebes .
Doorman was to try to smash this concentration .
By this time the Americans had concluded that Darwin was unsuitabl e
as a base, and had ordered a number of auxiliaries from the Australia n
port to Tjilatjap . l The destroyer tender Black Hawk, the submarin e
tenders Holland and Otus,2 and the oiler Trinity, escorted by Alden and
Edsall, sailed from Darwin on 3rd February. That day the Japanese mad e
their first air raid on Surabaya—fruit of their possession of the airfield
at Kendari—with twenty-six bombers escorted by fighters, and did considerable damage to the town . They also raided the inland towns of
Malang and Madiun, damaging the airfields and destroying grounded air craft .
The Japanese aircraft bound for Surabaya passed over the Allied striking force in Bunder Road on the afternoon of 3rd February . Doorman
thus knew that he was sighted, and that any element of surprise attachin g
to his mission was probably lost. He sailed from Bunder Road at midnight,
and led his force eastwards, to pass south of Kangean Island some 20 0
miles east of Surabaya, before turning north for Macassar Strait . Thi s
course was on the direct air line between Kendari and Surabaya, whic h
the Japanese had followed on their previous day ' s attacks on Java . Daylight on the 4th found the striking force zigzagging over a moderate following sea raised by a gentle wind . There were scattered clouds but goo d
visibility, and the high land of Kangean Island could be seen to the north ,
and the distant peaks of Bali and Lombok islands on the other bea m
when, at 9 .49 a .m . four formations, each ' of nine Japanese bombers ,
appeared from the east . The task force scattered (the value of concentrated anti-aircraft fire was not at that time appreciated by the inexperienced Dutch and Americans) and from then until around midday were
Van Ghent, Dutch destroyer (1927), 1,310 tons, four 4.7-in guns, six 21-in torp tubes, 36 kts ;
wrecked on Lima Island, Java Sea, 15 Feb 1942 .
I Morison, History of United States Naval Operations in World War II, Vol . III (1948), The
Rising Sun in the Pacific, p . 298 . But Admiral King, Our Navy at War (1944), p . 28, writin g
of Darwin prior to 19 Feb 1942, says : "Most of our forces basing there had been transferre d
to Tjilatjap because Darwin, not entirely suitable from the beginning, was becoming untenable . "
Apparently the Americans apprehended air attacks on Darwin, where the depth of water woul d
make the tenders total losses if they were sunk there . The submarines were the primary concern ,
and this combination of factors led to the decision to remove the tenders .
2 Black Hawk, US destroyer tender (1917), 5,600 tons, four 5-in guns, 13 kts .
Holland, US submarine tender (1926), 8,100 tons, eight 5-in guns, one 21-in torp tube, 16 kts .
Otus. US submarine tender (1940), 6,750 tons, four 5-in guns, 14 kts.
9
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the targets for successive attacks by the aircraft, the cruisers being th e
main objects of attention . Heaviest sufferers were Marblehead an d
Houston, the first named so badly damaged that, after temporary patchin g
at Tjilatjap, she was sent via Trincomalee and Simonstown, to the Unite d
States for repair . Houston lost her after turret with its three 8-inch guns ,
as the result of an explosion following a bomb hit, but she remaine d
effective . She suffered sixty killed, and the Marblehead fifteen, and both
ships had many wounded, some seriously . It was a Japanese victory, but
not as decisive as was believed by the enemy airmen, who claimed t o
have sunk two cruisers and damaged two more . After the action th e
force steamed southwards through Lombok Strait, and the American ship s
and Tromp went to Tjilatjap, where Houston and the Dutch cruiser
arrived on 5th February, and Marblehead on the next day ; while Doorman, having seen them clear of the danger area, continued with De Ruyte r
and the Dutch destroyers westwards, south about Java to Batavia .
The first essay of the Combined Striking Force was not a happy one .
Considering the distance of Balikpapan from Surabaya—some 500 mile s
—the hazards of taking a surface force without air cover on such a mission
were obvious, since some of the pasage would have to be made in day light over waters under enemy air control . Those hazards being accepted ,
the timing of sailing, and route taken, would appear to have been il l
chosen . Morison, the American naval historian, implied Doorman ' s responsibility for the idea of the operation when he wrote : "Rear-Admira l
Doorman, who had already assumed active command of the Combine d
Striking Force, had plans for a try at Macassar Strait."3
On the other hand, Admiral Helfrich, in unpublished notes written afte r
the war, said that Doorman told him that "he didn't understand why h e
got orders to proceed for an attack on Balikpapan—a long way—without air protection and after being sighted the last day before" . Helfrich
could not understand why Doorman took the route he did, nor knew wh o
chose the route . "In my opinion he should have gone through Sapud i
Strait [along the east coast of Madura Island] up north immediately . "
Hart was indignant about Doorman's retirement to Batavia, and "though t
seriously of relieving this cautious commander but decided not to do s o
because the Netherlanders, fighting for their own soil, would feel slighte d
if not represented in the high command" . 4 "What could Doorman have
done else?" asked Helfrich in his post war notes . "He told me late r
it never was his intention to stay in the Indian Ocean . It was part of the
`hit and run' tactics, which I had ordered, before Hart arrived, as th e
only method to operate against a superior enemy, without air cover . "
Hart ordered Doorman to Tjilatjap, where they met on 8th February .
There was then news of an enemy convoy from the Molucca Sea roundin g
the south-east corner of Celebes, and Hart told Doorman to attack it .
Doorman sailed—on the 8th—with De Ruyter, Tromp, and two destroyers.
8 Morison,

p . 299 .
, Morison, p . 305 .
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Houston remained at Tjilatjap until the 10th, when she was sailed t o
Darwin, thus denying Doorman his most powerful unit at that time . But
it was in any case then too late for a surface attack on the Japanes e
convoy . As Doorman sailed from Tjilatjap at midnight on the 8th, th e
enemy force was anchoring at its destination—Macassar ; which town,
with the adjacent Maros airfield, was occupied by nightfall on the 9th .
Doorman's orders were thereupon changed, and he was told to wai t
south of Sumbawa for further instructions .
It was, for Doorman, the beginning of three weeks of frustrating, "to o
weak and too late", fruitless attempts to check the Japanese flood . They
were weeks in which the resemblance of the Allied naval situation to tha t
of the British in the naval defence of Crete became increasingly marked .
But the weight against Doorman was greater than that against the Britis h
admirals in the Aegean . Their material strength had been much greater
than his ; but he had not only, like them, to contend against overwhelmin g
air power, but against vastly superior surface power too . Nor was this hi s
main handicap . The British in the Mediterranean had the strength o f
complete and mutual confidence between Commander-in-Chief and forc e
commanders ; confidence based on their common heritage of a
long tradition, and sound peacetime training capped by activ e
war experience gained in many enemy encounters . It was such that the y
could almost read each others' minds and divine each others' intentions .
There was no such mutual confidence between Hart and Doorman, no r
between Hart and Helfrich . For Hart, 64 years old, the command was
an unsought and heavy—apparently too heavy 5—responsibility . His was
not inspired leadership for the Dutch ; and the record of the period is on e
of unhappy dissensions between them . The British in the area, hitherto pre occupied with the escort of Singapore convoys in the west, had experience d
little contact with Hart, or with the American forces operating east o f
the Borneo-Bali line . Their relations with the Dutch were, however, clos e
and happy ; and the British officers got on well with Doorman .
But that was not enough . Ships and men had not trained or exercise d
together, and time did not permit this to be rectified . In such a vita l
factor as communications, the difficulties were such as seriously to reduc e
efficiency. Visual signalling was restricted to simple signals in English b y
flashing lamp in Morse code through the agency of a translator and of
British or American liaison officers with small signal staffs in the Dutch
ships . For that reason, tactically the ships of the Combined Striking Forc e
were capable of little more than following each other in line ahead . When
the British, operating with stronger, well-trained and experienced homogeneous forces against lesser opposition, were unable to succeed in th e
battle for Crete, it was unlikely that Doorman, with his unintegrated ,
6

"The Admiral [Hart] himself told the Governor-General [of the Netherlands East Indies] an d
me more than once that he felt himself 'too old' for this job . He even introduced himself wit h
the same words to me and to the Governor-General at the first meeting at Batavia on Jan 3r d
1942, thus even before General Wavell arrived . " Helfrich in his unpublished notes.
"Admiral Hart had arrived in Java tired and ill, and he told Admiral Layton that hi s
appointment was not of his seeking and little to his liking . What he wanted was a rest ." Russell
Grenfell, Main Fleet to Singapore (1951), p . 155.
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untrained groups, would have better fortune in the defence of the Nether lands East Indies, even with the change of over-all naval command whic h
shortly occurred with the relief of Hart as Abdafloat . The formation of a
striking force had been too long delayed ; and whatever chances it might
have had, had been lost with the swift passage of time and the establishment of advance enemy air bases . Doorman, and the ships and me n
he commanded, were now the victims of circumstance of which the out come was already and inevitably decided .
The Japanese force which took Macassar was that of the Saseb o
marines which had previously taken Menado and Kendari, and whic h
left Kendari on 6th February in six transports . Takagi's 5th Cruiser
Squadron (less Myoko) provided cover, and air and anti-submarine sup port were given by Chitose and Mizuho of the 11th Seaplane Tender
Division, and Sanuki Maru . Escort was by Nagara, with units of Kubo 's
1st Base Force and destroyers of the 8th, 15th and 21st Divisions, augmented by four destroyers from Balikpapan for close support at th e
landings . Although it was too late for Doorman to intervene, there was a
successful Allied attack at this operation when, as the Japanese forc e
entered the anchorage at Macassar shortly before midnight on the 8th ,
the destroyer Natsushio, 6 of the 15th Division, was torpedoed and sunk
by the U .S . submarine S 37 . 7 Japanese landings began at dawn on the 9th .
The small Dutch garrison could offer little opposition, and by nightfal l
that day the Japanese were in occupation . The next day Japanese arm y
units which had moved down the coast of Borneo from Balikpapan b y
barge and small craft, and then struck overland through mountainou s
jungle, took the south coast town and airfield of Bandjermasin agains t
slight opposition . The stage was being set for the assault on eastern Java .
XI
By this time Japanese preparations for an assault on Java from th e
west were also well forward, and indeed, on the day they landed at Macassar, in the east—the 9th February—the advanced force for the assaul t
on Banka Island in the west—as a preliminary to that on Sumatra—saile d
from Camranh Bay, Indo-China. The Japanese army and navy air force s
had at this stage gained almost complete air supremacy in the Malay are a
and neighbouring seas, having gradually extended their control with th e
capture of strategic airfields, as they had done in the east of the ABDA
Area . It will be recalled that on the 25th December 1941, the enemy captured Kuching with its airfield in British Borneo . On the 4th January they
captured Kuantan and its airfield in Malaya ; and on the 27th of the mont h
secured Sinkawang II airfield in Dutch Borneo . The day before this ,
on the 26th January, a Japanese convoy of two transports, escorted b y
the light cruiser Sendai ; destroyers of the 3rd Squadron ; and smaller craft, 8
Natsushio, Japanese destroyer (1940), 1,900 tons, six 5-in guns, eight 24-in torp tubes, 36 kts .
7 537, US submarine (1923), 800 tons, one 3-in gun, four 21-in torp tubes, 14 .5 kts .
8 The convoy in its approach stages was apparently covered by a force including ships of th e
7th Cruiser Squadron and 4th Carrier Division . It was sighted by reconnaissance aircraft fro m
Singapore at 7 .45 a .m . on 26 January when, according to a British official account, it consiste d
of four cruisers, one aircraft carrier, six destroyers, two transports, and 13 smaller craft .
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arrived at Endau, some 80 miles due north of Singapore . The transports
carried part of the 96th Airfield Battalion with stores, equipment, petrol
and bombs for the Kahang and Kluang airfields, the next objective of th e
Japanese in their southward drive in Malaya .
During the afternoon of the 26th January aircraft from Singapore at tacked the convoy, and troops in barges and on the beaches . Direct hits
were made on the two transports and a cruiser ; but the attackers los t
13 of their 68 participating aircraft, with others badly damaged . At this
time the destroyers H .M .A .S . Vampire and H .M.S . Thanet were in Singapore naval base, where they had arrived on the 24th January afte r
escorting convoy "MS .2A " from Ratai Bay . They were ordered to attack
the Japanese concentration at Endau, and left Singapore at 4 .30 p .m .
on the 26th . The two ships steamed northwards, adjusting speed so a s
to arrive off Endau after moonset; and shortly before 2 a .m . on th e
27th Moran, Vampire's commanding officer, with Thanet two cable s
astern, led in at 15 knots towards Endau with the dark bulk of Pula u
Tioman (an island some 25 miles off shore) as a concealing background .
Japanese ships at Endau at the time, additional to the two transports ,
were Sendai ; the destroyers Hatsuyuki, Shirayuki, Fubuki, Yugiri, Asagir i
and Amagiri ; 9 five minesweepers of No . 1 Minesweeping Group ; and
about six other small craft . At 2 .37 a .m . Vampire sighted a vessel, believed
to be a destroyer, on the starboard bow . Vampire was apparently no t
sighted, and accordingly left this ship in the hope of finding a concentration farther in ; and three minutes later she sighted what seemed t o
be a second destroyer "right ahead and close" . Moran altered to port ,
passed about 600 yards off, and fired two of his three torpedoes . Bot h
missed . According to the Japanese report this ship was the minesweeper
No . 4, 1 patrolling outside the anchorage, and she at once gave the alarm .
Meanwhile Vampire and Thanet lost the two Japanese ships in the darkness and continued in some seven or eight miles towards Endau until 3 .1 3
a .m . when, having failed to sight any concentration, Moran altered cours e
to S .E . by E . with Thanet following, and increased to full speed .
At 3 .18 Vampire sighted a destroyer on the port bow . Moran tol d
Thanet to alter course to starboard and fire her torpedoes . Vampire herself fired her one remaining torpedo, and again missed . This destroye r
was apparently Shirayuki, closely followed by Yugiri while, according t o
the Japanese story, "soon afterwards No . 1 2 minesweeper, Sendai, Fubuki
and Asagiri also joined in the fight" . There followed a brief, confused
melee, with Vampire and Thanet retiring S .E . by E . at full speed and both
sides engaging with gun fire . At about 4 a .m . Thanet was hit . "Great cloud s
of black smoke issued from her," recorded Moran, who tried to cover
her withdrawal with a smoke screen . But the British ship was disabled
s Japanese destroyers (1928-30), 1,700 tons, six 5-in guns, nine 24-in torp tubes, 34 kts ; all sunk
between Aug 1942 and Apr 1944.
s Japanese minesweeper (1924), 615 tons, two 4 .7-in guns, 20 kts.
s Japanese minesweeper (1923), 615 tons, two 4.7-in guns, 20 kts ; sunk 9 Aug 1945 .

560

ABDA AND ANZAC

27 Jan-2 Feb

and stopped, and was last seen by Vampire, her guns silent, with a pronounced list to starboard and smoking heavily . Moran believed he score d
two shell hits on a destroyer during the melee ; and that the Japanes e
ships engaged and damaged each other in the confusion . The Japanese,
however, claim that they came off scatheless . Thanet sank at about 4 .2 0
a .m . on the 27th January 1942 . Vampire, which suffered no damage o r
casualties, made good her escape, and reached the Singapore naval bas e
at 10 o'clock that morning .
Vampire's period in the ABDA Area was coming to a close . On the
28th January she left Singapore escorting a convoy to Sunda Strait wit h
Yarra. The ships withstood an enemy air attack at the northern entranc e
to Banka Strait without damage, and on the 30th Vampire, relieved b y
H .M .I .S . Sutlej, proceeded to Batavia . She left there on the 1st Februar y
with Exeter and Jupiter, escorting the U .S. transports West Point (26,45 4
tons) and Manhattan (24,289 tons) through Sunda Strait, after whic h
Vampire formed part of escort of convoy "DM .2 " from Sunda Strait to
Batavia . On the 5th February she finally sailed from Batavia, escorting
the merchant ships Melchior Treub (3,242 tons), and Ophir (4,115 tons )
to Colombo, which port was reached on the 11th February . Vampire ha d
seen her last of the ABDA Area, and now joined the East Indies Station .
XII
The early days of February 1942 saw the start of various widely dispersed but related ship movements in the ABDA Area and adjacent
waters . Some convoys were still making across the Indian Ocean for th e
area, but with the continued southward advance of the Japanese the tide
was beginning to set strongly in the other direction . Indeed once again
the resemblance to happenings ten months earlier in the Aegean became
marked . As in April 1941, during the British withdrawal from Greece ,
Suda Bay in Crete became cluttered with ships, and their dispatch to th e
Mediterranean an urgent call on Pridham-Wippell there, so in February
1942 the congestion at Batavia with ships escaping from Singapore, o r
diverted from there to Java because of the depreciating situation, becam e
of serious concern to Commodore Collins, and their dispersal through
Sunda Strait east to Australia or west to Colombo a pressing problem . As
in the Aegean, so in the South China Sea enemy bombing (and late r
surface attack) increasingly added to the trials of the withdrawing ship s
and their escorts . From the beginning of the month there was a steady
exodus from Singapore . On the 2nd February H .M .A .S . Maryborough
left there escorting H .M . Ships Circe, 3 Medusa, 4 and motor minesweeper
No . 515 to Batavia . H .M .A .S . Vendetta (which was immobilised, having
been in dockyard hands with a major refit) also left on the 2nd in to w
of Stronghold, and in the evening of that day Hobart and Tenedos sailed
HMS Circe, minesweeper (1912), 778 tons, one 4-in gun .
4 HMS Medusa, minelayer (1915), 535 tons, 52 mines, 10 kts.
6 Motor minesweeper No . 51 (1941), 226 tons, one 3-pdr gun; sunk, south of Java, 4 Mar 1942.
S
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for Batavia, outstripping these smaller and slower fry en route . Shortly
after noon on the 3rd, in the northern leg of Banka Strait, Hobart saw
three aircraft bombing the merchant ship Norah Moller (4,433 tons) .
She and Tenedos turned towards at high speed and the aircraft, afte r
a fruitless attack on Hobart, flew off . Norah Moller, hit amidships, was
on fire, with her engines out of action . Hobart took off her wounded an d
passengers—a total of 57 including women and children . The remaining
13 of Norah Moller's company were picked up by Tenedos, and the ship
herself, anchored, abandoned and on fire, was left . Of those rescued b y
Hobart, 28 were wounded, and six died on passage to Tanjong Priok ,
which was reached on the 4th .
Of the Australian ships of the 21st Minesweeping Group, Maryborough ,
as stated above, left Singapore for Java on the 2nd February . Goulburn
and Burnie were already based on Tanjong Priok . They left Singapore o n
the 25th January, detailed for sweeping the southern half of Banka Strait .
They swept en route, and reached Batavia on the 30th, finding "both inne r
and outer anchorages greatly congested owing to large number of ship s
arriving" . On the 3rd February Ballarat and Toowoomba—detailed fo r
sweeping the northern half of Banka Strait to Berhala Strait—left Singapor e
for Palembang, in company with two small local minesweepers, H .M .
Ships Gemass and Rahman . 7 On passage they were diverted to help th e
merchant ship Loch Ranza (4,958 tons) which, carrying important radar
sets, wireless telegraphy transmitters, and anti-aircraft guns for the defence
of Palembang, had been bombed and was aground and on fire at th e
north-east end of Abang Island, in Rhio Strait . Toowoomba rescued th e
crew and recovered some of the gear . On their passage south throug h
Berhala Strait the two corvettes were bombed heavily by five Japanes e
aircraft, but the enemy were repulsed by gun fire, and the ships escape d
with slight damage suffered by Toowoomba, and reached Palembang o n
the 6th .
That day the Rear-Admiral Malaya (Rear-Admiral Spooner 8 ) in Singapore deputed his minesweeping officer (Commander Farquharson°) t o
leave in Wollongong, take Bendigo in company, close Abang Island, an d
search for Loch Ranza's crew ;' and take every step completely to destro y
the radar sets and wireless transmitters . Bendigo left Singapore at 9 .2 0
p .m. on the 6th to act as a lightship for an outgoing convoy at th e
northern end of Durian Strait . Wollongong sailed at midnight on the 6th ,
and was thus the last Australian warship to leave Singapore before th e
surrender. She picked up Bendigo at 1 a .m . on the 7th, and the two ship s
° HMS Gemas (1925), 207 tons ; scuttled at Tjilatjap, 3 Mar 1942 .
7 HMS Rahman (1926), 209 tons ; lost at Batavia, 1 Mar 1942.
8 Vice-Adm E . J . Spooner, DSO ; RN . (HMS Calliope 1916-18.) Comd HMS Vindictive 1937-38 ,
HMS Repulse 1938-40, Rear-Adm, Malaya, 1941 . B . 22 Aug 1887 . Died on Tjebia Island, 15
Apr 1942.
°Cdr E . R. A. Farquharson ; RN . (HMS's Pyramus 1914-16, Concordon 1916-18 .) SO 9 Mine sweeping Flotilla 1941 ; cdr minesweepers, Singapore 1941-42 ; comd HMS Athene 1942-43 .
B . 9 Jun 1893 .
1 Toowoomba's signal saying that Loch Ranza's crew had already been rescued apparently neve r
got through.
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closed Abang Island at daylight that day, to find Loch Ranza, with her
bow on a reef, submerged up to the foremast and completely burnt out .
In the afternoon of the 11th, after a stealthy passage down the coas t
of Sumatra, and hiding from enemy aircraft at intervals in various bays
and inlets, the two ships joined Ballarat and Toowoomba at Palembang.
XIII
A week after Japan entered the war, Mr Churchill, then in the ne w
battleship Duke of York on his way across the Atlantic to confer with
the President of the United States, in a radio message to London aske d
the British Chiefs of Staff to "consider with Auchinleck2 and Commonwealth Government moving 1st [i .e . 6th] Australian Division from Pales tine to Singapore" . On Christmas Day, then a guest at the White House ,
Washington, he summarised his views on the Far Eastern situation in a
cable to Mr Curtin, and referred to his suggestion that "you recall on e
Australian division from Palestine either into India to replace other troop s
sent forward or go direct, if it can be arranged, to Singapore" . Within
a few days this suggestion had resolved into agreement by the Australia n
Government that the 6th and 7th Divisions should be transferred fro m
the Middle East to the Netherlands East Indies, together with corps troop s
and maintenance and base organisations . In approving this move at a
meeting on the 5th January, the War Cabinet laid down that "adequat e
measures should be taken for their security both in respect of naval escor t
and protection when approaching destination" .
The move was a striking illustration of the value of control of th e
wider seas and oceans in a world-wide naval war . During February, Marc h
and April, in the "Stepsister" movement, over seventy ships, loaded wit h
troops and equipment, were spread over the Indian Ocean between th e
Middle and Far East, and about 64,000 troops were transported . Th e
ships varied between large fast transports such as the British Andes an d
Strathallan, the Dutch Nieuw Amsterdam, and the American Mount
Vernon and West Point, each carrying from 3,000 to 5,000 troops, t o
slower and smaller vessels loaded with equipment and motor transport an d
carrying only about 200 troops .
Ours was not a luxury liner (recalled a soldier who travelled in one of thes e
smaller ships) . It was a glorified sort of tramp, and we were the aft gun crew . Bang
went our visions of hot and cold water, gadgets for producing stewards, and sprin g
beds. Weeks went by, and each day seemed longer and more monotonous than th e
previous one. "Bully 'n biscuits" comprised the main diet . Rats gnawed the tongues
of our boots. Cockroaches pranced, route-marched, and did the polka in every corne r
and crevice. The only water on the ship was highly chlorinated . 3
To an extent the system developed in the west-bound US convoy day s
was followed . There was a certain amount of swift carriage from Egyp t
to Bombay with transhipment there . There were some convoys of th e
8

Field Marshal Sir Claude Auchinleck, GCB, GCIE, CSI, DSO, OBE. C-in-C India 1941, 1943-46 ;
C-in-C ME 1941-42 . Regular soldier; b . 21 Jun 1884.
VX16838 Sgt H. J. Hale, "Decontamination" in Soldiering On (1942), p .
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larger troop transports, but generally the equipment and motor transport
ships sailed independently after being escorted through focal areas .
Colombo came prominently into the picture as a refuelling and assembly
port .
The first of the convoys, " JS .1 " ,`I reached Colombo at the end o f
January . It was of eight ships, Adrastus (7,905 tons) ; Prominent (2,232) ;
Filleigh (4,856) ; Modasa (9,070) ; Yoma (8,139) ; Lulworth Hill
(7,628) ; Hai Lee (3,616) ; and Hermion (5,202) and carried troops
and equipment of the 2/3rd Machine Gun Battalion and the 2/2nd Pioneer
Battalion . "JS .l" left Colombo for the ABDA Area on the 3rd Februar y
with H .M .S . Cornwall as ocean escort and the Australian corvette s
Bathurst and Lismore providing local anti-submarine protection . (The
corvettes left "JS .1 " on the 5th February, to meet and provide anti submarine screen for the battleship Royal Sovereign and the netlaye r
Guardian, 5 which that day left Addu Atoll for Trincomalee . )
On the day "JS .1" left Colombo, the 3rd February, convoy "BM .12" ,
the last to carry reinforcements to Singapore, was passing through Sund a
Strait north bound . By this time the imminence of a Japanese attack o n
southern Sumatra was clear. Enemy aircraft were making daily reconnaissance flights over Banka Island and Palembang ; air attacks on Allied
convoys in Banka Strait and on airfields in Sumatra increased ; and report s
were received of a Japanese airborne division concentrating at Camran h
Bay,6 and of an enemy naval force assembling at the Anambas an d
Natuna Islands, believed to be for an attack on Banka Island .
Sumatra, an island just over 1,000 miles long, and some 230 mile s
at its greatest width where it is bisected by the equator, lies with its lon g
axis roughly north-west to south-east, and with its northern half almost
parallel to the Malay Peninsula, from which it is separated by the Malacc a
Strait, some thirty miles wide at its narrowest . Economically (and at
this stage strategically also) its chief importance lay in the south, wher e
were rich oil fields and refineries, and airfields, near Palembang . Palembang lies fifty miles up the Musi River which, dividing below the tow n
into a number of channels, one of which was navigable to ocean-goin g
vessels, flows through mangrove and swamp to empty into the norther n
leg of Banka Strait . The two airfields were Palembang I, about ten mile s
north of the city, and Palembang II, about thirty-five miles south-west o f
Palembang . Early in January 1942, arrangements were made with Major General ter Poorten, Commander-in-Chief of the Netherlands East Indie s
Army, for the British to use the airfields and provide anti-aircraft artillery .
* The convoys from the Middle East intended for the Netherlands East Indies were originall y
designated "JS" . But with the deterioration in the situation, and the fall of the Netherlands
East Indies, there was considerable rearranging of the convoys at Colombo, and most of the m
sailed thence—to Australia—as "SU" convoys.
5 HMS Guardian, netlayer (1933), 2,860 tons, two 4-in guns, 18 kts.
"It was subsequently learned from Japanese sources that the Japanese assault on southern
Sumatra had been planned for the 10th February, using Ledo airfield on Borneo as the ai r
base. This field could not be prepared in time, and the air base was changed to Kuching i n
Borneo and Kuantan on the Malay Peninsula . The Palembang operation was accordingly deferre d
to the 15th February .
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It had been hoped to send an Indian brigade group to strengthen th e
inadequate Dutch garrison concentrated for the defence of the Palemban g
area, but the rapid Japanese advance in Malaya precluded this . Now
that no more reinforcements could be landed at Singapore, General Wavel l
decided that the first Australian division to arrive should be used i n
Sumatra, and the second division in Java . Advanced parties of the Australian Corps in convoy "JS .1" (and in "JS .2", also on the way) would
be the first of these Australians to arrive in Sumatra . Meanwhile British
air squadrons from Malaya had established themselves at Palembang ,
whence they had continued their support of the army in Malaya an d
given such protection as they could to convoys traversing Sunda and
Banka Straits ; and heavy and light anti-aircraft artillery for the airfield s
was sent from Singapore . Six 3 .7-inch guns and a number of light gun s
reached Palembang on the 30th January . Unfortunately little ammunition
arrived with them, and in the intensive bombing by the Japanese of ship s
in Durian and Berhala Straits the ammunition ship Katong (1,461 tons )
was sunk, and the Subadar (5,424 tons)—loaded with 3 .7-inch ammunition and more guns—was beached in Berhala Strait . She subsequently
refloated and continued her voyage, but did not reach Palembang until
the 11th February.
Again the time problem between Japanese advance and reinforcements '
arrival became of first importance . To try and steal a few days, Wavel l
asked ter Poorten to send two Netherlands East Indies battalions fro m
Java to strengthen the garrison of southern Sumatra . They left Tanjon g
Priok in two transports, escorted by Java, on the 5th February . One battalion went to Palembang ; and the other, despite the lateness of the hou r
and the earlier illustrations of the inability of a small garrison to hol d
an island against attack by an enemy with control of its approaches ,
was used to reinforce Banka and Billiton islands . (Admiral Helfrich
objected . "I protested to General ter Poorten," he recorded after the war ,
"no use . When, later, the Japanese did not attack Billiton, the battalio n
had to be taken back to Java suddenly . On their way back in a shi p
[Sloet van de Beele] escorted by a destroyer [Van Nes] I lost the ship ,
the destroyer, and the battalion by a Japanese air attack ." That was o n
the 17th February . )
The transport of the Dutch reinforcements was covered by a sweep t o
the north of Banka by a small British force . Hobart, with survivors she
had rescued from Norah Moller, reached Tanjong Priok on the 4th February, and at 6 .14 p .m. the same day sailed again under orders fro m
Commodore Collins to join Exeter, Jupiter, and Encounter (the two first named from escorting convoy "BM.12 " ) in the northern entrance to Bank a
Strait, and search for enemy forces north of Banka Island . Hobart steame d
north through Banka Strait, met the other three ships at 7 .48 a .m . on th e
5th, and the force rounded Banka Island, closed Klabat Bay, the dee p
indentation on the north coast, and returned via Gaspar Strait betwee n
Banka and Billiton islands, to Tanjong Priok, where it arrived at 7 a .m .
on the 6th . No enemy surface forces were sighted, but while north of
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Banka Island, around midday on the 5th, the ships suffered three separat e
high-level bombing attacks . Hobart was near-missed, but without damage .
Her captain, Howden, noted tha t
bombs from Japanese high-level attacks have not the noisy shriek common t o
German or Italian bombs . Rather does their noise somewhat resemble that by no
means unpleasant sound made by the transfer of soda water from a siphon to a glass .
He observed, nevertheless, that their accuracy appeared more deadly, an d
the explosive effect more powerful, than those of the German and Italia n
bombs .
On the 6th, the day the force returned to Tanjong Priok, Allied reconnaissance aircraft from Palembang sighted one enemy cruiser, four destroyers and four transports at the Anambas Islands . General Wavell concluded that southern Sumatra was the probable objective of this force . '
Dutch submarines were disposed to counter the anticipated move, K 11
and K 12 in the vicinity of Klabat Bay ; K 14 to patrol the line Anambas Banka ; and K I5 to the southern entrance of Karimata Strait, betwee n
Billiton and Borneo . Ineffectual air attacks were made on the enem y
concentration on the nights of the 8th-9th and 11th-12th February .
Meanwhile, on the 9th the advance force of the Japanese 38th Division,
in eight transports escorted by the light cruiser Sendai and destroyers, left
Camranh Bay for Banka Island . The next day Vice-Admiral Ozawa i n
Chokai, with the 7th Cruiser Squadron, Kumano, Mogami, Mikuma and
Suzuya ; light cruiser Yura, and destroyers ; and the 4th Carrier Division,
Ryujo, left Camranh Bay for the area north of Banka Island to cover th e
operation . On the 11th February the main body of the invasion force, in
fourteen transports escorted by the light cruiser Kashii, with destroyer s
and smaller craft, left Camranh Bay for Palembang . Two days later a n
Allied reconnaissance aircraft sent to reconnoitre the Anambas Island s
reported that the Japanese concentration there had left, and that enem y
invasion convoys had been sighted north of Banka Island, moving toward s
the strait .
XI V
These were fateful days on that 600-mile stretch of water from th e
Indian Ocean outside Sunda Strait to Singapore, where the ebb in Allie d
fortunes was reaching full tide, and the flow set to the southwards a s
ships sought to escape in the shortening time remaining . On the 6th
February Danae, Sutlej and Yarra left Singapore escorting convo y
" E .M .U . " , consisting of Devonshire and Felix Roussel for India, and City
of Canterbury for Batavia . These ships had arrived only the previous da y
in convoy "BM .12A" . Devonshire and Felix Roussel now carried large
numbers of women and children refugees for Bombay . On the 7th Hobar t
and Electra left Batavia to relieve Danae and Sutlej and escort the convo y
through Sunda Strait . By this time shipping congestion at Tanjong Prio k
7 It was probably marking
Palembang operation .

time there as a result of the five days '
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was acute, and many ships had to anchor outside the breakwater . Though
they there had the protection of minefields, Collins, on the 5th February ,
instituted a continuous anti-submarine patrol which, started with H .M .A .
Ships Goulburn and Burnie, was maintained until the eve of the invasio n
of Java .
At this stage General Wavell was still optimistic . Reviewing the situation on the 6th February, the Joint Staff Mission in Washington gave th e
opinion that "the forces available now or in the near future in this are a
cannot hope to stem the Japanese advance, far less pass to the offensive ,
until we have achieved air superiority" . Wavell, however, thought th e
Japanese must be having difficulty in maintaining their air effort, and o n
the 7th February expressed the view that "if all our reinforcements com e
to hand without delay we shall get on top before long" . But that nigh t
the Japanese effected a landing on Pulau Ubin, in the middle of Johor e
Strait off the north-east point of Singapore Island ; and, the next night,
made several landings on the north-west coast of the island itself . General
Wavell spent twenty-four hours in Singapore from where he returned t o
Java on the 11th February "without much confidence in any prolonge d
resistance" (as he recorded in his dispatch) ; and with the knowledge tha t
"the battle for Singapore is not going well . Japanese, with usual infiltration tactics, are getting on much more rapidly than they should in wes t
of island" (as he that day telegraphed to Churchill) . From then on th e
end came quickly . By 10th February the defenders had no operationa l
aircraft left on the island ; the last eight Hurricane fighters had bee n
sent to Palembang . The majority of the troops (including the Australians ,
who bore the shock of the first Japanese landings on the night of the 8th 9th) fought bravely and well ; but there was also, especially among th e
recently arrived half-trained reinforcements, a decline in discipline an d
morale . On the 11th February, according to a report by the naval Staff
Officer (Intelligence) Singapore, the waterfront at Singapore was "a mas s
of demoralised troops looking for any means of leaving the island" .
On the 8th February Yarra, detached from convoy "E .M .U . " , arrived
in the Palembang River, and left the same day for Batavia in compan y
with Stronghold towing Vendetta. These two ships, having been repeatedl y
bombed on their passage south, had put into the mouth of the Palembang
River on the 4th . It will be recalled that on the 6th February Dragon an d
Durban, with two destroyers, relieved Canberra of the escort of convoy
"MS .3" off Christmas Island, while the Australian cruiser took over
Warwick Castle from them and escorted that ship to Australia . Th e
seven tankers of the Palembang section of "MS .3 " reached their destinatio n
on the 9th February . That day Hobart, having escorted Devonshire an d
Felix Roussel of convoy "E .M .U ." through Sunda Strait, dispersed the m
to Bombay unescorted, and the next day took over from Cornwall the
escort of convoy "JS .1 " , carrying the first flight of the A .I .F . coming fro m
the Middle East to the Netherlands East Indies . Also on that day, th e
10th, Dragon and her companions from convoy "MS .3" reached Tanjong
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Priok, as did also Stronghold and Yarra with Vendetta . Efforts were now
being made to send out of Singapore all who could be spared of noncombat, administrative, and key officers and men of the Services, as wel l
as civilians . The ships Kinta (1,220 tons) and Darvel (1,929 tons) sailed
from Singapore on the 9th with 1,000 servicemen for Batavia, includin g
the Australian 2/3rd Reserve Motor Transport Company which provide d
deck and engine room crews for the Kinta, whose crew had deserted i n
an air raid . On the 10th Rear-Admiral Spooner asked for ships to lif t
3,000, mainly airmen, from the island . Thus, immediately on arriving at
Batavia Durban, in company with Jupiter, Stronghold, and Kedah, saile d
for Singapore .
H .M.S . Kedah (2,499 tons), one of the ships of the Straits Shipping
Company, which had been requisitioned for naval work, was commande d
by Commander Sinclair 8 who knew intimately the South China Sea an d
approaches to Singapore . The small force left Batavia with Durban leading, but the cruiser's captain, Cazalet, l told Sinclair : "I want you t o
take charge and lead us into Singapore. You are the local expert," and
it was arranged that Kedah should lead from the north end of Duria n
Strait . Sinclair left in his report a graphic description of the night of
11th-12th February, made fantastic by the demolitions and destructio n
taking place on the island .
We met it (Sinclair wrote) as we made the Durian Strait . As we got up to th e
northern end of the minefield a thick haze developed into the thickest oily blac k
smoke I have ever met . One felt that one was eating it, and it tasted oily, greasy.
. . . It was a very dark night, no moon and this terrible pall of oily smoke ove r
everything, blowing right down upon us, the wind being N .N.E. force five, smothering
everything. Nothing in any way familiarly to be seen, and instead fires and flashes
and flares in the most unusual places . Pulau Sambu was burning fiercely, Pula u
Sebarok also . . . . I couldn't see Salu. I couldn't see anything. . . .
I was praying now that I hadn't, from my sketchy start from a doubtful fix ,
thought too much of my 18 knots and too little of the three-and-a-half knot tid e
sweeping us westwards and northwards ; praying that the tail of my line would kee p
on keeping clear of No . 1 minefield. When, suddenly, fate struck a match the siz e
of an ammunition dump behind the three funnels of Empress of Asia, half a poin t
on the port bow, just where she should be . I was right smack on the course u p
the western end of Selat Sinki . I passed down the line "Look out for the buoy".
We actually saw it as we passed it.
Approaching Cyrene Shoal, Bukum was in black silence . The Western Entrance
just wasn't there . Not a light in the harbour . The white flashing light was out.
Abreast of the north end of Bukum I made "Speed ten knots and take care of the
set to the north" . Three guns on Blakang Mati fired . I thought "Hell, they've
mistaken us for Japs" . And up went Pulau Bukum! The rest was easy. It was like
daylight now. And there were the Western Heads, lovely and luminous in the fier y
glare of heaven knows how many thousand tons of precious fuel and aviation spiri t
where, a moment before, had been unpredictable black darkness .
. Sinclair, DSO, RD ; RNR. (HMS's Newmarket 1914-15, Osiris 1915-18 .) Comd HMS
8 Cdr J . L1941-42.
Singapore pilot ; b. 20 Dec 1889. Died of wounds, at Porlock Harbour, 7 De c

Kedah

1942, while serving with RAN .
Vice-Adm Sir Peter Cazalet, KBE, CB, DSO, DSC ; RN. (HMS Princess Royal 1918 .) Com d
HMS Durban 1941-42, 23 Destroyer Flotilla 1944-45 . B . 29 Jul 1899.
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The four ships went alongside at Section 10 . There was no shore staff
to handle lines, an d
the wharf was slithery with oil-fuel . Ships had oiled and then thrown the pipe-lin e
ashore. There must have been no staff at the pumping house on the road . Hundreds
of feet had trampled it everywhere . The place was littered with abandoned cars,
suddenly become valueless . Personal belongings, cherished to the water's edge, tha t
had in the time between one breath and the next suddenly become too much—or to o
little—to bother about. Quietly standing there amid the wreckage, waiting t o
embark, was the last of our weaponless Air Force .
It was then about 1 .30 a .m . on the 12th February . A few hours earlier
in the afternoon of the 11th, Wollongong and Bendigo, under the command of Commander Farquharson, reached Palembang (as stated above )
where were already Toowoomba and Ballarat . Farquharson had suc h
alarming reports from the Port Captain next morning that he decide d
to take the four Australian corvettes to sea, and ordered Toowoomba an d
Ballarat to raise steam by noon . The four ships, with H .M . Ships Gema s
and Rahman, sailed soon after noon, escorting (at the request of th e
Dutch authorities) twelve ships to Batavia . Ballarat anchored at the mouth
of the river, and remained there until 8 a .m . on the 13th, awaiting the
arrival of one of the merchant ships . The rest of the convoy cleared th e
river at 7 .45 p .m . on the 12th, and made south through Banka Strait ,
from which it emerged at daybreak on the 13th .
Banka Strait was crowded with traffic that night . In addition to the
corvettes' Palembang convoy (which later swelled to twenty-eight ships) ,
six tankers of the "MS .3 " convoy had left Palembang, and a stream o f
traffic was hurrying south from Singapore . From there had sailed, i n
these last two days, numerous small craft and, on the night of the 11th12th, thirteen merchant ships ; and Durban, Kedah, Jupiter and Stronghold
escorting Empire Star and Gorgon—all six last-named ships and some o f
the thirteen merchant ships carrying Service personnel . 2 (The last organise d
sailing from Singapore was on the night of the 13th-14th February, whe n
a flotilla of small craft carrying some 3,000 Service and civil government
personnel sailed . Among them was ML .3103 , the naval motor launch
carrying Rear-Admiral Spooner and Air Vice-Marshal Pulford . )
According to Sinclair' s report, Durban, Kedah and the two destroyers
left Singapore at about 3 .35 a .m. on the 12th. They had to anchor at the
northern end of the swept channel through the Durian Strait minefield ,
where a light-buoy was missing, and where was "a scatter of shipping that
had apparently given up looking for it and had anchored waiting for daylight . . . . Passing through the minefield was like crossing a chasm by a
plank . It was absolutely necessary to get one foot at least upon the hither
2 The thirteen merchant ships were :

Derrymore (4,799 tons) ; Redang (531) ; Ipoh (1,279) ;
Ampang (213) ; Jalakrishna (4,991) ; Jalavihar (5,330) ; Jalaratna (3,942) ; Oriskany (1,644) ;
Ashridge (2,884) ; Hong Kheng (6,167) ; Sin Kheng Seng (200) ; Aquarius (6,094) ; Lee Sang
(1,655) . Sinclair recorded that Kedah had 345 airmen on board ; Durban 57 "personnel"; Jupiter
and Stronghold 150 naval men from Singapore ; and Empire Star some 900 servicemen . Gorgon

also had a number on board.
S ML .310, motor launch (1941), 73 tons; lost by enemy action 15 Feb 1942, at Tjebia Island .
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end of the plank." 4 Kedah, Durban, and their convoy got away at daylight
(Stronghold and Jupiter had been directed to escort any other ships the y
could), cleared the minefield, and about 7 a .m . on the 12th enemy dive
bombing attacks began and continued at intervals throughout the day .
Gorgon (Sinclair later recalled) escaped scatheless, and Kedah receive d
only minor splinter hits ; but Empire Star was hit twice with many casual ties, and Durban had six or seven killed and seventeen injured, her for ward 6-inch put out of action, and much navigating gear knocked abou t
so that Captain Cazalet asked me to take over navigating duties and to lead the
convoy the rest of the way . We entered Banka Strait after dark . Order now wa s
Kedah, Empire Star, Gorgon, Durban . When about at the worst part odd littl e
shapes began to loom up ahead . Our speed was thirteen knots to keep the strin g
closed up, which they were well and truly doing, when suddenly we were int o
the puzzle ahead. I ordered "Switch on navigation lights and keep going" . We ha d
caught up with the last outpouring of all the small craft from the Singapore Inne r
Roads on the previous day . Small K .P.M's, Straits Steamships, Red Funnels, Black
Funnels, 75-tonners, small craft towing unfinished motor sweepers . The only thin g
to do was to go straight on . We did, and missed everything .

Kedah and her company cleared Banka Strait just before daylight o n
the 13th, a little ahead of the four Australian corvettes and their convo y
from Palembang . Both groups of ships hugged the Sumatra coast an d
thus kept some miles to the westward of the main route . They consequently
escaped damage from enemy air attacks that day . Ships which kept t o
the main route—including the tankers of "MS .3" from Palembang, whic h
were being escorted by Jupiter and Stronghold—were less fortunate .
Bendigo, in her account of the day ' s proceedings, recorded a fruitless
attack by eight enemy aircraft at 11 .32 a .m . "The expected return visi t
from the Nips did not eventuate . They had in fact found a more interestin g
object for their attentions in the shape of seven large tankers about 4 0
miles to the eastwards ." 5 Of the same incident Sinclair later wrote :
Jupiter and Stronghold were ahead of and to the eastward of us, with fou r
tankers full of aviation spirit from Bukum,° and the Derrymore loaded with
ammunition . Cutting the corner off, we passed them and escaped attention on thi s
day, which was Friday, the thirteenth of February. . . . Soon Jupiter and Stronghold,
over the horizon and just forward of our beam, were asking for assistance . The y
were being heavily attacked by bombers . Durban went off on to the eastern horizon,
but did not care to lose sight of his own chickens . The ammunition ship ? was
sunk and all four tankers blazing furiously . . . . We were left unmolested.

Of the tankers with Jupiter and Stronghold, Merula and Manvantara
received direct hits, and were set on fire and lost . Toowoomba was
e Sinclair, commenting that Empire Star and Gorgon were among the ships anchored there becaus e
"there isn't any bloody buoy", remarked : "Had there been, these two ships, together with man y
who never arrived [at Java] but who had left earlier, would have been 12 hours steaming awa y
from risk and disaster and nearer safety .
. It is only my private guess that during tha t
evening and next morning [13-14 Feb] the stragglers, and particularly those who had bee n
pinned to the northward of the Durian Strait minefield by darkness and the missing light-buoy ,
fell to the advance scouting aircraft and sea forces preparing and clearing the way for th e
attack on Palembang . "
s There were apparently six : Manvantara, Merula, Erling Brovig, Herborg, Seirstad and Elsa .
6 Sinclair was writing in August 1942 from memory, which was here at fault .
7 Derrymore was sunk on this day, but at 9 p .m ., and by a submarine in the vicinity of the South
Watcher, some 50 miles NNW of Batavia.
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detached from his force by Farquharson to assist them, and picked u p
forty-two survivors from Merula . Herborg took Merula in tow, but later
her fire got out of control, and she had to be abandoned . The ship s
of these three groups—the Durban 's convoy, with the exception of Gorgon ,
which went on direct to Fremantle ; Farquharson 's convoy ; and the surviving tankers, reached Batavia during the 13th and 14th of February .
The tankers, Herborg, Erling Brovig, Seirstad and Elsa, with Jupiter and
Toowoomba, arrived there on the 14th, as did Ballarat . This ship wa s
bombed in Banka Strait during the morning of the 13th, but escape d
damage and casualties . Soon after noon on the 14th, ten miles S .S .W .
of the South Watcher light, she came across survivors of the torpedoe d
Derrymore. It was an extraordinary sight . Over a large area the sea wa s
covered with rafts and boats from the lost ship, and with planks an d
small makeshift rafts each supporting only two or three persons . Ballara t
sent away her motor-boat and whaler to round up and collect the smal l
parties, while she herself rescued those from the large rafts and boats .
The work took nearly five hours, during which 215 survivors were rescued .
Of these, 189 were British airmen, and the remaining 26 were of th e
ship's crew .
After Hobart took over from Cornwall the escort of convoy "JS .1 " ,
Exeter, Java, Electra and Jumna also joined the convoy of eight ships ,
of which five, Filleigh, Yoma, Lulworth Hill, Hai Lee, and Hermion ,
arrived at Oosthaven, at the southern tip of Sumatra, on 13th February ,
while the remaining three reached Batavia on the 14th . To provide antisubmarine protection for the Oosthaven ships, the corvettes Goulburn and
Burnie were sent from Batavia to the Sumatran port, and reached ther e
on the 12th, where they joined Jumna in carrying out anti-submarin e
patrols in the approaches, while the troops disembarked and the equipment was unloaded .
In Java the corvette Maryborough, which had been boiler cleaning an d
docking at Tanjong Priok, took over the anti-submarine duties of Goulbur n
and Burnie at that port, with a short break on the 12th when she gav e
anti-submarine protection to convoy "SJ .1", of eight ships 8 to a position i n
Sunda Strait . Convoy "SJ .1" was the first of those organised to reliev e
the growing congestion at Tanjong Priok, and get ships out of the ABDA
Area as quickly as possible . Off Oosthaven it was joined by five Dutch
vessels, and the convoy of thirteen merchant ships (two of which wer e
each towing an immobilised naval vessel, H .M. Ships Isis and Rover9 )
proceeded to Colombo escorted by H .M . Ships Dorsetshire and Express ,
and H .M .I .S . Sutlej . Dorsetshire took over the escort of "SJ .1 " after
escorting convoy "JS .2"—of one ship, Orcades—from Colombo . Sh e
handed "JS .2" over to Dragon and Encounter south of Sunda Strait, and
that convoy proceeded to Oosthaven, where it arrived on the 15th .
', Madura (9,032 tons) ; City of Canterbury (8,331) ; Anglo Indian (5,609) ; Yuen Sang (3,229) ;
Clan Alpine (5,442) ; Hallzones (5,298) ; Malancha (8,124) ; and City of Pretoria (8,049) .
, HMS Rover, submarine (1931), 1,475 tons, one 4-in gun, eight 21-in torp tubes, 17 .5 kts .
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XV
On 9th February Admiral Hart asked to be relieved of his duties a s
Abdafloat, and on the 12th the Combined Chiefs of Staff in Washingto n
directed Wavell "to let Hart maintain the nominal title of Abdafloat bu t
delegate his operational duties to Admiral Helfrich" . Helfrich was instructed to relieve Hart on the 14th . 1
Meanwhile, as stated above, the Japanese concentration at the Anamba s
Islands had been sighted, and ineffectually attacked by Allied aircraft on
the nights of the 8th-9th and the 11th-12th February ; and on the 12th
General Wavell ordered a naval striking force to assemble at the western
end of Java to attack the convoy as soon as it moved southwards . RearAdmiral Doorman, with the remnants of his Macassar Strait force, wa s
then south of Sumbawa Island where Hart had sent him to await furthe r
orders . He was now ordered some 800 miles west to a rendezvous north
of Tanjong Priok, where other ships to constitute the force were instructe d
to meet him . It was a time-consuming journey .
Hobart was escorting the Oosthaven portion of convoy "JS .1 " when ,
on the 13th, Howden received a signal from Collins telling him to join
the striking force at Oosthaven at 10 a .m . on the 14th . When Hobart
anchored there at 9 a .m . she found De Ruyter, Java, Tromp, and the
Dutch destroyers Van Ghent, Banckert, Piet Hein and Kortenaer2 had
already arrived . Exeter, which had escorted the Batavia section of "JS .l "
to that port, turned up at 9 .15 ; and the six U .S . destroyers, Bulmer,
Barker, Stewart, Parrott, Edwards, and Pillsbury, arrived during the day .
Helfrich had by now assumed the Abdafloat appointment vice Hart, an d
Doorman flew across from Oosthaven to Batavia to discuss with hi m
the impending operation, the responsibility for which Hart, the previou s
day, had asked Helfrich to take over . Speed was a necessity, and Banka
Strait was the quickest route by which to get at the enemy . But by this
time Japanese ships had been sighted at the north entrance of the strait ,
and the possibility of enemy minelaying in the strait had to be considered .
It was decided that Doorman should take the longer, difficult route north
through the unlighted Gaspar Strait ; if possible should take the enemy in
the rear from the north of Banka Island ; and subsequently, if practicable ,
should return through Banka Strait .
But once again the time factor decreed that the issue should be decided
before Doorman could get to grips . On the morning of the 14th, before
Doorman's force had assembled at Oosthaven, a strong Japanese air formation of bombers, fighters, and transport aircraft carrying 360 parachut e
troops, took off from airfields in southern Malaya for the mouth of th e
Musi River . Smoke from Singapore had drifted as far south as Palembang ,
and the enemy air formation reached the river mouth without bein g
The reference to the Chiefs of Staff directive to Wavell, is from Morison ' s History of US Naval
Operations in World War II, Vol. III, p . 312 ; and to Helfrich's instructions to relieve Hart, fro m
Helfrich's unpublished notes.
2 Kortenaer, Dutch destroyer (1928), 1,310 tons, four 4 .7-in guns, six 21-in torp tubes, 36 kts;
torpedoed in Battle of Java Sea 27 Feb 1942 .
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sighted, and flew up the river to Palembang . The defending air striking
force of Hurricane fighters had earlier taken off to attack the Japanes e
surface forces in Banka Strait, and there was therefore no air oppositio n
to the airborne enemy. Palembang I airfield was heavily bombed, and 26 0
parachute troops dropped in the surrounding bush ; and 100 near the oil
refineries a few miles away at Pladju and Sungei Gerong . Fierce fighting
swayed backwards and forwards during the day . By the evening the enemy
parachute troops had suffered heavy casualties, and though the defender s
had destroyed unserviceable aircraft and equipment at Palembang I air field, and withdrawn the ground force to Palembang II, the Dutch commander was confident that Palembang I could be recaptured next day.
Japanese reinforcements were, however, at hand . On the 14th the
advance convoy entered Banka Strait, and though some punishment wa s
inflicted on it by Allied air attack, it entered Muntok Harbour, on Bank a
Island, that evening . A landing was made on the island, which was quickl y
occupied against only token resistance . The Japanese army amphibiou s
force trans-shipped to landing craft in Muntok Harbour during the night ,
and at dawn on the 15th crossed the strait and entered the Musi Rive r
delta, and proceeded upstream . That morning, also, another 100 parachute
troops were dropped on Palembang I airfield . All day long the amphibiou s
invading forces were hammered by Allied air striking forces from Palembang II airfield, but though they were delayed, they were not stopped, an d
during the night of the 15th-16th the leading troops reached the out skirts of Palembang and joined up with the parachute troops . By th e
evening of the 15th the Dutch and British forces had left Palembang b y
road and rail for Oosthaven . And, also on that evening, the British i n
Singapore, 270 miles to the northward, surrendered to the victoriou s
Japanese . Wavell ordered all British units in Sumatra to withdraw to Java .

