CHAPTER 1

WAR IN THE FAR EAST, DECEMBER
JANUARY 194 2

1941 -

1—FROM CONFIDENCE TO FEA R

ROM 8th December 1941 onwards war meant for Australia principall y

F the war in Asia and the Pacific. For almost another year part of th er

A .I.F. continued to fight in the Middle East ; until the end of the wa
her airmen continued to fight in the air over Europe ; but her major war
effort, engaging most of her manpower and resources, was henceforwar d
directed against Japan .
The first two years had been a period of gallantry on foreign battlefield s
and of progress in building up war industry and training and equippin g
an expeditionary force . They had laid the foundations for a greater effor t
but that effort was called forth by the Japanese attack . The wartim e
memories of the greater part of the Australian population, particularl y
civilians, are memories of fighting against Japan . For many of them life
was deeply and urgently changed only after Japan attacked .
Furthermore, for the remainder of the war the whole theme of propaganda inside Australia was the importance of war in the Far East .
Ministerial speeches constantly exhorted the Australian people and th e
Allies to greater efforts against Japan or complained of neglect of thi s
theatre of war . The war effort against Japan was, for more than thre e
years, a national grievance as well as a matter of national pride .
For some of the Australian people, too, war experience was reinforce d
by the teaching of 50 years that the destiny of Australia was in th e
Pacific and that the one enemy to fear was Japan . Some of those who ha d
argued in favour of home defence and who had feared entanglement i n
Europe read the events as confirmation of their own views . Danger was now
seen clearly even by those who had previously suspected political manipula tion behind all moves in power politics and had seen imperialism a t
work in every movement of troops . The political speeches about neglec t
in the Far East reinforced the minority who distrusted England . The peril
of the nation called forth all those ideas that made up a wholly Australian
patriotism . Thus, many of those who had not yet intellectually embrace d
the war against Germany and Italy, waged mainly in Europe, were read y
to make the war against Japan their own .
Australia now saw herself engaged in a direct struggle for survival .
Such an experience both called forth the strength and exposed the weakness of the nation . In the following pages, as the conduct of war agains t
Japan by the Australian nation is traced, the Australian reader will discern
national shortcomings as well as the attributes of national greatness .
In particular Australians went through the bitter experience of feeling ,
perhaps wrongly, that they had been let down, that the Allies had not don e
all for them that they might have done and that their struggles and their
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dangers were not fully appreciated in London and Washington . For a time
they tended to develop a proprietary interest in the grievances as wel l
as in the sacrifices and triumphs of the war in the Pacific . It would have
been hard to persuade a great number of Australians that they were no t
the principal object of Japanese aggression or that they were not th e
principal adversary of Japan .
In effect, Australia fought two wars between 1939 and 1945—a wa r
against Germany and Italy as part of a British Empire war effort, and a
war against Japan, in alliance with the United States of America and th e
United Kingdom . The one was a war fought mainly overseas ; the othe r
was fought mainly on or near Australian territory . In the first the raising
and maintaining of an army, planned in five divisions, was the focus o f
the Australian war effort and was accompanied by the building up of war
industries . In the second, Australia was at first in the position of bein g
the last stronghold firm against the Japanese advance and then the earliest
of the main bases in the great struggle in the Pacific for Allied victory .
Her total resources were committed to that end .
This may not be the true picture of the war in the Pacific . But it was
the picture which Australians, both those in authority and those wh o
were workers or fighters or newspaper readers, had before them fro m
1942 to 1945 .
The first Japanese attack was met with confidence . Two months o f
worsening news brought resolution . On the night of 7th-8th December ,
Australian time, the Japanese attack was launched . l Guam fell on the
10th and on that day the British battleships Prince of Wales and Repulse
were sunk by Japanese air attack off the Malayan coast . Day by day th e
Japanese advanced down the Malay Peninsula towards Singapore . The y
had invaded the Philippines on the 10th and before the end of the month
Manila had been evacuated . Hong Kong surrendered on Christmas Da y
after an eighteen days' siege . Near noon on 4th January the first attack
was made on territory under Australian control : a force of Japanese
bombers from bases in the Japanese mandated islands dropped bombs o n
an R .A .A .F . aerodrome at Rabaul in New Britain, causing damage to
service installations and casualties to natives . Other high-level attack s
followed on the 6th, 7th and 16th . On the 20th Japanese bombers and
dive bombers delivered the first full-scale low-level attack .
Australians still had their thoughts mainly on Malaya . News that th e
8th Division of the A .I .F . had been in action came on 16th January .
The first feeling was : " Now they'll learn something ." The reports wer e
that the Australians, fighting magnificently, had given the enemy his first
defeat ; the steady oncoming of the enemy would be checked ; but news of
retreat continued ; the Australians had been let down by the troops o n
their flank . If only Britain would hurry up with the promised air reinforcements all would be well . There were further retreats . This was just the
prearranged plan to withdraw steadily, inflicting as much damage a s
Unless otherwise indicated, the dates quoted will be those of the local time at the plac e
concerned .
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possible on the enemy . The word "infiltration" began to be passed fro m
mouth to mouth of amateur strategists who explained that Japanese tactic s
were compelling the Allied troops to fall back to avoid being cut off
but that in reality the Allied army was still intact. Behind them ther e
was still Singapore, a fortress which could be held for at least six months ,
and before the end of that time reinforcements would have come . Bu t
each piece of confidence was answered with worse news from the battle front . General Douglas MacArthur, commanding the United States an d
local forces in the Philippines, was also doing less than he had so firml y
predicted .
On 21st January a convoy had been sighted approaching Rabaul fro m
the north-west . On the following day, in a final attack, 45 planes swept
in over the town . Then the wireless station was silent . On the 21st ,
Japanese aircraft had attacked Bulolo, Lae and Salamaua for the first time ;
on the 23rd Kavieng in New Ireland was occupied . Australian air reconnaissance from Port Moresby disclosed 11 enemy merchant vessels in th e
harbour at Rabaul, while off the entrance were three cruisers, a destroye r
and an aircraft carrier . The small Australian force had vainly engaged th e
enemy in defence of the Australian mandate . Ministers warned the Australian public of the possibility of invasion .
The beginnings of recrimination against Britain appeared . The Ministe r
for Supply and Development, Mr J . A . Beasley, had said on 23rd January :
The Japanese are in New Guinea . In New Guinea they are on the threshold o f
Australia. While Malaya lasts their western flank is held and their eastern flank mus t
hesitate. Therefore the fight for Malaya is vital ; it anticipates, perhaps averts, th e
last great battle before Australia . Australia has done its part in supplying troops ,
planes and ships for the defence of Malaya commensurate with the responsibilit y
which the Australian Government has to its own people . Therefore the responsibilit y
to add to what Australia has done rests upon the Government to which has bee n
committed the care of these colonies in the Pacific . . . Unless the British Empir e
wants its annals to contain another Dunkirk, another Greece, another Crete, mor e
guns, aeroplanes, troops and ships must get to Malaya now . . . . We in Australi a
have been asked to accept in complete faith the doctrine that in the final hour s
of crisis the steel walls of the British Navy would stand between us and danger .
The danger is here and Britain today must strain the whole of her resources t o
see that the steel and the iron necessary to turn back the southward drive o f
Japan reach Malaya without delay. This is imperative, not from the point of view
of Australia alone, but from that of the British Empire as a whole . 2

Yet there was still heartening news . The Dutch and American ai r
and naval forces attacked a Japanese convoy in Macassar Strait and i n
a battle lasting five days were reported to have sunk 15 transports an d
damaged 22 . 3 On the 31st the Allied forces withdrew into Singapore Island ,
but confidence in the holding of Singapore and the defence of th e
Indonesian barrier was still so high that on 1st February, with the completion of arrangements for an exchange of diplomatic representative s
2

Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No . 16, p . 9 .
proved a wild assertion . The four American destroyers engaged claimed the loss of fiv e
enemy ships and some damaged . (See S . E . Morison, The Rising Sun in the Pacific (1948) ,
pp . 285-91, Vol III in the series History of United States Naval Operations in World .War II . )
The Japanese landing at Balikpapan was achieved on 24th January despite this action

8 This
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between Australia and the Netherlands, the appointment was announce d
of a Consul-General to go to Batavia to assist even closer cooperatio n
in the vigorous defence of Java, this "inner fortress" and site of the head quarters of General Sir Archibald Wavell, newly-appointed Commanderin-Chief of the A .B .D .A . Area . On 3rd February the Minister for th e
Army, Mr F . M . Forde, broadcast a message of "confidence and encouragement " to the Australian and British forces in Singapore, "now approaching
the climax of the battle" and assured them that Australia had done every thing possible to ensure that help would come with all possible speed .
"It will come, " he declaimed, "not as a few consignments from a shrinking
store, but as a stream which will swell to a flood, which will grow t o
an overwhelming torrent . "
On the same day enemy bombers raided Port Moresby in Papua for the
first time . Five days later the Japanese had landed on Singapore Island ;
they landed at Macassar on the 9th and next day they made anothe r
landing in New Britain.
On the 15th Singapore fell and the Japanese were already in force in
the islands to the north of Australia . Thus in two months Australian s
came from complacency or confidence to the threshold of fear for thei r
own survival .
2—THE DECLARATION OF WA R

From about 5th December onwards higher official circles in Australi a
had been aware that the danger point was approaching and official message s
had told them of Japanese shipping movements . The first news that an
attack had actually been made was heard early on the morning of 8th
December (Australian time) from the short-wave news services of broad casting stations . The Prime Minister, Mr John Curtin, and most of th e
Cabinet were in Melbourne . At 1 a.m . on the 8th Curtin had gone to
bed in his room at the Victoria Palace Hotel in central Melbourne where
he usually stayed . At 5 .45 a .m . the monitoring service of the Departmen t
of Information, which listened around the clock to short-wave radio, picke d
up a flash from Washington that Pearl Harbour (Hawaii) and the army
and navy bases at Manila were being attacked by air . Mr Curtin was
awakened by his press secretary . The information was immediately passe d
to service chiefs and members of the War Cabinet . Key personnel wer e
summoned at once to Victoria Barracks . By breakfast time it was clear
that Japan had entered the war but the early news spoke only of th e
attack on Pearl Harbour .
Post-war investigation has established that the order of events was i n
fact different to what was publicly made known at the time in Australia .
Action commenced with the shelling of Kota Bharu (Malaya) abou t
2 .40 a .m . (Eastern Australian time) and the landing there at 3 .5 . At
4 .5 the Japanese landed at Singora and Patani (Thailand) and at 4 .2 5
attacked Pearl Harbour . The first air raid on Singapore was at 7 .10 and
at 8 .27 Guam was attacked .
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When the War Cabinet met later in the day, in company with th e
Chief of the General Staff, the Chief of the Air Staff and the actin g
Chief of the Naval Staff, they had before them a circular telegram fro m
the Dominions Office, conveying a report from the naval Commander-in Chief of the China Station that the Japanese were attempting to lan d
from five ships on the east coast of Malaya just south of the frontie r
of Thailand, and a British Admiralty message, picked up by the navy :
"Commence hostilities against Japan at once ." They were also informe d
of the reports by short-wave broadcasting stations of Japanese attacks o n
Hawaii .
After discussion, it was agreed that the situation should be accepte d
as involving Australia in a state of war against Japan . 4 Although, fo r
reasons to be discussed below, the formal decision to declare war wa s
not made until the 9th,5 the Prime Minister, in a national broadcast o n
the evening of the 8th said :
We are at war with Japan . That has happened because, in the first instance ,
Japanese naval and air forces launched an unprovoked attack on British and Unite d
States territory ; because our vital interests are imperilled and because the rights o f
free people in the whole Pacific are assailed . As a result the Australian Governmen t
this afternoon took the necessary steps which will mean that a state of war exist s
between Australia and Japan . Tomorrow, in common with the United Kingdom, th e
United States and the Netherlands East Indies Governments, the Australian Government will formally and solemnly declare the state of war it has striven so sincerel y
and strenuously to avoid.

This statement, though too loosely phrased to throw any further ligh t
on the questions of constitutional doctrine implicit in the statement b y
the former Prime Minister, Mr R . G . Menzies, on 3rd September 1939 ,
does illustrate the fact that in December 1941, as clearly as in Septembe r
1939, Australia did not consider herself to have any effective choice
whether to go into war or stay out of it .
The outbreak of war with Japan did, however, afford an occasion fo r
constitutional innovation in the formal procedure followed by Australia in
making a declaration of war . The ground had been prepared for thi s
innovation by discussions which had been proceeding during Novembe r
regarding a proposed declaration of war on Finland, Hungary an d
Rumania, and it is necessary to digress for the space of three or fou r
paragraphs to consider this parallel case .
In October the Soviet Government had asked the United Kingdom t o
declare war on these three states, all of whom were fighting against
the Soviet Union ; and, after consideration in both the War Cabinet an d
Advisory War Council, the Australian Government told the United Kingdom in effect that the hesitations which the British felt seemed unconvincing and could not be justified publicly, and that a refusal to acced e
to the request would have bad effects on Russian morale . Therefore ,
subject to any pronounced American reaction, the various difficulties fel t
*War Cabinet Minute 1557, 8 Dec 1941 .
Advisory War Council Minute 586, 9 Dec 1941 ; Commonwealth Debates, Vol 169, pp. 1068-9;
Commonwealth Gazette, No . 252, 9 Dec 1941 .
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by the United Kingdom should be put frankly to Marshal Stalin, wh o
was a realist, and the British decision should be governed by his attitude .
This course was followed and, after further diplomatic exchanges an d
a last appeal to Finland to cease hostilities, the United Kingdom decide d
towards the end of November to declare war on the three states . Australia
approved .6 After a brief interval during which a further opportunity wa s
given to Finland to change her attitude, the United Kingdom declaration s
were made on 7th December .
In anticipation of the breach with Finland, Hungary and Rumania, th e
Attorney-General, Dr H . V . Evatt, set in train inquiries regarding th e
procedure for a separate declaration by Australia and on 3rd Decembe r
Curtin informed the High Commissioner in London of the procedure pro posed and asked him to make preliminary arrangements for carrying i t
into effect . After consultation with the Palace authorities and the acceptance of some adjustments suggested by them, everything was in readines s
for the declaration to be made and the proclamation of war was issue d
after approval at meetings of the Cabinet and Executive Council o n
Monday, 8th December .' The separateness of the Australian action wa s
further emphasised by the action of the Australian Minister in Washington ,
on specific instructions, in making a request to the Secretary of State ,
distinct from the request made by the British Ambassador, that the Unite d
States Ministers at Helsinki, Budapest and Bucharest might inform th e
governments to which they were accredited that Australia had declare d
the existence of a state of war with Finland, Hungary and Rumani a
respectively as from 5 p .m ., 8th December (Eastern Australian time) .
In the case of Japan, the procedure which had been worked out fo r
Finland, Hungary and Rumania was repeated . On 8th December the Prim e
Minister instructed the High Commissioner in London to place the advice o f
His Majesty's Ministers in the Australian Commonwealth before the King .
On 9th December the proclamation of the existence of a state of war wit h
Japan as from 5 p .m . on 8th December (Eastern Australian time) wa s
gazetted . 8 On the same day the Australian Charge d 'Affaires in Tokyo was
instructed to so inform the Japanese Government . The Secretary of State fo r
Dominion Affairs, the Prime Ministers of Canada, New Zealand and Sout h
Africa and Australian representatives abroad were notified .
What were the main features of the new procedure? In September 193 9
the procedure followed by the four Dominions had varied . The view taken
by the Australian Government had been, in the words of Menzies, "Britai n
is at war therefore Australia is at war " , and hence the only formal ac t
had been a notification in the Gazette that war had broken out between
Great Britain and Germany and a request to the United Kingdom to infor m
the German Government that Australia was associated in the war wit h
° Telegram to Dominions Office, 29 Nov 1941 .
7 Commonwealth Gazette, No . 251, 8 Dec 1941 .
s Commonwealth Gazette, No . 252, 9 Dec 1941 . See Parliamentary Papers, 1940-41, No . 66 ,
Declaration of Existence of State of War with Finland, Hungary, Rumania and Japan, 8t h
December 1941 ; Commonwealth Debates, Vol 169, pp . 1088-9. The Royal Instrument affecting the
declaration of war with Finland, Hungary and Rumania was published in Commonwealth Gazette ,
No. 104, 7 Apr 1942.

THE DECLARATION OF WAR

7

Germany . The procedure followed in New Zealand had been similar . I n
Canada and South Africa, however, proclamations had been made in th e
name of the King under the Great Seal of the respective Dominion s
declaring that the Dominion was at war . In both Dominions, the decisio n
had been made after debates in the Dominion parliaments .
In December 1941 the Australian Labour Government ' s interest in
following the Canadian and South African example was an interest i n
procedures appropriate to the constitutional status of a Dominion an d
did not arise from any doubt as to what the will of Australia would be .
There does not appear to have been any suggestion at any time that, before
the declarations of war were made on the 8th and 9th, these question s
should be debated in Parliament or that any action other than a decisio n
by the Australian Cabinet was necessary .
Dr Evatt, who as Attorney-General and by reason of his own interes t
in constitutional questions took the initiative in this matter, defined hi s
purpose as being to use a form which would make it clear (a) that ther e
was an unbroken chain of prerogative authority from His Majesty to th e
Governor-General of Australia and (b) that His Majesty was acting
exclusively on the advice of His Majesty's Ministers in the Commonwealth .
The fact that the King did so act would appear to have disposed of an y
constitutional argument which might have previously been raised as t o
whether these two propositions were well founded.
One initial difficulty which was raised by the Australian Government' s
legal advisers concerned the fact that in both Canada and South Afric a
there were statutory provisions which facilitated the taking of formal
steps to give legal effect to the constitutional position . In Canada, the
Seals Act, 1939, and in South Africa the Royal Executive Functions and
Seals Act, 1934 and the Status of the Union Act, 1934, were considered
to have made the position in those Dominions different from that i n
Australia, where there had been no delegation by the King to the Governor General of the power to declare war and make peace and where ther e
were in existence no statutory provisions on the subject . No doubt vali d
legislation could be enacted in Australia, for it might be assumed that i n
the grants of power in relation to defence and external affairs the Imperia l
Parliament had by "necessary intendment" conferred power upon th e
Commonwealth Parliament to interfere with the prerogative in relation to
the declaration of war . In the absence of such legislation and of an y
express delegation from the King, however, it was submitted that th e
Governor-General could not exercise the power to declare war on behal f
of Australia .
If this view were accepted it would mean that the most straightforward
way to make a separate declaration of war by Australia would be t o
ask the King to make it . Such a declaration by the King himself woul d
require the affixing of the Great Seal of the Realm, an act which coul d
not be performed without the intervention of a United Kingdom Minister .
For that reason the procedure, even although it gave a separate declaration
of war, on the advice of His Majesty ' s Ministers in the Commonwealth,
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would not express the fact as clearly and publicly as desired nor woul d
it demonstrate that there was an unbroken chain of prerogative authorit y
from His Majesty to the Governor-General . The answer had to be eithe r
legislation or an express delegation of power to declare war from th e
King to the Governor-General .
The procedure first suggested by Evatt was that, on the advice o f
His Majesty's Ministers in Australia, an instrument would be issued b y
His Majesty to the Governor-General authorising him to issue a proclamation declaring the existence of a state of war . Such instrument would b e
countersigned by some person—the High Commissioner for Australia i n
London was suggested—who had been formally authorised by th e
Governor-General in Council in Australia to act for and on behalf of the
Prime Minister of Australia . By virtue of this authority, the Governor General of Australia, on the advice of the Australian Executive Council ,
would issue a proclamation declaring and proclaiming that a state of wa r
with the countries named was in existence in the Commonwealth o f
Australia and its territories .
The Palace authorities, cordially agreeing with the two points whic h
Evatt wished the procedure to express, suggested the procedure that wa s
actually followed . They found difficulty in the rule that only a Minister
of the Crown could countersign such an instrument and that the counter signature should be affixed after and not before the King had signed .
Therefore they suggested that, as the time was short, the King shoul d
treat the telegram of instructions to the High Commissioner, Mr S . M .
Bruce, as formal advice from the Commonwealth Government advising
him to issue the instrument delegating power to the Governor-General .
The High Commissioner should prepare and submit forthwith a draf t
instrument for the King's signature . Immediately after signature a telegra m
would be sent to the Commonwealth Government so that the proclamatio n
could be issued at once . The instrument would be forwarded to the Commonwealth Government by air mail for counter-signature in due cours e
by the Prime Minister .
This procedure was being followed in respect to the declaration agains t
Finland, Hungary and Rumania when the Japanese attack led the Australian Government to seek to have it applied, too, in respect to Japan .
Curtin asked Bruce by telegram to submit to His Majesty a recommendation for the issue to the Governor-General of an instrument in simila r
terms, substituting Japan for the three countries previously named . Hi s
Majesty was asked to accept the telegram to Bruce as the advice of Hi s
Majesty's Ministers in the Commonwealth .
Curtin added to his telegram to Bruce : "As time is so short, Government may act here in anticipation of the issue of such an instrument . "
In fact, although all measures had been prepared, a cablegram reportin g
that the King had signed the instrument was received from Bruce befor e
the proclamation was issued, but Curtin apparently thought it advisabl e
to make the public announcement that Australia was at war in the national
broadcast on the evening of the 8th .
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Shorn of legal formalities and expressions, the sequence of events mean t
not only that a procedure for a declaration of war by a Dominion ha d
been worked out but that on two occasions His Majesty's Ministers i n
the Commonwealth had tendered advice to His Majesty by telegram ; th e
advice had been accepted, and a telegram in reply had been, to al l
intents and purposes, the effective delegation of prerogative authority .
The signed documents forwarded by mail for countersigning in Australi a
were of archival rather than executive importance .9
A similar procedure was followed a month later in the declaratio n
of a state of war between Australia and Bulgaria as from 6th Januar y
1942 . This decision was made by the Australian Government consequentia l
on a declaration of war by Bulgaria on Great Britain and the United State s
of America and other evidence of "Bulgaria's full complicity with th e
Axis as a satellite power in the same category as Finland, Hungary an d
Rumania with which nations the British Commonwealth is already at war " .
The records do not disclose any consideration of the thesis that becaus e
Britain is at war Australia is at war . Having regard to the fact that th e
British notification of 29th December 1941 stated that a state of war ha d
existed between the United Kingdom and Bulgaria as from 13th Decembe r
1941, and the Australian Government took care to make the Australia n
Proclamation declare the existence of a state of war as from 6th January
1942—the day on which the Australian decision was made—it woul d
appear that, as from 13th December to 6th January, the United Kingdo m
had been at war with Bulgaria but Australia had not . This could b e
construed to mean that the Australian Government had expressed an
adherence to the view that Dominion neutrality was possible and tha t
the existence of a state of war in the United Kingdom did not necessaril y
involve Australia . Bulgaria, with whom Australia never came into conflict
during the course of hostilities, was an ideal example with which t o
illustrate constitutional points . There was no reference to Parliament o f
any question related to the declaration of war on Bulgaria but the decision
was made in consultation with and with the concurrence of the Advisor y
War Council . l
Subsequently Australia declared war with Thailand by a similar procedure as from 2nd March at 3 p .m . (Eastern Australian Time) 2
A week after the proclamation of war against Japan had been issued ,
parliamentary approval was obtained . Parliament, which had adjourne d
An incidental and minor feature of this constitutional innovation was the part played by moder n
methods of communications . Telegraphy as well as the Balfour Declaration contributed to th e
growth of Dominion status . Australia had it in mind to use modern inventions in a mor e
novel manner . One suggestion was that the actual instrument should be sent from and t o
Australia by radio in the same way as news photographs are transmitted . The feasibility of
sending it from Australia, ready signed, was ruled out by the objection that the counter-signatur e
of the Australian Minister must be affixed after the King had signed . When inquiries were mad e
about transmitting the instrument bearing the King's signature and the seal from London
technical difficulties, some due to wartime limitations, were such that the method was abandone d
as impracticable .
l Advisory War Council Minute 656, 6 Jan 1942 ; Commonwealth Gazette, No. 14, 14 Jan 1942 ;
statement by Minister for External Affairs, 14 Jan 1942 (Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No . 15, p . 13) .
2 Commonwealth Gazette, No . 77, 10 Mar 1942. The Royal Instrument was published in Common wealth Gazette, No. 198, 20 Jul 1942 .
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on 27th November, met on 16th December, when the Prime Ministe r
made a statement on the international situation and tabled papers relatin g
to the American-Japanese conversations of November and December an d
the Australian declarations of war . Japan, he said, had struck like
an assassin in the night . The attacks made against Great Britain and th e
United States of America were accepted by Australia as constituting a
direct attack upon itself .
It is of constitutional interest that Curtin linked the calling togethe r
of Parliament, not with the proclamation declaring a state of war, bu t
with a proclamation which had been issued calling up men for militar y
service in accordance with the provisions of the Defence Act . "It is a part
of the law of this land," he said, "that when such a proclamation is issued ,
should Parliament not then be sitting, it shall be summoned to meet withi n
ten days thereafter . That procedure the Government has followed, with th e
result that the Parliament is now asked to endorse the advice which le d
to the issue of the proclamation by the Governor-General of Australia o n
behalf of His Majesty the King. "
It would appear from Curtin 's words that the necessity to call Parliamen t
together was presented by the Defence Act but advantage was taken o f
the occasion to obtain formal parliamentary approval of the declaratio n
of war . Although he created a precedent by seeking the passage of a
resolution approving the Government's action in respect to the declaration
of war, he did not appear to have advanced anywhere the thesis that i t
was constitutionally necessary to do so . Nor did the argument of Evat t
in justification of the new procedures followed on this occasion brin g
Parliament into the process of declaring war. His argument was that th e
Australian Commonwealth possessed full status in every aspect of it s
external relationships and "it is a necessary consequence of that statu s
that, in relation to Australia, the vital decision as to peace or war wit h
any country should be determined exclusively by Commonwealt h
Ministers" .
Parliamentary approval was not an essential step in the new procedur e
for declaring war, but, as in September 1939, the calling of Parliamen t
was an essential and, indeed, natural step to take in waging war as a
democracy . Curtin's words to the House were not those of a constitutionalist but of a democratic leader. The whole of the resources of th e
country must be made available for the waging of war, he said .
The organisation of a non-military people for the purposes of complete wa r
must necessarily effect a revolution in the lives of the people . A transformation s o
great as that which the Government regards as imperative is inevitably beset wit h
many difficulties, and must create many problems. It may even be marked by som e
degree of confusion . There may be dislocation and disturbance which normall y
would be the occasion of considerable criticism and much fretfulness . People d o
not like their routine to be upset, but the enemy has already upset the routin e
of the nation . Whatever be the inconveniences or losses which the citizens of Australi a
may have to experience as the result of the complete conversion of the natio n
from the pursuits of peace to those of war they will be as nothing compared wit h
what is at stake . I know that in calling upon the people of Australia to act
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concertedly, in inviting them to give whatever they can to the service of the centra l
administration, we may rely upon an effective response, because the people wil l
acknowledge that such order and promptness as are necessary to deal with th e
emergency can be best achieved by obeying the directions of the authorities ,
rather than by wasting time in fault-finding, criticising and opposing .

The Prime Minister described the situation of Australia and the actio n
taken or to be taken to defend Australia .
In the debate which followed Opposition speakers gave assurances o f
cooperation. The leaders made suggestions for a Supreme War Council ,
in which both unity in the waging of the war and power for an executiv e
drawn from the ablest men in Parliament would be obtained . Menzie s
spoke of a public demand for "a small, highly-authorised executiv e
government" instead of the vain search for effective administration "by a
kind of public meeting" . When the country came to realise the full gravit y
of the position, he said, it would demand that a small executive, comprisin g
the best men in Australia, irrespective of the political parties to which they
belonged, should handle the affairs of the country . "What does it matte r
whether they support one party or another? We shall all be one part y
when the bombs fall in our streets . " To that small group Parliament must
be ready to give full and unqualified executive authority .
Other Opposition members, however, made statements and were
answered by Government supporters in a way that showed that th e
prospects of that kind of unity were as remote as they had ever been .
There were still differences of opinion on whether to fight overseas o r
concentrate narrowly on home defence ; between those who would sub ordinate everything to the fighting of the war and those who still wante d
the right to criticise ; and above all a great difference on the subjec t
of conscription . The debate clearly revealed the cleavage of the partie s
on that issue and foreshadowed the struggles yet to be waged on it withi n
the Government itself. "I do not think it is possible to get a unite d
people, or Parliament, on any proposal for compulsory service overseas, "
said Mr M . M . Blackburn, whose association with Labour went back t o
the war of 1914-18 . 3 "The Government party is led by men whose ris e
to influence in the Labour movement began with the conscription campaign . Their most sacred memories of conflict and struggle in this country
centre on that struggle . Can anyone imagine the honorable member fo r
Melbourne Ports (Mr Holloway) or the Prime Minister (Mr Curtin )
being a party to the introduction of compulsion for overseas service? I t
is impossible to expect that the present leaders of the Government can
so far forget their past words and deeds as to support conscription fo r
overseas service . "
In both the House of Representatives and the Senate differences in out look between members of the Government and Opposition parties were still
apparent ; the disposition to make party political scores was still eviden t
on both sides. Nevertheless both Chambers agreed on the voices, withou t
dissent, to the Government resolution approving the declaration of war
8 See

The Government and the People 1939-1941 (1952) .
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and pledging themselves "to take every step deemed necessary to defend
this Commonwealth and its territories, to carry on hostilities in associatio n
with our Allies, and to achieve final victory over our enemies" . 4
3—HOW THE SITUATION WAS SEEN AND THE FORCE S
AVAILABLE TO MEET I T

In the changed circumstances in which Australia found herself in
December 1941, the whole nature and extent of the war effort had to
be reconsidered . Undoubtedly the effort must be intensified, but callin g
up more men for service or giving orders for more production of th e
materials of war would not be enough . Only after an exact assessmen t
of the situation and of existing resources could the Government determin e
where the greatest need lay and in what manner that need could bes t
be met .
At War Cabinet meetings on 8th, 9th, 11th and 12th December urgent
decisions were taken on the advice of the Chiefs of Staff and in consultation with the Advisory War Council, which also met in Melbourne o n
the 9th and the 12th . The military decisions were based very largely
on an appreciation prepared by the Australian Chiefs of Staff, at th e
direction of the Prime Minister, on the defence of Australia and of thos e
areas for which Australia had accepted responsibility in pre-war discussion s
with the British, Dutch and New Zealanders .
Two main possibilities were seen by the Chiefs of Staff when trying
to provide for local defence and final opposition to any invasion of
Australia . One was that Japan would attempt to move southward step b y
step . In that case the outcome of operations in Malaya and possibly i n
the Netherlands East Indies would determine whether and when Australi a
would have to defend her shores and territory . The second possibility wa s
that Japan, who had shown bold aggression against America, might mak e
a direct move on Australia by way of the islands to the north and northeast . Writing on 11th December, the Australian Government's military
advisers described the possibilities to the War Cabinet and, in turn, t o
the Advisory War Council, as follows :
A probable initial Japanese course of action would be an attempt to occup y
New Guinea (Rabaul), Papua (Port Moresby) and New Caledonia (Noumea) fro m
the Japanese bases in the Carolines and Marshall Islands . An attack on Rabaul ,
which is within long range of land-based aircraft operating from the Japanese base s
is a likely first step, but the possibility of a simultaneous attack on some or al l
of these places and any of the outer islands in the Australian sphere cannot b e
excluded .
The capture of any of the outlying islands would provide the enemy wit h
bases for the development of attacks against the mainland of Australia at a late r
stage .
In addition
(a) The occupation of Rabaul and Port Moresby would deny us and the U.S .A .
bases for naval and air operations against the Japanese Mandated Islands .
' See Commonwealth Debates, Vol 169, pp . 1067-1133 and 1138-1163 .
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(b) The occupation of New Caledonia would deny us and the U
in a chain of communications . Further, it is important for us to deny Japa n
the nickel deposits of New Caledonia .
Darwin is the only main fleet operating base for Allied naval forces operatin g
in the eastern end of the Malay Barrier. There are some 100,000 tons of naval
fuel oil held there . It is an air force station, the target is an attractive one and ,
in spite of the fact that it would be necessary for naval enemy forces to penetrat e
the Malay Barrier, an attack by bombardment squadron or carrier-borne aircraft i s
a strong possibility . The capture of Timor would greatly facilitate air attack . Seaborn e
raids . . . are considered unlikely at present in view of the size of the army garrison ,
but an attempt to seize Darwin would become a strong possibility in the event of
the defeat of the Allied naval forces or the capture of Singapore and the Nether lands East Indies .
The most probable form of attack on the mainland of Australia at the momen t
is naval and air bombardment of important objectives (such as industrial works a t
Sydney, Newcastle or Kembla) by a fast capital ship and cruisers with or withou t
aircraft carriers . Seaborne raids against selected land objectives are possible. How ever, the vulnerable points which would be the object of such raids can be protecte d
by considerable army forces .
The defeat of the Allied naval forces or the capture of Singapore and th e
Netherlands East Indies leading to occupation of bases to the north-east of Australi a
would enable the Japanese to invade Australia . These happenings are possible an d
as no reliable estimate of the time factor can be deduced, it is necessary to establis h
and train now the forces that would be required to prevent and to meet an invasion . 5
THE SITUATION AND THE FORCES AVAILABLE

The Chiefs of Staff thought that a Japanese attack on any one of the
outlying centres—Rabaul, Port Moresby, New Caledonia or Timor—woul d
probably be carried out by a division, with accompanying naval forces ,
including aircraft carriers, and any attempt to invade Australia itsel f
would probably be carried out by a force of about eight divisions wit h
accompanying naval forces, including aircraft carriers, supported by ai r
attack from bases in adjacent islands . Other less ambitious attacks migh t
take the form of seaborne raids on the mainland or attacks by fast
capital ships and cruisers, with or without an aircraft carrier .
That was the picture placed before Australian Ministers . Those were
the possibilities they discussed during the opening months of the war in
the Pacific, while the Japanese steadily came closer to Australia . What
forces were available to meet such an attack on Australia?
The War Cabinet put the question to the Chiefs of Staff, and the replie s
they received heightened their anxiety . They were told that the nava l
forces at the disposal of the Australian Government were the Australia n
cruisers Adelaide at Port Moresby, Canberra and Perth in the Tasman,
and Australia which was sailing in the direction of Fremantle from South
Africa ; the armed merchant cruisers Westralia and Manoora in northern
waters, and the destroyer Vampire and the armed merchant cruise r
Kanimbla on the China Station . The Australian destroyers Stuart, Voyager
and Vendetta were refitting at Melbourne, Sydney and Singapore respectively and would be ready between February and April 1942 . There were
eleven anti-submarine vessels of various shapes and sizes in Sydney an d
Fremantle to provide escorts for coastal convoys and to protect the
5

War Cabinet Agendum 418/1941 .
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approaches to harbours . The New Zealand cruiser Leander and armed
merchant cruiser Monowai (temporarily in dock) would assist in escortin g
convoys and H .M .N .Z .S . Achilles was on the way to Singapore. Shortly
before war broke out in the Pacific Australia had lost the cruiser Sydney
and the sloop Parramatta in the war against Germany .
The War Cabinet decided on 11th December, on the recommendatio n
of the Advisory War Council, to ask for the return to the Australi a
Station of Hobart, which was in the Mediterranean, and the sloop Yarra,
which was in the Persian Gulf . The request for Hobart was made at th e
prompting of the Chief of the Naval Staff, who was then attendin g
naval discussions in Singapore, and the purpose of its return was to act
in conjunction with three cruisers from the United States Asiatic Fleet
and Dutch and British forces to strengthen the line between Singapore
and Darwin.
The War Cabinet was told that the available military strength wa s
composed very largely of the field army of the Australian Military Force s
which had been raised under the Defence Act for home defence and coul d
not serve outside Australian territory . The main strength of the A .I .F .
was overseas, the 6th, 7th and 9th Divisions in the Middle East and most
of the 8th Division in Malaya . As arranged in the Singapore staff talks ,
and at the request of the Netherlands East Indies, 2,510 A .I.F . troops
were at once dispatched from Australia to Koepang and Ambon, the forc e
for Koepang including an Independent Company of 250 men to be avail- .
able for dispatch to Portuguese Timor . In the Mandated Territory o f
New Guinea, the Solomons and the New Hebrides, with the main strength
(2/22nd Battalion) in the Rabaul area, there were 2,158 troops including
1,138 A .I .F. ; 30 men of the A .I .F . were serving alongside 1,058 A .M .F .
troops at Port Moresby . There was one troop of field artillery at Ocea n
Island and another at Nauru . An Independent Company of the A .I .F . was
to be sent to New Caledonia with the agreement of the French . 6
If the appreciation furnished by the Chiefs of Staff was correct, on e
of the most pressing dangers existed in these weakly-garrisoned outlying
bases . An estimate of the minimum scale of defence necessary to mee t
the anticipated scale of attack showed an enormous gulf between need s
and capacity to meet them . The Chiefs of Staff said that the defence o f
Rabaul required "strong balanced naval forces including capital ship s
and submarines " , a brigade group, coastal defences consisting of tw o
6-inch guns and six 7-inch 7 guns, anti-aircraft defences consisting o f
fourteen 3-inch guns and four Bofors guns and, in addition, over th e
whole New Guinea region five squadrons of aircraft, including one fighte r
squadron . The reality was that at Rabaul there was a full-time strengt h
of about 1,400 men and two 6-inch coastal defence guns and two 3-inc h
anti-aircraft guns had been installed there . The Chiefs of Staff recommended that the joint United States-Australian proposals for strengthenin g
Rabaul to make it a well-fortified naval base should be given a hig h
° It left Australia on 17th December.
7 This must have been a mistake in the submission. There was no 7-inch gun. Probably 4.7 was
intended .
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priority, and, as part of these proposals, the existing garrison shoul d
be reinforced to provide an army brigade . An air force general-purpose
squadron should also be stationed there .
There remained a threat to the Australian mainland . For the home
defence of a continent there were immediately available 132,000 troop s
of the Australian Military Forces, in camp and on full-time duty . This
army was spread thinly around 12,000 miles of the coast from Cairns t o
Fremantle with little blobs of concentration in the Newcastle-Sydney Port Kembla area and in Victoria . At Darwin there was a strength of
6,670 including 3,162 of the A .I .F . The order of battle of the A .M .F . ,
excluding first reinforcements, provided for 246,000 troops . After takin g
an interim decision on the 9th to recall 25,000 trainees into training ,
the War Cabinet approved on the 11th the recommendation of the Chiefs
of Staff to call up 114,000 forthwith and to complete the mobilisation
later by calling up a further 53,000 including first reinforcements . Five
thousand members of the Volunteer Defence Corps e were to be called
up for aerodrome defence and coastwatching and the maximum use wa s
to be made of women in the services to release men for combatant duty.
It is probable that the value of this home defence force was writte n
down unduly and that it was in fact a much better fighting force than th e
Government credited it with being . 2 The picture which the War Cabine t
had of it in December 1941, however, was of a force limited in trainin g
and far below standard in equipment . They were told that the field arm y
of 246,000 had been planned only for defence against "a high scal e
of raid" and was inadequate for defence against invasion. Moreover, i t
was not yet a trained army . The equivalent of two cavalry divisions an d
of four infantry divisions, less one brigade, were reported to have bee n
in camp recently for an average of 90 days and to have carried ou t
some advanced training . Among the rest were those who were still i n
the recruit stage or had not yet begun training . Its equipment had bee n
rapidly augmented but was still not complete . The War Cabinet was
informed that there was sufficient artillery to form 16-gun regiments, bu t
the scale approved by the War Office provided for 24-gun regiments .
Anti-tank units would be raised on the scale of 24 guns to a regimen t
instead of 48 . Light machine-guns would be issued at the scale of 3 8
per battalion instead of 58 and Vickers guns would be used in carrier s
instead of Bren guns. There were enough rifles for troops in the fightin g
force but issues to troops in rearward areas would be on a reduced
scale . There were still big deficiencies in mechanical transport . There were
almost enough cars but less than half of the number of trucks, lorrie s
and trailers required . Out of the estimated requirement of 548 tanks a s
initial equipment and 420 for six months' reserve there were only 18 o n
hand, including 8 light tanks described as obsolete . There was les s
ammunition on hand than required for the order of battle . The number of
I See also Section 6 of this chapter .
For discussion of the military value and state of training and equipment of the home defence
forces see D . McCarthy, South-West Pacific Area—First Year (1959), pp. 29-31, in the Army
series of this history .
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days of supply for the weapons available was estimated at six days fo r
the anti-tank guns and from five to seven weeks for the major weapon s
of the field artillery .
Coast defence was reported to be in a considerably better state . Anti aircraft defence was limited by the lack of guns, only 114 being availabl e
out of a requirement of 678 and, although there was enough ammunitio n
to keep the available weapons in action for some months, the suppl y
of further weapons would also reveal ammunition shortages there .
The gravest weaknesses were in the air force . The "first-line aircraft"
available were 101 Wirraways, 53 Hudsons, 12 Catalinas and 9 Seagulls ;
the second-line reserve consisted of 72 Battles, 108 Wirraways and 1 8
Ansons, and this reserve was deficient in armament . There was a further
unclassified reserve of 108 Ansons, also subject to armament deficiencies .
There were not enough fully-trained crews to man the " first-line aircraft" ,
the figures for the 101 Wirraways being 45 crews fully trained, 25 crews
half-trained and 17 crews quarter-trained ; and for the 53 Hudsons, 4 0
crews fully trained, five crews half-trained and one crew quarter-trained .
There was a deficiency of 31 Hudsons to make up the existing squadron s
but this was likely to be made up from aircraft under construction . In order
to complete the programme for an operational air force of 32 squadrons
some hundreds of aircraft were required . It was expected that the 10 7
Hudsons which were on order from the United States would be delivere d
steadily month by month until April 1942, and that the delivery of 30 0
Vultee Vengeance would commence in January 1942, be half-complete d
before the end of July and be completed in December . Delivery of 5 4
Beaufighters had been promised by the United Kingdom in monthly quota s
from December 1941 to March 1942, and during 1942 the Australia n
Aircraft Production Commission hoped to deliver 90 Beauforts . There
were dimmer prospects for the delivery of amphibians, transport aircraf t
and Catalinas .
These deficiencies in the existing programme for a force of 32 squadrons became even more alarming against the Chiefs of Staffs' estimate tha t
the minimum scale of defence considered necessary to meet a raid on th e
mainland of Australia was about 30 first-line squadrons while, to mee t
an invasion, approximately 60 squadrons would be needed .
The subsequent decisions and actions of the Australian Governmen t
can only be understood against this background . As they saw the position ,
Australia was in great danger and was physically without the means o f
defending herself unaided . The figures made the outlook seem hopeles s
when read in conjunction with an appreciation that presented the prospec t
of an invasion—and Ministers and their advisers spent a lot of tim e
looking at the figures and thinking of invasion . As the weeks passed the
war news increased their anxiety . Australian hope had been built o n
British and United States naval aid, the strength of Singapore and th e
inner screen of island defences, and on the arrival of promised reinforcements . But then they learnt that five battleships of the United State s
Pacific Fleet had been knocked out at Pearl Harbour ; and that two British
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battleships, the Prince of Wales and Repulse, had been sunk off the
Malayan coast . The Japanese Army was advancing steadily down th e
Malay Peninsula towards Singapore . In these circumstances the Australian
Government cried aloud for reinforcement, for supplies and the diversio n
of more Allied resources to the Far East .
In disposing of such forces as were available to it, the Governmen t
gave special attention to Rabaul and Darwin and to the vital coal and
steel area of Newcastle-Sydney-Lithgow-Port Kembla . On 12th Decembe r
it was decided to evacuate women and children, other than missionarie s
and nurses, from New Guinea and Papua .3 In the light of a supplementary
report from the Chiefs of Staff and on the recommendation of the Advisory
War Council, the War Cabinet decided on 18th December to increas e
the military garrison at Port Moresby to one brigade group and that, o n
threat of an attack, the air forces should be reinforced to the capacity o f
the operational aerodrome . The reinforcement of Rabaul was to be constantly reviewed in the light of the naval situation . The defence of New
Caledonia was to be kept under review so that, when existing prioritie s
were completed, a garrison should be sent there if the situation had no t
changed for the worse . The retention of Suva as a fleet base was o f
first importance to Australia and therefore the Australian Government
should offer to assist New Zealand, who was primarily responsible for it s
defence, to strengthen its garrison .4
In response to requests by the Commander-in-Chief Far East, Ai r
Chief Marshal Sir Robert Brooke-Popham, the War Cabinet decided o n
22nd December that 400 men of the Australian Armoured Division b e
sent to Malaya to man light tanks from India, but it did so on conditio n
that the tanks would be available for them on arrival, that the me n
should be used in the role for which they were trained, and that th e
other measures recommended for strengthening the defences of Malay a
were taken . In the final outcome, the Australian Armoured Division personnel were not sent, as the United Kingdom decided to transfer tw o
armoured regiments and 25 light tanks with crews from the Middle Eas t
to Malaya. 5 The War Cabinet also decided to send 1,800 reinforcement s
for the maintenance of the A.I .F ., already in Malaya .6 Next day, i n
response to representations from the G .O .C ., A .I .F . Malaya, Major-General
Gordon Bennett, 7 it was decided to send to Malaya an A .I .F . machinegun battalion stationed at Darwin, replacing it there by units of th e
Australian Military Forces . 8 All these measures were taken after consultation with the Advisory War Council and on its recommendation .
War Cabinet Minute 1578, 12 Dec 1941 .
4 War Cabinet Minute 1586 and Advisory War Council Minute 599, 18 Dec . For details of
military measures taken for the defence of Australia, see McCarthy, South-West Pacific Area—
3

First Year .
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Telegram from Dominions Office, 2 Jan 1942 and Advisory War Council Minute 645, 5 Jan 1942 .
War Cabinet Minute 1609, 22 Dec 1941 .
7 Lt-Gen H . Gordon Bennett, CB, CMG, DSO, VD . GOC 8 Div 1940-42, III Corps 1942-44 .
Public accountant and company director ; of Sydney ; b . Balwyn, Vic, 16 Apr 1887 . Die d
1 Aug 1962 .
3 War Cabinet Minute 1629. 23 Dec 1941 .
6

18

WAR

IN

THE

FAR

EAS T

On 11th December the War Cabinet approved in principle a recommendation that the expansion of the R .A .A .F . to 60 squadrons be initiated
immediately, recognising, however, that their decision was subject to th e
practical difficulties of giving effect to the proposal . They also made
decisions intended to accelerate aerodrome construction . Directions wer e
given and new priorities established to accelerate Australian productio n
of munitions and weapons and various works . Munitions being made in
Australia for export but urgently required for home defence should b e
retained in Australia . Particular attention was given to aircraft production .
On 18th December there were long and critical discussions in both th e
War Cabinet and Advisory War Council on aircraft production policy i n
Australia and the administrative machinery for the direction of the aircraf t
industry . The starting-point was the urgent need for aircraft and the fact
that the successive promises for the production of Beauforts had dwindle d
from early estimates of 176 by the end of December 1941, to an estimat e
of eleven . The closing point was a decision to abolish the Aircraft Production Commission, appoint the Director-General of Munitions, M r
Essington Lewis, to the additional post of Director-General of Aircraft
Production, with full powers for the purpose, and to appoint a genera l
manager for Beaufort production with the immediate aim of producin g
90 Beauforts by the end of June 1942 . The basic flaw in aircraft production
would appear to have been the form of organisation adopted, for th e
commission had been attempting to be both a manufacturing body an d
the coordinator and controller of the whole industry .° It was also decided
that the production of Wirraways, which was expected to reach a tota l
of 500 by the end of December, should continue .' Directions were given
to accelerate the construction of the battleship dock at Sydney .
To obtain the militia strength authorised by the War Cabinet it wa s
decided to call up for home defence all men between 35 and 45 year s
of age who were unmarried or widowers without children, all married men
and widowers with children between 18 and 35 and all youths reachin g
the age of 18 years in 1941 . Regarding the 18-year-olds there was som e
hesitation, but after further consultation between Mr Curtin and th e
Minister for the Army, Mr Forde, the need was found inescapable . Under
previous proclamations all unmarried men or childless widowers betwee n
18 and 35 years of age had been called up but this class had not yielde d
sufficient strength to maintain the militia owing to the large number o f
exemptions for one reason or another, including the reserved occupation s
list, and the voluntary enlistment of trainees for service overseas . 2
By the beginning of January 1942, there were 205,431 men of th e
Australian Military Forces in camp or on full-time duty, comprising 4,46 1
in the Permanent Forces, 184,821 in the Citizen Forces and 16,149 i n
the garrison battalions . There were another 14,717 men not on full-tim e
War Cabinet Minute 1584 and Advisory War Council Minute 614, 18 Dec 1941 ; also War
Cabinet Minute 1478, 6 Nov 1941 .
1 See S . J. Butlin, War Economy 1939-1942 (1955), and D . P . Mellor, The Role of Science and
Industry (1958), in this series .
2 War Cabinet Minute 1577, 11 Dec 1941, Agendum 419/1941 .
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duty. Of the A .I .F . 120,945 were serving overseas and 37,543 servin g
in Australia . 3
The recruitment of an additional 500 women for the Women's Auxiliary
Australian Air Force and 1,600 for the Australian Women ' s Army Service
was promptly approved and a direction given that the maximum use shoul d
be made of women in the services to release men for combatant duty .
In mid-December the War Cabinet directed that no further trainee s
under the Empire Air Training Scheme were to be sent abroad unti l
the relation of the scheme to the new problem confronting Australi a
had been examined .4 After two months of uncertainty, however, it wa s
eventually decided that Australia should continue to provide her agreed
quota of aircrew, subject to modification of the Empire Air Trainin g
Scheme to allow an increased percentage of the men to receive advance d
training in Australia, extended facilities and the necessary aircraft bein g
provided for that purpose ; to the retention in Australia of sufficient aircrew, trained in Australia, to fill the establishment of Australian squadron s
serving at home and abroad ; and to the arranging of a regulated inwar d
flow of Australian aircrew with war experience to provide a nucleus of
experienced men in all R .A .A .F . units based in Australia . It was also
decided to ask that as many other Australians as possible should b e
allotted to service in the Pacific theatre . 5
It was decided to curtail transport services and cut out all specia l
holiday services by road or rail in order to save coal, power, fuel, equipment and manpower and also to avoid the risk of having large number s
of people away from their homes in a serious emergency . 6 Steps wer e
taken to conserve electric power by prohibiting shop window displays ,
advertising signs, night tennis and night greyhound racing . Further petro l
cuts were made and the use of tinplate, flax, raw cotton and other essential
materials was restricted . '
4—THE CLAIM FOR REINFORCEMENT S
From the beginning of the war in the Pacific, however, Australia realise d
that the limits of her own manpower and the gaps in her own defence s
and munitions industry meant that she must look for substantial aid fro m
overseas . The reinforcement of Australia in case of attack had been one
of the assumptions on which war plans had hitherto been made .
Throughout December the Australian Government became increasingl y
worried and then alarmed at what appeared to it to be complacency and
sometimes disregard of the dangers in this theatre and an inability to
appreciate fully Australia's claims for reinforcements and supplies . Already,
° War Cabinet Agendum 13/1942, 10 Jan 1942.
° War Cabinet Minute 1588, 18 Dec 1941 .
° War Cabinet Minute 1919, 24 Feb 1942 on Agendum 440/1941, Supplement No . 2. See D. Gillison ,
Royal Australian Air Force 1939-1942 (1962), in the Air series of this history, for a fuller
account.
° War Cabinet Minute 1583 of 12 Dec on Agendum 421/1941 .
7 War Cabinet Minute 1559 of 11 Dec . For fuller information on restrictions see Section 6 o f
this chapter.
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direct experience of war in North Africa, Greece and Crete had mad e
familiar to Australians the tragic cry of not enough men, not enoug h
aircraft, not enough armoured fighting vehicles, not enough weapons . As
the war news became worse, it seemed that the same tragedy was to b e
repeated nearer home . The Government read its official information t o
mean that while 30 and more divisions were standing to arms in th e
British Isles, a mere handful of British divisions were scattered at widel y
separated points in three continents . Ministers, who, in the absence o f
any other aid, had looked so hopefully towards the strength of Americ a
to redress the overwhelming weight of the prospective enemy in th e
Pacific, and, less surely but nevertheless hopefully, to the restrainin g
influence which the Far Eastern army of the Soviet Union might exert o n
Japan, found themselves within a few weeks of Pearl Harbour beginnin g
to doubt whether either of these hopes would be realised and to fea r
that Australia would be left alone, in the path of Japan, with the best o f
her own army fighting Allied battles in other parts of the world .
In reply to their first request for a general review of the new wa r
situation, the Australian Government was informed on 12th December b y
the Dominions Office that it was not considered likely that there woul d
be any immediate large-scale threat to the territory of Australia, muc h
less New Zealand . The Dominions Office quoted the Far East appreciation which had been given in August 1940, envisaging the possibility o f
nothing more than raids by enemy cruisers and seaborne aircraft, an d
said that for the present they did not recommend any changes in th e
dispositions for local Australian defence from those which had bee n
discussed in London with Mr Menzies in April 1941 . 8
It may have been unreasonable for Australia to expect an immediat e
reassessment of the situation in four days, but the United Kingdom helpe d
to create misunderstanding and doubt of its own good faith when, after Japa n
had attacked successfully, damaging severely both the American and Britis h
naval forces, the Dominions Office answered Australian questions b y
referring to an appreciation made 16 months earlier at a time when th e
Australian Government was facing the decision whether to send mor e
divisions of the A .I .F . to the Middle East or keep them for home defence .
On 13th December the United Kingdom Government sent to Australi a
a report prepared by its military advisers on the methods likely to b e
adopted by Japan . The enemy' s first objectives were considered to b e
Malaya, the Philippines and Hong Kong . There might also be a repetitio n
of air attacks on Hawaii . Other operations, which might be carried ou t
simultaneously with or independently of the main moves, were attacks o n
the Dutch base at Surabaya ; attacks on the Panama Canal ; the occupation of the Pacific islands on the Equator, such as Canton Island, i n
order to cut the Pacific air route ; raids by cruisers and minelayers on port s
and their approaches in the Pacific Islands, Australia, New Zealand an d
India ; and attacks on shipping in the Pacific and Indian Oceans . A remote
s Telegram from Dominions Office, 11 Dec .
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possibility was the acquisition of a refuelling base in Madagascar . Developing from the main operations, Japan might attempt to seize key points i n
the Netherlands East Indies .°
At the same time as they sought to learn how the British viewed th e
prospects in the Far East, the Australian Government asked that the ai r
forces in the Australian area be strengthened . In a telegram to th e
Dominions Office on 11th December, Australian air strength was reviewe d
in detail and it was pointed out that the Royal Australian Air Force wa s
responsible for maintaining outer reconnaissance and striking force capacit y
over an area stretching from New Zealand through New Caledonia ,
New Hebrides, Solomons, New Guinea to the Netherlands East Indies ;
and inner reconnaissance around Australia, primarily the Arafura, Coral
and Tasman Seas and the south-west approaches to Fremantle . They
could have given point to their case by comparing the area for which the y
were responsible to the whole of the continent of Europe, the Mediterranean, North Africa and the Middle East, or to the whole of the Unite d
States, central America and the West Indies . To discharge this responsibility the R .A .A .F . had 12 Catalinas, 53 Hudsons and 101 Wirraways .
A second-line striking force might be formed of a number of aircraft, no t
fully armed, from training schools . Twenty-four of the Hudsons wer e
being sent to help defend the Netherlands East Indies . Another consignment of 39 Hudsons had just arrived in Australia from the makers bu t
were without armament and turrets .
There were two main reasons for Australia ' s weakness . The first was
that the aircraft which Australia had ordered from overseas to mee t
immediate requirements had not been delivered . Australia was still awaiting delivery of about 500 aircraft for which orders had been placed . The
second was that Australia had contributed men and machines to other
theatres . In addition to the two squadrons in the Netherlands East Indies ,
Australia had provided three squadrons for Malaya, one squadron for th e
United Kingdom and one for the Middle East . Since the institution of
the Empire Air Scheme 6,742 aircrew personnel and 2,294 ground staff
had left Australia for the Royal Air Force . l
Australia asked that the assurance given to Menzies in April shoul d
be carried out and that an immediate review of air resources shoul d
be made with a view to their redisposition to meet the dangers of all
fronts . In lieu of the return of the R .A .A .F . squadrons from overseas, 9
Catalinas and 18 long-range bombers should be allocated to the defenc e
of Australia .
On 17th December the United Kingdom, replying to the Australia n
representations of 11th December, said that, pending completion of discussions with the United States and regional conferences at Moscow ,
Chungking and Singapore, "immediate reinforcements" had been sent to
the Far East in the shape of 12 Blenheim IV bombers from the Middle
East . It was also hoped to send 4 Catalinas and 52 Hudsons, as well a s
, Advisory War Council Agendum 145/1941, 18 Dec .
'Telegram to Dominions Office, 11 Dec 1941, and War Cabinet Minute 1564, 11 Dec .
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strengthening air forces in India and Burma . It was expected to ship
12 Beaufighters to Australia during December and 14 a month durin g
January, February and March .
Beyond the needs of the Australian area was the urgent and relate d
need to strengthen the Malayan and Indonesian barrier . On 16th December
the Advisory War Council heard from the Chief of the Naval Staff a n
account of his discussions in Singapore with the Commander-in-Chief ,
Eastern Fleet, on 6th and 7th December regarding naval dispositions .
These discussions had taken place with a full knowledge of the view s
held by the United States, for the Commander-in-Chief, Eastern Fleet ,
had just returned from a conference at Manila with the Commander-in Chief, United States Asiatic Fleet . The main proposal directly affectin g
Australia was to strengthen the Malay barrier between Singapore an d
Darwin . For this purpose the United States would provide one 8-inc h
cruiser, two 6-inch cruisers and four destroyers ; the Netherlands would
provide one and later two cruisers and Australia would provide one 6-inc h
cruiser, Hobart, which the United Kingdom had agreed should return
to the Australia Station .
The Chief of the Naval Staff also gave the council details of the los s
of the battleships Prince of Wales and Repulse, including in his account
further evidence of the ineffectiveness of the air organisation in Malaya .
The council's discussions turned chiefly on this point . Reference was made
to the frequent representations by Australia regarding the need t o
strengthen the air defence of Malaya and the council recommended tha t
the Government should again emphasise this need and urge the vita l
importance of providing aircraft carriers east of Suez . If carriers coul d
not be provided by the United Kingdom the United States should be
asked to make one available . 3 A cablegram embodying these recommendations was sent by Mr Curtin to the British Prime Minister, Mr Churchill ,
on 17th December .
In the same week the Australian Government received disturbing report s
both from the Australian Government Representative in Singapore, M r
Bowden,4 and from the G .O .C ., A .I .F . Malaya, Major-General Gordo n
Bennett, regarding the situation there, the unpreparedness of anti-aircraf t
defences, the inadequacy of air support, and the urgent need for reinforcements .
Under arrangements initiated by President Roosevelt, an inter-Allie d
regional military conference to prepare the way for common action agains t
common enemies was held at Singapore on 18th December . The Unite d
Kingdom, United States, Australia and the Netherlands attended . Chin a
did not reply to the invitation and New Zealand was represented by
proxy . Australia was represented by General Bennett, assisted by Captai n
a Telegram from Dominions Office, 17 Dec 1941 .
3 Advisory War Council Minute 597, 16 Dec 1941 .
* V . G . Bowden, CBE . (1915-18 : Major, Royal Engineers .) Aust Govt Commissioner in China
1935-41 ; Aust Govt Representative in Singapore 1941-42 . B . Sydney, 28 May 1884 . Executed
by Japanese 17 Feb 1942.
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Collins" and Group Captain McCauley 6 as naval and air representative s
respectively . ?
The conference readily agreed on the importance of Singapore and th e
Philippines and on plans for disposing Allied forces so as to hold both.
The urgent and immediate need was for reinforcements . They also agreed
that the plans must include, in addition to Malaya, the East Indies and
Philippines, the sea lines of communication across the Indian Ocean, fro m
Australia to the northern islands, and across the Pacific to the Americas .
It was desirable that China should maintain maximum pressure on Japa n
to contain as many Japanese divisions as possible and subsequently t o
provide bases for long-distance bombing attacks on Japan . Any effort
by Russia to serve the same objectives would be of the utmost value .
The situation was serious but need not be viewed pessimistically provide d
the necessary reinforcements were supplied in time . Time was the essential
factor.
The particular recommendations of the conference mainly concerne d
the method by which reinforcements might be passed to Malaya and th e
Philippines and, in this connection, the main importance of Australi a
was that she provided a stage in the route by which American reinforcements might reach these vital areas . 8
Meanwhile the campaign in Malaya was going badly . Bennett reported
on 19th December that the situation was grave and asked for the dispatc h
of an Australian division from the Middle East . Next day the Australian
Government received the substance of a report Wavell had made to th e
Chief of the Imperial General Staff in London stressing the seriousnes s
of the outlook . Curtin at once sent a direct personal message to Churchil l
asking to be told precisely what was Wavell ' s assessment of the situation
in Malaya and his capacity to meet it . Now that the actual threat had
come and the enemy was making substantial progress on several fronts ,
the situation must be met boldly and not by "penny packet" dispositions .
At this point the centre of interest moves to Washington, where Churchil l
and Roosevelt met on 22nd December for a series of conferences on th e
future conduct of the war . 9 The full effect of the decisions made at thos e
conferences was not known in Australia until months later, and durin g
the currency of the talks the Australian Government saw Washingto n
chiefly as the place where it would be most useful for the time being t o
make their case for the reinforcement of the Far East .
As will appear later, the Washington talks had perhaps their lastin g
significance in inaugurating a series of arrangements regarding the highe r
direction of the war, but for the moment attention will be directed onl y
e Vice-Admiral Sir John Collins, KBE, CB ; RAN . Comd HMAS Sydney 1939-41, British naval
forces in ABDA Area 1942, HMAS Shropshire 1943-44, Aust Squadron 1944 and 1945-46; Chief
of the Naval Staff 1948-55 . B . Deloraine, Tas, 7 Jan 1899 .
° Air Marshal Sir John McCauley, KBE, CB . Comd RAAF Far East 1941-42 ; Deputy Chie f
of the Air Staff 1942-44; Chief of Staff BCOF 1947-49 ; Chief of the Air Staff 1954-57 . Regula r
air force officer ; b . Sydney, 18 Mar 1899 .
7 Telegram to Dominions Office, 15 Dec 1941, and Advisory War Council Minute 608, 18 Dec.
e Advisory War Council Agendum 149/1941, 22 Dec, enclosing telegrams (2) from Dominion s
Office of 21 Dec.
9 See W. S . Churchill, The Second World War, Vol III (Aust edition 1950), pp . 572-618 .
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to the way in which the Australian Government attempted to use th e
occasion to bring home to both Great Britain and the United State s
the danger in the Far East and to obtain military aid for that theatr e
of war . Other aspects of the discussions at Washington are dealt wit h
below .
On 23rd December the Advisory War Council, after discussing a
report from Mr R. G . Casey, the Australian Minister to the United States ,
that the talks were to take place, recommended that messages be sen t
to Roosevelt and Churchill to the following effect :
The loss of Singapore would mean the isolation of the Philippines, the fal l
of the Netherlands East Indies and the isolation of Australia by severanc e
of communications in the Indian and Pacific Oceans .
(b) The setback would be as serious to United States interests as to Australia n
interests .
(c) The reinforcements earmarked by the United Kingdom for dispatch to Malay a
are inadequate . The amount of resistance to Japan in Malaya will depen d
directly on the amount of assistance provided by the United Kingdom an d
United States Governments .
(d) If Australia is to remain a base of increasing importance, it is essentia l
that Singapore be reinforced . The urgency of providing such reinforcement s
is to be stressed. l
(a)

In conveying these views to Roosevelt and Churchill, Curtin asked
them to consider the position in Malaya as of the greatest urgency . I t
was evident that in north Malaya the Japanese had assumed control o f
air and sea . Unless the British Army were provided with air support ther e
would be a repetition of Greece and Crete, and Singapore would be
grievously threatened . Small reinforcements would be of little avail .
Australia had sent three divisions to the Middle East and great quantitie s
of supplies to Britain, the Middle East and India and many of her airme n
were fighting in Britain and the Middle East or training in Canada . Henc e
her own resources were very limited . Resistance in Malaya must depen d
on the assistance sent by the United Kingdom and the United States .2
The representations by the Prime Minister were backed up by the activities of Casey in Washington, in interviews both with Churchill an d
Roosevelt and with their Chiefs of Staff . Casey reported that they realise d
the menace to Singapore . Churchill and the British Chiefs of Staff agree d
that the security of Singapore was of greater importance than that of an y
place outside the United Kingdom . They just did not know where they
could obtain air reinforcements for Malaya in reasonable time . There were
no modern aircraft in India. Fighter aircraft could not be flown from th e
Middle East into Malaya owing to Japanese control of southern Burm a
and northern Malaya . There was no British aircraft carrier which coul d
get fighter aircraft into Malaya under a month . The Americans could no t
be induced to take the risk of sending one of their few aircraft carriers
from Honolulu to Singapore or even to Australia and if they did it woul d
take fourteen days to arrive . Moreover, so long as they could do so ,
I Telegram from Casey, 18 Dec ; Advisory War Council Minute 623, 23 Dec 1941 .
= Telegram to Casey, 23 Dec 1941 .
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anything the Americans could spare would be flown to the Philippines .
A proposal to send four Hurricane squadrons in an aircraft carrier fro m
the Middle East was largely a naval question whether the carrier coul d
be defended on such a voyage .
Coming down to details Casey also reported that 51 Hurricane fighter s
would be due in Singapore about 8th January . One Blenheim squadro n
flying from the United Kingdom via the Middle East would arrive earl y
in January ; 52 more Hudsons should arrive by the end of January . A
brigade group from the 18th British Division and the leading brigad e
of the 17th Indian Division should arrive about 8th January . General
Sir Claude Auchinleck, Commander-in-Chief Middle East, was to b e
asked if he could spare four Hurricane squadrons to be embarked on th e
aircraft carrier Indomitable. If so these fighters could reach Singapor e
(minus ground staff and spares) about 27th January . American ships
passing Durban for the Middle East should be stopped and fighter aircraf t
taken out—about 10 Kittyhawks per ship—to make up a shipment fo r
Singapore . 3
Meanwhile Australia had received from the United Kingdom a summar y
of the appreciation made by the Chiefs of Staff and the conclusions reache d
by the Defence Committee of the British War Cabinet after a preliminar y
examination of the situation created by the Japanese attack . The full repor t
by the Defence Committee had been sent to Washington for use by Churchill
in his talks with Roosevelt .
This appreciation said that future British naval strategy must ensure
sea communications in the Atlantic first, those in the Indian Ocean second .
Limited United States naval support could be expected in the Atlantic an d
from the United States Asiatic Fleet but could not be expected elsewhere .
There was not one base which both the British and the Americans woul d
find acceptable for the assembling of joint forces equal or superior t o
the Japanese . Great Britain could not provide a balanced fleet at Singapor e
at once and moreover there was no fighter protection for a fleet a t
Singapore . Therefore it would be unsound to send capital ships to tha t
base at present . Pending the assembling of a fleet in the Indian Ocean ,
raiding by Japanese on ships in that sea must be expected, but, until th e
Japanese secured Borneo or an area to the south for the establishment o f
shore bases for aircraft, escorted convoys should be able to reach Singapor e
through Sunda Strait . The British objective in the Far East must be t o
hold Burma (particularly Rangoon and the Irrawaddy basin), Ceylon and
other naval and air bases, Singapore Island and southern Malaya, Jav a
and southern Sumatra, and Timor . The importance of Burma both for the
immediate need of defence and for the eventual purpose of mounting an
offensive was underlined . Burma also contained the only effective line s
of communication with China, whose continued resistance was considere d
to be of great value . The position in Malaya was recognised as ver y
serious, for there was no balanced fleet in Eastern waters and the Allie d
air and land forces were heavily outnumbered . It was of the greatest
3 Telegram from Casey, 25 Dec 1941 .
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importance to hold Singapore . The Japanese advance must be dispute d
inch by inch . The Commander-in-Chief designate, Far East, Lieut-Genera l
Sir Henry Pownall, 5 had been told that nothing compared in importanc e
with Singapore, which must be held at all costs . If, in spite of their efforts ,
they were forced out of Malaya, they must make every effort to hol d
the other essential points in the East Indies for they were a barrier to
the Indian Ocean and Australia . United States and Chinese cooperation
and aid were considered essential and it would not be sufficient for th e
United States to maintain a defensive attitude .
Looking towards the time when the Allies might take the offensive, th e
appreciation spoke of the need to assemble in the Indian Ocean a flee t
of nine capital ships and four aircraft carriers, and to do this capita l
ships would have to be withdrawn from the eastern Mediterranean . Thi s
could not be done if Britain maintained air forces in Malta and Cyrenaic a
to cooperate with submarines in such strength as to keep the Italian heav y
ships away from the British supply routes . The Far East and Middle Eas t
were interdependent and the grip on either of them could not be relaxe d
unless, in the last resort, the security of the United Kingdom or the
Dominions demanded it .
Among the conclusions of special interest to Australia were that unifie d
direction and closest coordination of all Allied forces should be secure d
as soon as possible ; Singapore and Manila must be held and the Sunda
Strait route kept open ; reinforcements must be rushed to Malaya an d
Burma as soon as possible . Singapore and Manila were considered to b e
the immediate objects of Japanese action in order to gain complete contro l
and freedom of movement in that area . The possibility of raids by cruiser s
on the Pacific Islands, Australia, New Zealand and India, and attack s
on shipping in the Pacific and Indian Oceans was envisaged among variou s
operations which might be carried out simultaneously or independently of
the main operation . 6
A telegram from Bruce, the Australian High Commissioner, on 24t h
December reviewed this statement by the United Kingdom Chiefs of Staf
f
Committee and expressed the opinion that there was a lack of appreciatio n
of the urgency of providing the immediate requirements, particularly air
reinforcements, asked for by Singapore . The 50 fighters, he pointed out ,
would only complete existing squadrons and their reserves and not provid e
the extra squadrons needed . The fighters would go by ship . Only two of
the four squadrons of bombers requested were being provided and, a s
there were 800 aircraft in the Middle East, it was difficult to believe
that two more squadrons could not be flown out from there . Bruce had
been urging too that, in view of possible developments in the Far East ,
air reinforcements should flow, as far as practicable, through Australia s o
that, in the light of developments, they could be passed on to Malaya, th e
Netherlands East Indies or the Philippines or retained in Australia . ?
s Pownall replaced Brooke-Popham on 27th December 1941 .
e Telegrams (2) from Sir Earle Page, 20 Dec, and telegram from Dominions Office, 23 Dec 1941 ;
also War Cabinet Agendum 445/1941 .
7 Telegram from Bruce, 24 Dec 1941 .
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Bruce's analysis and suggestions clearly influenced a message sent to Case y
in Washington on 26th December giving Australian opinion on the Chief s
of Staffs ' paper, together with instructions to convey the Australia n
Government's views to Churchill .
Please understand that the stage of gentle suggestion has now passed (the Australian Government said) . Continuous over-statements by British Far East Command s
as to the degree of preparedness have produced a very serious effect upon publi c
opinion. Latest reports from Malaya suggest that fighters will not support A .I .F .
troops in the field because they have to be withdrawn for the defence of th e
fortress itself . This will re-echo experiences of Greece and Crete and must b e
avoided . You say that Churchill will confirm the proposals mentioned to you an d
already known to us . Much more is required . Please take immediate steps to infor m
him that the requirements of the Singapore Conference are only the very minimum ;
that anything less will be dangerous and that a definite time-table is required . . . .
This is the gravest type of emergency and everything will depend upon a ChurchillRoosevelt decision to meet it in the broadest way . 8

The views of the Australian Chiefs of Staff, to whom the appreciatio n
of the United Kingdom Chiefs of Staff had been referred, was that th e
situation disclosed was " most unsatisfactory" . Australia had based great
hopes on the United States Pacific Fleet and now it seemed that it wa s
" unable or unwilling to assist" . The British intention of forming a separat e
fleet in the Indian Ocean was unsound . It would be better for Britain to
send her capital ships to help raise the strength of the United States Pacifi c
Fleet, so as to make it decisively superior to the Japanese and so tha t
it could attack the Japanese mandated islands, defeat the Japanese Flee t
and regain control of the sea . Such offensive action would provide a more
effective protection to Australia than the presence in the Indian Ocean
of a British force in peril to the Japanese main fleet. In order to form a
fleet which would be a match for the Japanese the British Commonwealth
must accept a temporary reduction in naval protection of its interest s
in the Indian Ocean . If such a junction of forces were made in the Pacific ,
the British forces required would not be so large as to denude othe r
important theatres of war. Without such a combined fleet, the Allie s
would remain on the defensive and would be in grave danger of bein g
defeated point by point . To assemble a balanced and decisively superio r
fleet should be their main objective and, if concentration upon doing thi s
involved the temporary loss of subsidiary interests, such risks should b e
accepted . A decisive victory would render any enemy successes in the
meantime worthless to him .
These views were endorsed by the Australian War Cabinet on 30t h
December and sent off to Churchill in Washington . 9
Next day the papers were submitted to the Advisory War Council,
which expressed "great concern" at the British view and "strongly agreed "
with the views of the Chiefs of Staff that an Allied fleet superior to th e
Japanese should be concentrated with a view to forcing a decisive action .
There is no clear evidence that the Australian views as such had an y
s Telegram to Casey, 26 Dec 1941 .
9 War Cabinet Minute 1632, 30 Dec ; Agendum 445/1941 . Telegram to Casey, 30 Dec 1941 .
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effective influence on decisions made at Washington by Churchill an d
Roosevelt on the grand strategy. The communications received by the
Government from Churchill and Roosevelt, in reply to their representations, were limited to assurances about reinforcements for Australia and
to an account of the decisions the two leaders had made for a unifie d
command and the higher direction of the war . Both pieces of information
left Australia dissatisfied .
The steps taken by Churchill to send reinforcements were summarise d
by him in a telegram to Curtin on 27th December from Washington . H e
assured Curtin that he would do everything possible to strengthen th e
whole front from Rangoon to Darwin . The 18th British Division, whic h
was rounding the Cape when war with Japan broke out, had been diverted
to Bombay and Ceylon and the leading brigade was going direct to
Singapore . The movement of the 17th Indian Division from India to Persi a
had been cancelled and this division was going to Malaya . He had suggested
to London on the 20th, when en route from London to Washington, tha t
the Australian Government should recall one division of the A .I .F. from
Palestine, either to go to India to relieve other troops or to go direct t o
Singapore . Some air support was already on the way .
Churchill, however, still argued that the needs of Malaya were no t
pre-eminent but had to be balanced against the needs of other fronts .
Although he spoke of the "paramount importance of Singapore" , he also
said that it would not be wise to loosen the grip on Rommel in Nort h
Africa when victory was within the Allied grasp . His view of the genera l
strategy in Malaya was that forces should not be used up in attemptin g
to defend the northern front of the peninsula but should fall back, fightin g
delaying actions and destroying communications so that they could defend
Singapore and its approaches in Johore . He thought of Singapore as a
fortress .
On the completion of the Washington talks, Roosevelt sent to Curtin ,
through Casey, a message in reply to Curtin's of 23rd December . H e
assured Curtin that urgent consideration had been given to the matte r
of dispatching reinforcements at the earliest possible moment . The mos t
definite passage in the message was " the necessary steps are already under
way for flight to Australia of effective air assistance which I hope wil l
arrive in the very near future" . 1
The result of the talks was summed up more concretely from London .
It had been decided that the main reinforcements necessary, includin g
those en route to Malaya, were two divisions and one armoured brigad e
to Malaya, and two divisions to the Netherlands East Indies ; three heavy
anti-aircraft regiments and five light anti-aircraft regiments ; reinforcements
to bring the total air strength in Malaya up to eight light bomber squadrons, eight fighter squadrons, two torpedo bomber squadrons and half o f
one general-reconnaissance (land plane) squadron . The United States was
also being urged to recognise the importance of re-equipping, maintainin g
1 Telegram from Casey, 2 Jan 1942 .
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and expanding the Dutch air forces . Additional measures were being taken
for the reinforcement of Burma . The rate of reinforcement would depen d
on shipping and naval escorts but it was hoped that the programme coul d
be completed within four months . 2
To the Australian Government it appeared that these reinforcement s
were inadequate and would be likely to arrive too late . In an exchange
of telegrams between Curtin and Churchill firmness verged on sharpnes s
with each other . It was evident that Churchill had full confidence that
Singapore could be held as a fortress and that he was also inclined t o
underestimate the Japanese soldier. On the 14th, after speaking of
reinforcements on the way, he found ground for hoping that a counterstroke against the Japanese would be possible in the latter part of
February . 3
Australia was disappointed, too, in the response to some rather modes t
requests to the United Kingdom for the urgent allotment of Bofors guns ,
radio direction-finding equipment and aerial torpedoes from the Unite d
Kingdom . Apart from the diversion of 24 Bofors guns, all that Australi a
was to receive was a small percentage of current production . The Government felt that there was a marked lack of appreciation of the seriousnes s
of the situation confronting Australia . That situation surely warranted a n
allocation from existing stocks . "It appears to us," the Government said in
directing Sir Earle Page, its Special Representative in London, to approac h
the United Kingdom Government again, "that we are in greater dange r
of early invasion than is the United Kingdom and that this consideration
should induce some diversion of equipment at present retained for th e
defence of the United Kingdom . In view of our extremely limited resource s
in aircraft it is imperative our means of interception and combating attac k
should be materially augmented by the provision of other equipment ." 4
The measures decided upon by Roosevelt and Churchill at Washingto n
to reinforce Malaya required the transfer from the Middle East of tw o
divisions of the A .I .F. Because of the relationship of this question both t o
the holding of Malaya and ultimately the deliverance of Australia fro m
the fear of invasion, it is necessary here to disentangle some of the event s
surrounding the original decision for the transfer of these troops fro m
one theatre to another . The original decision was made, not at the instance
of the Australian Government, but at the instance of Churchill . It was
made with the purpose of reinforcing Malaya and not to garrison Australia .
Shortly after its assumption of office, the Curtin Government affirme d
the decisions taken in September by its predecessor, the Fadden Government, that, in the light of the manpower situation, it was beyond Australia' s capacity to maintain the A .I .F . at four divisions and one armoure d
division . Part of the proposal then accepted was that, if the situatio n
in the Far East permitted, the armoured division would be completed i n
2 Telegram from Dominions Office, 3 Jan 1942 .
$ Telegrams Winch 7 and 8 and Johcu 16 and 17 .
4 Telegram to Page, 24 Jan 1942.
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the Middle East by conversion of existing A .I .F. units, and the A .I .F .
would then be composed of a corps of two infantry divisions, an armoure d
division and an army tank brigade in the Middle East, a division i n
Malaya, and various independent companies, railway and forestry units . 5
On 18th November the Minister for the Army announced that the armoure d
division would go overseas as soon as it was equipped.6
General Sir Thomas Blarney, the Commander of the A .I .F . in th e
Middle East, however, objected strongly to having one of his division s
cut up and made representations, the effect of which was that there shoul d
still be three infantry divisions in the Middle East, and that Australi a
should not provide the army tank brigade for the Middle East as th e
British had requested but should raise the armoured division partly i n
Australia and partly from divisions already available in the Middle East .
His arguments were that the disbandment or conversion of units with
honourable war records would damage morale ; that there was no need
for the A .I .F . to provide an army tank brigade as there were considerabl e
heavy tank units in the Middle East, a likelihood that the supply of tank s
would be retarded, and no guarantee that an army tank brigade would
necessarily be employed in the Australian Corps ; that the estimated scale
of reinforcements was too high, and that there was a considerable poo l
of reinforcements in the Middle East .
Blarney' s views and the presentation of them in an agendum prepare d
for the War Cabinet on 18th November were wholly directed to a situatio n
caused by lack of volunteers and to the desirability of maintaining an
undiminished corps of three divisions, with possibly the addition of a n
armoured division in the Middle East . When the matter eventually cam e
before the War Cabinet on 26th November, when Blarney was present, the
same considerations were predominant . It was decided not to provide
personnel for an army tank brigade, to complete the armoured divisio n
of the A .I .F . by raising new units in Australia and by the reallotment
of existing non-divisional units and from reinforcements in the Middl e
East ; and to defer for the present any reduction in the existing commitment in respect of infantry divisions in the Middle East . The minute
concluded : "Middle East commitments will need to be reviewed when th e
armoured division proceeds overseas in the light of conditions then prevailing ."7
At that time, when indeed the Australian Government still had lingerin g
hope that current discussions with Japan would maintain peace, there wa s
no indication that the Australian Government or its generals had any
thought of calling home the A .I .F . At the end of November Blarney returne d
to the Middle East .
A month later, on 24th December, the Minister for the Army prepare d
a further submission for the War Cabinet on the future policy for the A .I .F.
in the light of the changed situation in the Far East, and this, too, gav e
6

War Cabinet Minute 1406, 15 Oct 1941 on Agendum 197/1941, Supplement 3 .
° Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No . 7, p . 11 .
T War Cabinet Minute 1520 on Agendum 197/1941, Supplement No . 4, endorsed by Advisory Wa
r
Council Minute 567, 26 Nov 1941 .
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no indication of any thought of the return of the A .I .F . He recalled that
when the decisions were taken in November "the governing factor wa s
the difficulty of obtaining sufficient volunteers" but since the beginning of
hostilities with Japan the indications were that there would be no lac k
of volunteers . "The main problem now," he said, "is the availability o f
shipping and the provision of naval escorts for maintenance of oversea s
commitments ." In a review of the situation he said that there were 16,600
effective reinforcements in the Middle East after completing units to wa r
establishment and there was no immediate need for the dispatch of furthe r
reinforcements . It was considered, however, that reinforcements in the
Middle East should be maintained at a minimum figure of 11,000 and that ,
when it was evident that the A .I .F . in the Middle East were to be employe d
in active operations, the dispatch of additional reinforcements could b e
considered in the light of the situation then prevailing . In the same
submission proposals were made for the reinforcement of Malaya b y
dispatching 1,800 men to bring the total reinforcement pool to 4,000 ,
and by sending a machine-gun battalion there .
The absence at that stage of any Australian intention to bring bac k
troops from the Middle East was further indicated by the approval o f
this submission by the War Cabinet on 30th December . At the sam e
meeting Curtin referred to a cablegram dated 27th December fro m
Churchill in which the British Prime Minister mentioned that a wee k
earlier he had suggested that one Australian division be recalled fro m
Palestine either to go to India or to Singapore . No information regardin g
this proposal had been received from London beyond a reference in a
cablegram from Bruce on 26th December . Curtin added that he did no t
favour sending A .I .F . troops to India .
The War Cabinet decided to ask Bruce to ascertain definitely what
was proposed regarding the transfer of any A .I .F. division from th e
Middle East, and in relation to any such proposal to submit information
as to dates of movement and arrangements for transport and escort s
The telegram of 26th December from Bruce, to which Curtin ha d
made passing reference, had mentioned a proposal, additional to the
measures affecting the 18th British Division and the 17th Indian Division ,
to send two divisions from the Middle East to the Far East, possibl y
for service in Sumatra but to serve in accordance with the requirements
of the situation at the time of their arrival . The alternatives were to send
two Australian divisions or to send one Australian and one Indian division .
The proposal was linked with suggestions to reinforce the Middle Eas t
with American divisions, which would release the more highly-traine d
and seasoned troops for the Far East.9
In saying that this was his only information, Curtin had apparentl y
overlooked a report by Page, summarising a discussion by the Defenc e
Committee of the British War Cabinet on the night of 19th December o n
8 War Cabinet Minute 1636, 30 Dec 1941, on Agendum 197/1941, Supplement No . 5 . Telegram s
from Churchill, 27 Dec, from Bruce, 26 Dec 1941 .
9 Telegram from Bruce, 26 Dec 1941 .
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an appreciation by the British Chiefs of Staff . Page said that, after th e
immediate reinforcement of Malaya by an Indian division, "furthe r
measures contemplated if the situation warrants it" were the dispatch o f
one Australian division from Palestine, another infantry division fro m
the United Kingdom and an examination of the possibility of the Unite d
States sending divisions to relieve British units in Northern Ireland . '
In response to the inquiry from the Australian War Cabinet, Bruc e
further reported that the Chiefs of Staff were working on the broa d
problem of the reinforcement of the Far East by troops moving eastwar d
and that the submission of a request with regard to the Australian forces ,
which would form part of the general move, was awaiting the conclusio n
of their detailed examination of the arrangements for transports an d
a naval escort . 2
After a discussion on the telegrams from Churchill and Bruce th e
Advisory War Council recommended on 31st December that if a specifi c
request were made for the transfer of an A .I .F . division from the Middl e
East to the Far East, the Government should approve of the request . 3
Early in January 1942, the Dominions Office, when reporting th e
total plans agreed to at Washington for the reinforcement of the Fa r
East, said that two of the infantry divisions required for Malaya and th e
Netherlands East Indies must come from the Middle East, where the y
would be replaced in due course by divisions from the United Kingdom .
While recognising the natural desire of Australia that the Australian Corp s
should be kept together, the United Kingdom asked Australia if it woul d
agree to sending two of the Australian divisions from the Middle Eas t
to the Netherlands East Indies . 4 The Advisory War Council discusse d
the request on the 5th and recommended that the Government should
agree to transfer the 6th and 7th Divisions, which had been designated b y
Blarney for the purpose, from the Middle East to the Netherlands Eas t
Indies, together with corps troops and maintenance and base organisations .
This recommendation was taken as the decision of the War Cabinet . 5
At the same time it was decided to obtain Blarney 's views on the
arrangements for the command and organisation of the A .I .F . in the ne w
theatre, and these views and the comments of the Australian Chiefs of
Staff on them were eventually considered by the War Cabinet and Advisor y
War Council on 20th January in conjunction with other matters relating
to the organisation of the headquarters of Wavell, who had been appointe d
Supreme Commander in an area designated the A .B .D .A . Area, to th e
north of Australia . 6 The point of chief concern to Australia was that when
there were three divisions of the A .I .F . in the Far East there should b e
one supreme authority in command of the A .I .F. with the same power s
and authority as the G .O .C ., A .I .F . Middle East, in order to ensure prope r
I Telegram from Page, 20 Dec . The U .K . Chiefs of Staff appreciation was communicated t o
Australia in a telegram from the Dominions Office, 23 Dec 1941 .
° Telegram from Bruce, 31 Dec 1941 .
° Advisory War Council Minute 635, 31 Dec 1941 .
° Telegram fro m Dominions Office, 3 Jan 1942 .
° Advisory War Council Minute 644 and War Cabinet Minute 1667, 5 Jan 1942 .
° War Cabinet Minute 1716 and Agendum 37/1942 . See also footnote at page 49 below .
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regard for Australian interests and coordinate administrative requirements .
This objective, however, had to be considered in conjunction with the
objectives which Australia was also pursuing of having Australian representation on the staff of the Supreme Commander and of Australia n
representation on any council charged with the higher direction of the war .7
The Australian Government' s intention when approval was given fo r
the return of the two A .I .F . divisions was clearly that they should g o
into the A .B .D .A . Area . Wavell ' s plan was that the 7th Division shoul d
go to southern Sumatra and the 6th Division and a British armoure d
brigade to central Java .
Reinforcements from the United States were also originally directe d
towards the defence of areas north of Australia, and those who remaine d
on the mainland were concerned almost wholly with the organisatio n
of air bases in Australia and with the operation of air forces from these
bases to protect lines of communication and to support United State s
defence of the Philippines .
A convoy which had left San Francisco late in November to carr y
supplies and troops to the Philippines was en route when Japan attacke d
Pearl Harbour and on 13th December it was directed to Australia, th e
senior officer, Brigadier-General Julian F . Barnes, being designated Commander, United States Forces in Australia, and instructed to prepare th e
aircraft in the convoy for combat and get them to General MacArthur,
in the Philippines, under whose command he was placed . The convo y
reached Brisbane on 22nd December. Major-General George H . Brett
was sent to Australia on 28th December to assume command of all Unite d
States Army interests in that region, Barnes becoming his Chief of Staff .
Brett, who arrived on the 31st, was told that the purpose was to mak e
his command predominantly an air command with ground elements limite d
to the effective protection and security of air bases. Major-General Lewis
H . Brereton, Commanding General, Far East Air Force, came to Australia
from the Philippines at the direction of General MacArthur, Commande r
of United States Army Forces in the Far East, given on 24th December ,
to organise advanced operating bases from which, with the Far East Ai r
Force, he could protect lines of communication, secure bases in Mindana o
and support the defence of the Philippines . Both officers had their firs t
meeting with the Australian Chiefs of Staff and representatives of th e
Department of Defence Coordination on 3rd January 1942, on which dat e
they established their headquarters in Melbourne .
The 4,600 United States troops who had arrived in Brisbane wer e
quickly dispersed . In early January 1,300 moved on to Darwin, 1,50 0
to Townsville and 700 to the Netherlands East Indies, leaving 1,100 i n
Brisbane . 8
On 22nd January a report from the Australian Legation in Washingto n
summarised the present and prospective land and air reinforcements fro m
War Cabinet Minute 1717 and Advisory War Council Minute 682, 20 Jan 1942 .
s War Cabinet Agendum 13/1942 and telegram from Casey, 10 Jan 1942 .
7
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the United States as follows . There were already in Australia 2,600 Air
Corps troops and 2,000 other troops, mainly field artillery, with 5 2
Dauntless dive bombers, 130 Kittyhawk fighters and 5 transports, an d
20 75-mm guns . There were en route and due to arrive by the end o f
the first week in February 7,000 troops (Air Corps, engineers and miscellaneous) with 162 Kittyhawk fighters and 10 observation aircraft . By
about the end of February more Air Corps personnel would arrive bringin g
the total in that arm to 10,000 ; and they would be accompanied by 40 0
radio detection troops, and about 8,300 anti-aircraft personnel . A tota l
of 80 heavy four-engined bombers, 80 medium bombers, additiona l
fighters to bring the total to 433, anti-aircraft guns and searchlights wer e
to be sent but the date of their arrival could not be forecast . In addition ,
New Caledonia was to be reinforced by about 22,000 troops . 2
These dispositions represented measures to be taken in Australi a
primarily to support operations outside Australia . By the time they
arrived, changed circumstances gave them the role of helping to delive r
Australia from the fear of invasion. 3
It was also hoped that the United States would accept some measur e
of responsibility for the garrisoning of Australia . Churchill told Curti n
in early January that he believed that the United States would be willin g
to send 40,000 to 50,000 troops to Australia to reinforce the Australia n
home defence troops, and he asked Curtin the direct question : Do you
think you are in immediate danger of invasion in force? Curtin immediatel y
asked the Australian Chiefs of Staff for their observations and was told ,
first, that the danger of invasion in force would remain until a front ha d
been clearly stabilised along the Malay barrier or until the United Nation s
had secured supremacy over the Japanese Fleet . They welcomed th e
suggestion for American reinforcements . It was assumed that the America n
formations would come to Australia fully-equipped and that they woul d
be subject to the Australian Chief of the General Staff in respect o f
training and operations . Apart from the question of Australian security ,
an added argument for the proposed action was that Australia was a n
admirable base for reinforcements for offensive action against the Japanes e
in the South-West Pacific and it was desirable, the Chiefs of Staff said ,
that forces for this purpose should be located in Australia as soon a s
possible . The Advisory War Council and the War Cabinet in turn endorse d
this view, at the same time making the point that the provision of these
troops alone would not meet Australian needs as there were seriou s
These troops were sent to Australia as an outcome of a recommendation to the Chief of Staf
f
of the United States Army, Lieut-General George C . Marshall, by a staff officer, Brigadier-Genera l
Dwight D . Eisenhower, on 14th December . Eisenhower had advised "that the United States mus t
keep open the Pacific line of communication to Australia and go ahead as fast as possible t o
establish a military base there" .—M. Matloff and E. M. Snell, Strategic Planning for Coalition
Warfare : 1941-1942 (1953), p. 87—a volume in the official series United States Army in Worl d

War II .

2 Telegram from Casey, 22 Jan 1942.
8 For fuller details of the arrival of American troops see McCarthy, South-West Pacific Area—
First Year, and Gillison, Royal Australian Air Force 1939-1942 .

THE

CLAIM

FOR REINFORCEMENTS

35

deficiencies in aircraft and other equipment, about which representation s
had already been made in London and Washington .4
The Far Eastern situation itself was changing rapidly and each change
brought an adjustment in policy, and greater urgency in the appeal for
aid. At the New Year the general strategic policy agreed upon by th e
United Kingdom and United States Chiefs of Staff was, first, to hol d
the Malay barrier ; second, to hold Burma and Australia as essential bases ;
third, to establish communications through the Dutch East Indies with
Luzon and to support the Philippines garrison ; and, fourth, to maintai n
essential communications within the theatre . The chief immediate responsibility of the United States was to hold the Philippines, and that of th e
United Kingdom was to hold Malaya . Australia herself was contributing
to the defence of Malaya and the Netherlands East Indies, and to the
general naval strength of the whole Pacific theatre and was mainly concerned with the defence of the Australian mainland as a base .
Towards the end of January, as the news from Malaya became worse
and the Japanese attack on New Guinea developed, the Australian Government grew more and more concerned over the possibility of invasion o f
the mainland . On 23rd January—the day Rabaul fell—after an emergenc y
meeting of the War Cabinet, Curtin in a direct message to Churchill spok e
of the public feeling of grave uneasiness in Australia at the Allied impotence to do anything to stem the Japanese advance . The Australian
Government, in realising its responsibility to prepare the public for th e
possibility of invasion, also had an obligation to explain why it migh t
not be possible to prevent the enemy reaching Australian shores . He
referred to reports from London that the Defence Committee had bee n
considering the evacuation of Malaya and Singapore . After all the assurances that had been given, the evacuation of Singapore would be regarde d
in Australia and elsewhere as an "inexcusable betrayal" . It had bee n
understood that this central fortress in the system of Empire and loca l
defence was to be made impregnable and that, in any event, it was to b e
capable of holding out for a prolonged period until the arrival of the mai n
fleet . If reinforcements were to be diverted from Malaya in an emergenc y
they should be sent to the Netherlands East Indies and not to Burma .
Curtin referred to the Japanese attack on Rabaul and the prospectiv e
early atttack on Port Moresby, the only base from which control coul d
be exercised over the Torres Strait supply line . He stated that the
Australian Chief of the Naval Staff was communicating direct with th e
Commander-in-Chief United States Pacific Fleet, offering Australian force s
and seeking his cooperation in an offensive action against the Japanes e
in the Marshalls . British assistance to influence such a move on the par t
of the Americans would be helpful . Australia also agreed with New Zealan d
views that the unified command over all naval forces engaged in th e
war against Japan and the eventual formation of a fleet superior to th e
Japanese in the western Pacific remained essential to the defeat of Japan .
War Cabinet Agendum 32/1942, 17 Jan 1942, enclosing Chiefs of Staff Paper No . 3, 16 Jan ;
Advisory War Council Minute 684, 20 Jan ; War Cabinet Minute 1719, 20 Jan .
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Australia renewed, too, her requests for fighter aircraft, asking tha t
up to 250 modern American fighters be immediately allotted to th e
R .A .A .F .5
The same message was conveyed to Roosevelt by Casey, on instructions . The President referred it to his Chiefs of Staff, made a number o f
personal comments and concluded that he appreciated the concern o f
Australia but, looking at the war picture as a whole, as he was oblige d
to do, and with the knowledge of what was in preparation, he ha d
very little anxiety for the security of Australia itself . 6
On the 27th Curtin again approached both Churchill and Roosevel t
pressing for the allotment of additional aircraft to Australia . ? In Washington and London, Australian representatives were instructed to mak e
strenuous efforts to obtain a fuller appreciation of Australia' s situation .
The outlook at the end of January, as seen from Australia, was dark .
In Malaya the defending forces had withdrawn into Singapore Island .
The Australian Corps would begin to arrive from the Middle East in abou t
three weeks' time and, in view of the changed situation in Singapore, woul d
be used in the first instance to secure vital areas in Sumatra and Java .
Reinforcements of British and American air forces were on the way.
Perhaps the enemy could be held .
The information now received from Pearl Harbour showed that th e
losses there on 7th December had been more serious than at first thought ,
with a total loss of five battleships . 8 The United States naval forces were
making a sweep from Samoa towards the Gilbert Islands . The Japanese ,
while keeping up the intense pressure on Singapore appeared to b e
making two other thrusts . A large convoy was proceeding by the Moluccas ,
probably against Ambon, and a large concentration of shipping had been
observed at Balikpapan, probably to move against Macassar or Bandjermasin . Rabaul had been taken after dive bombers had destroyed the coas t
defences, and the next move in that region would probably be against
Port Moresby or New Caledonia . Port Moresby was defended by on e
Australian brigade and a force of 6 Hudsons, 2 Wirraways and 2 Catalinas .
Reconnaissance had disclosed 4 cruisers, 6 destroyers and 13 transport s
in Rabaul harbour . New Caledonia was held by local forces and on e
A .I .F . Independent Company but United States reinforcements were o n
the way .
On 29th January 1942, the Australian Chiefs of Staff prepared a
further appreciation, at the direction of the War Cabinet, on the defenc e
of Australia . The land forces available for the defence of the mainlan d
totalled five divisions, two cavalry divisions and one armourdd division ,
less its support group, but, except for units at Darwin and in the island s
adjacent to Australia, troops were not completely trained or equipped .
With the present rate of production, most of the major items of field arm y
8

Curtin to Churchill, 23 Jan 1942 .
Telegram from Casey, 24 Jan 1942 .
7 Telegram of 27 Jan 1942 .
s There were eight battleships in the harbour at the time of the attack . Actually only two proved
to be beyond repair.
6
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equipment could be completed by the middle of 1942 . The army still had
only 10 American light tanks but a total of 70 mixed infantry an d
light tanks from British production had either been shipped or promise d
for early delivery . Local production would not begin until May, and
deliveries would then only be slow . Anti-aircraft guns and radio direction finding apparatus were still far short of requirements . The first-line strength
of aircraft was 65 Hudsons, 14 Catalinas and 98 Wirraways, includin g
36 Hudsons employed in the Indonesia-Darwin area but not including th e
R .A .A .F . squadrons in Malaya . Owing to lack of modern aircraft, crew s
could not be trained to operational standards, although the number of
partly-trained crews was more than enough .
In a discussion of the enemy ' s probable scale of attack, the Chiefs o f
Staff expressed the view that the Japanese would concentrate on the capture
of Malaya and the Netherlands East Indies and on the interruption o f
supplies into China and Rangoon, before attempting full-scale operation s
against the Australian mainland . At the same time, they considere d
that the enemy would move southward from the Caroline and Marshal l
Islands in order to secure bases from which further operations could b e
carried out and the recent occupation of Rabaul was seen as the firs t
stage of this movement . The appreciation continued :
So long as the Malay Barrier holds and the U .S .A . Fleet remains a threat to the
Japanese sea line of communication to the south, we consider it unlikely that th e
Australian mainland is liable to attack other than by sporadic raids by nava l
forces and ship-borne aircraft, possibly accompanied by small landing parties fo r
raiding activities . But we cannot assume that Malaya and the Netherlands Eas t
Indies will hold nor that the U .S .A . Fleet will secure supremacy in the Pacific
and we must therefore plan for the maximum scale of attack . The only limitation
of the latter is the amount of shipping Japan has available to her.
New Guinea is our most important outpost, its retention, particularly Papua ,
being essential for the security of the passage through Torres Strait . With the
occupation of Rabaul, Japan may be expected to make a large-scale move agains t
Port Moresby at an early date .
New Caledonia occupies an important strategic position both in relation to our
sea communications to the eastward and to its use as a stage in the U .S .A .-Australia n
air ferry service . Both it and the New Hebrides are now open to any scale of attac k
Japan sees fit to bring against them, and it is considered that an attack in thi s
area is likely.
Timor and Ambon guard the approaches to Darwin, an important naval an d
air operating base, and the eastern terminal of the Malay Barrier. With the encirclement of the Philippines, Ambon is now virtually in the front line, while the threat
to Timor is no less direct though perhaps further removed in point of time .
The great extent of our vulnerable coastline, particularly on the East, render s
inevitable a very large degree of dispersion of our land and air forces . The reserve s
available are therefore limited in number and are further limited in scope owin g
to the distances over which they may have to be moved to meet any serious threat .
We are, moreover, compelled to concentrate a large proportion of our lan d
force strength on the vital area of Newcastle-Sydney-Kembla and are left dangerously
weak in Queensland, Tasmania and Western Australia .
In the Islands, the garrisons are inadequate for the scale of attack they ma y
be called on to meet . New Caledonia, for example, requires a garrison approximating
one division with comparable air support . We have so far only been able to sen d
one Independent Company trained in guerilla warfare .
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It is clearly beyond our capacity to meet any attack of the weight that th e
Japanese could launch either on the mainland or in the islands . At the same time ,
our limitations in manpower and equipment deny us the capacity to increase ou r
forces to any appreciable extent . Land and air forces can only be sent to increase
a garrison at one point by weakening our strength at another .9

On 31st January' the Australian Government was informed that, i n
response to their urgent requests, it was proposed to provide additiona l
equipment, above anything previously planned, including 125 Kittyhawks ,
diverted from the quantity earmarked for the Middle East, 72 Bofor s
guns from the February production of the United Kingdom, together wit h
12 howitzers, 48 25-pounders and 48 2-pounder anti-tank guns ; and a
total of 335 tanks from February and March production . The Unite d
States had also been asked to divert a further 125 Kittyhawks from th e
reserves which they were shipping for their own squadrons going into th e
A .B .D .A . Area . It was also pointed out to Australia that the reinforcements flowing into the A .B .D .A. Area also contributed to the defence o f
Australia and, according to the way the situation developed, they might
in certain cases actually find their way to Australia . The United Kingdom ,
however, was still concerned with the danger of spreading resources s o
widely as to lead to general weakness . In particular they stressed th e
needs of the Middle East, from which certain units and equipment had
already been drawn for the Far East.
During this early period of war in the Far East, in the clamour fo r
reinforcement, there undoubtedly was a feeling in the Australian Government that Great Britain was doing less than was due to Australia an d
far less than was required to avert disaster in the Far East . There wa s
evident, too, a disposition to look with greater hope towards the Unite d
States and to nurse a belief—a belief based on hope rather than on any thing that had been said or done up to that stage—that there was mor e
sympathy in Washington than in London . Perhaps being a member o f
the family the British were judged more harshly than the Americans . Th e
reverses in Malaya were made the occasion for blame of Britain fo r
unpreparedness and all other military faults while the correspondin g
debacle in the Philippines passed without comment or was noticed onl y
for its gallantry . At the same time there was a non-military section o f
opinion that placed high confidence in a Russian alliance . By the end o f
December, Curtin himself had begun to think that the war in the Pacifi c
could be won by a combination of the strength of the Soviet Union an d
the United States of America.
Although he continued throughout January to address urgent appeal s
to Churchill to do more to defend Malaya, he tended to place chie f
reliance for a time on America and the Soviet Union and to forese e
the role of Australia as one of the dominant members in a partnershi p
with these two foreign powers against Japan . The episode is instructive
for the light it throws on the new Government's approach to world affairs .
D War Cabinet Agendum 31/1942, 30 Jan, covering Chiefs of Staff Paper No . 4, 29 Jan 1942 .
I Telegram from Dominions Office .
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"The Australian Government's policy has been grounded on two facts, "
Curtin said on 27th December . "One is that the war with Japan is no t
a phase of the struggle with the Axis Powers, but is a new war . The secon d
is that Australia must go on to a war footing. . . . As the Australia n
Government enters 1942, it has behind it a record of realism in respec t
of foreign affairs . "
After referring to the declaration of war against Finland, Hungary an d
Rumania and a suggestion for an Anglo-Russian agreement to mee t
aggression from Japan, he continued :
Now, with equal realism, we take the view that, while the determination of militar y
policy is the Soviet's business, we should be able to look forward with reason to ai d
from Russia against Japan . We look for a solid and impregnable barrier o f
democracies against the three Axis Powers and we refuse to accept the dictum tha t
the Pacific struggle must be treated as a subordinate segment of the general conflict .
By that is not meant that any one of the other theatres of war is of less importanc e
than the Pacific, but that Australia asks for a concerted plan evoking the greates t
strength at the democracies' disposal determined upon hurling Japan back.
The Australian Government, therefore, regards the Pacific struggle as primaril y
one in which the United States and Australia must have the fullest say in th e
direction of the democracies' fighting plan . Without any inhibitions of any kind ,
I make it quite clear that Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as t o
our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom . We know the problems
that the United Kingdom faces . We know the constant threat of invasion . We know
the dangers of dispersal of strength . But we know, too, that Australia can go an d
Britain can still hold on . We are, therefore, determined that Australia shall no t
go and shall exert all our energies towards the shaping of a plan, with the Unite d
States as its keystone, which will give to our country some confidence of bein g
able to hold out until the tide of battle swings against the enemy . Summed up ,
Australian external policy will be shaped towards obtaining Russian aid and workin g
out, with the United States as the major factor, a plan of Pacific strategy along wit h
British, Chinese and Dutch forces.2

If realism means a close correspondence to the facts, that statemen t
did not merit the self-given label of realistic, for at the time it was mad e
Russian aid in the Pacific was improbable ; the United Kingdom and no t
Australia had already been recognised in Washington to be the power
which, with the United States, would have "the fullest say in the directio n
of the democracies ' fighting plan" in the Pacific ; Churchill and Roosevel t
and the British and American Chiefs of Staff had already agreed tha t
the struggle was not two separate wars but a global war and that the Axi s
Powers would have to be defeated first in Europe ; and that reinforcements
for Australia would be considered in conjunction with the demands fro m
other theatres, including Russia itself, and subject to the limitations o f
the total production, total manpower and total shipping of Britain and
America, and the other claims established by the over-all strategy . It may
have been that Curtin was conscious that his statement was not a piec e
of realism but only his form of protest against a " realistic" view which
reduced the survival of Australia to being only one among many issues .
2 Digest

of Decisions and Announcements, No . 13, pp . 11-12 .
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" We are, therefore, determined that Australia shall not go " was a cry from
the heart of a man who saw his own country in danger .
As the quotation from Curtin has raised the question of Russian intervention against Japan, it will be necessary to make a digression at thi s
point to examine certain aspects of that subject . The whole of the reasons
why Russian intervention against Japan was impossible—and perhap s
should not be sought—belong to a wider field of diplomatic and militar y
studies and would have to be studied in the archives of other governments .
Sufficient to record here the nature and form of the Australian Government's contributions to the discussion for the sake of the illumination they
throw on the conduct of the Australian war effort.
In conjunction with the Russian request, in October 1941, for a declaration of war on Finland, Hungary and Rumania, the United Kingdo m
considered the possibility of common action with the Soviet Union to dete r
Japan . On 16th October Bruce reported from London that the Britis h
War Cabinet had authorised immediate consultation with the United State s
as to the action to be taken in case of a Japanese attack on the Sovie t
Union ; and on the 24th the Dominions Office repeated to Australia instructions which had been sent to Lord Halifax, the British Ambassador i n
Washington, to open inquiries . In the meantime the Soviet Ambassado r
in London had approached the United Kingdom with a request that Britai n
and America should issue a strong warning to Japan, and he had bee n
informed of the British approach to the United States . The Australian
Government, after consultation with the Advisory War Council, favoure d
the issuing of a warning to Japan that any attack by Japan on Russi a
would be resisted by force by the British Commonwealth, irrespective o f
the attitude of the United States of America, and suggested that at th e
same time the British Commonwealth should seek a reciprocal guarante e
from Russia, although such a guarantee should not be made a conditio n
of issuing the warning . At the same time, the Australian Government ,
interpreting the return to London as Japanese Ambassador of Shigemitsu ,
a moderate, as a hopeful sign of "great significance", said that the warnin g
should reiterate "our willingness and desire to seek a general settlemen t
in the Pacific which respects the rights of all parties " . These views were
communicated to the United Kingdom on 4th November . The Australian
proposal was not carried beyond discussion in the British War Cabinet . 3
There is apparently no evidence that, before urging a British Common wealth guarantee to the Soviet Union, the Australian Government considered in military terms how such a commitment would be fulfilled . It
appears to have been a suggestion that sprang from the Department o f
External Affairs rather than from Defence . At the meeting at which it
approved this course and took its major decision on Finland, Hungar y
and Rumania, the War Cabinet also gave permission to Evatt who, a s
Minister for External Affairs, had been prominent in the handling of th e
a Telegram from Page, 4 Dec 1941 .
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subject, "to submit for consideration a proposal regarding the compositio n
of a special delegation to Russia" . 4
Immediately after the Japanese attack, Australia informed the Unite d
Kingdom that the time had arrived "to make an earnest attempt to obtai n
Russia's intervention" and asked that this view should receive the promp t
consideration of the British War Cabinet and the United States Government . 5 The matter was also raised by Page at a special meeting of th e
British War Cabinet on 10th December .
There was evidently a suspicion on the part of the Australian Government that the attitude of the British was one of the major obstacles to
an agreement with Russia . The talks between Mr Anthony Eden, th e
British Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, and Stalin in Moscow i n
the second half of December and the discussion by them of proposal s
for mutual military assistance, political collaboration during and after th e
war and the Soviet request for a secret protocol relating to post-wa r
frontiers provided the occasion for the Australian Government to pres s
its views strongly and frankly . 6
Describing her attitude as one of "complete realism"—"realism" seem s
to have been a favourite word of both Curtin and Evatt—Australia sai d
to the United Kingdom :
The attitude we are inclined to recommend is to accede to Stalin's wishes as fa r
as possible, providing he undertakes to commence war against Japan in the nea r
future . . . . We think there is very urgent need for specific understandings wit h
Russia regarding military, naval and air cooperation . We are not concerned to block
Stalin's wish ultimately to gain territory at the expense of Germany and Japan s o
long as we can overthrow those powers . In any event in view of the realisatio n
of our unpreparedness for the Far East campaign against Japan, Russia's assistanc e
may become one of crucial importance . We believe we should bargain frankly fo r
immediate Russian support against Japan . In particular, it should be possible (subjec t
to the United States Government being informed) to convey to Stalin that a t
the peace settlement Russian frontier claims in the west will receive the genera l
support of British countries. As we see it, these frontier claims are no more tha n
we had to recognise de facto in 1939 and 1940, and are of such a nature as woul d
at once be conceded by Hitler without compunction to secure the status quo ant e
the outbreak of German-Soviet hostilities . We note in this respect that in all th e
dealings with the Czechoslovakian and Polish Governments, the United Kingdo m
Government has carefully refrained from giving any guarantees of restoration o f
complete territorial integrity, and we feel that Finland, Rumania and others ar e
not deserving of any special sympathy . We consider further that such an intimatio n
would be more likely to be acceptable to Stalin if it were accompanied by a simila r
reference to Russian strategical and territorial requirements in the Far East (i .e.
Northern Korea, Southern Saghalien and possibly the neutralisation of Manchuria )
and also to the long-standing Russian objective of an outlet to the Indian Ocea n
by way of Iran . The present exchanges with Stalin should be conducted on the
broadest possible lines . Otherwise it appears only too likely that, by delayin g
too much as to the question of Russia's European frontiers, the opportunity fo r
*Telegram from Bruce, 16 Oct ; from Dominions Office 24 Oct (2), 30 Oct ; from New Zealand
31 Oct; to Dominions Office 4 Nov 1941 . War Cabinet Minutes 1464 on Agendum 363/1941 ,
30 Oct and 1480 on Agendum 363/1941, Supplement 1, 7 Nov 1941 ; War Cabinet Agendum
335/1941 .
° Telegram to Dominions Office, 11 Dec 1941 . Repeated to Australian Ministers at Washington
and Chungking.
° Telegram to Dominions Office, 22 Dec 1941 .
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Anglo-Russian understanding and cooperation in the wider theatres of war may b e
lost . We press these views most strongly .

When this telegram, which had been prepared by Evatt, was read t o
a meeting of the Advisory War Council on the day after its dispatc h
members questioned the advisability of offering the Soviet Union an outle t
to the Indian Ocean by way of Iran and the cablegram received no concurrence from the council but its submission was formally noted . '
The talks with Russia did not proceed along the lines of the Australia n
suggestions . Churchill, in a personal telegram to Curtin, said that it woul d
be quite impossible for the United Kingdom Government to make a
bargain with Stalin involving the forcible transferring of large population s
against their will into Communist spheres . Articles 2 and 3 of the Atlanti c
Charter clearly forbade any such acts on the part of Britain and by
attempting it they would only vitiate the fundamental principles of freedom
which were the main impulse of the Allied cause . 8
Somewhat nettled, Curtin replied that there was no occasion to quot e
the Atlantic Charter, which need not be infringed, and explained that th e
earlier message meant that it was desirable to conduct the conversations
with Stalin on the broadest lines to avoid the danger that he would suppos e
that the British would necessarily block his desire for an adjustment o f
frontier claims . "Obviously such adjustments would have to take int o
account the principle that so far as practicable the peoples concerne d
would have the right to choose their own government . " 9
Two months later the Australian Government had the opportunity o f
returning to the same point when the United Kingdom consulted th e
Dominions on a proposal for a three-power discussion between Grea t
Britain, the Soviet Union and the United States on cooperation during
the war and after . The need for such discussions had arisen followin g
the reference to the United States of a demand that Stalin had made tha t
the United Kingdom should agree to recognise at the Peace Conferenc e
the 1941 frontiers of Russia with Finland, the Baltic States and Rumani a
and that such recognition should be a condition for signing an agreemen t
for Soviet cooperation in post-war problems . The United Kingdom saw
the demand as being, inter alia, a test of the sincerity of their avowe d
desire to work with Russia during and after the war and feared that a
refusal would result in a serious risk that Anglo-Soviet relations woul d
deteriorate and that post-war cooperation among the Big Three would b e
7 Advisory War Council Minute 619, 23 Dec 1941 .
a Telegram from Churchill, 22 Dec 1941 .
The relevant Articles of the Atlantic Charter read as follows :
Second, they desire to see no territorial changes that do not accord with the freely expresse d
wishes of the peoples concerned ;
Third, they respect the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under whic h
they will live ; and they wish to see sovereign rights and self-government restored to those wh o
have been forcibly deprived of them .
By signing the United Nations Declaration, Washington, 1st January 1942, both Australi a
and the Soviet Union declared that they subscribed to the "common programme of purposes
and principles " contained in the Atlantic Charter .
9 Curtin to Churchill, 30 Dec 1941 . It is not clear whether Curtin really meant that the principl
e
should be amended to include the words "so far as practicable" or whether he intended t o
say that the principle should be taken into account " so far as practicable " . Neither interpretatio n
does him credit .
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endangered . The question was whether it was possible to comply with
the demands without doing violence to the Atlantic Charter . '
The Australian Government reiterated its view that a misunderstandin g
with Russia should be avoided by all possible means and added that i t
was also a "major and immediate objective " to do all that was possible
to extend Russian participation in the war to the war against Japan . The
minimum which could be presented to Stalin in such a connection would
be an assurance, "subject to proper safeguards", of general support fo r
territorial adjustments in Europe, as previously suggested by Australia .
If these questions were raised at a three-party conference it was doubtful
whether any real satisfaction could be given to Stalin in the near future .
Therefore Australia thought it wiser for the United Kingdom to make a
further approach to Stalin, without waiting on Roosevelt 's reply to the
suggestion for conversations, and tell him the position with complete
frankness and of British readiness to give general support to his frontie r
adjustments, "subject to the consent of the peoples concerned bein g
obtained in a way which is deemed proper, having regard to the Atlanti c
Charter" . Australia read Articles 2 and 3 of the Charter as embodyin g
"the general principle of permitting territorial changes if approval i s
obtained from the inhabitants concerned" . 2
On analysis, this policy of realism on the highest principles canno t
appear as other than a readiness to meet Russian terms in order to gai n
Russian participation in the war in the Far East . It cannot mean anything
else than that the Australian Government was in favour of giving th e
territories to the Soviet Union, provided a way could be found of ensuring
that the populations voted in favour of placing themselves under th e
Soviet—a task which events have shown is not beyond the resources o f
an occupying power. There also appeared, however, to be some measur e
of confidence on the part of the Australian Government that the Soviet
Union would itself feel the restraint of the obligations it had incurre d
in accepting the Atlantic Charter .
At this period pro-Russian feeling in Australia was swelling, fed bot h
by admiration of Soviet resistance and a realisation of the importanc e
of Russia to the success of the war . Coupled with this weight of popula r
opinion, the new Government felt that its own "progressive " social system
and its egalitarian economic aims made it more fitted to understand th e
Soviet Union and more likely to be regarded sympathetically by th e
Russians than a British Government led by a Conservative . It conceived
its role to be to help lessen that distrust and suspicion which the Sovie t
had shown, presumably for good reason, over British policies . The
"realistic" hopes of obtaining Russian aid by "realistic" methods were,
however, not achieved and the course of Great Power relations would no t
appear to have been influenced to any appreciable extent by the Australia n
Government ' s views .
Although Curtin may have continued to hope for Russian aid in the
I Telegram from Dominions Office, 27 Feb 1942 .
s Telegram to Dominions Office, 5 Mar 1942 .
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Pacific, from the beginning of 1942 the practical questions concerne d
solely such matters as British and American naval forces, the suppl y
of British and American aircraft, the sending of British and America n
reinforcements, and Australian measures for the defence of the Australia n
mainland .
5—THE HIGHER DIRECTION OF THE WA R
The outbreak of war with Japan presented more urgently than ever thos e
problems of participation in the higher councils of the war that ha d
exercised the minds of Australian Ministers in every crisis since the war
began . In the Australian view it was necessary to provide machinery fo r
the higher direction of the war which would ensure attention to the specia l
problems of the Pacific theatre, and give due recognition to each of th e
Allies . It was also necessary to set up a unified command or commands ,
as might be necessary, to conduct operations in the field and to ensur e
that forces were used in the most effective way . Arrangements had als o
to be made for the best disposition of available resources, to handl e
reinforcement and supply and to link the needs of the major theatres of
operations with production in North America, Europe, Asia and Australia .
The Australian Government's concern over Australian participatio n
in the higher councils of the war presented in a new form and in ne w
circumstances those questions of unity and autonomy which the British
Commonwealth had failed to resolve in the period between the two wars .
In wartime, even more acutely than in peacetime, the need was felt fo r
common policy and united strength, but, because the commitment was s o
much greater and its burdens fell so immediately on the Dominions, ther e
was an even greater need that the Dominions should share in the decision .
They could no longer take a detached and lofty refuge in their own statu s
but must find some way of sharing the policy-making as well as th e
fighting . Yet the old processes of consultation were not quick enoug h
to protect the interests of those Dominions who had their divisions in the
firing line and their warships and aircraft on active operations . They either
had to give their manhood and resources unreservedly into the contro l
of Great Britain or seek to join the higher direction of the war . In Greece
they had read that lesson . Now in the Pacific, where the security of their
very homes was at issue, they could not leave their fate in the hand s
of another government, however close and intimate the relationships wit h
that government might be . These problems, which had arisen even whe n
the war was being fought largely by the nations of the British Commonwealth and was restricted to Europe and the Middle East, were immensel y
complicated now that the war was being fought in all parts of the glob e
and by three great and independent Powers . Part of the new concern of
the Australian Government was that they not only had to assert Australia' s
autonomy in consultation and cooperation with the Mother Country, bu t
had to ensure that the United States of America and the Soviet Union als o
thought of Australia and dealt with her as a free and independent nation,

THE

HIGHER

DIRECTION

OF

THE

WAR

45

standing as an Ally in her own name . Yet both those two great Allie s
continued to think of Australia rather loosely as a "British country" an d
to look to the Dominions to settle their views with the United Kingdom ,
who in their eyes remained as the party principal, rather than to ente r
into separate discussion with them .
One of the earliest actions of the Australian War Cabinet and Advisor y
War Council after Japan struck was to consider the establishment of " a
supreme authority for the higher direction and coordinated control o f
Allied activities and strategy in the war in the Pacific " , and on 11th
December the United Kingdom was informed of the Australian view tha t
such a body should be created in the Far East, preferably at Singapore .
As an initial step towards the evolution of appropriate machinery it wa s
essential that Australia should be more closely associated with the direction of the war in the Pacific .
At the commencement, however, they went down a side track b y
seeking the appointment of an Australian representative to work in association with Mr Duff Cooper at Singapore .3
Before their communication was received in London, Churchill ha d
decided to raise the status of Duff Cooper, who had been on a specia l
mission to the Far East, to that of Resident Minister of Cabinet ran k
at Singapore "to assist in the successful conduct of operations in th e
Far East" chiefly by relieving the Commanders-in-Chief of extraneou s
responsibilities and by giving them broad political guidance . 4 Duff Coope r
appointed a War Council to assist him and, with the approval of th e
British War Cabinet, the Australian Government Representative i n
Singapore, Mr Bowden, was appointed to this council on 16th December.
The Singapore War Council, however, never developed into a "suprem e
authority for the higher direction and coordinated control of Allied activities and strategy " in the Far East and on 9th January 1942, after othe r
arrangements had been made in Washington, Duff Cooper was recalle d
to the United Kingdom . From that date the council acted solely for loca l
defence purposes in Malaya . In any case the council was purely a Britis h
body to assist a United Kingdom Minister who was serving under th e
British War Minister.
Behind the Australian move, however, there may have been an expectation that the Singapore War Council could be expanded into an inter-Allie d
body. Later in December, when the possibility of the creation of a unifie d
command in the Pacific was rumoured, members of the Advisory Wa r
Council discussed the possibility of widening the scope of the counci l
to serve an Allied Commander-in-Chief and to include on it a Unite d
States representative . 5
The next Australian move was made as a result of a report fro m
Washington that Roosevelt had suggested a series of simultaneous con s Telegram to Dominions Office, 11 Dec 1941 .
* Telegram from Dominions Office, 12 Dec 1941 .
', Advisory War Council Minute 623, 23 Dec 1941 . Telegram from Casey, 22 Dec. The report
was to the effect that a unified command in the Pacific was to be created and General MacArthu r
(then in the Philippines) appointed Commander-in-Chief .
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ferences at Chungking, Moscow and Singapore among the nations directl y
affected to prepare the way for common action against common enemie s
as seen from the respective centres . The recommendations from these
regional conferences could be considered at a further conference i n
Washington .° The Australian Government at once urged on its representatives in London and Washington that in every conference between th e
associated Powers Australia must have the opportunity of separate representation . ?
Regional conferences were held at Singapore and Chungking and, a s
indicated above, Australia was represented at Singapore . No conferenc e
was held in Moscow, for the Soviet Union remained neutral toward s
Japan .
The Washington meeting took the form of discussions between Roosevel t
and Churchill with simultaneous Anglo-American staff discussions . Australia had no opportunity to participate and had no information concernin g
the details of the conference . At the conclusion of the talks Churchil l
requested Australian assent to the text of an agreement which he for warded . °
The main proposal was that a unified command should be establishe d
with Wavell as the Supreme Commander . He would receive his order s
from "an appropriate joint body " , which would be responsible to Churchill,
as United Kingdom Minister for Defence, and to Roosevelt, as Presiden t
and Commander-in-Chief of all United States forces .
The Australian Government assumed that it would be a member o f
"the appropriate joint body" and, in that expectation, assented to th e
agreement reached by Churchill and Roosevelt regarding unity of command. Churchill was so informed.° The way in which Australian though t
was running is indicated by the discussion in the Advisory War Council ,
during which the view was expressed that the ideal system would be t o
set up at Wavell's headquarters a representative council, "each representative having a direct line to his Government" . This council should hav e
full authority to decide questions of the "political and economic practicability of providing the requirements of this theatre of war, for example ,
numbers of fighting personnel, supplies and munitions and associate d
questions, also the sources from which these requirements are to be met" .
It was thought that the headquarters should be in the Western Pacific an d
that the principle of "remote control" was unsound .
This conception clearly arose from the concern, which dominated al l
subsequent Australian representations on the subject, to ensure that
adequate supplies and reinforcements were sent to the Pacific and tha t
decisions were made with a close, first-hand and practical knowledge o f
the special circumstances and needs of the fighting in the Pacific . It wa s
e Telegrams 16 and 17 Dec 1941 from Casey.
7 Telegram to Australian Minister Washington, and to High Commissioner London, 16 Dec 1941.
s Telegrams (2) from Churchill, 29 Dec 1941 .
° War Cabinet Minute 1631, 23 Dec ; Advisory War Council Minute 631, 31 Dec, and telegra m
to Churchill, 30 Dec 1941 .
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also marked by the desire for prompt and effective decisions by the Governments directly concerned in furnishing troops and supplies .
A further indication of the Australian Government ' s views, and, in the
light of subsequent information, of the illusions which it was nursing, i s
contained in a national broadcast which Curtin made on Boxing Day ,
speaking with " sober confidence " of the war situation . "The meeting at
Washington shows," he said—although what was happening in Washingto n
was not, in fact, fully known to him—"that the democracies are full y
alive to the need for cohesive action in directing the Pacific operations .
Australia has taken a prominent part in the setting up of the Far Easter n
War Council . The main value of that council will be that it will mak e
on-the-spot decisions . These decisions will demand action and support b y
all the Allied Governments . That support and that action will be given
—given by Australia, the United States of America, China, Russia, th e
Netherlands, Great Britain and her dominions and colonies . We are
mobilising the Allies against the Axis . "10
When the directive which had been sent to Wavell was communicated
to Australia on 4th January by Churchill, however, it was discovere d
that the arrangement for this " appropriate joint body" was that Roosevelt
and Churchill should be the higher authority and that a Chiefs of Staf f
Committee in Washington, composed of the three American Chiefs of
Staff and representatives of the three United Kingdom Chiefs of Staff ,
would be the agency through which any matters for final decision woul d
pass . It was added that "since London has machinery for consultin g
Dominion Governments and since the Dutch Government is in London ,
the British Government will be responsible for obtaining their views and
agreement . . . ." This machinery was to be used to reach decisions on
such questions as provision of reinforcements, major changes in policy an d
departures from the directive given in the first place to the Suprem e
Commander .
On 7th January 1942 Curtin told Churchill that "the failure to set u p
any joint body for operations in the Pacific and to provide for more direc t
consultation with the Commonwealth . . . is a situation we are quite unabl e
to accept" . This view had the unanimous endorsement of the War Cabine t
and Advisory War Council . The Advisory War Council had insisted that
in view of the large forces that Australia would have in the South-Wester n
Pacific theatre, the use that would be made of Australia as a base an d
Australia ' s responsibilities for its own local defence, "Australia ' s voic e
should be heard in the councils on Pacific strategy" . 1
The Netherlands and New Zealand Governments were equally dissatisfied .
Direct representations were made, through Casey, to both Churchil l
and Roosevelt, but without result . Churchill offered to create in Londo n
a Far Eastern Council, composed of representatives of the United King dom, Australia, New Zealand and the Netherlands, to "focus and formulat e
Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No . 13, p . 8 .
I Telegrams from Churchill, 29 Dec 1941 (2), 4 Jan 1942 (3) ; from Curtin, 6 Jan; from Churchill ,
9 Jan . Advisory War Council Minute 652, 6 Jan 1942 .
10
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the views" of these countries for presentation to Roosevelt and to receiv e
Roosevelt's views in turn, and expressed the view that this would ensur e
the full and continuous association of the Australian, New Zealand an d
Netherlands Governments with the whole conduct of the war agains t
Japan . Churchill would preside and other United Kingdom members woul d
be the Lord Privy Seal, who was Churchill ' s deputy on the Defence Committee of the British War Cabinet, and Duff Cooper . There would be a
representative from each of the three other members . The council woul d
be assisted by a staff group of Dominion liaison officers in consultatio n
with the United Kingdom Joint Planning Staff. 2
The Australian War Cabinet and Advisory War Council both agree d
that the proposal was unacceptable . A purely advisory body on whic h
the members did not have the advantage of common membership wit h
the United States was not regarded as affording an adequate share in th e
direction of the war in the Pacific . They wanted to see established at
Washington "a representative Pacific War Council which should be a
council of action for the higher direction of the war in the Pacific" . Suc h
a council, comprising representatives of the United Kingdom, United State s
of America, Australia, China, the Netherlands, and New Zealand, woul d
have associated with it the joint staff already established, and member s
of the council would be free to appoint their service representatives t o
that joint staff if they so desired .
At the same time they sought a more direct participation in th e
work of the British War Cabinet . They felt that the existing system unde r
which an Australian representative was allowed to attend meetings of th e
British War Cabinet when matters affecting Australia were discussed wa s
not an effective substitute for the Imperial War Cabinet for which Australi a
had originally hoped . They wanted a form of representation in the Britis h
War Cabinet that would give them the right to be heard in "the formulation and direction of policy" . 3
At this point in the communications between London and Canberra i t
would appear that London was unable to appreciate fully the Australia n
claims . At some length, in detail, and with patient reasonableness, London
explained how the proposed War Council in London would work but
did not appear to be able to understand that the Australian claim t o
participate in decisions affecting so vitally the security of Australia could
not be met by a form of preliminary discussion which would have its mos t
emphatic result in nothing more than the presentation of an opinion t o
another body which might dispose of it as it chose .
Churchill was asked by Australia to place the Australian views befor e
Roosevelt . In face of the agreement between Churchill and Roosevelt fo r
the direction of the war and the improbability that it could be altered ,
the Australian Government modified its hopes to a request that a Pacific
War Council, on which all Pacific belligerents including the United State s
would be represented, should be set up at Washington . It believed that in
9 Telegram from Dominions Office, 19 Jan 1942 .
9

Advisory War Council Minute 700 and War Cabinet Minute 1734, 21 Jan 1942 ; telegram t o
Dominions Office, 21 Jan 1942, repeated to Prime Minister of New Zealand .

News (Adelaide )

Telegraph (Brisbane )
Building a brick screen to protect a building in Brisbane, 18th
December 1941 . With the outbreak of the war in the Pacific th e
work of air raid precautions was accelerated in all States . In th e
cities plate glass was removed, display windows were boarded u p
and doorways and windows protected by brick screens or sandbags .

Sandbagging windows for protection against bomb
Adelaide G .P .O ., 25th February 1942 .

blast at th e

Sydney Morning Herald
The Prime Minister, Mr Curtin, speaking at a £35,000,000 Liberty Loan rally in Marti n
Place, Sydney on 18th February 1942 . Seated behind Mr Curtin are (left to right )
Mr Beasley, the Lord Mayor of Sydney (Alderman Crick), Senator Ashley, Mr Hughe s
and Mr Fadden .

Sydney Morning Herold
Service detachments and portion of the crowd at the Liberty
on 18th February 1942 .
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Washington, "the final seat of authority", a Pacific War Council would
be better able to make its views felt expeditiously in the quarter where
effective action would be taken and it is also plain from the views communicated that the Australian Government had in mind the possibilit y
that, if an Australian representative differed from his colleagues on th e
council, he might find other means through the Combined Chiefs o f
Staff or other channels to make sure that the Australian viewpoint becam e
known . It was equally plain that Australia would be prepared to tak e
sides, in the light of its own judgment, in any difference of opinion as betwee n
Churchill and the President . It was for this end that it wanted the Unite d
States also to be a member of the council and that it also asked fo r
Australian service representation on the Combined Chiefs of Staff Committee already established in Washington . 4
In developing these ideas about a War Council at Washington, th e
Australian Government also suggested that the jurisdiction of the counci l
should not be limited to the A .B .D .A . Area . 5
After further exchanges of telegrams,° it was decided on the recommendation of the Advisory War Council that, in view of the urgency o f
the position in the Pacific, the Government should accept the propose d
arrangements for a Pacific War Council in London and a Combined Chiefs
of Staff Committee in Washington, though adhering to its view regardin g
a Pacific War Council, with constitution and functions as suggested, a t
Washington . ? There were also some operational objections to the unification of command which had been agreed upon by Roosevelt and Churchill .
In a public statement, Curtin professed satisfaction with the decisio n
on the higher direction of the war and, by implication, claimed a share i n
the credit for its achievement although in fact Australia had no part i n
making the original decision and had been dissatisfied with it .
Attention had also been given to the related question of a unified command. On 4th January 1942, Curtin had announced the concurrence of
Australia to " a scheme of unified command in the South-West Pacific Are a" . 8
All forces in this area, the boundaries of which were not mentioned in th e
public statement, would operate under General Wavell as Supreme Commander . Major-General Brett of the United States Army would be Deput y
Supreme Commander and Admiral Thomas C . Hart, United States Navy,
would have command of all naval forces in the area . "The Australian
people will be gratified and greatly heartened by this announcement, "
Curtin said . "It is historic and momentous . It affects our Commonwealth
'Advisory War Council Minute 725, 30 Jan 1942 and Advisory War Council Agendum 14/1942 .
Telegram to Dominions Office, 24 Jan, is especially interesting as an indication of the Government's ideas on the functioning of a council in Washington .
s Telegram to Dominions Office, 24 Jan, para VI .
B Telegrams from Dominions Office (3), 2 Feb ; from Page, 3 Feb ; from Bruce (2), 3 Feb 1942.
7 Advisory War Council Minute 738 and War Cabinet Minute 1874, 5 Feb 1942 . This was th e
first War Cabinet meeting that Curtin had attended since 21st January 1942 .
B Telegram 1240 from the Australian Legation, Washington, 30th December 1941, defined an
area as South-West Pacific Area, but four days later, on 3rd January, the directive to Wavel l
gave him the ABDA Command which was the same as the previously-defined South-West Pacifi c
Area . Because SWPA has become synonymous with MacArthur's command, the term ABD A
Command will be used throughout for Wavell's command .
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as no previous alignment of great powers has ever done . It represent s
the policy of concerted Pacific strategy which the Australian Governmen t
has advocated and amply justifies all that has been said as part of that
advocacy. Stern duty made plain speech imperative . Unlike those who
refused to regard the Pacific war in its proper perspective, the Australia n
Government judged the issues involved with cold realism and based it s
conception of what had to be done on the inescapable fact that this wa s
a new war—the Pacific war . Therefore, in the light of this announcement ,
the Australian war effort will take on an added momentum with a new
incentive—the fact that united Allied action simultaneously enhance s
Australia' s safety and the repelling of the Japanese offensive . In thi s
country there will be a feeling that the defensive interdependence of th e
United States and Australia has become a tangible thing . Among th e
democracies the people whose fate is involved will face the foe knowin g
that Britain, the United States, the Netherlands East Indies and Australi a
are fighting and working together to a common plan and with commo n
execution of that plan assured . Australia has now obtained the closes t
association and cooperation with America . Her human and material assets ,
co-related with Australia's strategic position, will play a vitally importan t
part in the plans that the Allied land and naval commanders will pu t
into effect ." 9
In private, however, the Government was far from happy about th e
decision which it extolled to the Australian people as a triumph for its
own "cold realism" .
When the text of the agreement was received from Churchill on 30t h
December the boundaries of the united command in the South-West Pacifi c
—the A .B .D .A . Command—to be placed under Wavell had not yet bee n
finally settled but it was presumed that the boundaries would includ e
the Malay Peninsula, Burma, across to the Philippines and southward s
to the necessary supply bases, principally Darwin. It appeared that the
Australian area, including the Australian continent, New Guinea, th e
Solomons, New Hebrides and Fiji would be excluded both from th e
A .B .D .A . Area and from the area in the Pacific for which the Unite d
States fleet, based on Honolulu, would be responsible . The advice of the
Australian Chiefs of Staff to Cabinet was that the adoption of thes e
proposals would result in Australia and New Zealand being isolated an d
left to defend the Australian area without Allied assistance and with
entirely inadequate naval, military and air resources, thereby endangerin g
the line of sea and air communication between the United States an d
Australia upon which the defence of the South-West Pacific Ocean mainly
depended .
Curtin immediately cabled to Churchill and also instructed Casey t o
seek an interview with Churchill and Roosevelt and place the Australia n
views before them in the most emphatic manner possible . " It appears to
us to be an amazing paradox, " he said, "following declarations framed
to express the unity of our aims and efforts, that a plan should be pu t
9 Digest of Decisions and Announcements,

No . 14, pp . 4-5 .
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forward which views the defence situation in the Pacific in such a piece meal manner. In our opinion the plan is strategically unsound . The
Japanese have only to avoid the main Allied concentrations in the South West Pacific theatre and attack the Australian area, which will be weakl y
held, in order to block the line of communications from America an d
prevent the use of Australia as a base ." This would frustrate the intention to use Australia as a channel through which men and material fro m
the United States could be moved into the South-West Pacific).
As already indicated Australia also objected to the disposition of th e
main British naval forces in the Indian Ocean while at the same tim e
the United States Pacific Fleet was reported to be unavailable to undertak e
major tasks in the western Pacific . In the Australian service view thi s
meant having two inferior fleets, one in the Indian Ocean and one i n
the Pacific Ocean, instead of concentrating a superior fleet which coul d
force a decisive action on the enemy .2
The Australian Chiefs of Staff favoured a system of command unde r
which the Pacific area to the north-east and east of Australia would b e
included in the area for which the United States Pacific Fleet was responsible, operational bases for the fleet being provided in Australia, whil e
the Commander of the A .B .D .A . Area would have "the general strategic
control " of such of the forces in Australia as might be "designated o r
allotted to or in support of the South-West Pacific Area" .
A .B .D .A . Command in the South-West Pacific was established as firs t
planned, excluding Australia, but having the northern coast of Australi a
as its southern boundary . The Australian Government continued to b e
critical . It thought the whole strategical approach was wrong, that Australia had been allotted responsibility for an Australian area for whic h
her existing resources were inadequate and for which she received n o
Allied aid ; that nevertheless Australia was to be used as an essentia l
support to both British and American operations ; and that without
adequate naval protection the line of communication to Australia fo r
American supply ships could not be maintained .
As the result of continued Australian representations it was arrange d
in January, first, that part of northern Australia, north of a line runnin g
from Onslow to the south-eastern corner of the Gulf of Carpentaria shoul d
be placed under Wavell's command in the A .B .D .A . Area, Australian
forces being allocated to their defence, and that a new naval area calle d
the Anzac Area should be formed as "an adjunct of the Pacific area"
taking in, roughly, the ocean south of the equator between Australia an d
Fiji . The forces assigned to this area were to be under the command o f
a United States admiral directly responsible to the Commander-in-Chief ,
United States Pacific Fleet, and their tasks were to include the coverin g
of the eastern and north-eastern approaches to Australia, and suppor t
for the defence of the islands in the area . The forces allotted include d
g Telegram to Australian Minister, Washington, 1 Jan 1942 .
s Telegram to Australian Minister, Washington, 31 Dec 1941 .
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one British aircraft carrier and one American heavy or light cruiser .
Australia and New Zealand supplied the remainder . 3
Arising from this arrangement, New Zealand proposed in February
unified control for land and air as well as sea in the Anzac Area, an d
proposals were developed for a Supreme Command over the Anzac Area ,
enlarged to include the whole of Australia less the northern portion allotte d
to the A .B .D .A . Area. The progress of events, however, with the contraction and eventual disappearance of Wavell ' s command, the loss of the
Philippines and MacArthur's arrival in Australia soon led to new arrangements .
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Besides the difficulties in the way of inter-Allied consultation an d
Australian participation in the inter-Allied bodies for the higher directio n
of the war, the arrangements within the British Commonwealth wer e
still not wholly satisfactory to Australia . Reporting on his experiences as
Accredited Representative to the British War Cabinet, Page drew attention to the fact that the Australian Government did not have complete
s Telegram to Dominions Office, 21 Jan 1942, and from Dominions Office, 28 Jan 1942 .
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knowledge of all essential facts ; it did not obtain information in tim e
to express its views before decisions were taken ; and the procedure an d
atmosphere of the British War Cabinet meetings did not provide adequat e
opportunities for discussing Australian views with the War Cabinet, th e
Defence Committee or the Prime Minister . 4
In consequence of this report, Curtin asked Churchill that the followin g
principles might govern consultations in London on common policy :
(a) the Australian Government should have full knowledge of all essential points ,
developments and trends of policy ;
(b) it should obtain this knowledge in time to express its view before decision s
were taken ; and
(c) it should have the opportunity through its Accredited Representative o f
presenting to and discussing with the War Cabinet, the important committee s
such as the Defence Committee and the Prime Minister or other servic e
Ministers, any suggestions as to the new policy or views on the polic y
under consideration that Australia might from time to time desire t o
submit . 5

Page himself was at this time also personally advocating the value of
liaison officers rather than of participation in higher executive bodies .
If Australian officials were attached to United Kingdom departments o r
services they would learn at a much earlier stage of matters requiring th e
attention of their Government and, as well as bringing an Australian point
of view to bear during the formative stages of policy, would be able t o
warn their Government in advance that certain policy decisions would
have to be made . With this measure of trust and cooperation and prio r
knowledge, decisions would be made smoothly by the normal means of
consultation between Governments .
From its experience in the British War Cabinet the Australian Government was beginning to realise, too, that it was not only concerned wit h
"questions of immediate and direct concern to Australia" but also wit h
fundamental issues, such as, for example, British relations with the Soviet
Union . Therefore, in January, at the time when Australia asked for th e
establishment of a Pacific War Council in Washington, she also asked tha t
her Accredited Representative in the British War Cabinet should hav e
the right to be heard "in the formulation and direction of policy " . e
Churchill agreed . ?
The claim which the Australian Government pressed for membershi p
of the British War Cabinet might appear to contradict the objection it ha d
raised to the Pacific War Council in London . While he objected to th e
creation of one piece of machinery to produce a single British policy to b e
put forward by Churchill as the viewpoint of both the United Kingdo m
and two of the Dominions regarding war in the Pacific, Curtin was pressin g
for Australian representation on the British War Cabinet as the bes t
available substitute for an Imperial War Cabinet which could produc e
E Telegram from Page, 8 Dec 1941 . In fairness to the British Government it may be added tha t
there had been an occasion on which they had been dissatisfied with the custody of their documents .
6 Telegram to Churchill, 13 Dec 1941 .
e Telegram to Dominions Office, 21 Jan 1942 .
7 Telegram from Dominions Office, 22 Jan 1942 .
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a single British Commonwealth policy on the war as a whole . It migh t
appear that Australia was insisting on the right to share in the formulatio n
of policy in the British War Cabinet while rejecting any claim that th e
United Kingdom, after consultation, could speak on behalf of th e
Dominions as well as of herself . In reality, however, Australia was tryin g
to distinguish between matters in which she had a special and peculia r
interest and on which she must speak for herself and those in which she
had a common interest with all members of the British Commonwealth an d
on which the Commonwealth should speak as one .
After Churchill had expressed assent to the Australian request of 21s t
January for "the right to be heard in War Cabinet in the formulation an d
direction of policy" there were further exchanges to find out more exactl y
what was meant . The first point to be cleared up was that the righ t
could be enjoyed by Australia irrespective of whether other Dominion s
wanted to exercise it or not . 8 The next point was to find out what the
right meant in practice . Australia explained her original request as meanin g
"full membership of the United Kingdom Cabinet with all rights an d
privileges unless and until an Imperial War Cabinet is constituted" .a
The United Kingdom thought that formal membership would be constitutionally impossible as the Cabinet was directly responsible to its own
Parliament, and the representative of another Government sitting i n
Cabinet could not be so responsible . Churchill, explaining the proposal
to the House of Commons on the 27th, said :
The presence at the Cabinet table of Dominion representatives who have n o
power to take decisions and can only report to their Governments evidently raise s
some serious problems, but none, I trust, which cannot be got over with goodwill .
It must not, however, be supposed that in any circumstances the presence of Dominio n
representatives for certain purposes would in any way affect the collective responsibility of His Majesty's servants in Great Britain to the Crown and Parliament.

The Australian Advisory War Council, however, at a meeting attende d
by Dr Evatt, Mr Menzies and the parliamentary veteran Mr Hughes, each
eminent in his own right in the discussion of constitutional practice, disagreed with the British view . The opinion expressed at the council meetin g
was that the constitutional position depended upon the convention existing at any particular time and was necessarily subject to developmen t
and change . As Australian representation in the United Kingdom Wa r
Cabinet, with the right to be heard in the formulation and direction o f
policy, had now been agreed to, it was considered inadvisable to continu e
any argument with the United Kingdom Government about the academi c
aspects of the question . Any views as to constitutional practice or procedure could be settled as they arose . The effectiveness of the result s
would largely depend on the individual selected as the Australia n
Accredited Representative . )
In a national broadcast on Australia Day, commemorating the firs t
s Telegram from Dominions Office, 28 Jan 1942, in reply to telegram to Dominions Office, 2 7
Jan 1942.
° Telegram to Dominions Office, 26 Jan 1942 .
i Advisory War Council Minute 725, 30 Jan 1942 .
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British settlement on the Australian continent, Curtin claimed the ful l
rights of nationhood and told Australians that the Government had fro m
the outset put its views plainly before Churchill and Roosevelt . Because
Australia occupied a vitally important strategic place in the Pacific wa r
and because its very existence depended on the outcome of the struggle ,
Australia should have a full say in the conduct of the war .
The whole philosophy of the way of life for which we are fighting means tha t
in wartime it is more important even than in peacetime that consultation as equal s
should mark the activities, firstly of those charged with the government of a
democracy, and secondly those jointly representing the several democracies . No
single nation can afford to risk its future on the infallibility of one man, and no
nation can afford to submerge its right of speaking for itself because of th e
assumed omniscience of another .
On this Australia Day, with a full realisation of what this day means to us, w e
give regard to the meaning of our nationhood . Our men have shown the stuf
f
of which we are made on many a death-charged battlefield ; in many a spinechilling air battle ; on the storm-tossed seven seas . Those deeds are our salute
to nationhood . We, therefore, claim the right to bring to the collaborating counci l
table the same fighting calibre, the same passionate determination which is ou r
heritage from the past and our possession in the present. The flame of freedo m
lit in this land by our first settlers, and kept aglow by the generations which
followed, is not extinguishable by any enemy . We are the youngest civilisation in th e
oldest continent. On this our anniversary natal day, I pay tribute to intrepid
explorers, hardy pioneers, great citizens, statesmen, industrialists, men and women
of the land, heroic warriors, and all those nation-building spirits whose works have
come down to us. We dedicate ourselves to their noble aspirations . We shall fulfil
their hopes, complete their enterprises .

Perhaps that element of fervent Australian nationalism in the Government's protests was not as clearly seen in London and Washington as the
concern for survival and the eagerness to join the higher councils . All
nations—but especially those nations which have a common language an d
a shared loyalty—find it hard to understand how fiercely proud and sensitive the patriotism of others can be, and may dismiss as merely captiou s
the repeated assertion of something that is deeply felt .
6—THE STIRRING OF A PEOPL E

War with Japan and the succession of defeats suffered at the hand s
of Japan in the opening months of the war changed the outlook of th e
Australian people and brought stricter and more searching governmenta l
direction and control over their daily lives . In the extremity, they accepte d
what they had previously resisted and did what they had not thought o f
doing . There was some reluctance here and there and some recalcitranc e
when the link between obedience and survival was not clearly seen . Bits
of individual selfishness remained . But the patriotism of the mass of the
people surged higher than the Government had bidden .
The Prime Minister, perhaps a little uncertain at first, grew in determination and in strength as the response quickened and as the danger grew .
2 Digest of Decisions and Announcements,

No . 16, p . 74 .
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In a speech of 11th December, Curtin gave warning of the harder rul e
to come :
There has been appeal after appeal to the people of Australia to do their
utmost, but no longer can the responsible Government of Australia rest the safety
of this country upon appeals to the multitude . The Government must make th e
decisions and when they are made I put it to you, with all the solemnity of my hig h
office in a time of great trial, there must be no argument about the wisdom of thos e
decisions . There must be a ready and immediate acceptance of them . . . . Havin g
regard to the present necessity I say that, as the very integrity of this nation i s
at stake ; as the security of its people is involved ; as the whole future sovereignty
of its territory for Australian people is an issue ; there can be no subordinatin g
of these paramount, these overriding, considerations to the satisfying of individua l
or sectional grievances .

Referring particularly to industrial relations, he added :
There will be governmental decisions where these decisions are called for .
Whether it be employers or employees, this group or that group of citizens, th e
choice must be made of loyal acceptance of the authority of a freely-elected Parliament . The Government formed in that Parliament accepts responsibility in tota l
of what is meant by governing the country in time of war . I have no doubt tha t
in saying these things I shall be accused of trespassing on the rights and privilege s
of the people of Australia . On the contrary the people of this country believe that ,
by conduct of this nature, their rights and liberties can best be secured to them . 3

Announcing various Government decisions, he spoke of "a complet e
revision of the whole Australian economic, domestic and industrial life" .4
He told Parliament on the 16th : "In order to achieve defence requirements, the Government will act ruthlessly . "
Unlike some of his supporters, he resisted, too, attempts to buy presen t
action with promises of social change . Speaking to a meeting mainly o f
wharf labourers and other unionists in his own electorate of Fremantl e
on 28th January, he said he was too busy to give any blue print of a
new social order after the war .
We have to concentrate on the one supreme task which the enemy has impose d
upon us . We have to defeat him or die . It is no use speculating at present on ne w
orders to come, nor is it any use preaching the precepts of the Apostles to the
enemy . The whine of bullets is the only epistle he will understand .

Australia, Curtin said, was no longer faced with the question of maintaining the highest standard of living for the masses . The question now
was how much the people could spare from a frugal living standard t o
help defeat the enemy . 5
Among the earliest measures was to enjoin economy in the use o f
coal and oil . For the conservation of stocks, and so that the greatest shar e
of power should be available to industry—rather than, initially, for purposes of home defence—travel and lighting restrictions were imposed .
Excursion fares were discontinued ; special tram, omnibus and steam trai n
Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No . 11, pp . 5-6 .
* Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No . 11, p . 7 .
3
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Metropolitan newspapers of 29 Jan 1942 .
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services to sporting meetings were cancelled .° Coal stocks and the maintenance of transport and war industries at full pressure were vital . Behin d
these lay the constant problem of industrial relations, which could no t
be settled simply by issuing a new order .
Happily the Government had already been making a special effort t o
end the discontent of the workers and had claimed progress in the tw o
months it had been in office . The new Minister for Labour and National
Service, Mr E . J . Ward, had commenced optimistically because he wa s
sure that he knew what was wrong . The root of a great deal of th e
unrest in industry, he had said on taking office, was the failure to prevent
profiteering in war industries . He thought, too, that a major factor i n
preventing future hold-ups of production would be the wage-earners '
knowledge that they now had in power "a sympathetic government anxiou s
to give the claims they advanced the fullest consideration" . He was als o
satisfied that much unnecessary irritation was being caused by delays i n
the arbitration system in hearing complaints and announcing decisions .
In subsequent weeks he also showed a disposition to blame employer s
for provoking stoppages .
The Government had applied itself to improving the methods fo r
settling coal disputes, chiefly by allowing greater freedom of action to
Local Reference Boards, 7 and had appealed to workers for their confidence . By mid-November 1941 Ward had claimed that no industria l
disputes were outstanding (he referred to all industry and not merely t o
coal), five disputes which he had inherited and twenty-three new dispute s
having all been settled . 8 The next week a stay-in strike started on th e
New South Wales coalfields—a strike which Evatt called "utterly ma d
and utterly bad " . It, too, had been settled before the end of the month ,
with the loss of no more than 90,000 tons of coal, after the Prime Ministe r
had appealed to the Coal Employees' Federation to exert its influence t o
ensure that no stoppage of production occurred anywhere . "Two things
are paramount with the Labour Government," he had declared, " namely
justice for the workers and victory in the war . The first, even if we get
it now, would only be temporary if the other were not accomplished .
These two things are inseparably associated . "
Shortly after the outbreak of war with Japan, a Coal Commission containing representatives of the employees and the owners with the Coa l
Commissioner as Chairman was created to exercise the functions previousl y
entrusted to the Commissioner, and it was given additional powers t o
enable it to acquire all coal stocks in New South Wales and fix price s
throughout Australia .° To the workers it was shown that the owners wer e
° These were accomplished by State railway and transport commissioners acting under directio n
from State governments who, in turn, were carrying out Federal policy .
T Amendment to National Security (Coalmining Industry Employment) Regulations by Statutor y
Rules 1942, No . 281, 3 Dec 1941 . Announcement that day by Ward (Digest of Decisions and
Announcements, No . 10, p. 7) .
° Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No . 7, p . 17 .
° The announcement was made on 12 Dec 1941 (Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No .
10, p. 9) . Regulations were gazetted on 6 Feb 1942 (Statutory Rules, No . 51) ; these amended
Statutory Rules, No . 189, of 8 Aug 1941 . Statutory Rules, No . 10, of 9 Jan 1942 had provided
for the mines to be kept open and for employees to attend work .
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being bound to direction and a limit on earnings just as rigidly as an y
miner. The coalfields seemed happy . It certainly looked as though War d
was removing some of the causes of discontent which he had defined .
Early in 1942, the Central Council of the Miners' Federation passe d
what it called a New Year's resolution to give every possible support t o
the Government in the present grave national situation and to conside r
favourably all suggestions to ensure maximum coal production . The miner s
worked throughout the holiday period, as desired by the Government ,
but in the first week of January more than 7,000 went out on strik e
and the advantage of the extra effort was lost . The Prime Minister intervened with appeals and with warnings and then with the introductio n
of new regulations which imposed penalties against any miner who refuse d
to work when the committee of management of his union said he shoul d
work . l The pill was surrounded with some well-flavoured scolding of th e
mine-owners and penalties against them if they did not keep the mine s
open or did not observe award conditions . The obligation was placed o n
the mine-owner to give the Coal Commissioner the name of any mine r
who did not attend for work after his union had said he could work and
the Coal Commissioner had power to direct that the name of the miner
be removed from the List of Reserved Occupations, thus making him liabl e
to be called up for military service .
Though coal stoppages recurred from time to time, often against th e
advice of union officials, there was undoubtedly an improvement . How far
it was due to an appreciation by the miners of the danger from Japa n
or to the new Government' s actions it is impossible to say . Certainly union
managements had shown a response to the appeal of national need . A t
the end of March 1942 the Government could point to a rise of 205,00 0
tons in stocks of New South Wales coal during its six months in office ,
as a result of a policy of conservation and of maintaining production .
During January 1942 stoppages on the waterfront and on road transpor t
and in munitions plants also caused concern . A direction by Curtin to the
navy to unload a ship at Sydney, and a warning that men who did no t
work in their protected industry would lose their exemption from militar y
service, brought the stoppages to an end without incident . The Labour
Prime Minister spoke bluntly : "The men who are not in the fighting
forces and who, at the same time, will not work are as much the enemie s
of this country as the directly enlisted legions of the enemy, " Curtin said .
He was also able to reassure them that the Government understood thei r
cause . "The Labour Government stands for justice for the workers . . . .
The Labour Government knows Labour principles and stands for them . " 2
Ward spoke of the stoppages as "unjustified strikes" . The strikers had
apparently no regard for the serious situation confronting their country,
had ignored the advice of their union leaders and defied the authorit y
of the Government . "Unfortunately, " he added, "there are still man y
people in this country who either do not recognise the gravity of the inter 1 Statutory Rules, No . 10, 9 Jan 1942 .
a Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No . 15, p . 21 .
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national situation or who do not place the safety of the country and it s
people as paramount to every other consideration . . . . Generally the trade
union movement has cooperated with the Government . But sections of
unionists, in many cases in defiance of their leaders, have taken actio n
leading to delays in production and interruption to essential services . . . .
Men have been released from the obligation of military service because
they have been engaged in important war work . Obviously if they ceas e
to be so employed the ground for their exemption from service ceases t o
exist . " 3
The Minister was reinforced by "a wartime policy for the guidance o f
industrial unions" which had been adopted by the Executive Committee o f
the Australasian Council of Trade Unions in Melbourne on 16th December, and which had declared that no stoppages of work should take plac e
unless authorised by the union or unions covering an industry and that
stoppages should be sanctioned by unions "only after exhaustion of
conciliatory methods" . In general the union executives had acted to maintain production and the strikes under discussion involved union disciplin e
as well as the authority of the Government .
Incidentally, the A .C .T .U. Executive had accompanied its ban o n
unauthorised strikes with a statement of its views on other aspects o f
wartime industrial policy . Their statement of wartime policy included :
That improvement be sought in the machinery of arbitration to minimise delay .
That there be active participation in management and administration to increas e
production of war materials and eliminate waste and inefficiency, this to b e
achieved through elected workshop committees, acting in conjunction with th e
management, and through trade union representation on boards controlling production and distribution, such representation to be selected through the A .C.T .U . or
its branches .
That living standards be secured through a readjustment of wage rates, eliminatio n
of wage anomalies, and more rigid control over prices .
That the employment of women in industry on work usually performed b y
men be accompanied by safeguards providing that when on such work they b e
paid men's rates and that men be reinstated on such work when available .
That consultations between unions and the A .C.T.U. and between the A .C .T .U .
and the Government be instituted when necessary to fix a common policy o n
problems arising from labour shortages and war production .
That in order that the foregoing policy be implemented, absolute preferenc e
to unions operate in all industries . 4

The Attorney-General, Dr Evatt, was active in a move in another direction to promote industrial peace . On 27th December he presided over a
conference of judges and officers of Federal and State Arbitration Courts ,
employers and employees to discuss industrial relations and means of
assisting the Government to maintain continuous production at the highes t
possible level in all branches of industry . The conference recommende d
the constitution of an Industrial Relations Council to advise the Government on industrial relations and generally on problems affecting war production and to make recommendations on industrial matters which migh t
3 Sydney Morning Herald,

16 Jan 1942 .
*Metropolitan newspapers, 17 Dec 1941 .

60

WAR

IN

THE

FAR

EAS T

be dealt with by National Security Regulations . The council would b e
composed of eight representatives of employers, drawn from various sections of industry, and eight representatives of the employees . It wa s
originally intended that the chairman should be "the appropriate Ministe r
of State " but when the membership of the council was eventuall y
announced by Ward, he named Sir William Webb, 5 of the Queenslan d
Supreme Court, as chairman .° In practice the eight representatives of th e
employers voted together, and likewise the eight representatives of th e
employees, while, in the opinion of the employers, the chairman's attitud e
meant that there would never be a decision in their favour . The unionists
charged the employers with "obstructive tactics " and the employers sai d
that they were "not prepared to be used for the purpose of recording trad e
union decisions camouflaged as joint recommendations" . Within a mont h
Ward said that he would go ahead without the aid of the council, which ,
so far as he was concerned, had collapsed . ?
Even more urgent than the maintenance of war production and mor e
immediate in its effect in changing the life of thousands of citizens was th e
building up of the defence forces . On 11th December when the Government announced the call-up of 114,000 men for the army and 5,00 0
for the Volunteer Defence Corps, the assurance was repeated once again
that the militia would not be used outside Australia except in Commonwealth territories or in territories under Commonwealth control . The List
of Reserved Occupations was amended .
Before the Japanese attack, the Manpower Priorities Board had starte d
to prepare a "Priority Classification of Industries" as part of a mov e
towards a new manpower policy but, pending the completion of this work ,
the War Cabinet approved a recommendation to delete from the List o f
Reserved Occupations another nine trades . The effect would be that me n
in these industries could now enlist or could be called up within the pro claimed age groups . The nature of the trades indicates how lightly compulsion had yet touched the life of the community. They were brewing ,
malting and the wine and spirits trade ; entertainment and recreatio n
(in which, however, the technicians were still reserved) ; clothing and dress
manufacture ; confectionery manufacture ; hotels and restaurants ; linoleum
and floor covering manufacturers ; monumental masons ; wicker and can e
manufacturers ; and jewellery manufacture . °
Recruiting for the A .I .F ., available for service anywhere, jumped a s
it had always done when the need and the opportunity to serve coul d
be seen more clearly . The monthly figure, which had fallen to 4,016 i n
October and 4,702 in November 1941 rose to 10,669 in December an d
° Hon Sir William Webb . Solicitor-General Qld 1922-25 ; Chmn Central Sugar Cane Prices B d
1926-42 ; Chief Justice of Q1d 1940-46 ; Chmn Aust Industrial Relations Council 1942-45 ; President
International Military Tribunal for Far East 1946-48 ; Justice of High Court of Aust 1946-58 .
B . Brisbane, 21 Jan 1887 .
° Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No . 13, p . 14 and No. 14, p . 19 . See also Commonwealth Gazette notice of 8 Jan 1942 . The Council was established by National Security (Australian
Industrial Council) Regulations, Statutory Rules 1942, No . 1, 2 Jan 1942 .
7 Sydney Morning Herald, 24 and 27 Jan 1942 .
' War Cabinet Minute 1575, 11 Dec 1941, on Agendum 406/1941 .
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12,543 in January . The figures were by no means as spectacular as in
June of 1940, when over 48,000 men enlisted . One cause of this was that ,
at the end of December, the War Cabinet decided, in effect, that onl y
men not serving in the forces might enlist in the A .I .F. 9 and thus som e
200,000 young men were temporarily debarred from volunteering .
The eagerness of the women matched that of the men . An announcement that 1,600 more women would be enlisted for the A .W .A .S . and
2,000 for the W .A .A .A .F. started a rush of applications . The voluntary
organisations were besieged with offers of all kinds from women an d
girls in all stations of life . The advertising of 100 positions for women
in aircraft production in Victoria resulted in 500 applications in tw o
days and there were similar results in New South Wales and Sout h
Australia .
As the war news became worse throughout January, some citizens
rushed ahead with their own measures for the deliverance of Australia .
One such measure was the movement for a People's Army which flare d
into quick enthusiasm with the bad news at the end of the month . Th e
origins of the movement would probably be found partly in the legend s
of guerilla heroism which were cherished under the left-wing of politics
from the time of the Spanish Civil War and which merged into othe r
legends of a "people ' s war" fought by villagers and peasants in the Sovie t
Union against the German invaders . The majority of the pamphlets whic h
talked of a People's Army extolled Russia, found analogies between th e
miners of Cessnock and the miners of the Asturias, and were apt to sa y
that the British armies were always being beaten by the Germans becaus e
the heroism of the troops was nullified by a wicked government and a n
antiquated high command while the Russian armies could not be beate n
because they were fighting a people's war under a people 's government, in
which the entire population was armed and organised to oppose th e
invader. A number of well-known Australian Communists were amon g
those most active in sponsoring a People' s Army .
Yet this was by no means the whole story . The origin of the movemen t
can also be found partly in a purely Australian legend of fighting an d
bushmanship . Such a chronicler of the outback as Ion Idriess did no t
need to go anywhere but to the stories and the manners of his own
native land to find his inspiration . Lawson had sung of the "Bush Brigades "
and the song still echoed in hundreds of Australian minds.
There were others, too, whose enthusiasm was bred in an impatienc e
to be up and doing. Every piece of news of an enemy success only made
them want to have a chance to "have a crack at him" . Down in Victoria ,
Major-General Rankin,' retired cavalry leader and member of the Federa l
War Cabinet Minute 1636, 30 Dec 1941 .
About the middle of 1942 the militia units were instructed that their men might now enlis t
in the AIF, but without necessarily being transferred to another unit . It took a long time for th e
paper work involved to be completed . The transfer of most of the officers of the militia was
gazetted in July and August ; the recording of transfers of other ranks took longer, and it was
November 1942 before the results were plainly discernible in the statistics . Recruitment into
the AIF recorded in that month was 35,407, made up mostly of 34,675 transfers to the AI F
from the Permanent Military Forces and militia .
1Maj-Gen G . J . Rankin, DSO, VD . (Comd 4 ALH 1917-18 ; GOC 2 Cav Div 1937-42 .) MHR
1937-49, Senator 1950-56 . B . Rochester, Vic, I May 1887 . Died 28 Dec 1957 .
9
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Parliament, was eager to have squads of horsemen, black-trackers, an d
bushmen ready to harass and shoot down the Japanese whenever an d
wherever they appeared on Australian soil and took his models from some thing far older than Spanish guerillas or Muscovite socialists . In the polite
Sydney suburb of Turramurra, at the colliery of Aberdare Main nea r
Cessnock, even in Sydney's cosmopolitan King's Cross, meetings wer e
held to form companies . Fifty earnest ladies procured horses and wen t
into the scrub behind Sydney to learn to be fighters . Wheat farmers in
the Wimmera district in Victoria planned unarmed combat . Plans fostered
mostly, but not wholly, by the eager Communists were in train to wel d
all enthusiasts into one organisation headed by a People' s Army Committee .
It was a demonstration of popular determination, but the Governmen t
doubted both the usefulness of the organisation and the motives of som e
of its sponsors . The military advisers feared that in case of fighting the
enthusiasts might even become an impediment . Moreover, there was i n
existence the Volunteer Defence Corps, designed to give an opportunit y
for the civilian to take part in home defence . The V.D .C ., said th e
Army Minister on 4th February, was the pivotal point around whic h
centres of resistance could be built up from the civilian population .
"There is no justification for private armies in this country and if armie s
not under Government control were established, the result would be chaotic .
Under the circumstances the Government will not allow them . " Two day s
later the Prime Minister confirmed the ban .
The only army of fighting forces that Australia has is that under the control o f
the Minister for the Army, consisting of the Australian Imperial Force, the
Australian Militia Force and the Volunteer Defence Corps . Any citizen can find
a place in one of these three sections of the Australian Army . There is no justification whatever for any organised public movement to enable individuals to find an
opportunity for service . A man who is physically fit to be a member of the A .I .F . ,
the A .M .F . or the V .D .C. can easily get into one of these bodies . If he is not
physically fit, there is plenty of essential war industry in which he can be o f
great use.

The movement persisted for some weeks, but the majority of those
who were moved to support it readily found their opportunity in th e
V .D .C . and perhaps the only lasting influence of the agitation for a
People's Army was in the effect it had in introducing more unorthodo x
and original methods in the V .D .C . organisation and training .
The military view was that, while guerilla warfare might contribute t o
the winning of a battle by harassing enemy communications, battles could
only be won by the concentration of the greatest weight of bombs, shell s
or tanks at the decisive point . The organisation of guerilla bands woul d
cut across this principle of concentration by diverting equipment and b y
diverting the organising and training efforts of the army . The raising of
guerilla bands would seriously deplete the limited stocks of equipment .
In a memorandum to the Minister for the Army, dated 30th January
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1942, the Chief of the General Staff, Lieut-General V. A . H . Sturdee ,
spoke critically, too, of the element of despair and the idea of evacuatio n
which was behind much of the advocacy of guerilla activity and indicate d
the better ways in which the V .D .C . might be used : "The trend of all
thought today is evacuation, not only by armies but by the civil population, " he said . "Evacuation by armies will never win wars, while th e
evacuation, either voluntary or involuntary, of the civil population durin g
operations is one of the greatest handicaps to the Commander of an arm y
in the field, particularly from the aspect of congestion on roads and railways . War as waged today is a total war, and the civil population wil l
have to come to regard themselves as being as much in the front line a s
members of the services . The first essential is to insist that the civil population should remain in their own towns, villages and farms, and the secon d
is to do all we can to instruct the civil population how it can best ai d
the armed forces by attacking enemy communications, effecting acts of
sabotage and the like . The V .D .C . attachments form the pivots around
which these centres of resistance can be built up by additions from th e
civil population. "
The army method was to pass as many members of the V .D .C . a s
possible through its infantry training schools and give them intensiv e
courses in "independent warfare" . By March its principal training centre
in Gippsland was turning out 220 fully-trained V .D .C . men every fiv e
weeks and returning them to their areas of residence to act as instructor s
to the local V .D .C . units, and other schools had been established in all
States . 2
This corps, originally formed in July 1940 by the Returned Soldiers '
League and composed mainly of returned soldiers of the 1914-18 war ,
rapidly expanded to take in any man between the ages of 18 and 60 3
who, though tied to his civilian employment, was willing to give up hi s
evenings or weekends to training. In May 1941, Army Headquarters took
control of this corps . It was given the role of training for guerill a
warfare, of providing static defence of the area in which each unit was
raised, of guarding key points, and providing local intelligence . At length
some of its men took over some of the anti-aircraft and coast defences ,
thus releasing some thousands of younger troops .
The decision made in early February 1942 to expand the strength
of the V .D .C . from 50,000 to 80,000 was the direct result of the
advocacy of the Premier of Queensland, who saw this as a necessary move
to counteract the popular demand for the creation of a People's Army . 4
The public announcement was to the effect that any men wishing to joi n
the V.D .C . would be accepted, and so keen was the response that by m e
end of the year it had about 95,000 members, necessitating a furthe r
increase in the establishment to 100,000 . 5 By December 1942, however ,
9

Department of Army file (not numbered) entitled "Guerilla Training" .
'Digest of Decisions and Announcements No . 17 announcing Defence (Volunteer Defence Corps )
Regulations, Statutory Rules, No . 38, 2 Feb 1942 .
4 War Cabinet Minute 1882, 10 Feb 1942.
War Cabinet Minute 2531, 7 Dec 1942 .

64

WAR

IN

THE

FAR

EAS T

conditions had altered so much that the value of the V .D .C . was seen
in a different light . Although Blarney was of the opinion that there was no
military necessity to increase the establishment, the Cabinet accepted th e
opinion of the Minister for the Army that the work of the V .D.C . was
" setting an example of service which stiffens to a very great extent th e
general public's determination to get on with its wartime job" and thi s
good result would be spoiled if some of its men were without uniform s
and equipment—one of the chief results of having more members than
were provided for in the establishment—and damage " the Government' s
widespread campaign in favour of sacrifice and increased endeavour" .
Many other civilians, both men and women, found opportunity fo r
service in the emergency of January and February 1942 in civil defenc e
measures . 6
War in the Pacific meant that in all States the work of air raid pre cautions was accelerated . From early December lighting restrictions wer e
imposed to produce a "brown-out" in all areas with a seaward aspect o n
the eastern coast . Activity in the provision of air raid shelters increased .
The official policy was against the provision of deep air raid shelters . Th e
War Cabinet on 5th February decided that the normal dispersion of the
civil population in their own homes provided the best means for thei r
protection rather than congregating them into shelters . In special cases ,
such as factories in congested or vital areas where large numbers o f
employees were engaged continuously on essential war work, shelter s
should be provided in basements, in trenches or in surface shelters . Fo r
the most part the country relied on slit trenches . In the Sydney metropolitan area digging began in parks and open spaces on 15th Decembe r
with a team of 500 men and three mechanical diggers at work . The method
was repeated at various cities and towns throughout the country . In backyards householders chopped out with pick and shovel their own slit trenche s
in dimensions and styles according to their fancy and their energy . In
places where the provision could not be made by public authority, parent s
would form a working bee to dig trenches for the local school . Some wer e
tardy but a month later when worse reverses of Allied armies brough t
the prospect of attack nearer home they too were scampering to do wha t
the majority had completed in January .
Gradually, too, as realisation of danger grew, the aspect of the citie s
changed . Plate glass was removed and display windows were boarded up .
Doorways and windows were protected by brick screens or sandbags .
Projecting masonry or dangerous towers were removed from building s
in busy streets . Heaps of sand were dumped on footpaths and parks
to be carried away by residents for use in quelling incendiary bombs .
Not only in the headlines but in the highways and byways could be rea d
the story of expectation of coming raids and perhaps of invasion .
In less dramatic ways, too, the meaning of war became apparent . House holders were busy with paper and cloth devising the screens or the drape s
See Appendix 1, "Civil Defence Organisation" .
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to obscure all apertures in their homes . In dim city streets, car headlight s
were masked . Barbed wire appeared on the beaches ; closed areas were
declared ; guards were posted . Part of the V .D .C . was called up for coastwatching and defence of aerodromes . A Volunteer Air Observers' Corp s
was organised and a series of posts manned by volunteers to keep a 24-hou r
watch and report aircraft movements . The petrol ration was cut by 2 0
per cent. An order for the impressment of rifles was made . Later small
boats of all kinds were impounded either for new official uses or t o
prevent them from being used by an invader. The Government froze all
stocks of hand tools in shops and garages . It became harder to bu y
"smokes" after the end of December when the distribution of tobacc o
was reduced except to military and munitions canteens . In order to conserve coal and power, lighting such as display advertising was prohibited ;
daylight saving was introduced ; 7 and the order was given that there
should be no "late shopping night" in those cities and towns where thi s
custom existed . 8
As the Christmas season approached it was announced that, instea d
of closing down from Christmas Eve until 2nd January, as was the long standing practice in many works and offices, there should be only thre e
days' holiday and that all must keep at their jobs on the other days —
workmen at holiday pay rates if their awards provided for the holiday . 9
Nobody could take annual leave "until the Government intimates that th e
situation will permit of that being done" . There was some protest at this ,
partly for such ponderable reasons as that the shutting down of works a t
Christmas was used for the reconditioning of plant and equipment, and
partly for selfish reasons . It was necessary for Ministers to meet trad e
union leaders and counter their protests . They found it necessary to
explain in public statements the various ways in which the order would
not be quite as irksome as it sounded and to remind Australians tha t
the Japanese were not taking any holidays . "A minority seems to hav e
forgotten," said Evatt, "that, at any time, the country may be raided o r
invaded and that the fighting forces need urgently every ounce of th e
materials of defence that can be supplied to them ." 1 In the outcome a
few unions defied the ban and some workers settled the question for
themselves by giving notice to the boss, going off for a holiday as usua l
and then re-applying for work after the holidays were over .
The States were given National Security powers and were asked to us e
them to ban mid-week sport, the main purpose being to limit horse-racin g
to Saturday afternoons . The Commonwealth also wished, for the sake o f
the conservation of petrol and coal, to limit the use of transport t o
racecourses . The Government had touched a sacred subject and achieve d
7 National Security (Supplementary) Regulations, Statutory Rules, No . 323, 24 Dec 1941 .
° National Security (Supplementary) Regulations, Statutory Rules, No . 297, 16 Dec 1941 . The
late shopping night was usually Friday, and shops remained open until 9 p .m. (instead of
closing at the usual 5 .45 or 6 p .m .) in Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide . Brisbane and Pert h
had no late shopping night, although in the former shops remained open until 9 p .m . o n
Christmas Eve and Easter Eve.
° National Security (Supplementary) Regulations, Statutory Rules, No . 297, 16 Dec 1941 .
r Digest of Decisions and Announcements No. 11, pp . 11-13 ; No . 12, pp. 3-5 ; No . 13, p . 10 .
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little . The argument ended with nothing firmer than an appeal for "commo n
sense " . On 8th January, Curtin said that priority must be given to th e
transport needs of war workers and that due regard had to be paid to the
use of coal and petrol for transport for race meetings . "Can't we fin d
some sensible compromise between a total ban and reasonable transport
facilities?" he asked . 2 Yet when they did reach the racetrack after thei r
rigorous journeys by suburban train and bus, the racegoers were reminde d
of the war . To eliminate extravagant use of paper a special order wa s
made on 29th December to limit the size of betting tickets and betting
charts . 3
Private business activities were further restricted by amendments of th e
National Security (Capital Issues) Regulations to restrict the lending of
money for other than war purposes . Stricter control was taken over building and materials, permits being required for any building costing mor e
than £2,000 . 4 The issue of licences for sterling imports of a number of
commodities had been suspended . 5 By the beginning of February the
Department of War Organisation of Industry under its new Minister had
got down to work and the restriction of the use of certain materials commenced—fibre and jute goods, rubber, bristles, raw silk were among th e
first—and plans were in preparation for the prohibition of certain manufactures as being non-essential . The Christmas holiday ban had incidentall y
revealed how many of these were ripe for condemnation, for one of th e
pleas by both employers and employees that they be allowed to take th e
holidays as usual was based on the argument that they were in luxury
trades and were not essential to the war effort .
As the Japanese advanced southward the tide of civilian refugees int o
Australia arose . After the War Cabinet decision to evacuate women and
children from Papua and New Guinea—excepting nurses and missionarie s
who chose to stay—the movement commenced on the 18th at the expens e
of the Commonwealth Government . Aircraft and ships were used to brin g
the 1,800 women and children to Queensland ports or Sydney . The flow
of refugees from Hong Kong, Malaya and other Asiatic colonies of Great
Britain which had been coming into Australia throughout 1940 and 194 1
quickened during December and January and was joined by a new flo w
from the Netherlands Indies . The major imprint on the public mind wa s
made in Western Australia, which received first the volume from the Strait s
Settlements and Netherlands Indies ; and in Queensland which received
the volume from Hong Kong and the Pacific islands, before they graduall y
*Digest of Decisions and Announcements No. 11, p. 12 ; No . 12, p . 6 ; No . 14, pp . 15-16 . National
Security (Supplementary) Regulations, Statutory Rules, No . 320, 24 Dec 1941 and succeeding
State orders .

*Digest of Decisions and Announcements No . 13, p . 15 . Order No . 13 under National Security
(Metal Foil and Paper) Regulations . The 81 square inches for tickets and 115 square inches
for charts was not likely to involve much inconvenience .
*National Security (Building Control) Regulations, Statutory Rules, No . 22, 28 Jan 1942 .
*Commonwealth Gazette, No . 250, 6 Dec 1941 . The possibility of placing sterling imports unde r
control had been under discussion as early as May 1940. Items included boots and shoes ,
furs, perfumery and ready-made clothing .
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dispersed over Australia . 6 Their coming spoke vividly to Australians of the
approach of war, and in some cases their helplessness evoked a new for m
of voluntary war effort in housing and assisting the refugee, although in
other cases the unfamiliarity of the newcomers with Australian ways an d
the unfamiliarity of Australians with the type of colonial European wh o
started to take possession of their domain led to friction and to some resentment on both sides .
There was a new movement of population within Australia, perhap s
induced to some extent by that which had started from outside her shores .
Under the growing fear of invasion more and more city-dwellers bega n
to "take to the hills " . The crisis had come during the school holidays an d
many of those who could afford it sent wives and children to stay in th e
country and were officially encouraged to do so . As the war news becam e
worse a private rush for safety became more noticeable . Contemporary
reports speak of a rush of "some thousands" of people in New Sout h
Wales to resorts in the Blue Mountains, Bowral, Mittagong, Katoomb a
and Bathurst, weekend cottages being sold or rented at high prices an d
guest houses booked out . In Queensland, the population of Toowoomb a
was said to have grown by 5,000 . In Western Australia, little wheat-bel t
towns 200 miles from the coast found unusual demands for hospitalit y
from city cousins . According to popular accounts the vanguard of th e
flight was made up of a large number of the earlier refugees to Australi a
from Germany and other central European countries but, whatever th e
proportions may have been, quite a number of native-born Australian s
were there, too . Ministers themselves helped to stimulate the movement .
As early as the first week of the Pacific war State authorities in Ne w
South Wales and Victoria were giving wide publicity to their own plan s
for the evacuation of children and the helpless from vulnerable areas i n
case of sudden attack and spread the idea that in case of invasion or rai d
the correct action was to get to some other place quickly .
Talking of petrol rationing on 23rd December, the Minister for Suppl y
and Development, Mr Beasley, counselled car-owners not to use up thei r
ration but to hold petrol in the tanks of cars to meet any emergency .
Again on 12th January he warned the private motorist not to forget tha t
his vehicle might be used for the evacuation of his wife and family . "Every
family that can evacuate itself lightens the burden of the Government
service," he said, and added that "protection is in many instances a
personal responsibility" . 7 Throughout January, Ministers, particularl y
Forde, kept the likelihood of invasion in the forefront of the public mind .
6 It is impossible to calculate with any certainty the number of refugees from the Far Easter n

countries who reached Australia . The figures recorded by the Commonwealth Bureau of Censu s
and Statistics are 162 persons for the September quarter, 1941 ; 1,539 for the Decembe r
quarter, 1941 ; and 8,138 for the whole of 1942 but the bureau qualifies its figures by sayin g
that "conceivably some thousands could have been missed from the records" . In fact, arrival s
loosely recorded from time to time by other sources indicate that this was so . For example, a
Queensland press report on the work of handling evacuees by official and voluntary organisation s
spoke in February 1942 of nearly 4,000 evacuees having landed in Queensland, whereas th e
official figure for the whole of Australia was less than that total . The refugees came by all
means of transport but available records for the six months to December 1941 show that abou t
half arrived by air and half by sea.
7 Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No. 11, p . 10 ; and No . 14, p. 9.
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In making their case for reinforcement Evatt, Makin, 8 Beasley and Forde
spoke always of peril and contradicted anyone overseas who argued tha t
the danger was not close and immediate . The picture they gave was of
Australia being overrun by a numerically superior enemy . Official propaganda through the Department of Information contributed to a similar
impression .
Military leaders became worried over the prospect that, if there wer e
an invasion or raid on the mainland, military operations would be impede d
by the movements of the civil population . Closer study also showed the
impracticability, having regard to Australian geography and the existin g
state of transport, water-supply, sources of supply, and industry, of carrying out any planned evacuation from the closely-settled areas . On 4th
February, after a meeting of the Advisory War Council attended by th e
State Premiers and the Chiefs of Staff, the Prime Minister announced th e
official policy on the evacuation of industry and the civil population a s
follows :
Approval was given to recommendations by the Defence Committee in respec t
to industry in the following form :
(1) The evacuation of war industry on any scale that would be worthwhil e
is impracticable .
(2) New factories, save in exceptional circumstances, should be established inland .
(3) Where possible, key industrial establishments situated in the coastal area s
most liable to attack should be duplicated elsewhere either wholly or in part .
(4) Destructible stores and stocks of all kinds should be dispersed and a s
far as possible located inland .
(5) The provision of adequate air raid precautions measures for the protectio n
of vital factories and establishments to enable production to be continued .
In regard to the civil population it was agreed to adopt the following provisions :
(1) Large-scale evacuation of the civil population in the event of enemy attac k
or invasion would be detrimental to the morale of the people and shoul d
be strongly discouraged both in the interests of the public themselves an d
for the maintenance of essential production for the civil population and the
fighting forces .
(2) Limited evacuation might be undertaken to be confined, as far as possible ,
to areas contiguous to possible targets and in certain congested areas t o
the evacuation of young children . Definition of these areas will be made
immediately and conveyed by the Prime Minister to the Premiers .
(3) In the first place, evacuation should, wherever possible, be merely to a
safer area in the metropolis concerned .
Decisions in respect to the foregoing to be made by the Governments of the
States after consultation with the General Officer Commanding of the district concerned .
The declarations and decisions regarding evacuation mean that evacuation i s
to be undertaken only as a military necessity, but that plans are to be devise d
in advance so that everything will be ready to deal with the problem when th e
situation demands it. 9

The evacuation of women and children from Darwin had been ordere d
by the War Cabinet on 14th December and began by sea on the 16th .
Minister for the Navy and Minister for Munitions .
Digest of Decisions and Announcements, No . 17, pp . 7-8 .

THE STIRRING OF A PEOPLE

69

This was the only official order given for defence reasons during the perio d
under review which concerned the mainland, but there was a general tendency for women and children to leave all mainland northern areas fo r
the south and in the first week of February it was reported that abou t
6,000 people had already left Cairns and Townsville by train) . The movements were precautionary, however, and though in some instances in th e
south they might have been read as a lack of steadfastness there was n o
sign anywhere of panic .
The major effect of bad news had been to awaken the nation to a fulle r
realisation that it was a nation at war and to stiffen the resolution of th e
people to face and to survive the perils of that war . In the camps, a t
their work, on A .R .P . patrol or in their homes they were a happier an d
a more closely knit people than they had been since war began . They
knew they were standing on their own ground . They waited for the Japanese
to come .

1 Sydney Morning Herald,

13

Feb 1942 .

