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Plan
• As you know, initially I focussed on telling the story as it was known to participants at the 

time, trying to bring out the drama of the situation facing the participants, who didn’t 
know the strength or plans of the enemy or the outcome of the war.

• As the Allies take the initiative and improve their intelligence the character of the war is 
changing. You could say that by the middle of March 1943 we have reached the end of 
the beginning

• I will not pursue the chronology any further.

• I am now planning to spend some time going back to look at some of the things, which 
were not known at the time, which hopefully should help us understand why things 
happened as they did.

• I will also spend some time following some of the actors in the story, to see whence they 
came and where they went.

• Last time we looked at the attack on Pearl Harbor and other operations of Japanese 
midget submarines and compared them with the I Go operation in April 1943.

• This week I want to look at Japanese air attacks in South East Asia in December 1941 and 
compare them with attacks mounted in 1942 and the I Go operation.  
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10th December
• At 11.30 five of Patwing 10’s PBYs set off, each armed with 

four 500 lb bombs, to make a high level attack on the 
invasion forces. They claimed a hit on the stern of a 
battleship. One of the PBYs was damaged by AA fire.

• On returning to Mindanao, Lt Montgomery’s B17 was unable 
to find Del Monte airfield due to the weather closing in, and 
when fuel ran out he had to ditch in the sea off Zamboanga.

• About 12.30 p.m. on 10th December a large force of enemy 
bombers escorted by an estimated 100 fighters  was seen 
approaching Cavite and Nichols Field.

• All the American pursuits were ordered to scramble but many 
had not been refuelled or rearmed after the earlier attacks on 
the invasion forces. 

• There was some interception by American fighters which cost 
the enemy several of their escort but the bombers, in three 
formations of 27 aircraft, swept on undisturbed. American 
pilots fought and flew until shot down or forced down with 
empty tanks.

• Eleven P40s failed to return but only three pilots were killed. 
• Gun problems again limited the effectiveness of the Pursuits.

• Capt Jesus Villamor led a flight of three fixed undercarriage 
P26s of the Philippine Air Force against the bombers raiding 
Zablan. They achieved no successes but suffered no 
casualties P26 of the Philippine Air Force
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10th December

• At Del Carmen the 34PS was caught on the ground after their attack on the invasion force in the morning. 
• 12 P-35's were destroyed and 6 damaged by strafing zeros.
• Fuel bowsers and oil tanks were also destroyed, putting Del Carmen out of commission.

• Nichols Field received a rain of bombs that destroyed the main hangar, the air depot, fuel tanks, and several 
aircraft on the ground.

• Four torpedo armed PBYs of Patwing 10, preparing to take off for another attack on the invasion forces, were 
caught by the strafing zeros.

• Two were forced down, one being a write off.
• The other taxied 12 miles back to base and was repaired. 

• Over the Navy Yard at Cavite, for two hours or more, some 54 planes flew back and forth at a leisurely 
tempo, at 20,000 feet beyond the range of the three inch anti-aircraft guns, bombing at will. 

• It was accurate bombing.  The power plant, industrial facilities, and supply depots were completely ruined.
• The submarine Sea Lion was sunk and other naval craft damaged and
• a stock of 230 torpedoes had been destroyed.

• At the end of the day the Far East Airforce was reduced to 22 P40s, 18 B17s and 8 P35s. The navy still had 24 
PBYs.

• Working almost continuously for thirty-six hours, 500 men transferred from Coast Artillery, had put together 
and completed installation of twelve 3-inch AA guns, 3 directors and height-finders, 5 AA searchlight units, 
and twelve 37-mm AA guns, which had been in the Philippine Ordnance Depot.
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9th December
• South China Sea

• The fleet rounded the Anambas Islands at 
daybreak on the 9th. During the morning it 
proceeded north under low overcast with 
frequent rainstorms. 

• During the day Phillips signalled to his force.
• “My object is to surprise and sink transports and 

enemy warships before air attack can develop. 
Objective chosen will depend on air 
reconnaissance. Intend to arrive objective after 
sunrise tomorrow 10th.”

• At about 5.00 pm Vampire reported an 
unconfirmed sighting of an enemy aircraft.

• At 6.45 p.m. the sky cleared and the fleet was 
shadowed by at least three aircraft.

• At about 7 pm the Fleet was 300 miles east of 
Singora, and Phillips altered course to west 
and increased speed to 26 knots.

HMS Prince of Wales

HMS Repulse
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9th December
• Phillips had decided that, in the absence of fighter 

cover, surprise was essential. The shadowing of the 
fleet indicated that surprise was lost and, after a 
discussion with his staff, he decided to abandon 
the operation. 

• Speed was reduced to 20 knots; Tenedos was detached 
to return to Singapore independently, and to signal to 
Singapore at 8 a.m. the following morning that the 
force would be off the Anambas Islands on its return 
passage not earlier than 6 a.m. on the 11th.

• At 8.40 p.m. course was altered to S.S.E. towards the 
Anambas Islands.

• Soon after this a signal from Palliser told Phillips 
• that the Kota Bharu aerodrome was in enemy hands 

and that all northern Malayan aerodromes were 
becoming untenable due to bombing; 

• that Brooke-Popham "hints he is considering 
concentrating all air efforts on the defence of the 
Singapore area"; and 

• that "enemy bombers on South Indo-China aerodromes 
are in force and undisturbed… They could attack you in 
five hours after sighting. 

• Two carriers may be in Saigon area."

• Shortly before midnight Phillips received a signal 
from Palliser:

• "Enemy reported landing Kuantan, latitude 3°50N.".
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10th December
• South China Sea 

• At 00.45 Phillips, about an hour after Palliser’s signal, altered course towards Kuantan, 
increased speed to 25 knots, and told the fleet that he was going in to attack the new 
landing force reported at Kuantan.

• Reconnaisance Hudsons reached Kuantan at dawn and reported to Air Headquarters that 
there was no evidence of the enemy's presence and no sign of battle.  

• As the fleet approached the coast at dawn a small tug with four barges was sighted and 
passed. Between 06.30 and 07.00 an enemy reconnaissance aircraft appeared. At 08.00 
the fleet reached the expected invasion force position, but sighted nothing unusual. 

• The two big ships catapulted reconnaissance aircraft, and Express, sent inshore to make a 
close investigation, returned to report everything quiet. 

• At 9.30 a.m. course was altered to E. by N., and the fleet proceeded at 20 knots to 
investigate the tug and barges sighted earlier.

• About 10 a.m. Tenedos, about 140 miles to the southward of the fleet was found by a 
Japanese C5M reconnaissance aircraft and bombed, first by the C5M and then by nine 
twin engine bombers but was not significantly damaged. Tenedos reported the attack to 
Phillips.
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10th December
• South China Sea 

• Shortly after 10 a.m., aircraft were detected by the 
fleet and Phillips ordered 1st degree of anti-aircraft 
readiness. Enemy bombers were first sighted at 11 
a.m., the initial attack being by nine twin engine 
bombers which came in from ahead "at..15,000 
feet" in close formation which they held "with 
complete disregard for anti-aircraft fire". The 
attack was concentrated on Repulse, which 
suffered one direct hit and straddling near misses, 
but sustained no major damage.

• The next attack, about twenty minutes after the 
initial bombing attack, was by two formations of 
nine twin engine torpedo aircraft.  They skimmed 
200 feet above the sea into all the AA fire the ships 
could put up, steadied to drop their weapons and 
flew directly over the battleship strafing its decks.
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G3M Type 96 Attack Bombers 
Allied reporting name “Nell”

• Repulse successfully evaded the torpedoes (Captain Tennant estimated that she combed as many as twelve 
tracks), but Prince of Wales was hit on the port side right aft. Both port propeller shafts were stopped, 
reducing her speed considerably; the steering gear was affected; some machinery rooms were flooded; and 
she took a list to port, with increased trim aft so that the port side of her quarter - deck was soon awash. 



10th December

• South China Sea 

• A third attack was by high-level bombers, and was survived by both ships 
with apparently no direct hits. At this time Captain Tennant, unaware if the 
Commander-in-Chief had reported the attack (he had not done so) made 
the emergency report "Enemy aircraft bombing" to Singapore at 11.18, and 
closed Prince of Wales to see if he could help in any way. 

• Shortly after this another seven torpedo bombers attacked, and Repulse 
was hit amidships but continued to manoeuvre at about 25 knots.

• Buffaloes of No. 453 Squadron were standing by to give air cover to the 
fleet should they be returning to Singapore. In response to Captain 
Tennant’s message, received about midday, ten fighters took off at 12.15 
for the scene of the attack 165 miles away. A pair of 243 sqd Buffaloes were 
also dispatched on receipt of Tennant’s message.
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10th December
• South China Sea 

• At about 12.20 "torpedo bomber aircraft seemed to appear from several directions" and 
attacked both big ships. In quick succession Repulse was hit aft and put out of control 
with a jammed rudder, though steaming at over 20 knots; and then struck by at least 
three torpedoes, two on the port side, and one on the starboard. She listed heavily to 
port, and at 12.33 rolled over and sank. 

• Prince of Wales, some five miles distant, was also hit by three torpedoes, one at the 
stem, one aft, and one amidships on the starboard side. She righted from her port list, 
but settled appreciably.

• When Repulse capsized, Phillips ordered Vampire and Electra to pick up survivors. As 
Vampire was approaching the survivors a high-level bombing formation was observed 
coming over Prince of Wales. Prince of Wales fought back with her remaining anti-
aircraft batteries. She was straddled by this salvo of bombs and sustained one hit on the 
catapult deck while "near misses may have caused further damage". Express, went 
alongside the stricken ship to take off survivors and remained there until the last possible 
moment.  She sank "at 1.15 p.m., in position 3°38'N, 104°281'E.” 

• The bombers made off and made no attempt to attack the destroyers.

• The two 243 sqd Buffaloes reached the scene just before PoW sank. 453 squadron 
arrived only in time to witness the rescue operations of the destroyers.
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10th December
• South China Sea 

• Four Japanese bombers had been shot down by the ships’ anti-aircraft guns.

• 796 men (including Captain Tennant) and a war correspondent from Repulse and 1,285 
men from PoW were saved by the destroyers.

• Admiral Phillips, and his Flag Captain, Captain Leach, went down with the ship. 327 of the 
crew of Prince of Wales and 513 from Repulse lost their lives.

• Admiral Layton (who had handed over to Admiral Phillips the British naval command in the 
Far East) was on board ship in Singapore to return to England. He returned ashore, and was 
directed to carry out the duties of CinC, Eastern Fleet, until the fate of Phillips was known.

• As the destroyers returned to Singapore with the survivors they met a flotilla of destroyers, 
HMS Stronghold and USS Alden, Edsall, Edwards and Whipple, which had been ordered out 
from Singapore in response to Force Z’s call for assistance.

• HMS Exeter reached Singapore to join the Eastern Fleet.

• When the survivors disembarked at Singapore Air Vice-Marshal Pulford, on meeting 
Captain Tennant, was greatly distressed and exclaimed, "My God, I hope you don't blame 
me for this. I had no idea where you were.”
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In the evening of Wednesday news of the loss of Prince of Wales and Repulse reached Navy Office, first in a 
Tokyo broadcast, followed by an announcement in the British broadcast news. Following so rapidly on the 
publicity fanfare announcing the arrival of the ships only a week earlier, it came as a shock.

Admiral Phillips
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10th December - What We Now Know
• Force Z was spotted and reported by 

the Japanese submarine I-58 at 0340. 

• The report from I-58 quickly reached 
22nd Air Flotilla Headquarters, and 
ten bombers of the Genzan Air Group 
were dispatched at 0600 to conduct a 
sector search for the ships. 

• Many more planes, some armed with 
bombs and some with torpedoes, 
soon followed. 

• The Genzan Air Group took off at 
0755, the Kanoya Air Group at 0814, 
and the Mihoro Air Group at 0820. 
They were ordered to proceed to the 
best-estimated position of the ships.

The Kanoya Air Group operated Mitsubishi G4M
bombers (Allied reporting name Betty).
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10th December - What We Now Know
• A large force of Japanese land-based 

bombers were looking for Phillips’ ships, 
but not having anticipated his detour to 
Kuantan were searching much farther 
south. 

• At around 1000 Tenedos, having been 
detached from the main force the 
previous day and now about 140 miles 
southeast of Force Z, began signalling she 
was being attacked by Japanese aircraft. 

• The attack was carried out by nine
Mitsubishi G3M 'Nell' twin-engine 
medium bombers from the Genzan Air 
Group, 22nd Air Flotilla, based at Saigon, 
each armed with one 500 kg (1,100 lb) 
armour-piercing bomb. 

• They mistook the destroyer for a 
battleship and wasted their ordnance 
without scoring a hit. 

Mitsubishi G3M (Allied reporting name Nell) of 
Genzan Air Group. The type was also operated by 
Mihoro Air Group. 
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10th December - WWNK
• At 1015, a scout plane to the north of most of the Japanese 

aircraft spotted Force Z and sent out a message detailing their 
exact position.

• The remaining Japanese planes converged upon the retreating 
British task force. The planes had spread out to search for the 
British warships, so they arrived over the target in small 
groups. 

• With fuel running short, the Japanese attacked as they arrived 
rather than forming into a large force for a co-ordinated strike. 
The first wave of Japanese planes, comprising eight Nell 
bombers from the Mihoro Air Group, attacked at 1113, 
concentrating solely on Repulse. Besides seven near misses by 
250 kg (550 lb) bombs, they scored just one hit. The bomb 
caused no serious damage and Repulse continued on at 25 
kts, still in fighting trim. Five of the eight bombers were 
damaged by anti-aircraft fire, and two were forced to return 
to base.

• Japanese aerial photo of the initial attack on Repulse. 

• A short, thick plume of black smoke can be seen emanating 
from Repulse, which has just been hit by a bomb and 
surrounded by at least six near misses. Prince of Wales can be 
seen to be manoeuvring. 

• The white smoke is from the funnels as the ships attempt to 
increase speed.
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10th December -WWNK
• At around 1140, 17 Nell torpedo bombers 

(two squadrons from the Genzan Air 
Group) approached the two capital ships. 
Eight concentrated on Repulse, while nine 
attacked Prince of Wales. 

• One Nell was shot down and three more 
were damaged by the Prince of Wales 
anti-aircraft fire. This first wave of 
torpedo attackers made no hits on 
Repulse but managed one hit on Prince of 
Wales.

• Another torpedo attack was carried out 
by 26 Betty bombers of the Kanoya Air 
Group at approximately 1220, and Prince 
of Wales was hit by another three 
torpedoes on her starboard side, one at 
the very bow, one opposite B main gun 
turret, and one abaft Y turret.

The crew of the sinking Prince of Wales abandoning 
ship to the destroyer Express. Moments later, the list 
on Prince of Wales suddenly increased and Express 
had to withdraw. The barrels of the 5.25 in guns were 
unable to depress low enough to engage attackers 
due to the list.
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10th December - What We Now Know
• At the same time as this last torpedo attack 

developed against Prince of Wales, planes 
from the Kanoya Air Group also attacked 
Repulse from both starboard and port. 
Repulse, which had dodged 19 torpedoes so 
far, was caught in an anvil attack and was hit 
on the port side by one torpedo. Within 
minutes, further attacks resulted in at least 
three more torpedoes striking Repulse. 
Repulse listed heavily to port over a period of 
about six minutes and finally rolled over, 
settled by the head, and sank at 1233 

• Prince of Wales was now under power by only 
one propeller shaft but was still able to fire at 
a high-level bombing attack which developed 
at 1241 hours, although only with S1 and S2 
5.25 inch turrets. Although most of the 
bombs straddled her, one bomb penetrated 
her deck amidships, soon after Prince of 
Wales rolled over to port, settled by the head, 
and sank at 1318. 

Survivors from Prince of Wales and Repulse in the 
water as a destroyer moves in for the rescue.
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10th December - What We Now Know
• Prince of Wales and 

Repulse were sunk by 
86 Japanese bombers 
and torpedo bombers 
from the 22nd Air 
Flotilla based at 
Saigon.

• The bombers had no 
fighter escorts.

• The Japanese were in 
Saigon following the 
collapse of France 18 
months earlier.

War in the Pacific 1943 - ©Jerry McBrien - Wk 21 17

G3M Type 96 Attack Bombers 
Allied reporting name “Nell”



Captain William Tennant
• Captain Tennant, the captain of Repulse, had 

been sunk before, surviving the sinking of 
the cruiser Nottingham during the Action of 
19 August 1916.

• Tennant was promoted to lieutenant-
commander 30 June 1920 and served as 
Navigating Officer aboard the battlecruiser 
Renown during the royal tour to India and 
Japan by Edward, Prince of Wales between 
September 1921 and June 1922. He then 
served as an instructor at the navigation 
school before returning to sea in late 1924 
to serve as navigating officer of the Repulse 
for another tour by the Prince of Wales, this 
time to Africa and South America. 
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Captain William Tennant
• Tennant spent the next fifteen years alternating between sea time in cruisers and 

shore posts at the Admiralty and instructing at the defence colleges. 

• In August 1939 he was appointed Chief Staff Officer to the First Sea Lord.

• On 26 May 1940 Tennant was appointed Senior Naval Officer ashore at Dunkirk, 
and ordered to Dover, where he took command of a naval party of eight officers 
and 160 men. 

• Tennant's task was to organize the men and get them onto the ships waiting to 
take them. Tennant stayed right up until the last ships left on 2 June, patrolling 
the beaches of Dunkirk with a megaphone searching for British troops. Tennant 
was decorated for his efforts at Dunkirk. In the 2017 film Dunkirk, the character of 
Commander Bolton, played by Kenneth Branagh, draws on the accomplishments 
of Captain Tennant during the evacuation.

• On 28 June 1940 Tennant was appointed captain of the battlecruiser Repulse, 
taking part in battles against the German battleships Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, 
and later in the hunt for the battleship Bismarck.
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Captain William Tennant
• In June 1944, Tennant was placed in 

charge of the naval side of the transport, 
assembly and setup of the two Mulberry 
harbours that provided port facilities for 
the coming invasion of Normandy. 

• In August, he supervised the laying of the 
Pluto pipelines between France and 
England, which provided much needed 
fuel supplies for the advance to Germany.

• For his efforts in support of the 
Normandy invasion, Tennant was 
decorated by both the British and 
Americans.

• Appointed commander of the America 
and West Indies Station in 1946, he 
remained there until he retired in August 
1949.
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20th February – Sea
• Lexington Task Force

• At 10.15 on 20th February, while the dawn search aircraft 
were still returning, Lexington’s CXAM-1 radar detected a 
bogey bearing 180 degrees, 35 miles. 

• Captain Sherman scrambled the first division of fighting 
three commanded by Lt Cdr Thach. 

• The FDO, Red Gill, sent Thach’s section of two Wildcats 
out to check out the contact, keeping the other two 
sections over the taskforce. 

• Rabaul, the next day’s objective, bore west south west, 
453 miles.

• Thach and his wingman, Sellstrom, followed the FDO’s 
directions, went on instruments, and flew into a cloud 
where he found a Japanese four engine flying boat just 
below him. After several excruciating minutes searching 
the cloud the flying boat broke into the clear and headed 
for home. 

• After two firing passes by each Wildcat the whole wing 
burst into flames and the flying boat skidded into the 
water and exploded. The black smoke from the blaze was 
visible from the Lexington at 11.12.

Kawanishi H6K flying boat allied reporting name Mavis

War in the Pacific 1943 - ©Jerry McBrien - Wk 21 21



20th February – Sea
• Lexington Task Force

• Radar detected another bogey just as Thach 
returned to the ship. 

• Gill directed Stanley’s section to investigate. 

• “Orange section from Romeo (Gill’s callsign) - Vector 
343 – Buster (top speed) – Angels six (6,000 feet). 

• After 20 miles Stanley sighted the target. “Tally-Ho 
from Orange leader. A big four engine patrol plane” 

• As the Wildcats climbed for an attack position, the 
target jettisoned its bombs in the hope that the 
lightened plane could escape. 

• Stanley dived to attack firing into the wing, which 
burst into flame. The nose dipped, it dived out of 
control and it crashed in a bust of red. A black pall 
quickly covered the spot. The taskforce spotted the 
smoke and recorded the kill at 12.18. 

• With the Lexington’s approach detected by the 
Japanese flying boats Admiral Brown decided to 
cancel the strike on Rabaul, he would head directly 
towards Rabaul until last light as a feint and then 
retire. 

Kawanishi H6K flying boat allied reporting name Mavis
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20th February - Sea
• At 16.25 radar detected a large blip at 276 

degrees, 24 miles. Gill vectored Gayler’s
six Wildcats to intercept, the bridge rang 
for flank speed and all the fuelled up 
planes on deck were ordered off. Gill also 
vectored Lovelace’s 6 Wildcats, which had 
been waiting to land on after a two hour 
Combat Air Patrol, to intercept.

• Climbing furiously Gayler sighted nine 
twin engine bombers ahead. He had just 
managed to reach 13,000 feet when he 
intercepted the bombers at 11,500 feet, 
making 170 knots. The ships sighted the 
nine bombers at 16.39 and saw five fall 
out of formation in the next two minutes 
under attack from the fighters.

• Four bombers survived to drop their 
bombs but the nearest they got to the 
Lexington was 3,000 yards due to Captain 
Sherman’s evasive maneuvers.
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20th February - Sea
• One of the other bombers, damaged but still airborn, attempted to crash onto the carrier. 

Sherman kept Lexington’s stern pointed at the attacker while every gun on the ship opened up. 
The attacker ran out of air, smacked the water and exploded 75 yards short of the ship at 16.51.

• While that was going on radar had detected a new bogey bearing 15 degrees at 30 miles.

• Gayler’s and Lovelaces fighters continued to hack at the bombers as they attempted to make their 
escape. Thach’s four Wildcats, which had been ordered to take off after the bombers were 
sighted also headed off in pursuit but Red Gill wanted a reserve so he ordered Butch O’Hare and 
his wingman to stay over the carrier.

• The pursuing fighters flamed two more bombers before losing contact with the single survivor 
having followed it a long way from the ship. The survivor had the misfortune to run into one of 
the SBDs returning from the afternoon search, which after a long chase succeeded in shooting it 
down.

• The bombers’ gunners had shot down two Wildcats, one of whose pilots parachuted and was 
rescued by the destroyer Patterson.

• At 16.56 Patterson, in the act of rescuing the pilot, sighted a formation of planes about ten miles 
north and flashed a warning to Lexington. The only fighters available to the FDO were O’Hare and 
his wingman. Seven others were pursuing the first wave and Lovelace’s division were almost out 
of fuel.

• Gill ordered them to intercept. 
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20th February - Sea
• O’Hare encountered eight twin engine 

bombers only a few miles from the 
ships at 17.05 fortunately he had an 
altitude advantage of a few thousand 
feet. 

• O‘Hare shot two bombers out of 
formation in his first attack. 

• His wingman found that his guns 
would not fire and pulled clear to try 
to clear them.

• O’Hare shot down two more of the 
bombers in his second attack 

• then pursued them into the ships’ AA 
barrage to shoot down another before 
his guns ran out of ammunition while 
firing at a sixth bomber. Butch O’Hare in his Wildcat showing a Japanese 

flag for each of the bombers he claimed

War in the Pacific 1943 - ©Jerry McBrien - Wk 21 25



20th February - Sea
• Lexington had just finished recovering Lovelace’s 

Wildcats at 17.09 when the surviving bombers 
dropped their bombs, the closest struck the water 
only 100 feet astern of the wildly maneuvering
carrier.

• Once again one of the damaged bombers 
appeared to be trying to ram the ship. In a furious 
barrage of anti aircraft fire it hit the sea and 
exploded 1,500 yards off Lexington’s port bow at 
17.12.

• The remaining bombers ran into scattered fighters 
returning from pursuing the first wave and SBDs 
returning from the afternoon search but only two 
more were claimed destroyed.

• Sorting out the claims after dark the fighter pilots 
claimed 15 twin engine bombers and 2 flying boats 
with another bomber claimed by an SBD. They 
believed only two out of eighteen bombers had 
escaped. 

• Two Wildcats had been shot down with one pilot 
missing and one recovered wounded.

A Mitsubishi G4M bomber photographed from Lexington's flight 
deck on 20 February 1942
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20 Feb – What we now know.
• After the Americans were sighted Rear Admiral 

Goto, commanding the 24th Air Flotilla, deduced 
that they would steam to within 200 miles of 
Rabaul and strike at dawn on 21st.

• He had 18 Betty bombers and 16 Zeros of the 4th 
Air Group at Rabaul. The Zeros had no drop tanks 
so did not have the range to escort a long range 
strike on the 20th.

• Goto decided, against the recommendation of 
some of his staff, to attack on the 20th, without 
escort if need be.

• The 4th Air Group had been formed at Truk on 10 
February and had arrived at Rabaul between 14 
and 17 February but the bomber crews were all 
veterans who had seen combat in the Philippines 
and the Netherlands East Indies. 

Admiral Eichi Goto
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20 Feb – What we now know.
• The attackers were unable to use 

torpedoes as none had arrived at 
Vunakanau yet, so they were each 
armed with two 250 kg bombs.

• 17 Bettys took off at 14.20 and 
departed on a search and destroy 
mission.

• 2 Bettys returned and landed safely, 
but damaged, at Rabaul. 2 ditched off 
Japanese territory with the crews 
recovered. 15 aircraft and 13 flight 
crews, each of 7 men, were lost. 
Several of the survivors were 
wounded.

• The survivors claimed one cruiser 
sunk and the setting of fierce fires on 
the carrier.

The 4th Air Group operated Mitsubishi G4M1 Type 1, 
Model 11 Betty bombers.
They had a phenomenal radius of action with payload 
of 600 miles and a max speed of 230 knots.
Armament was 4 7.7mm machine guns and a 20 mm 
cannon in the tail.
In common with other Japanese aircraft there was 
virtually no armour or self-sealing fuel tanks. 
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20 Feb – What we now know.
• Two search planes followed in the 

wake of the strike group to shadow 
the American task force.

• The first was another Mavis flying 
boat, which never made contact and 
was not heard from again although 
the Americans made no claim for a 
third flying boat.

• At 14.30 a Jake floatplane left Rabaul. 
It radioed contact reports and 
shadowed the Americans until well 
after dark and at 20.00 reported that 
it was returning but it too failed to 
return.

• This brought the day’s losses for 
Japanese reconnaissance forces to 
four aircraft and thirty two men.

The Aichi E13A (Allied reporting name: "Jake") was a 
long-range reconnaissance seaplane used by the 
Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN). It could carry a crew of 
three and a bombload of 250 kg (550 lb). The Navy 
designation was "Navy Type Zero Reconnaissance 
Seaplane“. Numerically the most important 
floatplane of the IJN, over 1,400 were produced.
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20th February - Pacific
• Lexington’s attempt to raid Rabaul was the first time that the Japanese 

encountered a First Team taking the initiative.

• The US Navy had been raised, trained and equipped to fight the Japanese in the 
Pacific
• Lexington and its aircraft were as good as the Americans had,
• the pilots were well trained, experienced, an established team and not yet fatigued, 
• Navy fighters practiced marksmanship more than any other air force,
• focusing on deflection shooting

• “You must shoot at a spot out in space which will be full of airplane when your bullets get there.”

• They shot at a towed sleeve. The tow pilot had the onerous task of trying to land the sleeve 
on board for scoring. 
• “Problem for the tow pilot was to gauge the position of the sleeve over the deck. He was at the front end 

of a 500’ towline. He had been threatened with dire punishment if he dragged anything through the 
antenna array. Prudence preferred misses into the Pacific Ocean rather than the ship’s top hampers.”

• Thach, the skipper of fighting three judged
• “The Lexington was a ship administered in every way to enhance the value of the air group. The training 

of the air group at sea in gunnery and bombing was given high priority.” 
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20th Feb – What should have been known before.
• 18th December 1939 proved disastrous. 'Met' 

promised clear conditions over North 
Germany, and at 10.00 twenty two 
Wellingtons joined up over King's Lynn for an 
armed reconnaissance of the Schillig Roads 
and Wilhelmshaven. 

• The Wellingtons flying in four formations, 
kept well north of the direct line of approach 
to avoid 'flak-ships', then turned south on a 
course which took them to the east of 
Heligoland. 

• Barely had they passed the islands when the 
German fighters, already airborne as a result 
of radar warning and directed by R/T, 
pounced upon them. 

• From this point the Wellingtons suffered 
continuous fighter attack, until they reached 
the British coastal anti aircraft guns. Despite 
the fury of the opposition the Wellingtons 
reconnoitred the whole area; but though the 
crews saw many warships they made no 
attack. Every vessel was in dock or harbour, 
where the fall of bombs would endanger the 
lives of German civilians. War in the Pacific 1943 - ©Jerry McBrien - Wk 21 31



20th Feb – What should have been known before.
• Once more the RAF had left no mark on 

the German fleet; and this time the cost 
of failure was even higher than before. 

• Having studied the operations of 3rd 
December and 14th December the 
Germans ordered their fighters to attack, 
not from the stern, but on the beam from 
above. The result was that many of the 
Me.109's and 110's caught our bombers 
in an utterly defenceless position; for the 
front and rear turrets of the Wellington 
lacked the traverse to oppose attack from 
the side, while the 'dust-bin' could not 
fire above the level of the fuselage. 

• So ten of our aircraft were last seen 
plunging into the sea or struggling in 
flame towards the Dutch coast, two more 
'ditched' on the way home, and three of 
the ten which regained our shores were 
so badly damaged that they forced-
landed away from base. No. 37 Squadron 
lost five of its six aircraft.

The Merlin-engined Wellington Mark II. 
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20th Feb – What should have been known before.
• The lessons of 18th December were clear on both sides of the North Sea. 

The report by Jagdgeschwader I, the German fighter group involved, gave 
credit to our pilots for flying 'rigidly to their course' and to our gunners for 
their 'excellent shooting ability'; but it also commented on the ease with 
which the Wellingtons were set ablaze, and on their lack of defence against 
the beam attack from above. 

• The corresponding British analysis, by No. 3 Group, was no less explicit, 
'Many of our aircraft were observed during and after the combat to have 
petrol pouring out of their tanks … the vital necessity of fitting self-sealing 
tanks to all bombers cannot be overemphasized.' And the report 
acknowledged the helplessness of the individual Wellington against the 
new German tactics. 'Wellingtons cannot defend themselves from a beam 
attack from above … since it has never previously been thought that a 
beam attack would be developed, in view of modern speed and the 
consequent deflection-shooting involved.'
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20th Feb – What should have been known before.
• No. 3 Group drew the standard moral about the need to keep a tight 

formation. 'A very close formation of six Wellingtons', ran the British 
report, 'will emerge from a long and heavy attack by enemy fighters with 
very few, if any, casualties to its own aircraft.’ 

• J.G.1 viewed the matter differently. 'The British seemed to regard a tightly 
closed formation as the best method of defence, but the greater speed of 
the Me.109 and Me.110 enabled them to select their position of attack. 
Rigid retention of course and formation considerably facilitated the 
attack….' A trifle over-elated by its estimate of thirty-six Wellingtons shot 
down—fourteen more than the entire force present—for the loss of four 
fighters, J.G.1 went on to conclude…. 'It was criminal folly on the part of 
the enemy to fly at 4,000 to 5,000 metres in a cloudless sky with perfect 
visibility.… After such losses it is assumed that the enemy will not give the 
Geschwader any more opportunities of practice-shooting at Wellingtons.

• From 18th December onwards the RAF tacitly abandoned the belief that 
Wellingtons and Hampdens could operate by day in the face of German 
fighter opposition.
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20th February - Pacific

• The Japanese detection of Lexington 453 miles from Rabaul demonstrated 
a very high quality reconnaissance effort, but one that must have been an 
enormous consumer of aircrew effort, aircraft hours and fuel.

• Launching a strike at a range beyond the capacity of fighter escort was a 
high risk decision.
• The RAF had discovered, in September and December 1939, that daylight bombing of 

targets, defended by fighters with a radar control system, leads to unsustainable 
losses and achieves little if any damage to the enemy. The RAF had to completely 
change their plan for winning the war as a consequence. 

• The Luftwaffe discovered the same thing in August and September 1940.
• It is surprising that the Japanese had to rediscover this the hard way two years later 

but unescorted bombers had been successful against the British battleships and over 
Manila on 10 December.

• Claims for enemy aircraft shot down are likely to be an order of magnitude 
more accurate in cases like this, where fighters are attacking unescorted 
bombers flying straight and level in formation, than in a melee between 
opposing fighter forces.
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10 December v 20 February
• Brewster Buffalo

• Performance

• Max speed: 517 km/h (279 kn)

• Cruise speed: 259 km/h (140 kn)

• Range: 1,553 km, (839 nmi)

• Service ceiling: 33,200 ft (10,100 
m)

• Rate of climb: 2,440 ft/min (12.4 
m/s)

• Guns 4 * 0.5inch

• Grumman Wildcat (F4F-3)

• Performance

• Max speed: 533 kmph (288 kn)

• Range: 1,360 km, (734 nmi)

• Service ceiling: 39,500 ft (12,000 
m)

• Rate of climb: 2,303 ft/min 
(11.70 m/s)

• Guns 4 * 0.5inch
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10 December v 20 February
• Brewster Buffalo

• Performance

• Max speed: 517 km/h (279 kn)

• Cruise speed: 259 km/h (140 kn)

• Range: 965 mi (1,553 km, 839 
nmi)

• Service ceiling: 33,200 ft (10,100 
m)

• Rate of climb: 2,440 ft/min (12.4 
m/s)

• Mitsubishi G4M (Betty)

• Performance

• Max speed: 428 km/h (231 kn) 
at 4,200 m

• Cruise speed: 315 km/h (170 kn) 
at 3,000 m

• Range: 2,852 km (1,772 mi, 
1,540 nmi)
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7 August
• 16 carrier-borne fighter aircraft were concentrated for defence of the 

amphibious forces under the direction of the fighter direction group in 
Chicago at 12.30.

• Soon after 12.30 Chicago’s radar showed a large bogey and Bruning directed 
Lt Lou Bauer’s six Wildcats out at 310 degrees at 8,000 feet to intercept.

• About 13.00 Bauer heard orders to steer 205 degrees, that is south east back 
towards the carriers. 

• Requesting a repeat he again heard 205 degrees. When he reached the 
carriers Red Base told him to orbit. 

• Bauers departure left the air defense of TF62 to 8 wildcats patrolling at 
12,000 feet. Bruning had them at angels 12 because of a thick cloud layer 
that extended above 13,000 feet.

• Just after 13.00 Bruning vectored them out on 310 degrees angels 12.

• At 13.15 Southerland leading four wildcats suddenly saw 27 Bettys descend 
through the clouds within 500 yards of his left wing.

• Southerland turned to harass the lead division of bombers with snap bursts 
but the other three Wildcats of his division were bounced by escorting Zeros 
before they could reach the bombers. Ens Robert Price and Lt Charles 
Tabberer were shot down and posted MIA, Ens Donald Innes had 49 holes 
punched in his Wildcat before he could duck into a cloud but claimed a Zero 
damaged. Southerland claimed two bombers shot down but was then shot 
down himself but parachuted safely. 

• At 1.15 p.m. the ships heard the "Tally Ho" on the fighter direction channel 
as defending fighters intercepted the enemy aircraft about 15 miles west of 
Savo Island.

• The four Wildcats lead by Lt Brown arrived just after Southerland. Brown 
sent Lt Holt and Ens Daly after the bombers while he and Ens Blair, his wing 
man, attempted to hold off the Zeros. Holt was shot down and posted MIA, 
Daly claimed two bombers shot down before being shot down in flames and 
parachuting into the sea badly burned. Brown claimed a Zero damaged 
before being wounded in the hip and Blair claimed a bomber damaged. 
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Mitsubishi G4M Allied reporting name Betty

• About eighteen bombers got through the fighter screen and 
attacked the Guadalcanal group coming over in tight formation 
supported by nine Zero fighters. 

• They were engaged by all ships with gunfire at 1.23 p.m. The 
leader of the enemy formation signalled "bomb release" with a 
bright light, and a simultaneous pattern-bombing attack resulted 
in all bombs falling to the N.W. of the transports and clear of the 
screening ships.



7 August
• By 13.30 the Zeros had knocked all the 8 SCAP Wildcats out of action 

but 18 more Wildcats had been dispatched by Red Base in pursuit of 
the withdrawing Japanese.

• The Red 3 division lead by Lt Gay were first to overtake and attack the 
bombers. They claimed 1 bomber shot down, 2 probables and 2 
damaged before the Zero escort intervened. 

• Mach Achten was so badly damaged by the Zeros he had to ditch. The 
other three were driven away from the bombers but survived to return 
to the carriers.

• Next in pursuit were the 6 Wildcats of Red 5 lead by Lt Gordon 
Firebaugh. Sighting the bombers, ahead but moving fast, Firebaugh 
requested Bruning’s approval to pursue beyond the 35 mile limit. Well 
after 14.00 nearly 150 miles from the task force they caught the 
bombers. 

• Firebaugh sent Mach Warden and Rad Elec Rhodes with their sections 
to attack the bombers while he and his wing man, AP1c Stephenson, 
dealt with 3 escort Zeros.

• As Firebaugh’s section rolled in to attack, the Zeros instantly swung left 
and climbed steeply. Gaining altitude astonishingly fast the three Zeros 
met Firebaugh halfway. To his left Stephenson’s F4F fell into a 45 
degree dive and plunged straight into the water. 

• The other two Red 5 sections claimed two bombers shot down before 
the escort Zeros returned. In the resulting melee they claimed a Zero 
shot down and another damaged.  

• Mach Warden had his engine seize and had to ditch and 

• Firebaugh was shot down in flames, suffered severe burns and 
parachuted into the sea.

• On Santa Isabel Coastwatcher Kuper saw two Wildcats and two Zeros 
go into the water.   
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Mitsubishi A6M Zero



7 August
• Scoop Vorse circled at 11,000 feet over the western flank of 

group X-ray, with three Wildcats. Suddenly 3 dive bombers 
appeared not far below. He abruptly rolled into an attack. His 
wing men failed to keep contact.

• At 14.57 a lookout on Mugford, lying on his back on the roof 
of No 2 five inch turret saw two dive bombers with fixed 
landing gear emerge out of a cloud astern. 

• “Planes! They’ve got wheels.” he yelled at the bridge.

• They attacked and obtained one hit on Mugford the most 
westerly screening destroyer, which killed 22 men, including 
14 blown overboard, but did little damage to the ship.

• Scoop stayed with the third dive bomber and smoking but 
showing no flame it plunged straight into the water.

• At 15:00 ten dive bombers were sighted near Cape 
Esperance, almost coincidentally with a report on the Fighter 
Direction of 10 enemy bombers over Guadalcanal.

• Three other SCAP flights pursued them and headed them off 
from the transports. They attacked the nearest ship, the 
destroyer Dewey, and scored a near miss but no hits. 

• The fighters claimed a total of 14 dive bombers shot down.

• The presence of relatively short range dive bombers raised 
concerns about the possible presence of Japanese carriers 
and Noyes diverted an SBD strike to a search to the east with 
negative results.

The Aichi D3A Type 99 Dive Bomber (Allied reporting 
name "Val"
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7 August – What We Know Now
• On 3 August Japanese reconnaissance had discovered the airfield at Milne Bay and Admiral 

Yamada had organised an “all-out attack” against Milne Bay on 7 August by 27 Bettys escorted by 
9 Zeros.

• When the attack on Tulagi was reported Yamada changed the target to the ships off Tulagi but 
would not risk the time necessary to rearm with torpedoes lest an enemy attack catch his 
bombers on the ground. The Bettys each carried two 250 kg and four 60 kg high explosive land 
bombs.

• The escort was increased from 9 to 18 Zeros, nearly all of the available operational long range 
Zero 21s. The later Zero 32 was more powerful but as a result had a slightly shorter range.

• In December 1941 after extensive training the Tainan Air Group pilots had escorted bombers from 
Taiwan to Manila some 500 miles. Now they were being asked to escort the bombers to Tulagi a 
distance of 560 miles. By way of comparison Berlin is only 460 miles from air bases in eastern 
England, American fighters were not able to escort bombers to Berlin until early 1944. To achieve 
this radius of action the Zeros would have to fight with their drop tanks still attached.

• The best fighter pilots available were scheduled for the mission including PO1c Sakai Saburo, then 
the navy’s top scoring ace with 48 victories. Four of the pilots selected ultimately ranked among 
the ten top scoring Japanese aces of the war. 

• As soon as they could be fuelled and armed nine unescorted Val dive bombers would also attack. 
The Vals didn’t have the range for the return trip. Yamada recognised that they would all have to 
ditch off Shortland south of Bougainville where a seaplane tender would rescue the crews.  
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7 August – What We Know Now
• Four Betty’s, six Vals and two Zeros failed to return.

• All the remaining three Vals ditched as planned at 
Shortland and two Bettys ditched or crash landed on 
return.

• 5 Zeros had to land at Buka out of fuel. One was a write 
off.

• During the day nine more Bettys flew into Rabaul from 
Tinian with eighteen more expected on the 8th.

• In a message later deciphered Admiral Yamada reported 
30 Bettys available for the 8th.

• The Zero pilots claimed 36 Wildcats and 7 SBDs shot 
down.

• Sakai shot down the Wildcat flown by Southerland and a 
lone SBD. Shortly afterwards he spotted a flight of 8 
aircraft. Believing they were Wildcats, he approached 
from behind, aiming to catch them by surprise. The 
planes were actualy SBDs with rear-mounted machine 
guns. He was hit in the head by a .30 caliber bullet, 
injuring his skull and temporarily paralyzing his left side 
and temporarily blinding him.

PO2/c Saburō Sakai in the open cockpit of a Mitsubishi A5M 
"Claude" (Hankow airfield, China in 1939)
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Sakai's vision started to clear somewhat, and he was able to 
pull his plane out of the dive. In agony from his injuries he 
managed to fly his damaged Zero back to Rabaul. He did not 
fight again for nearly 2 years.



8 August - Sea
• At noon 23 Betty torpedo bombers came 

in low from the eastward over the 
southern tip of Florida Island. 

• Australia was the first to see the 
attackers, and opened fire with her 8-inch 
and 4-inch gun batteries.

• All ships immediately joined in with heavy 
anti-aircraft fire while Admiral Turner 
maneuvered his transports by 
simultaneous turns to parallel the planes’ 
line of approach.

• The bombers came in low, attacking with 
torpedoes, some as low as twenty feet. 

• They faced a proliferation of 20 mm anti-
aircraft machine guns. In her last sortie 
the Prince of Wales had only seven of 
these weapons, now 12 or so adorned 
each of 23 transports, which were 
screened by eight cruisers and 20 
destroyers. 
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8 August - Sea
• Plane after plane burst into flames and 

pancaked or cartwheeled into the sea 
Only nine out of twenty six bombers were 
seen to pass through the transport 
formation. 

• Only the destroyer Jarvis was hit by a 
torpedo. She suffered hull damage but 
she was under control and could steam at 
slow speed. 

• A few minutes later another small 
formation of Bettys came in. They too 
took a bad beating but two of them when 
hit tried suicide tactics. 

• The transport George F. Elliott, was set on 
fire when one of the Bettys crashed into 
her superstructure. The fires got out of 
hand and she was abandoned, and 
grounded in the shoal water south of 
Florida Island.
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Crashed G4M1 floating at Tulagi 8 August 1942



8 August - Sea
• When the bombers appeared there were only 

three Wildcats flying CAP over the transports.

• Mach Don Runyon was at 17,000 feet when he 
heard of the torpedo planes from radio chatter. He 
rolled into a high speed dive and spotted several 
Bettys retiring westward making 200 knots at sea 
level.

• Runyon missed the first bomber but Ens Will Rouse 
evaded the tracer from the 20mm tail stinger and 
flamed it.

• Runyon maneuvered head on against a second 
Betty, concentrated his fire on the cockpit and 
engines, and shot it down.

• Pressing his luck with another scary attack up the 
tail of a third betty. Rouse also set this target 
ablaze.

• From ashore at Lunga correspondent Richard 
Tregaskis witnessed its end:

• “I watched fascinated, while the plane arched into the 
water, and the slow white fountain of a great splash 
rose behind it, and then the white turned into brilliant 
orange as the plane exploded and sent a sheet of flame 
backfiring a hundred feet into the sky.” 
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Pilots of VF6 Mach Don Runyon (left) and 
Ens Will Rouse (right)



8 August - Sea
• Several wrecked, half sunken, bombers 

floated near the X-Ray squadron, whose 
destroyers steamed to investigate.

• Nearing a tailless Betty, the Bagley 
(DD386) found its crew sitting on the 
wing. As Bagley approached the Japanese 
opened fire on the destroyer with their 
pistols before shooting themselves.

• Severe wounds or shock made other 
Japanese aviators more amenable to 
being taken prisoner. Blue (DD 387) 
picked up 4, Selfridge and Mugford 2 each 
and DMS Trevor another.

• Saratoga’s Wildcats belatedly arrived over 
the transports. The surviving bombers 
were long gone but they saw two ditched 
bombers still afloat and numerous oily 
patches burning on the water, the pyres 
of enemy planes. 
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8 August – What We Now Know
• By 06.30 3 Bettys and 2 flying boats had left Rabaul on search missions, seeking 

the American carriers.

• At 08.00 26 Bettys armed with torpedoes left to attack the carriers with an 
alternate target of the invasion force off Tulagi if reconnaissance failed to find the 
carriers.

• The strike was escorted by 15 Zeros. Only two of the Zero pilots had flown in the 
7th August strike.

• Three Bettys turned back with mechanical problems.

• The remaining twenty three Bettys attacked the invasion force as the carriers had 
not been found.

• Seventeen were shot down, one more crashed on the way home. All five aircraft 
which did return were badly shot up.

• The surviving crews claimed 7 cruisers, 2 destroyers and 3 transports sunk and 
severe damage to a cruiser, a destroyer and 6 transports. Admiral Yamada 
adjusted this claim to one cruiser, one destroyer and nine transports sunk and 
three cruisers and two unknown ships badly damaged. 
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I-Go
• Operation I-Go was a Japanese aerial counter-

offensive launched from 1–16 April 1943. 

• On 15 March 1943, the Japanese high 
command in Tokyo issued orders for a new 
defensive strategy in the central Pacific, based 
upon building a strong perimeter around their 
base at Rabaul. 

• The campaign in the Solomons would be 
placed on hiatus while the main focus of their 
operations shifted towards New Guinea. 

• In order to set the conditions for this strategy, 
the Japanese planned a short air offensive in 
the Solomon Islands and New Guinea focused 
upon four key locations: Guadalcanal, Oro 
Bay, Port Moresby and Milne Bay. The 
Japanese designated this Operation 'A', or 
Operation I Go

• Throughout March, Admirals Isoroku
Yamamoto and Jinichi Kusaka established 
their headquarters in Rabaul and began 
planning the offensive. 
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CinC Combined Fleet Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto 
(left) with Admiral Jinichi Kusaka (center) at Rabaul in 
April 1943.



I-Go
• Yamamoto concentrated aircraft 

from the land-based aircraft of the 
11th Air Fleet and aircraft from the 
Third Fleet's four aircraft carriers, 
Zuikaku, Zuiho, Junyo and Hiyo. 

• The carrier-based aviation units 
contributed over 160 aircraft, 
including 96 fighters, while the 
11th Air Fleet provided 86 fighters, 
as well as 72 medium bombers, 27 
dive bombers and a small number 
of torpedo bombers. 

• By boosting the Japanese air force 
at Rabaul with naval carrier 
aircraft, Yamamoto gathered 
almost 350 planes together.
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I Go - Aircraft numbers
• Comparison of the aircraft 

numbers for the I Go 
Operation in April 1943 with 
numbers used in the opening 
days of the war is interesting.

• There are fewer aircraft but 
more fighters.

• Is this tactical decision making 
or have they been unable to 
replace losses.

• The change in balance is 
particularly noticeable in 
carrier aircraft.

• American carrier air groups 
have also changed to include a 
higher proportion of fighters.

Initial Air attacks I Go

Land based bombers

Twin engined bombers 10 December PoW & Repulse 86

Twin engined bombers10 December Philippines 81

I Go Single engine bombers 30

I Go Twin engine bombers 72

Total Land based bombers 167 102

Land based Fighters 100 86

Carrier Aircraft

Pearl Harbor Bombers 272

Pearl Harbor fighters 78

I Go Bombers 64

I Go Fighters 96

Total carrier aircraft 350 160

Total Aircraft 617 348

Total Bombers 439 166

Total Fighters 178 182
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I Go - Aircraft numbers
• Comparison of Japanese carrier 

aircraft groups at Pearl Harbour 
with those at the Eastern 
Solomons in August 1942 also 
shows a change in favour of 
fighters. 

Pearl Harbor Eastern Solomons

Number % Number %

Fighters 78 22 78 44

Bombers 272 78 99 56

Total 350 100 177 100
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Japanese Command Decisions
• At the time of Pearl Harbour and the 10th of December airstrikes in the 

Philippines there was air combat and competing demands for air forces in 
many other locations including Malaya, Hong Kong and Wake Island.

• During I Go there was very little significant air combat anywhere outside 
the Southwest and South Pacific. 

• The low numbers of aircraft involved in the I Go operation and the speed 
with which the operation was terminated seemed to indicate that the 
numerical strength of the Japanese Naval Air arm had declined significantly 
since the outbreak of the war.

• The meagre results of the I Go operation also indicate qualitative decline, 
absolute as well as relative.

• Command decisions such as those on 20 Feb, and 7 and 8 August 
contributed to these declines.

• Strikes by unescorted bombers and torpedo attacks had been successful on 
8 and 10 December. The Japanese commanders in February and August 
had failed to realise how much the American defences had improved.     
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HMAS Yarra and Commander Harrington
• Since Japan started the war, no convoy 

had entered Singapore during daylight 
hours; but "BM.12", in two groups, 
arrived in the forenoon of 5th February. 

• The three transports of the second group, 
escorted by Yarra and Danae, were 
turning in to the western end of Selat
Sinki when Japanese aircraft struck in a 
series of dive-bombing and machine-
gunning attacks. 

• Felix Roussel and Empress of Asia were 
both hit and set on fire. 

• Felix Roussel extinguished her fire 
promptly, but Empress of Asia was soon 
blazing fiercely amidships, and anchored 
off Sultan Shoal with her people crowded 
at either end of the ship. 

Empress of Asia on fire and sinking after being 
attacked by Japanese aircraft approaching Singapore.
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5th February - Sea
• Yarra, only superficially damaged, 

though dive-bombed and machine-
gunned, shot down one aircraft for 
certain with two probables; and 

• while the attack was still in progress, 
Harrington laid her bow alongside 
Empress of Asia's stern and took off 
1,334 people directly from the liner and 
picked up 470 from boats and floats.

• Harrington didn’t cast off until no one 
remained in the after part of Empress of 
Asia (which was completely isolated 
from the fore part by the midships fire). 

• By then, though as many as possible of 
those rescued had been sent below and 
all stores, cabins, and lower deck 
compartments were filled to capacity, he 
was becoming a little dubious about 
Yarra’s stability and on getting clear gave 
orders for all hands to sit”. 

HMAS Yarra
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5th February - Sea

• Bendigo and Wollongong also took a 
hand. Bendigo rescued seventy-eight, 
while Wollongong "went alongside the 
Empress of Asia and took off the last 
survivors, the Master and Chief 
Engineer, from the bow"

• Harrington singled out Acting Leading 
Seaman Taylor, the captain of No. 2 gun. 
“On this occasion, as on many others, 
he controlled his gun with judgment 
and determination. This rating's 
keenness and courage are a good 
example to all those in his vicinity.”

HMAS Yarra's commanding officer 
CDR W.H. Harrington on his bridge
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HMAS Yarra
• HMAS Yarra was laid down on 24 May 1934 by 

Cockatoo Docks and Engineering Co Ltd, 
Sydney and launched on 28 March 1935.

• The design was based on the British Grimsby 
Class Minesweeping Sloops. These vessels 
were also designed for convoy escort duties.

• The armament of Yarra differed from that of 
the Grimsby's having three 4-inch high angle 
guns instead of two 4.7s.

• On 28 August 1940 Yarra left Australia under 
the command of Lieutenant Commander WH 
Harrington to join the Red Sea Force of the 
Royal Navy.

• At Aden Yarra experienced her first taste of 
enemy action in two air raids on the night of 
her arrival. Thereafter she entered the 
routine life of a Red Sea Force sloop; on 
patrol, escorting convoys up and down the 
Red Sea and maintaining a blockade between 
Africa and the Arabian coast. 
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HMAS Yarra
• On 20 October 1940 her crew caught their 

only glimpse of the enemy afloat during 
Yarra's Red Sea service while escorting a 
north bound convoy from Aden. 

• About 11:00pm, a few miles east of Massawa, 
two ships were sighted approaching from 
ahead at high speed. Yarra challenged, 
seconds before the flash of a discharged 
torpedo was seen and immediately following, 
gunfire was heard. 

• Yarra and Auckland, an RN sloop, opened fire.

• The Italians turned away, chased at high 
speed by the cruiser HMS Leander and the 
destroyer HMS Kimberley. 

• Leander lost touch but the destroyer drove 
the enemy destroyer Francesco Nullo ashore 
on a small island off Massawa and there 
destroyed her with a well aimed torpedo.

• On 8 April the British capture of Massawa 
brought Italian control in Eritrea to an end 
and resulted in the Red Sea being declared a 
'non combat zone’.
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Lieutenant Commander Harrington, RAN, with his 
ship's company, circa 1941.



HMAS Yarra
• On 12 April, the sloop joined the escort of 

Convoy BP7 from Karachi to the port of 
Basra, in the Persian Gulf. After arriving in 
the gulf, Yarra became involved in the 
Anglo-Iraqi War.

• During August, the ship operated in 
Iranian waters in support of the Anglo-
Soviet invasion. The sloop secured several 
ports and oil-producing facilities, sank the 
sloop Babr, and was involved in the 
capture of two Iranian gunboats and the 
Italian ship Hilda. 

• In November, the sloop was transferred 
to the Mediterranean, and operated as 
part of the Tobruk Ferry Service.

• In December after the Japanese war 
broke out Yarra was reassigned to 
Southeast Asia. She left Alexandria on 9 
December and reached Java on 11 
January 1942, where she commenced 
convoy escort duties.
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The Iranian warship Babr (Tiger) after being shelled 
and sunk by the Australian sloop HMAS Yarra at the 
Persian naval base at Khorramshahr during the 
surprise attack on Iran in August 1941.



HMAS Yarra
• On 11 February 1942, at Batavia, Commander 

Harrington handed over command of Yarra to 
Lieutenant Commander Rankin RAN 9photo).

• When the Battle of the Java Sea on 27/28 
February 1942 finally ended any hope of 
stemming the Japanese tide in Java, there was 
nothing left to do except withdraw the 
remnants of the Allied naval forces to safety.

• On 27 February orders were issued to clear all 
remaining British auxiliary craft from Batavia. 
About midnight Yarra and the Indian sloop 
HMIS Jumna sailed escorting a convoy for 
Tjilatjap.

• On 2 March after Yarra and Jumna with their 
convoy reached Tjilatjap Yarra was ordered to 
make for Fremantle escorting the convoy 
while Jumna headed for Colombo.
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4th March - Sea
• Indian Ocean

• Yarra and her convoy, late on the 2nd, had been for some 
time, shadowed by an enemy aircraft. On the 3rd, they 
sighted two sails, ship's life-boats, from which Yarra took 
survivors from the Dutch merchant ship Parigi, which had 
been sunk by the Japanese on the 1st. The remainder of 
3rd March, and the night that followed, were without 
incident.

• At 6.30 a.m. on the 4th, "in a glorious sunrise", Yarra's 
clanging alarm rattles alerted the crew to the sighting, to 
the N.N.E., of three Japanese heavy cruisers and two 
destroyers.

• Lieut-Commander Rankin, Yarra's Commanding Officer, 
made an enemy report, ordered the ships of the convoy to 
scatter, took station between them and the Japanese, and 
made smoke to screen them while himself engaging. 

• One by one the four ships were smashed and sunk by gun 
fire from an enemy whose advantages in range, speed, 
and fire power were overwhelming.

• Anking was the first to go, she sank soon after 6.30 a.m. 

• Yarra was then on fire and with a heavy list to port, but 
was still shooting. 

• MMS.51 (whose crew had abandoned ship after taking 
scuttling action) was the next put under, sunk by close-
range pom-pom fire from one of the cruisers. 

• At about 7.30 a.m. Francol sank. 

HMAS Yarra

Last to go was Yarra, some time after 8 a.m. Rankin ordered 
"Abandon Ship" shortly before he was killed when an 8-inch 
salvo hit the bridge. Leading Seaman Taylor, captain of the 
last remaining gun, disregarded the "Abandon Ship" order, 
and continued in action until he was killed and the gun 
silenced. 

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 60



Commander Harrington
• Wilfred Hastings Harrington was born on 17 May 1906 at 

Maryborough, Queensland, in 1920 he entered the RAN College 
at Jervis Bay. In 1924 he went to sea as a Midshipman.

• On 30 August 1939 Harrington assumed command of the sloop 
HMAS Yarra. He was mentioned in dispatches for Iraq and 
awarded the DSO for Persia.

• In March 1942 He was appointed Executive officer of HMAS 
Australia and was again mentioned for his role in that ship at 
Guadalcanal.

• From July 1944 he commanded the destroyer HMAS Quiberon  in 
operations chiefly around the Netherlands East Indies.

• After the war he commanded the destroyer Warramunga and 
the aircraft carrier Sydney before commanding the Australian 
Fleet and in 1962 he was appointed Chief of Naval Staff.

• All who encountered him took him seriously, but the tufts of hair 
which he grew on his cheeks provided a talking point. 

• On noticing a sailor who affected similar whiskers, Harrington 
said: 'On me they look dignified; on you they look bloody 
ridiculous'. The sailor was ordered to be clean-shaven.  
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• Thanks for your attention.

War in the Pacific 1943 - ©Jerry McBrien - Wk 21 62


