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Situation report 15th February 1942
New Guinea
• Rabaul, Kavieng and Gasmata in Australian administered New Guinea have been invaded by the Japanese. 

• 141 Australian soldiers, who attempted to escape, have been captured by the Japanese and executed. A few 
hundred more remain fugitives in the jungle.

• The Coastwatchers have established contact with some of the fugitives and are starting to organise a rescue.

• Japanese shipping is in Rabaul in force and their aircraft are raiding further and further south.

• The RAAF are attacking shipping at Rabaul and Gasmata but they don’t have the means to make an impact.

• The defences of Port Moresby include three battalions of infantry but no fighter aircraft.

An Anzac naval command has been formed and a US Navy carrier task force has been detailed to 
support the Anzac area.

Malaya/Singapore
• Allied forces in Singapore have surrendered. 

• The airforce had withdrawn to Sumatra and the navy to Java. 

• The Japanese clearly had considerable numerical superiority at sea and in the air but it seems the army has 
been defeated by a force which was numerically inferior.

• Allied losses in Malaya and Singapore were 138,708 of whom more than 130,000 became prisoners. 
Australian losses were 18,490 of whom, 1,789 were killed and 1,306 were wounded.
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Situation report 15th February 1942
Netherland East Indies
• The Japanese are advancing to the south and west and are operating aircraft carriers in the area. Macassar 

and Bandjermasin have been taken and paratroops have landed at Palembang in Sumatra, with a sea convoy 
of reinforcements in Banka Strait.

• Ambon has been taken and Australia has lost contact with the Australian Battalion Taskforce stationed there 
and Timor, defended by a third Australian Battalion Task force, is under threat. Wavell has sought to 
reinforce Timor and another Australian battalion and an American artillery battalion are at sea en route 
Darwin Timor.

• The efforts of the RAF/RAAF/USAAF bombers to stop or even impede Japanese landings have been 
ineffective. Operations in Europe have also demonstrated that the RAF is useless at attacking ships. 

• 1 Australian Corps AIF is moving from the Middle East to reinforce NEI but Wavell is planning to split the 
force up and mix it in with Dutch forces. The first two convoys, carrying two battalions have just reached 
Sumatra. The 21st Brigade sailed from Bombay on 13th February and the 25th Brigade sailed from Suez on the 
9th.

• 1 Corps intelligence analysis is predicting that if the corps is landed in the NEI it will be lost.

General Wavell, 

• Supreme Commander of ABDA, has accepted that it will be difficult to hold Java and has recommended 
switching future reinforcements including the two Australian divisions to either Burma or Australia. 

Philippines

• The US/Philippino forces in the Philippines are bottled up in the Bataan peninsula and the Island fortress of 
Coregidor and are being starved by the Japanese blockade.
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Situation report 15th February 1942
Burma
• The Japanese have crossed from Thailand into southern Burma and are advancing towards 

Rangoon, and have reached Moulmein.

Australia
• The GOC Home Forces has asked the government to accept or countermand his strategy of not 

reinforcing “isolated localities” like Townsville and Tasmania.

• The US Navy has withdrawn from their base at Darwin.

Government
• Australia has not achieved any acceptable role in the direction of the war.

• Australian Intelligence is predicting an attack on Port Moresby and air raids on Townsville.

• Britain has agreed to allocate some fighters, tanks and light anti aircraft guns to Australia, to begin 
to remedy the most glaring weaknesses in Australian defence capability, but the numbers of 
fighters are small and the other items are allocations out of future production. The fighters have 
been supplied to the UK free by the USA under lend lease.

• There are currently no fighters in Australia to defend Australia.

• The government have approved the production of the Boomerang fighter.
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15th February - Sumatra
• Banka Strait, which offered the shortest route 

to where the enemy force was likely to be 
found, was too narrow for manoeuvring 
under air attack and held the added danger of 
mines. Admiral Doorman was ordered to take 
the striking force on the longer route through 
Gaspar Strait, the intention being that he 
should attack from the north in the hope of 
striking the enemy from the rear. 
• As the squadron steamed round the north of 

Banka Island next day (15th) it was attacked by 
waves of bombers, Hobart estimated 109 
bombers in all. 

• The assault was made from high altitude and so 
without torpedoes and Doorman's force escaped 
damage except for two American destroyers 
damaged by near misses.

• But the enemy achieved their main purpose; 
Doorman withdrew his force again through 
Gaspar Strait leaving the enemy an undisputed 
seaway, at least by seaborne craft.

A formation of Japanese twin engined land based bombers taking 
anti-aircraft fire whilst attacking ships in the Java Sea; seen from 

HMAS Hobart.
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15th February - Sumatra
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15th February - Strategy
• The 6th and 7th AIF divisions had been withdrawn from the Middle East to reinforce the A.B.D.A. Command. 

• Wavell's plan was that the 7th should go to southern Sumatra and the 6th to central Java. 
• The two divisions were not tactically loaded when they embarked from the Middle East and some of them had to be re-stowed in other ships 

en route, and men and equipment became further separated from each other during the voyage. 
• The divisions sailed from Egypt in several "flights", the first leaving Suez on 30th January. By the middle of February the first flight of 17,800 

men was in Bombay being re-stowed into smaller ships so as to avoid sending valuable big liners into the danger area.

• Lieut-General Lavarack, commander of I Australian Corps, in a message to the Chief of the General Staff dated 14th February, 
• raised the doubt whether the Australian divisions, in the circumstances in which they would arrive, would be able to prolong the land defence 

of Sumatra and Java and
• questioned whether the delay caused would justify the losses suffered and advised that 
• the 7th Division would probably not be ready for full-scale operations until at least the third week of March and the 6th Division probably not 

until the middle of April.

• A paper by the Chief of the General Staff, dated 15th February, 
• urged the immediate reconsideration of the future employment of the A.I.F. 
• The present policy of trying to hold isolated islands with inadequate resources should be reviewed. 
• "Our object at the present time," General Sturdee said, "should be to ensure the holding of some continental area from which we can 

eventually launch an offensive in the Pacific when American aid can be fully developed. 
• The immediate problem was how best to assure the security of Australia, which appeared to be the only practicable base from which the 

offensive could ultimately be launched. 
• The A.M.F. lacked much of its essential fighting equipment and was inadequately trained at present.

• He recommended the Government to consider immediately the diversion to Australia of that portion of the A.I.F. which had left or
was leaving the Middle East and the recall of the 9th Division and the remaining A.I.F. in the Middle East at an early date.

• Just as this paper was being completed, Canberra received from London a copy of an appreciation, dated 14th February, which 
Wavell had sent to Washington and London giving a warning of the serious difficulties likely to be faced in Sumatra and Java.

• In telegrams of the 15th, apparently approved for dispatch before news of the surrender at Singapore had been received, Curtin 
raised with Churchill the question whether the Allies could hold the Netherlands East Indies. It should, therefore, be urgently 
considered whether the A.I.F. should be diverted from Sumatra and Java to Australia.
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15th February – Escape from Singapore
• When during the evening, the order for the "cease-

fire" as from 8.30 p.m. came through Bennett 
handed over his command to his artillery 
commander, Brigadier Callaghan and moved off.

• Bennett, Major Moses and Lieutenant Walker, with 
some planters who had been serving in the 
Volunteer forces in Malaya, took charge of a native 
craft and got away from Singapore about 1 a.m. 
and made an adventurous trip to Sumatra.

• The Mary Rose, carrying Bowden and others, 
passed unmolested from Singapore Harbour on 
15th February. The original plan was that the 
launch to go to the Inderagiri River in Sumatra, 
from where its occupants could have reached 
Padang. It was decided, however, to make for 
Palembang, in the south-east of the island.

• Before and after capitulation Singapore's shores 
were combed for craft of any kind which gave hope 
of escape. Many who attempted escape died and 
others were captured, but about 3,000 reached 
Java or Ceylon through Sumatra. Most of those 
who reached Sumatra were evacuated through the 
west coast port of Padang.
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15th February – Escape from Singapore
• For many of the ships which left Singapore 

after the 12th February it was their last 
voyage. 
• If they survived the bombing they ran into the 

Japanese warships escorting the Palembang 
invasion force. 

• Around the 14th to the 16th February some forty 
ships, large and small, were sunk by bombs or 
gun fire with heavy loss of life.

• ML.310, a navy motor launch (73 tons) 
carrying Rear-Admiral Spooner and Air Vice-
Marshal Pulford  was lost by enemy action on 
15 Feb 1942, at Tjebia Island.

• Nearly a thousand British survivors, men, 
women and children, were collected from the 
islands of the Rhio Archipelago and 
transported to safety via Sumatra through the 
energy of the native ruler of the Archipelago 
and his people.
• They were ferried over to the mouth of the 

Inderagiri River, fifty or sixty miles away in 
Sumatra, most of them in native craft.

• From the Inderagiri River they crossed Sumatra 
to Padang.
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15th February - Sumatra
• The Japanese army amphibious force trans-shipped to landing 

craft in Muntok Harbour during the night, and at dawn on the 
15th crossed the strait and entered the Musi River delta, and 
proceeded upstream

• McCauley had been instructed to continue the attacks on the 
convoy from first light on the 15th. His force now consisted of 22 
Hurricanes, 35 Blenheims (many of them unserviceable) and 3 
Hudsons. A reconnaissance at first light showed about 20 
warships, transports and barges steaming through Banka Strait, 
while other transports and landing barges were swarming 
round the Musi estuary. 

• Heavy fog delayed the take-off for the attack but at 6.30 a.m. 
three RAAF Hudsons and three Blenheims took off. Flying just 
above the fog the Hudsons were met over Palembang by 
enemy fighters but they evaded attack by diving back into the 
fog. An aircraft from No. 1 Squadron made three attempts to 
leave the fog but each time enemy fighters were waiting for it 
and so, still using the fog as cover, it returned to P.2.

• The two No. 8 Squadron Hudsons evaded the Zeros and, 
coming out of the fog, saw 23 enemy ships. They attacked one 
vessel and scored near misses. One of the three Blenheims also 
got through the enemy fighter screen and scored near misses 
on a transport. The other two Blenheims attacked landing 
barges and sank five or six, all laden with troops. 
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15th February - Sumatra
• On the morning of the 15th another force of enemy paratroops, about 100 strong, was 

dropped over P.1 aerodrome.

• The reinforcement of the paratroops and reports that the main enemy invasion force was 
on its way up the Musi caused the commander of the Dutch ground forces to withdraw 
to the south-west." 
• ABDA Command, aware of the fall of Singapore and conscious of the weight of the enemy's assault 

on the Palembang area, ordered all British units in Sumatra to withdraw to Java. 
• The local Dutch commander now believing it was too late to restore the position proposed that "in 

one hour 's time" the ferries across the river and all railhead facilities would be blown up to hinder 
the southward advance of the Japanese. 

• Fortunately the manager of the Sumatra Railways, despite contrary orders, delayed demolition 
and maintained the rail service to Oosthaven until the evacuation had been completed.

• Withdrawal from P.2 began about 10.30 a.m. on the 15th. 
• The aerodrome was 25 miles from Prabumulih, the nearest station, where the troops were to 

entrain for Oosthaven.
• Successive parties were marched out, each man carrying a "swag" and a day's rations. 
• All available vehicles operated a shuttle service, picking up parties that had marcheded part of the 

way and driving them to within a few miles of the station then returning to pick up other parties. 
• About 1,200 men were moved in this way. 
• About 6.30 p.m. the last party marched out, led by McCauley. 
• After they had covered about five miles they were picked up by motor vehicles.
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15th February - Sumatra
• Five more bomber strikes were made on ships and barges during the day. 

Direct bomb hits were claimed on three transports, one of which was sunk 
and several others damaged.  

• As the day wore on enemy fighter interception ceased and the Hurricanes 
were able to make gunnery sweeps over the troop-laden barges, on the 
river. Hudsons and Blenheims, after their bombing runs, joined in the 
attacks on the barges. At least 20 were sunk. The bombers and Hurricanes 
between them claimed to have shot down at least three enemy fighters 
and to have damaged five more. 

• On their last strike of the day the Hurricanes were sent to attack aircraft 
sighted on a beach on the south-west of Banka Island. These were believed 
to be Zeros, stranded without fuel and unable to return to their carrier. The 
Hurricanes, without opposition, destroyed most if not all of them.

• During the night of the 15th-16th the leading Japanese troops reached the 
outskirts of Palembang and joined up with the parachute troops.
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15th February
• Sea - AIF

• Dorsetshire escorted convoy "JS.2"—of one 
ship, Orcades—from Colombo

• then took over the escort of "SJ1”, the first 
convoy organised to relieve the growing 
congestion at Tanjong Priok and get ships out 
of the ABDA Area as quickly as possible. 

• She handed "JS2" over to Dragon and 
Encounter south of Sunda Strait, and that 
convoy proceeded to Oosthaven, where it 
arrived at midday on the 15th

• carrying the first two battalions of the 7th

division. 

• The troops were disembarking with a view to 
advancing to the defence of P2 and 
Palembang, 

• when a signal was received from Wavell's 
headquarters ordering that no troops be 
disembarked and that the Orcades, was to sail 
immediately for Batavia. 
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15th February - Burma
• Land
• By mid-February they (the 

Japanese) had crossed the Salween 
River.

• Air
• A second Blenheim bomber 

squadron, No. 45, in which a 
majority of the aircrew were 
Australians, arrived from the 
Middle East on 15th February.

• Within an hour of landing a 
number of the crews went into 
action, and made low-level attacks 
on boats on the Salween River and 
on wharves and anti -aircraft 
positions at Moulmein.
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16th February

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 15



16th February - Australia 
• Parliament

• "The fall of Singapore,” said the Prime Minister on 16th February, ”can only be described as 
Australia’s Dunkirk. It will be recalled that the fall of Dunkirk initiated the Battle for Britain. The 
fall of Singapore opens the Battle for Australia. 
• On its issue depends not merely the fate of this Commonwealth but the frontier of the United States of 

America and, indeed, all the Americas, and therefore, in large measure, the fate of the English-speaking world.
• He would be a very dull person who could not discard all his preconceived ideas of strategy and war and who 

does not accept the fall of Singapore as involving a completely new situation.“

• Strategy

• The Australian Chiefs of Staff, after reviewing these three papers by Sturdee, Wavell and Lavarack, 
expressed the opinion, in a report dated 16th February, that, if possible, 
• all Australian forces now under orders to transfer to the Far East from the Middle East should be diverted to 

Australia and that 
• Darwin was the first place in Australia that should be reinforced. 
• The recall of the 9th Division, which was in Syria, required early consideration.

• Curtin, talking to reporters, said. “What I have to settle is whether even for a very good reason, I 
am justified in taking the risk of sending men, whose arms and equipment are on ships far behind 
them, into places where the Japanese may very well reach them before their arms and 
ammunition do.”
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16th February - Australia 
• On 16th February, the Censor 

reported: 

• "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. 

• Much 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."

• “Quite a number of civilian letters, by 
their own contents, do reflect panic 
and an expectation of defeat among 
Australians.”
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16th February - Sea
• Pacific

• Lexington’s Combat Air Patrol had sighted an RNZAF Hudson on 14th February and three SBDs were then flown to Suva with signals 
and a staff officer to confer with Admiral Leary’s ANZAC staff. 

• Brown proposed raiding Rabaul, King and Leary promptly agreed. 
• After fuelling at sea from the tanker Neosho, the taskforce met the ANZAC taskforce at sea, between Suva and Noumea on 16th February.
• A tanker had to be sent out to a designated rendezvous so the force could fuel after the first strike. Admiral Crace, (commanding the ANZAC 

taskforce) after protesting, that he was out there to shoot Japs and not to chaperon a blooming oiler, accepted that assignment.
• The taskforce kept the strictest radio silence, delivering necessary messages by plane to Brisbane. 
• Brown’s plan was to pass east of the New Hebrides and the Solomons to reach a position where he could attack Rabaul from the North East.
• He planned to launch an air strike at dawn on the 21st and then, depending on the situation send in a heavy cruiser and two destroyers to 

bombard the base. 
• Cincpac intelligence had the Japanese fleet carriers in the Dutch East Indies where they offered no threat.

• Darwin

• At 9.15 a.m. on the 16th a flying-boat again took up the shadowing of the Timor convoy. 
• Two hours later, about 300 miles west and a bit south of Darwin, convoy and escort were attacked by thirty-six twin engined bombers and nine 

flying-boats. 
• In spite of determined attacks which went on for an hour, none of the ships received a direct hit and only one of the convoy, Mauna Loa,

suffered slight damage. 
• The safety of the convoy was largely due to the heavy and accurate anti-aircraft fire, especially from Houston, which protected the convoy with 

a barrage which made her "like a sheet of flame".

• At ABDA headquarters the presence of enemy aircraft carriers in the vicinity was suspected. It was felt certain that more attacks 
would be launched on the convoy, and General Wavell therefore ordered it back to Darwin. Course was reversed at 3.15 p.m. on 
the 16th, and Darwin was reached in the forenoon of the 18th.

• Timor

• The 79th Light Anti-Aircraft Battery (a British unit sent by Wavell) arrived at Koepang from Surabaya on the 16th.
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16th February - Pacific
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16th February – Darwin Timor
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16th February - Sea
• Sumatra/ Java

• On the 16th February the ships of convoys "JS.l" and "JS.2" were still at Oosthaven. 
Troops had disembarked from "JS .1", and equipment had been off-loaded; but the re-
embarkation of the troops and the destruction of the equipment on shore had been 
ordered; and the troops in "JS.2 " (Orcades) were ordered not to disembark and the ships 
of convoys "JS .1" and "JS .2" sailed for Batavia that day.

• On the 16th convoy "SJ.2", Plancius and Empire Star, carrying between them some 3,000 
refugees, sailed from Batavia, Plancius for Colombo, escorted by Durban; and Empire Star 
for Fremantle, proceeding independently after clearing Sunda Strait.

• Consciousness of the vulnerability of southern Sumatra, and grim experience of the 
enemy's capacity to follow each advantage swiftly, led the withdrawing forces to expect a 
quick Japanese drive to Oosthaven, and lack of a strong unified command in the field 
produced inevitable confusion.

• The staff at Oosthaven had been ordered to clear all troops from the port by midnight on 
the 16th and the evacuation had therefore to be completed without any further attempt 
to save the great quantity of stores and equipment lying in the dock area.
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16th February – Banka Island
• The Sarawak royal yacht, Vyner Brooke, had left 

Singapore on 12th February. The passengers 
included sixty-four Australian nurses in the charge 
of Matron Drummond of the 2/13th Australian 
General Hospital, who had been ordered out as the 
enemy pressed on the city. 

• The ship had been bombed and sunk off Banka 
Island on the afternoon of the 14th. 

• Two of the nurses were killed during the bombing, 
• nine were last seen drifting on a raft, 
• and the others reached land. 
• Twenty-two landed from a lifeboat on the north coast 

of the island, a few miles from Muntok.

• Although two of them had been badly wounded, 
they were supported by the others in a long walk 
along the beach to a fire lit by earlier arrivals from 
the same vessel, some of them also wounded.

• On the 16th, when it was found that Japanese 
were in possession of the island, an officer was 
sent to Muntok to negotiate their surrender. Some 
of the women and children in the group set off 
soon after for Muntok. 

Sister Gardam, Sister Hannah and Matron Drummond of the 2/4 
Casualty Clearing Station, 8th Australian Division. They were 
amongst sixty-four nurses evacuated on the Vyner Brooke.

Photo by Sgt Major J.D. Emmett.
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16th February – Banka Island
• The Australian nurses stayed to care for the wounded.

• About ten Japanese soldiers in charge of an officer then appeared. The men in the party capable of walking 
were marched round a small headland. To their horror the women saw the Japanese who had accompanied 
the group wiping their bayonets and cleaning their rifles as they returned.

• The nurses were then ordered to walk into the sea, supporting the two wounded among them. ''Chin up, 
girls!'' Drummond called out ''I'm proud of you all and I love you all.‘’ When they were kneedeep, the 
Japanese machinegunned them. 

• Sister Vivian Bullwinkel regained consciousness and found herself washed ashore and lying on her back, 
while Japanese were running up the beach, laughing over the massacre.

• After a further period of unconsciousness she found herself on the beach surrounded by the bodies of the 
rest of the group. 

• “I was so cold that my only thought was to find some warm spot to die. I dragged myself up to the edge of the jungle and lay 
in the sun where I must have slept for hours. 

• When I woke the sun was almost setting. I spent the night huddled under some bamboos only a few yards from my dead 
colleagues, too dazed and shocked for anything to register. 

• Next morning I examined my wound and realised I had been shot through the diaphragm and that it would not prove fatal. 
• For several days I remained in the jungle. I found fresh water where I could get a drink and have a bath . . . . 
• On the third day, driven by hunger, I went down to the lifeboat to see if there were any iron rations in it. . . . 
• A voice called "Sister", and I found an Englishman there. . . . After machine-gunning the sisters the Japanese had bayoneted 

the men on stretchers. He too had been bayoneted, and left for dead.”

• She hid with the wounded British soldier for 12 days before deciding to surrender. They were taken into 
captivity, but the soldier died soon after. Bullwinkel was reunited with survivors of the Vyner Brooke. She 
told them of the massacre, but none spoke of it again until after the war lest it put Bullwinkel, as witness to 
the massacre, in danger.
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17th February - Strategy
• Acting on the advice of the Chiefs of Staff, Curtin immediately sent a further 

telegram to Churchill on the 17th 
• asking for the diversion to Australia of the 6th and 7th Divisions 
• and the British armoured brigade of 3,000 that was with them, and for 
• the recall of the 9th Division at an early date. 
• Next day his action was confirmed by the War Cabinet, which also decided that Wavell should 

be asked where he intended to use the advance party of 3,400 Australian troops at Batavia.

• The Minister for the Army, a representative of a northern Queensland 
constituency, found these (MacKay’s) military arguments so disturbing that he 
referred them to the War Cabinet on 17th February with a recommendation that 
• "the policy of the Government should now be defined as a determination to defend the 

whole of the populated areas of Australia to the utmost of our ability, and to prevent the 
enemy by every means within our power from obtaining a foothold on our shores".

• The request for the diversion of the A.I.F. to Australia crossed in transit 
suggestions from both Churchill and Roosevelt that they be diverted to Burma.

• The reports from Wavell and the general situation after the surrender at 
Singapore were discussed in the British War Cabinet and Defence Committee on 
the 16th and in the Pacific War Council on the 17th.
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17th February - Strategy
• A dispatch from Wavell on the 16th (but not repeated to Australia until the 18th), advised 

• that the landing of the Australian Corps in Java would be an extremely precarious operation, 
• that its maintenance might be difficult in face of enemy air superiority and 
• that success in defence, even if the corps were successfully landed, was extremely problematical. 
• Under the best of conditions the 7th Division could not be unloaded and operative until 21st March. 
• The loss of Java, though a severe blow, would not be fatal. 
• Both Burma and Australia were "absolutely vital" and efforts should not therefore be made to reinforce Java 

which might compromise the defence of Burma or Australia. 
• The risk of landing the Australian Corps in Java was unjustifiable from a tactical and strategical point of view.

• If the Australian Corps were to be diverted from the Netherlands Indies, Wavell recommended 
that at least one division—and both if possible—should go to Burma, which should also be 
strengthened by building up a heavy bomber force. 
• Stronger forces in Burma must have a very great effect on Japanese strategy and a heartening effect on China 

and India. 
• It was the only theatre in which offensive land operations against Japan would be possible, in the near future. 

It should be possible for American troops to provide reinforcement for Australia if required. 

• The British War Cabinet and Defence Committee and the Pacific War Council also had before 
them the telegrams sent by Curtin on the 15th and the 17th stressing the importance of the 
defence of Australia and asking for the diversion of the 6th and 7th Divisions to Australia and for 
the early recall of the 9th.
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17th February
• Strategy

• On the 17th, Lavarack had cabled that the Orcades with 3,400 troops, mostly Australian, had been ordered 
to Batavia, that he had represented to Wavell that they should not be disembarked, but that Wavell did not 
agree, being "anxious to avoid appearance precipitately changed plan which might compromise relations 
Dutch and prestige generally; also wishes them to protect aerodromes in Java". 

• Lavarack added that he considered there was no possibility of employing the A.I.F. to advantage in Java. 
• Sturdee commented that if the troops landed and were distributed in Java it would be difficult if not impossible to withdraw 

them.

• The 7th Division was not in a single convoy ready to set out at short notice for Rangoon. It had embarked at 
Suez in five flights. 

• On the 17th February, when the Pacific War Council made its recommendation, 
• the Orcades (two battalions) had reached Batavia, 
• the second convoy (21st Brigade Group) was between Bombay and Colombo, 
• the third (25th Brigade Group) was due at Colombo on the 18th, 
• the fourth (18th Brigade Group) was two days' sail west of Bombay, where it was to trans-ship into smaller transports (a task 

that would take five days), and 
• the fifth, three days' sail west of Colombo. 

• In addition, the transports had been hurriedly assembled from far and wide, and the staffs in Egypt, had 
loaded each group of ships as they became available, putting men on troop transports and heavy equipment 
on cargo ships, and had sent them off. Consequently the men were not necessarily in the same convoy as 
their heavy equipment. Lavarack had pointed out on the 13th that the 7th Division could not be ready for 
operations in Sumatra until about 21st March. It was unlikely therefore that it could be ready for action in 
Burma even as early as that.
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17th February
• Singapore

• On 17th February the entire Chinese community of Singapore was ordered to congregate at assembly points 
within the next five days.

• All Chinese were interrogated and any suspected of:
• volunteering in the British forces,
• contributing to the Chinese relief fund,
• working for the British,
• Being a communist or
• joining anti Japanese organisations 
• Were detained together with all males of military age.

• Most of those detained were massacred. 

• Australian POWs were forced to bury some of them on the beach near Changi and were forced to drown 
some of them, who were not quite dead yet, before burying them.

• Numbers killed in this Japanese “Clean up” are estimated around 40,000.

• Sumatra

• The time for completing the evacuation of Oosthaven was set at 2 a.m. on the 17th. The embarkation of 
troops was carried out accordingly, all equipment that could be lifted having been taken on board the ships. 

• On the 15th, 16th and 17th about 2,500 R.A.F. men, 1,890 British troops, 700 Dutch troops and about 1,000 
civilians were embarked in twelve vessels
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17th February - Sea
• On the 17th February the 

Netherlands East Indies battalion 
on Banka Island had to be taken 
back to Java. On their way back in a 
ship [Sloet van de Beele] escorted 
by a destroyer [Van Nes] the ship, 
the destroyer, and the battalion 
were all lost to a Japanese air 
attack. 

• Canberra proceeded to Sydney, 
where she arrived on 17th 
February for refit. 

• Orcades with the first flight of 1 
Australian Corps reached Batavia.

HMT Orcades, carrying members of the 
AIF from the Middle East, at Batavia, 

February 1942.
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17th February – Banka Island
• At the entrance to Banka Strait before dawn on 17th February 

a searchlight suddenly shone on the Mary Rose, and two 
Japanese patrol vessels trained their guns on her. 

• With no white flag to show, the party used a pair of 
underpants to indicate surrender, and was taken to Muntok
Harbour, Banka Island. 

• There, as its members' baggage was being examined, Bowden 
remonstrated with a Japanese guard about some article 
being taken from him. 

• The party was then marched to a hall where hundreds of 
other civilian and service captives were held. 

• Bowden asked that he be allowed to interview a Japanese 
officer in order to make known his diplomatic status. Another 
altercation with a guard resulted. 

• Bowden, an elderly, white-haired man, was punched and 
threatened with a bayonet, and the guard sought to remove 
his gold wrist watch. 

• Then, when a second guard had been brought, he was told by 
signs that he was to accompany the two. 

• He was led from the hall by the guards with rifles with 
bayonets fixed.

• Bowden was made to dig his own grave and then shot.
Staff of the Australian Trade Commission office in 

Shanghai, 1937, VG Bowden centre.
Picture from Trove 
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17th February - Air

• On 17 February, eight P-40’s had flown seventy-five miles to Madioen
to pick up a bomb load of four 20-kilogram bombs per plane. Another 
hop, of 325 miles, brought them to Batavia, from there they flew 275 
miles across the Java Sea for a bombing and strafing attack on 
Japanese shipping and aircraft in the region of Palembang. 

• Japanese fighters intercepted so spiritedly that only three of the 
American planes were successful in breaking through to the targets.

• Bombs were dropped among enemy landing barges, and the 
Americans accounted for four of the Japanese fighters with no loss to 
themselves.

• All of the P-40’s returned safely to Ngoro the next day.
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17th February - Air
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18th February - Australia
• The War Cabinet decided on 18th February 

• that the memorandum by Mackay should be considered by the Chiefs of Staff before being submitted to the 
War Cabinet and it directed the Chiefs of Staff to submit a fresh appreciation on the defence of Australia. 
The appreciation was to 

• pay regard to the importance of holding Australia as the main base in the south-west Pacific for the development of counter-
offensive action against Japan with American assistance and to 

• consider the strength and disposition of the forces necessary for the defence of Australia, 
• taking into account both the return of the A.I.F. and the possibility of American and Canadian reinforcements.

• that Blamey should return to Australia, and Morshead should command the A.I.F. in the Middle East.

• to tell Wavell that Lavarack considered the Australian troops now at Batavia could not be employed to 
advantage in the Indies.

• that the Department of Munitions would have a general authority to continue production of munitions as 
existing orders were completed in anticipation of further orders.

• After the Chief of the Air Staff told the War Cabinet that the first six squadrons of American fighters 
assembled in Australia were to go to ABDA Command, 

• the War Cabinet decided to ask General Wavell that some at least of these machines be retained in Australia 
for the defence of Darwin, as well as the east coast areas and Port Moresby.

• On 18th February the Minister for War Organisation of Industry, Mr J. J. Dedman, announced decisions 
prohibiting the manufacture of a wide range of non-essential commodities and requiring manufacturers to 
provide information on the number and types of workers who would become available for war work as a 
result of the ban. 
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18th February - London
• Reporting the results of meetings in London in cables received in Australia on the afternoon of the 18th, 

Page said that 
• the whole strategical position in the Far East, the Pacific and the Indian Oceans had been considered. 
• It was unanimously recognised that Australia and India must be preserved as the main bases for operations against Japan, 

irrespective of what Japan was doing elsewhere, and that 
• the road for supplies to China must be kept open at all costs, 
• both to keep China in the war and because this was the only area in which land operations against Japan could be continued 

at present.

• The Dutch declared that they would fight on to defend Java, but they did not expect the Australian 
reinforcements to be sent into Java as it would only uselessly waste Allied manpower.

• The Australian Government's policy of taking the whole of their forces back into the Pacific area and to 
Australia was accepted, but they were to be asked to agree that the 7th Division, which was already on the 
water, should go to Burma, which was considered to be "the most urgent spot" at the moment. 

• The 7th Division were the only troops that could reach Rangoon in time and the position of the convoy made 
it imperative that permission to use the Australians there should be given within 24 hours. 

• In the meantime the 6th Division, leading elements of which were already embarking, and the 9th Division 
would go as fast as possible back into the Australian area, and 

• the 7th would be reinforced in Burma by the 70th British Division (less one brigade to be retained in Ceylon), which would be
the next division to be shipped from the Middle East. 

• Page was assured by Churchill and the Chief of the Air Staff that arrangements were already in train for very 
substantial reinforcements for Burma. 
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18th February - Australia

Service detachments and part of the crowd at the Liberty Loan rally 
in Martin Place

The Prime Minister, Mr Curtin, speaking at a £35,000,000 Liberty 
Loan rally in Martin 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 Hughes and Mr Fadden.
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18th February – The Strategic Debate
• Australia

• In the afternoon, after the war bond rally in Sydney, Curtin suffers an attack of gastritis, and is admitted to St 
Vincent’s Hospital for treatment, where he remains overnight.

• London

• Page strongly recommended that the Australian Government should concur in this proposal (to divert the 7th

division to Burma). 

• His arguments were reinforced by those of Bruce in a personal telegram to Curtin sent on 18th February.

• Australia

• Late on the night of the 18th Curtin replied to Page warning him of the "very strong probability" that the 
Government would adhere to its decision for the return of the A.I.F. to Australia 

• and that, in the meantime, the convoy should not be committed to Burma. 
• Further advice would be given to him "within the next half day"

• London

• About the same time as he received this message, Page learnt that Wavell’s appreciation of 16th February, 
on which Page had relied to a large extent in recommending the diversion of the 7th Division to Burma, had 
not yet been sent to Australia and, after arranging for its urgent transmission, he cabled to Curtin begging 
him to defer a final decision until he had studied Wavell's views.

• Australia

• When the Advisory War Council was informed on 18th February of the action taken by Curtin to request the 
return of the A.I.F., non-Government members also asked that the question be deferred, 
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18th February - Sea
• In Oosthaven,at 6 p.m. on the 17th, Burnie anchored one cable off shore in a position where its gun 

commanded a bridge giving access to the wharf. 
• A demolition party was landed, and worked through the night. 

• They destroyed ammunition dumps and rolling stock; 
• landed four depth charges, three of which were placed under the wharf and one in the cargo sheds; 
• and poured sulphuric acid into the working parts, and hammered over the propeller blades, of four trucks of torpedoes. 

• At 3 p.m. on the 18th the rearguard (N.E.I. troops) embarked in the last remaining merchant ship, which then sailed. 
• At 3.20 p.m. the depth charges were exploded and the wharf blown up, and all rubber stocks were set on fire. 
• Burnie weighed at 4.20 p.m., and in a short bombardment set the oil tanks on fire; blew up ammunition dumps; and 

destroyed the bridge of the approach road from Tanjong Kereng. 
• At 5.30 p.m. on the 18th Burnie departed for Tanjong Priok, where she arrived next morning.

• At 9.10 a.m. on the 18th, a Japanese force of four cruisers and two unspecified vessels was reported about 
140 miles south-west of Macassar, roughly midway to Bali; and at 3 p.m. it was again reported about sixty 
miles north-east of Bali and proceeding towards the island at 15 knots.

• The invasion force reached its destination at Bali, off Sanur on the south - east coast, at about 10 p.m. on the 
18th. 

• Doorman’s Tjilatjap force, consisting of De Ruyter, Java, Piet Hein and the American destroyers Ford and 
Pope, sailed at about the same time, starting a 400-mile run along Java 's south coast to Bali.

• Houston and Peary were needed urgently by Doorman, and the two ships left Darwin again for Java later 
that day (18th). Houston proceeded to Tjilatjap but Peary engaged in a hunt for a suspected submarine 
outside Darwin, and used so much fuel that she had to return to Darwin to refuel. She entered Darwin early 
on 19th
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18th February - Sea
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18th February
• Timor

• Air

• On the 18th Headlam received orders to evacuate all the R.A.A.F. staff except small maintenance 
and signals parties. Every man volunteered to remain. Six officers and 23 other ranks were 
selected, including Flying Officer Cole and his party who were absent salvaging what they could 
from the crashed American Kittyhawks. 

• At dusk that day 6 Hudsons arrived to take the main staff to Darwin. On their way 4 of them, led 
by Ryland, had attacked an enemy submarine. Since they carried no bombs they dived as low as 
10 feet over the water to fire their guns, but without success. 

• At 3.30 a.m. on the 19th the Hudsons left again for Darwin carrying all but the selected rear party 
which, in company with members of Sparrow Force, began the pre-arranged demolitions and the 
mining of the aerodrome.

• Sparrow Force was informed that Penfui would cease to be an operating station, and become a 
refuelling point only. Its use even for this purpose became questionable when news was received 
that the Den Pasar airfield at Bali, used as a further stage in flying fighter aircraft to Java, had 
been so heavily bombed as to be unserviceable, and was under frequent attack.

• Army

• Darwin was asked by Leggatt to state the future role of Sparrow Force in these circumstances, but 
no reply was received. (date not stated but after the RAAF had gone on the 19th)
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18th February - Air
• Java

• The weather continued bad, the fields were muddy, and mechanics worked for twenty-four hours 
at a time to keep the B17s in repair. From 9 February to the 18th, not counting reconnaissance, 
ferry, or courier flights, 
• the bombers attempted a total of sixteen missions involving seventy-two B-17 and fifteen LB-30 sorties. 
• On fifty-one of these sorties, the planes turned back, a few of them for mechanical reasons but most of them 

because of impenetrable weather. 
• Of those which got through to the target areas, only a few could claim success.

• All too typical was the report of a flight of three bombers on 12 February that they “believed they 
hit a boat.” 

• Perhaps the best day came on 15 February, when five B- 17’s claimed one hit on an auxiliary 
vessel and another on a cruiser. The following day claims also were made for hits on two 
transports.

• Lacking any advantage of numbers or of fighter escort, the bombers usually made their runs at 
high altitude, as standard procedure directed. 

• The inadequate air defences of the fields in Java frequently made it necessary between missions 
and during daylight hours to put the bombers into the air to prevent their destruction on the 
ground, a necessity which added to the mounting strain on all personnel.
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18th February - Air
• Australia

• 12 Flying Fortresses allocated for service in 
the South-West Pacific reached Townsville on 
18th and 19th February. They belonged to No. 
22 Bombardment and No. 88 Reconnaissance 
Squadrons and some of the crews had flown 
into Oahu while the Japanese were attacking 
Pearl Harbour on 7th December. 

• After operating from their Hawaiian base for 
two months they had been attached to an 
American naval task force charged with 
protection of the supply route between the 
United States and Australia. 

• Now based on Garbutt aerodrome, 
Townsville, the crews had to do all their own 
maintenance and armament work.

• Burma

• The Japanese delivered their first air attack on 
Mandalay, Burma's second largest city, on the 
18th.

Garbutt Airfield, Magnetic Island in the Background
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18th February - Burma
• On the 18th February, General Hutton (GOC Burma) had cabled 

ABDA and the War Office that 
• he could not be certain of holding the position on the Bilin River. 
• If this line were lost the enemy might penetrate the line of the Sittang River 

without much difficulty and the evacuation of Rangoon would become an 
imminent possibility. 

• The best he could hope for was that the line of the Sittang River could be 
held. 

• A withdrawal to that river would, however, seriously interfere with the use 
of the railway to the north and thus with the passage of supplies to China. 

• To hold the line of the river permanently and to undertake the offensive, he 
would want the extra division which had already been promised him but 
was not scheduled to arrive until April. 

• To defend Rangoon against a seaborne attack on the scale which had now 
become possible, he would require a second additional division, 

• and to provide for a reserve and for internal security a third division was 
desirable. 

• He required therefore, over and above the two divisions which he already 
had, an additional three.

• His existing two divisions were the 17th Indian Division, which 
included two Indian and one Burmese Brigades in the south and the 
1st Burma Division composed of one Indian and two Burma 
brigades in the north. 

• There was concern in the command that the Burmese battalions were not 
reliable.
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19th February - Australia
• Government

• The National Security (Mobilisation of Services and Property) Regulations (notified on 19th February) enabled 
the Government to require any person resident in Australia to perform any specified services for the nation 
or to .. place his property at the service of the nation. There was no power to confiscate property but the 
Commonwealth could require the use of any property for the better prosecution of the war. 

• One of its earliest applications was against striking coalminers.

• The Economic Organisation Regulations were intended 
• to peg wages at the level of the date of the regulations, 19th February; 
• to limit profits to 4 % pa; 
• to direct price control to controlling profits; 
• to peg interest rates and 
• prohibit speculative dealings in property.

• Strategy

• On resuming on the 19th they (Advisory War Council) had before them the additional telegrams reporting 
the British and American wish that the 7th Division should go to Burma as well as Laverack’s Orcades cable. 

• The non-Government members were of the opinion that Australia should agree to the recommendation of the Pacific War 
Council that the 7th Division should go to Burma.

• The War Cabinet, however, held to its decision for the return of the A.I.F. to Australia and in a telegram at 7.30 p.m. on 19th 
February, Curtin, still in St Vincent’s, so instructed Page.

• That day (19th) the Dominions Office sent a cable to the Australian Government stating that General Marshall 
had said that an American division would leave for Australia in March and asking whether, in consequence, 
the destination of the 6th and 9th Australian Divisions might not be left open. "more troops might be badly 
needed in Burma".
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19th February - Darwin
• On 19th February US ships in Darwin were the destroyer Peary and seaplane tender William B. 

Preston. 

• There were four American transports—Meigs, Mauna Loa, and Portmar of the returned Koepang
convoy; and Admiral Halstead (of the original Pensacola convoy) which reached Darwin on 18th 
February loaded with drums of aviation fuel intended for the Philippines. 

• One tanker with oil fuel to replenish the Darwin tanks was there—the British vessel British 
Motorist (6,891 tons); and 

• the Australian ships Tulagi, Zealandia; Neptuna (5,952 tons) and Barossa (4,239 tons). Neptuna's
cargo included 200 tons of depth charges. 

• Australian naval vessels present included the depot ship Platypus the sloops Swan and Warrego; 
the corvettes of the 24th Minesweeping Flotilla, and auxillary vessels.

• Originally bound for Singapore, but now in Darwin awaiting instructions, was the hospital ship 
Manunda.

• The concentration of shipping was largely due to the poor working conditions in Darwin delaying 
the unloading. This situation was aggravated in early February by a cyclone which reached Darwin 
on the 2nd and for six days made harbour work impossible.

• The 19th February 1942, dawned bright and clear over Darwin. There was a light westerly breeze 
and a smooth sea. Visibility was extreme.
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19th February - Darwin
• Darwin's anti-aircraft defences consisted of 18 guns (16 3.7-inch and two 3-inch), with 

supporting searchlight batteries, and numerous machine-gun posts set up around the 
gun positions, the oil tanks and Service camps and dumps together with the guns of all 
the warships in the harbour. 

• The Chiefs of Staff had reviewed Darwin's anti-aircraft defences on 15th December and 
agreed that these were relatively strong compared with other parts of Australia but that, 
while some increase was desirable, it could be achieved only "at the expense of the vital 
area in New South Wales”

• The RAAF station only had 10 twin-Vickers machine-guns, and 12 .5-inch anti-aircraft 
guns, obtained from the United States Army, for anti-aircraft defence, which would not 
be effective at heights beyond a few hundred feet.

• In North-Western Area on 19th February there were 
• 17 Hudsons of Nos. 2 and 13 Squadrons, 
• 14 Wirraways of No. 12 Squadron (then engaged in short-range seaward reconnaissance), 
• 10 USAAF Kittyhawks in transit to Java, and 
• a USAAF Liberator. 
• Nine of the Hudsons (including 6 that had arrived that morning from Koepang) and the 10 

Kittyhawks were at RAAF Station Darwin, 
• 5 unserviceable Wirraways were at the Civil Aerodrome.
• 9 Wirraways were at Batchelor and 8 Hudsons (no crews) were at Daly Water. 
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19th February - Darwin
• At 9.15 am on 19th February Major Pell lead his 10 Kittyhawks of the 33rd Pursuit (Provisional) off 

for Koepang on their way to Java. They set course with a Flying Fortress for navigation escort. A 
short time later after Koepang warned of bad weather ahead, Pell, extremely conscious of his 
pilots' lack of operational experience, decided to turn back. 

• At 9.35 on the morning of the 19th the Catholic Mission on Bathurst Island radioed that a large 
number of aircraft had just passed overhead travelling south at a great height. The mission radio 
was then jammed.

• At 9.37 a.m. Wing Commander Griffith, the station commander, received this message via A.C.H. 
(Area Combined Headquarters) in the RAAF operations room. 
• There was some discussion in the operations room about the possibility that the approaching aircraft might 

be Major Pell’s squadron returning off track. Griffith did not think so, though it was not uncommon for fighter 
formations to lose their bearings, but 

• it was possible that a formation of American aircraft was arriving without notice, another not unusual 
occurrence. 

• He was conscious of the need to avoid false alarms which seriously affected morale and two of which had 
been given within the last six weeks.

• One of these was on 5th January when an Allied convoy, diverted on a voyage to the Philippines, arrived off 
Darwin from Brisbane without warning and the second was on 15th February, when the American Kittyhawks
flew in from Port Pirie unannounced.

• About 9.40 a.m., arriving over the Darwin base again, Pell ordered five of the force, including 
Lieutenant Oestreicher, his one experienced pilot, to patrol over the harbour while he led the 
other four down for refuelling.
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19th February - Darwin
• At 9.45 a.m. navy headquarters had a report of a large formation of aircraft approaching.

• At 9.45, while the patrol aircraft were at 8,000 feet and climbing, Oestreicher, looking up, 
saw fighters diving on them. He shouted "Zeros, Zeros” into his radio and dived away, 
dropping his belly tank. The other Kittyhawks followed his example, but the Zeros quickly 
disposed of four of them. Two American pilots were killed when they were shot down 
into the sea, another baled out over the sea, and the other though wounded managed to 
crash land on the aerodrome. Oestreicher fought his way out and found temporary cloud 
cover after shooting down one Zero.

• Major Hone of the 2/14th Field Regiment encamped at Night Cliffs, informed the RAAF 
that he had seen a Kittyhawk plunge into the sea and a parachute open out far above. 
The recipient of his message said he knew nothing of any raid. 

• At 9.50 a.m., Hone gave army headquarters their first warning that Darwin was about to 
be raided.

• Some airmen at the Darwin station saw aircraft in a dog-fight over the harbour but 
accepted it as a training exercise.

• At 9.57 a.m., the auxiliary minesweeper HMAS Gunbar was attacked by nine Zeros as she 
was passing through the harbour boom gate.
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19th February - Darwin
• At 9.58 a.m. Griffith ordered the alarm and the sirens 

sounded over the port. 

• Almost simultaneously 27 enemy bombers were seen 
approaching from the south-east. 

• Flying at 14,000 feet in impeccable formation. 
• They overflew the town and pattern-bombed the ships then,
• maintaining formation, circled and, still at high altitude, swung 

in for a second assault, 
• the line of bomb explosions now moving from the shore directly 

across the town. 
• Then, as the high-level bombers completed their run, dive 

bombers and fighters swept in over the harbour picking 
individual targets.

• Fifteen large bombs fell on the town, completely demolishing 
the Administrator's office, the police barracks and attached 
police station and Government offices.

• A bomb which fell on the post office killed the postmaster, his 
wife and daughter and post office staff, including four female 
telephonists and two postal workers who had sought refuge 
in a trench. 

• Government House and the civil hospital were both severely 
damaged by bombs, and the army hospital at Berrimah, nine 
miles from the town, was attacked with gunfire.

• The ships that could do so got under way and all with 
armament fought back vigorously, adding the crash of gun 
fire and exploding shells to the shattering din of aircraft 
engines, the clatter of machine-guns, and the thunder of 
bomb explosions.

The Bombing of Darwin, Australia, 19 February 1942
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19th February
• At the RAAF aerodrome Major Pell and the four Kittyhawk pilots 

who had landed with him for refuelling raced to their aircraft, 
"scrambling“ as enemy fighters dived on them. 

• Pell and three others managed to get their aircraft into the air but they had 
no time to gain combat altitude; and

• almost immediately the four of them were shot down. 
• Pell baled out from 80 feet, landed on the aerodrome, his parachute having 

scarcely opened by the time he reached the ground, but just as he did so 
an enemy fighter dived and killed him with a burst of cannon fire.

• The other three American pilots survived either by parachuting or 
by crash-landing. 

• The fifth pilot was killed by gunfire before he left the runway. 

• Enemy dive bombers now joined the fighters in the attack on the 
aerodrome, the fighters flying so low that men in slit trenches could 
clearly see the faces of the pilots. Buildings and equipment were 
blasted with great accuracy.

• The defenders fought back as best they could with their limited 
arms. 

• Squadron Leader Swan and Warrant Officer Chapman were in action with a 
Lewis gun from one trench, supported by a group of riflemen, while 

• Wing Commander Tindal, with a Vickers aircraft-type machine gun 
mounted on the top of a trench, kept up a steady fire until he was killed by 
a cannon shell.
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19th February - Darwin
• There was great destruction in the 

harbour. 
• One bomb hit the jetty near the shore end, 
• shattered an entire span, 
• hurled a locomotive into the sea, 
• killed a number of wharf labourers and 
• left some marooned on the jetty's seaward 

end.

• Two Catalina flying-boats were destroyed 
on the water, but the Qantas Empire 
flying-boat Camilla, which had arrived the 
night before and was moored near the 
wharf, was unharmed but for two small 
shrapnel holes, probably because she was 
concealed beneath smoke from the 
burning ships.

• Soon after 10.30 a.m. the enemy 
formations broke away and the "all clear" 
sirens sounded 10 minutes later. 

Darwin docks on fire.
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19th February - Darwin
• Ten minutes after the first bomb fell, Mr Minto, Chief Officer of Manunda, had seen from his bridge 

• that the wharf was burning near its inner end; 
• Barossa and Neptuna at the wharf both appeared to have been hit and Neptuna was on fire. 
• British Motorist, off our bow, was sinking by the head. 
• Meigs was on fire aft and sinking. 
• Mauna Loa was down by the stern with her back broken. 
• Tulagi was nowhere in sight. 
• Portmar was in trouble. . . . 
• An American destroyer ablaze aft went dashing across our bows, missing us by inches and steering with her engines. 
• Another American destroyer was on our port side, a solid mass of flame with burning oil all round her and what was left of the crew jumping 

into the burning oil.

• Manunda was then unharmed, and was getting boats away to help survivors. But her turn came with an attack by dive bombers. 
• First she was rocked by a near miss which "killed four on board and put seventy-six holes in our plating and then by 
• a direct hit which started seven fires (one serious), wrecked the after end of the bridge, did severe internal damage, and caused many 

casualties. 
• Manunda had nine crew and three military staff (including a nurse) killed, and forty-seven injured, seven seriously.

• She continued to function as a hospital ship, and during the day wounded were taken to her in her own boats and naval launches.

• As she was close to the burning Neptuna, which might explode at any minute, Two Qantas pilots, Capts Crowther and Hussey, took 
the flying boat (Camilla) off without other crew and flew it to Groote Eylandt.

• The naval tug Wato ran in to the burning wharf and towed the oil lighter clear from Barossa, and was towing Barossa off when 
Neptuna's 200 tons of depth charges went up. 

• The Administrator, Mr Abbott, saw the explosion, “and the vast cloud of black smoke shot with flames into the sky. The explosion shook the 
whole town and blew the ship to pieces. The stern and engines went down near the wharf and the bow floated for a few minutes, turned on its 
side, and then sank.”

• Two Philippino blockade runners which were just north of Darwin were attacked and sunk at about the same time as the raid on 
Darwin. Both the Filipino ships were destroyed by dive bombers. Don Isidro received five direct hits, and was beached on fire
north of Cape Fourcroy, the south-western extremity of Bathurst Island. Florence D sank off the island's north-west coast.
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19th February - Darwin
• Group Captain Scherger the RAAF commander 

of North Western Area found that three 
Hudsons on the airfield remained undamaged 
and 9 Wirraways remained at Bachelor.

• He ordered the Hudsons off to search for the 
Japanese aircraft carriers and ordered the 
Wirraways bombed up to attack them if 
found.

• It was not to be.

• The Darwin telephone exchange and cable 
office were wrecked and the only way to pass 
an order to Batchelor was by sending a 
dispatch rider on a two hour ride on a motor 
bike.

• Nor was there any ground to air radio 
operational at the RAAF base so the Hudsons
could not have reported any sightings.

Group Captain Scherger
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19th February - Darwin
• Rescue fire-fighting and salvage work was in progress when the depot ship Platypus began to sound her 

siren and, 

• at 11.58 am the RAAF operations room ordered the alarm, in response to a message from A.C.H.

• Two formations, each of 27 bombers, were approaching, one from south-west, the other from north-east at 
about 18,000 feet and the target for both formations was the RAAF aerodrome. They appeared almost to 
cross each other and each laid its pattern so accurately that the aerodrome seemed smothered under the 
explosions. 

• In about 20 minutes it was over. Men emerged from the trenches dazed by the concussion and shaken by 
the sight of the station in ruins. 

• In the two raids the station had lost its two hangars which, with the central store, had been burned out, and 
the transport section and the recreation hut had been wrecked beyond repair. Four blocks of airmen's 
quarters and the hospital had been severely damaged, and the officers' quarters and mess had been hit.

• The station commander summoned Squadron Leader Swan and gave a verbal order that all airmen should 
move "half a mile down the road and then half a mile inland" where arrangements would be made to feed 
them. 

• Once the "all clear" had been given most of the airmen moved to their assembly points, but, without officers 
to interpret it, Griffith's order was given wide and increasingly distorted meaning.

• At the Air Force station, where the heavy second raid appeared directed solely against them, the airmen 
deserted their station in great numbers. The run started when the direction was given that the men should 
gather to be fed at a point half a mile down the road and half a mile into the bush. The order was distorted 
in repetition and whether under the mistaken belief that they were ordered to take to the bush or whether, 
once in the bush they preferred it to the bomb-shattered station, the fact is that for a time the air station 
was practically deserted.
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19th February - Darwin
• The total death toll is estimated at 238, 

• the majority, at least 157, died in ships,
• The R.A.A.F. and the U.S.A.A.F. each had 7 

fatal casualties and the army 2. 
• Apart from 78 people treated for minor 

injuries, the three hospitals ashore admitted 
148 wounded and 

• Manunda had 76 wounded on board.

• Five merchant ships were sunk, 
• 3 were beached and 
• one other and the Manunda were damaged.’ 
• Three naval vessels were sunk—

• USS Peary, 
• the 14-ton Australian lugger Mavie and 
• the supply hulk Kelat and 
• eight were damaged. 

• Twenty-three aircraft were destroyed—
• 10 U.S.A.A.F. Kittyhawks, 
• 6 R.A.A.F. Hudsons, 
• 3 U.S.N. Catalinas, 
• one U.S.A.A.F. Liberator and 
• 3 U.S.A.A.F. Beechcraft transports

USAAF P40 destroyed at RAAF Darwin
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19th February - Darwin
• 53 civilians were killed and the post office, police station, barracks, cable office 

and Government buildings were destroyed and the civil hospital damaged.

• The Allies claimed 5 Japanese aircraft shot down with another 5 probably 
destroyed, the credit being shared by the American Kittyhawk pilots and the 
Australian anti-aircraft gunners.

• During the raids the townspeople stood up to the ordeal remarkably well and 
there was little sign of panic. Very soon after the raids ceased, however, a rush 
out of town started. During the afternoon the townsfolk streamed southwards in 
all imaginable kinds of conveyances, making for Adelaide River and the train to 
take them south.

• In some cases persons who had calmly begun the midday meal, prepared after 
the second raid had finished, became aware of the exodus and rose, leaving the 
meal unfinished, to get together their portable goods and run.

• Shops and business premises were closed. There was confusion of advice, and 
unauthorised servicemen and some A.R.P. officials kept advising civilians to get 
out of town. 

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 56



19th February - Darwin
• The head of the government in the Northern Territory, 

the Administrator, Mr Abbot, busied himself removing 
valuable government crockery and glassware from 
government house for transport to the south, and 
recruited three of the fifteen policemen in town to 
help him. Another policeman was dispatched to drive 
Mrs Abbot south.

• Some time in the early afternoon sergeant MacArthur 
Onslow of the Provost Corps, well drunk as usual, 
marched into the Police Station. Brandishing a revolver 
he announced that Darwin was now under marshal 
law. The lower ranking police officers believed him. 

• That night looting began in the town, mostly attributed 
to servicemen. Some of it on a scale that required a 
truck and a party of men to carry out. 

• An officer and a non-commissioned officer of the 
Provost Corps, responsible for maintaining discipline, 
had themselves to be arrested. 

Administrator Abbott
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19th February - Darwin
• Those in H.M.A. Ships, occupied in 

fighting back and in rescue work, quitted 
themselves well, as did most of those 
naval men based on shore;

• but Commodore Pope reported that 
"after the raid the morale of a certain 
proportion of the personnel was 
regrettably low and a few of them had to 
be sent south with `anxiety neurosis' in 
various degrees". 

• Pope remarked: “it was necessary to 
remove them as it is well-known that 
such a state is contagious. 

• The first raid was of course sudden and 
very severe on the harbour and 
waterfront, and it was perhaps a hard test 
on many men who had never really seen 
war in any form to meet it suddenly and 
unexpectedly in that way.”
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19th February - Air
• New Guinea

• On the 19th Pedrina's aircraft was attacked by two fighters over Arawe. The turret 
gunner, after firing 2,000 rounds, saw one of the attacking aircraft diving out of 
control. In this combat the wireless operator, Sergeant Marriner, fatally wounded, 
died on the return flight.

• Java

• (On the 19th) Kittyhawk pilots of No. 17 Pursuit Squadron encountered 9 
unescorted enemy bombers making a westward sweep over Java. They shot 
down at least 4 of them and listed the other 5 as probables.

• The Java aerodromes were heavily attacked with the loss of 
• 3 Hudsons and 2 transport aircraft at Buitenzorg, 
• 5 Dutch fighters were shot down over Bandung where 
• 2 Flying Fortresses that had just completed their ferry flights from the United States were 

destroyed on the ground, and 
• 3 American Kittyhawks that intercepted an enemy formation approaching Malang were shot 

down.
• In return, in this last action, the American pilots claimed 4 of the enemy fighters shot down.
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19th February
• Timor

• News arrived on Timor of the devastating Japanese air raid on Darwin (19th). The 
report stated that a Japanese aircraft carrier, a cruiser and five destroyers were 80 
miles east of Kolbano, on the south coast of Dutch Timor.

• During the evening (19th) a lookout on Semau Island, south east of Koepang Bay, 
reported that thirteen unidentified warships and transports were approaching 
from the north-west.

• Strategy

• On the 19th Lavarack cabled to Curtin that the 7th Division should be sent to 
Burma "if Australia's defence position reasonably satisfactory”. 

• Sturdee still advised that the home defence position was not satisfactory.

• Burma

• In Burma by 17th February the whole 17th Indian division had been heavily 
engaged, and that night the Japanese had crossed the Bilin. 

• Counter-attacks failed to restore the position and, 
• on the 19th, General Hutton decided to withdraw behind the Sittang River.
• On this line the enemy would be close to the main road and railway to Mandalay and 

thence the road to China.

• USA

• By 19th February shipping for the move of the US 41st Division to Australia was 
available.
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19th February - Sea
• Pacific

• The Free French destroyer Le Triomphant made a quick dash to Nauru and then to Ocean Island late in February  to take off the 
Australian field artillery detachments which had been stationed there in 1941 and take them to the New Hebrides where they 
were transhipped to the Phosphate Commission ship Trienza which was standing by there. The Trienza then cleared for Brisbane. 

• Bali

• That night (18th/19th) an enemy convoy arrived in Sanur Roads, and proceeded to land troops in eastern Bali. 
• At daylight on the 19th Allied aircraft began a series of attacks on the convoy and escorts. Flying Fortresses made 11 sorties and claimed 5 

direct hits. Two Dauntless dive bombers of No. 91 Squadron at Malang also attacked, using makeshift bombsights, they claimed hits on a 
cruiser and a transport. 

• The attacking airmen estimated the invading force at two cruisers, four or five destroyers and four transports.
• Some damage was also inflicted by the U.S. submarine Seawolf, which attacked with torpedoes during the afternoon of the 19th. 
• The Japanese, however, successfully landed the assault force. There was no resistance on shore, and the aerodrome was promptly secured.

• Doorman arrived off Sanur in line ahead with De Ruyter in the lead, followed by Java. Piet Hein led the destroyer column three 
miles astern. 

• Java was the first to sight enemy ships to port, and opened fire at 10.25 p.m. 
• The Japanese destroyers illuminated with search - light and star shell and returned fire. 
• There followed a melee in which a transport was hit by Java's gun fire and possibly by a torpedo from Ford; and the Dutch destroyer Piet Hein 

was sunk, either by Japanese gun fire or torpedoes.

• Soon after 11 p.m. the action was over. 
• The Dutch cruisers headed north-east through Lombok Strait to round Bali north about to Surabaya; 
• the American destroyers headed south to return westwards to Tjilatjap.

• Timor

• Late in the night of the 19th February the assault convoys anchored off Dili and Koepang in readiness for pre-dawn landings.

• Ceylon

• She (Hermes) sailed from Colombo for Fremantle on 19th February to join Anzac Force, escorted by Vampire; but two days later 
both ships were recalled to Trincomalee.
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Timor 19th & 20th February
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JIC – 19 February
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