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Background to the War in the Pacific

ÅOn 8th December 1941 (Australian time) the Empire of Japan attacked 
the US fleet at Pearl Harbour and invaded the Shanghai International 
Settlement, Hong Kong, The Philippines, Thailand and Malaya.

ÅWith extraordinary energy and skill they overran all the western 
empires in Asia in five months.
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8 December 1941 ςThe Wave Breaks
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9 to 13 December 1941
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15 to 22 December 1941
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23 to 31 December 1941

Hong Kong 
surrenders on 
Christmas Day

US Forces withdraw 
into the Bataan 
peninsula on 
Christmas day
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25th December
ÅMalaya

ÅCaptain Spencer Chapman crossed the Perak on Christmas Day intending to 
meet Roseforceat a rendezvous and guide it to suitable targets. The 
rendezvous failed, but he lay by a roadside and watched the enemy. He saw:

ÅάƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎ ŀƴŘ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǇƻǳǊƛƴƎ ŜŀǎǘǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ tŜǊŀƪ wƛǾŜǊΦ 
The majority of them were on bicycles in parties of forty or fifty, riding three 
or four abreast and talking and laughing just as if they were going to a football 
match. Indeed, some of them were actually wearing football jerseys; they 
seemed to have no standard uniform or equipment and were travelling as light 
as they possibly could. Some wore green, others grey, khaki or even dirty 
white. The majority had trousers hanging loose and enclosed in high boots or 
puttees; some had tight breeches and others shorts and rubber boots or gym 
ǎƘƻŜǎΦ Χ 

ÅTheir equipment and armament were equally varied and were slung over 
themselves and their bicycles with no apparent method. . . . The general 
impression was one of extraordinary determination: they had been ordered to 
go to the bridgehead, and in their thousands they were going, though their 
equipment was second-rate and motley and much of it had obviously been 
commandeered in Malaya. This was certainly true of their means of transport, 
for we saw several parties of soldiers on foot who were systematically 
searching the roadside kampongs for bicycles and most of the cars and lorries 
ōƻǊŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ǇƭŀǘŜǎΦ Φ Φ Φέ 

Åά!ƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƛƴ ǾŜǊȅ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ƻǿƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ-line soldiers, who were 
at this time equipped like Christmas trees with heavy boots, web equipment, 
packs, haversacks, water-bottles, blankets, ground-sheets, and even great-
Ŏƻŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎǇƛǊŀǘƻǊǎΣ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǊŘƭȅ ǿŀƭƪΣ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŜǎǎ ŦƛƎƘǘΦέ 

Chapman had trained Australian 
forces in guerrilla warfare and 

organised parties to stay behind in 
Japanese occupied areas.
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1 to 15 January 1942
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14th January - Gemas
Å In the first action by Australian troops in Malaya, shortly before 4 

p.m., a few Japanese on bicycles rounded the bend near the 
Gemenchehbridge. Soon a column of blithely chattering 
Japanese push cyclists, riding five or six abreast, was streaming 
over the bridge. They resembled a picnic party rather than part of 
an advancing army, except that they carried arms. 

Å Sounds along the road forward of his position suggested that 
motor transport, with perhaps the main body of the enemy 
convoy, was following. He therefore let from 200 to 300 of the 
cyclists pass, to be dealt with by troops in the rear. 

Å Only three motor cyclists appeared, followed by several hundred 
more cyclists. When these were tightly packed into the ambush, 
and on the bridge Duffy gave the order for the bridge to be 
blown.

Å The charge hurled timber, bicycles and bodies skyward.

Å Duffy's three platoons hurled grenades among the enemy and 
swept them with fire from Bren guns, Tommy guns and rifles. 

Å In twenty minutes it was all over. Of the sight across the river, 
Duffy related: ". . . the entire 300 yards of road was thickly 
covered with dead and dying menτthe result of blast when the 
bridge was blown up and the deadly fire of our Bren guns."
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Within hours the Japanese were in control of the 
Gemenchehambush area (where they restored the 
bridge for traffic within six hours of its having been 
blown up) and were advancing in force, with tanks, 
towards the battalion's main position.



16 to 31 January 1942
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1 to 15 February 1942
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16th February - Australia 
ÅOn 16th February, the Censor 

reported: 

Å"An outstanding feature of letters 
written in recent weeks is a growing 
volume of criticism of those in high 
places, who are held responsible for 
the reverses in the Pacific. 

ÅMuch of this comment is extremely 
bitter, and its intensity is increasing 
with the closer approach of the war to 
Australian shores. The letters are 
written by all classes of the 
community."

ÅάvǳƛǘŜ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŎƛǾƛƭƛŀƴ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎΣ ōȅ 
their own contents, do reflect panic 
and an expectation of defeat among 
!ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴǎΦέ
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16 to 28 February 1942
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1 to 15 March 1942
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Allied forces in 
Java surrender 8 
March 1942
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