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20th February - Sea
• Lexington Task Force

• At 10.15 on 20th February, while the dawn search aircraft were still returning to the ship, Lexington’s CXAM-1 
radar detected what looked like a bandit bearing 180 degrees distance 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 from the taskforce.

• 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.

• Thach’s section had barely returned to the ship when radar detected another bogey. 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 objective. “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. 
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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.

• 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.

Kawanishi H6K flying boat allied reporting name Mavis

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. 
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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 SPDs 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

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 6



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 SPDs 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. 

A Mitsubishi G4M bomber photographed from Lexington's flight 
deck on 20 February 1942

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 7



20th February - Sea
• About two-and-a-half hours later the second Allied wave, the Surabaya force, which rounded the 

eastern tip of Java through Bali Strait and then followed in the wake of Doorman 's force, arrived 
off Sanur soon after 1.30 a.m. on 20th February. 
• With the American destroyers, led by Stewart, in the van; and with Tromp astern to follow up a torpedo attack 

with her 5.9-inch gun fire; 
• the column sped in to Badung Strait at 25 knots. 
• Again the action was a melee in which the initial Japanese opponents were two destroyers. 
• They were unharmed by the twenty or so torpedoes fired by the destroyers, and had the best of a gun fire 

exchange in which they scored hits on Stewart, causing casualties, and flooding in the engine room. 

• Apparently the first blow to land on the enemy was by Tromp, which soon after 2 a.m. hit one of 
the destroyers forward of the bridge with gun fire. Tromp herself meanwhile suffered hits in 
return. Shortly after, contact was lost with the Japanese ships, and the Allied force continued on 
north eastwards.

• At 2.19 a.m. on the 20th the retiring Allied force met two more Japanese destroyers head on. In a 
hot action of only a few minutes, in which both sides fired guns and torpedoes, 
• a Japanese destroyer was badly hit by Pillsbury, Edwards, and Tromp, so that she was immobilised and 
• Tromp took some punishment in return. 
• The Allied ships continued on to the north-east through Lombok Strait, cleared Bali by 3 a.m., and retired to 

Surabaya.
• Tromp, severely damaged by ten shell hits had to be sent to Australia for repairs.
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Bali 19th and 20th February
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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 weighted 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 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.

• 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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20th February 

Content of official report on Darwin raid
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20th February 
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20th February 
• Government

• Curtin Checks out of St Vincent’s Hospital and drives straight to Canberra to address a joint session of Parliament. Later he makes a 
statement on casualties and damage as a result of the attack on Darwin.

• Strategy

• When Curtin's telegram of the 19th arrived Page assumed that the decision had been made before some additional cables, from 
Wavell and the US chiefs of staff, had been received. Accordingly, he reported, he was holding Curtin' s final instruction secret until 
he received further advice and no instructions to divert the course of the convoy had been sent.

• Curtin told Page to act at once in a telegram which left Canberra shortly after midnight on the night of 20th-21st February (Eastern 
Australian time). 

• On the evening of the 20th (London time), Page reported that the Australian decision had been communicated officially to the 
Pacific War Council and instructions had been issued for the diversion of the convoy to Australia.

• Still on the 20th Churchill cabled Roosevelt that 
• "the only troops who can reach Rangoon in time to stop the enemy and enable other reinforcements to arrive are the leading Australian 

division", but the Australian Government had "refused point blank" to let it go. 
• He appealed to Roosevelt to send him a message to pass on to Curtin. 
• Roosevelt did so, emphasising that he was speeding troops and planes to Australia and concluding "Harry [Harry L . Hopkins] is seeing Casey at 

once”. 

• Also on 20th February, Australia received a telegram from the Dominions Office 
• repeating information from Field Marshal Dill then in the United States, that a division and some base troops would leave America for Australia 

in early March. 
• In these circumstances would it not be wise to leave the destination of the Australian 6th and 9th Divisions open? 
• Dill asked whether Australia would be prepared to give up one of her own divisions in exchange for an American division.
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20th February

• New Guinea

• McCarthy, despatched Holland, a timber man who had volunteered to help, on 
20th February to the south coast to look for Colonel Scanlan and rescue other 
survivors, then started moving west to meet Appel. At Langinoa he found about 
thirty troops on the verge of starvation. 
• They had eaten all available poultry and European food on the plantation but 
• "had failed to recognise 50 hectares of bearing tapioca growing within 20 yards of them.“

• Canberra

• On the 20th Mr Curtin informed General Lavarack of the Australian Government's 
opposition to the diversion to Burma and that the Government had been 
influenced in this policy by Lavarack's advice. Curtin asked Lavarack to explain the 
unsatisfactory situation of Australia's home defences to Wavell and ask for his 
sympathetic cooperation.

• He asked whether, if the worst came to the worst, there would be some chance 
of withdrawing the men from Orcades.
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20th February
• Darwin

• The official announcement made to the Australian people about the raid on 
Darwin on 20th February was that the total casualties were 17 killed and 24 
wounded, several ships had been hit and damage done to wharves and 
buildings and some of our aircraft damaged on the ground.

• Sumatra

• The fact that, the resistance to the landing operations at Palembang had 
prevented the Japanese from following up the landing immediately, only 
became apparent after all the British forces had withdrawn to Java. 

• A party of 50 volunteers from No. 605 Squadron R.A.F. was then organised to 
return to Oosthaven in the corvette H.M.A.S. Ballarat.

• On the 20th this party spent most of the day loading R.A.F. equipment and 
Bofors ammunition into the Ballarat and accomplishing further demolition. 
That this expedition was carried out in safety emphasised that the Japanese 
had received a check at Palembang and needed time to regain their 
momentum.
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20th February - Ambon
• Wing Commander Scott and his party 

of ten RAAF men, who had been 
trapped at Laha when the last Hudson 
could not be repaired, had made their 
way across the hills to the north of 
Ambon Island but while crossing by 
boat to Ceram, were intercepted in 
Piru Bay by a Japanese patrol boat and 
taken prisoner. 

• Scott and most of his party were 
executed by the Japanese around the 
20th February.

• 309 officers and men of B and C 
companies of Gull Force, who had 
been at Laha, when the Japanese 
attacked, were either killed in action 
or killed by the Japanese in mass 
executions between 6th and 20th 
February. 
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20 February Dutch Timor
• That night news came that the enemy 

were landing on the south coast near 
Koepang and at Dili. 

• At 5 a.m. on the 20th, Japanese warships 
began shelling the airfield. The bomb 
dumps were then demolished. These 
explosions and the enemy shelling made 
further radio transmission from the 
aerodrome impossible so Rofe set out 
with his rear party for Babau. 

• The reserve company (Captain Trevena) 
was sent to positions based on Upura, 
astride the road to Koepang from the 
south coast, along which the Japanese 
might advance. The company was 
machine-gunned from aircraft while the 
move was being made.
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20th February – Dutch Timor
• Japanese bombers attacked the fort at Klapalima on the 20th, mortally wounding the commander, Major 

Wilson. After another bombing attack both guns there, having become ineffective as a result of the 
destruction of their communications, were put out of action by their crews.

• At 9.30 a.m. hundreds of Japanese paratroops landed five miles north-east of Babau. 

• The whole force was jeopardised by the landing of these paratroops astride the only road into the centre of 
the island, as it cut the battalion off from its main ammunition dumps and supplies at Champlong. 

• The only men in the Babau area were the cooks and "B" Echelon personnel, and the men of headquarters 
company, together with a few patients and medical orderlies in a small dressing station. 

• Captain Trevena's company was summoned back to Babau, and the men in the threatened areas were 
ordered to defend them meanwhile. 

• The paratroops entered Babau at 10.50 a.m. 20th February, against resistance from two improvised platoons 
of Australians, armed only with rifles, plus artillerymen fighting as infantry. After suffering severe losses the 
Australians were forced out of the village early in the afternoon, and withdrew to Tarus.

• When Trevena's company became available it advanced on Babau. It attacked from a start-line about 500 
yards west of Babau at 4.30 p.m. The left platoon, advancing through maize fields, forced its way into the 
eastern end of the village. The other platoons, under mortar and machine-gun fire, advanced to the market 
place, Lieutenant Corney being killed in an attack on a machine-gun post. 

• A considerable number of paratroops were killed in the village and a useful number of automatic weapons 
captured, but enemy machine-guns firing from the concealment of the maize made the Australians' position 
untenable. When it was almost dark, and there seemed to be hundreds of Japanese moving into the village, 
Trevena withdrew his men to Ubelo, a good defensive position.
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20th February – Dutch Timor

• The situation was reviewed at a conference at Penfui at 8 o'clock on 
the night of 20th February. The Japanese were astride the line of 
communication between Penfui and the supply base, with a force too 
large for Trevena's company to overcome. Leggatt therefore decided 
to withdraw from the airfield. He intended to recapture Babau and 
Champlong (presumed to have been occupied by the enemy) obtain 
the supplies he needed, and then wage guerilla warfare on the 
Japanese.

• He ordered the force to concentrate at Tarus, and the movement 
began at 10 p.m. At Tarus about midnight Leggatt gave instructions 
for a second attack on Babau at 5.30 a.m. on the 21st. Roff's and 
Trevena's companies, each with a section of carriers, an armoured 
car, and a mortar detachment under command, would lead the attack 
from a start-line at Ubelo.
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20th February - Portugese Timor
• A Portuguese garrison was on its way to take over the defence of Portuguese 

Timor, so plans to withdraw the Dutch troops from Dili were afoot. 

• Leggatt also sought to withdraw the Independent Company partly because of its 
serious malarial casualties. 

• Captain Callinan, second-in-command of the company, had gone to Dili on 19th 
February to confer with van Straaten about the movement.

• All the 2/2nd Independent Company had been in Portuguese Timor since the end 
of December. Company headquarters and the hospital were at Railaco, in the hills 
behind Dili. Two sections of Captain Baldwin's platoon were dispersed nearby over 
a series of heavily wooded spurs. A detached section (Lieutenant McKenzie) was 
stationed at the airfield, and Laidlaw's platoon was in the Bazar-Tete area in a 
position to control the coast road west from Dili, and had an observation post 
overlooking the airfield. Fifty-five reinforcements who arrived on 22nd January had 
gone into training with Captain Boyland's platoon at a position known as "Three 
Spurs" between Railaco and Dili. 

• The Dutch force was stationed in the town.

• The Portuguese force was about due when, near midnight of 19th-20th February, 
Private Hasson, one of the sentries on the Dili airfield, reported noises which he 
thought might indicate that the Portuguese had arrived. 

• Lieutenant McKenzie, at the section's headquarters on the airfield, rang Callinan at 
the Dutch headquarters at Dili. After advising him to send a patrol to investigate, 
Callinan switched him through to van Straaten, who ridiculed McKenzie's 
suggestion that an enemy landing might be in progress. 

• Next came a report from another sentry that he could hear foreign voices.

• Reluctantly, because the voices might have been of Dutch troops who, van Straaten
had told him, were due to reinforce the Australians on the strip, McKenzie again 
lifted the receiver to ring Callinan.
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20th February - Portuguese Timor
• The sound of shell fire reached Callinan at this moment. The first of eight rounds hit the Dutch headquarters, but left the Japanese 

consulate building next door unscathed. 

• Callinan was unhurt, but he heard moans from Dutch troops farther down the corridor. Sections of the building caved in from 
another hit as he left it. He found van Straaten still sceptical about a landing, and convinced that the shells were coming from a 
submarine; then Dutch artillery returned the fire, and McKenzie saw a warship and a transport. 

• He again rang van Straaten. The Dutch commander persisted that the attack was coming from a submarine, adding that it might 
land a few troops who would attempt to blow the airstrip and withdraw; but McKenzie preferred to believe the evidence of his 
own eyes. 

• He sent another patrol, and a Bren gun team to cover the entrance to the airfield from Dili. An attempt was made to signal with a 
Lucas lamp to a post above company headquarters, but it failed owing to fog. The patrol returned with a negative report. Had he 
been too hasty? 

• Once again, McKenzie rang Callinan. The conversation was interrupted by a burst of fire from the Bren team. They were in action 
against the enemy, mowing down the foremost of a party of Japanese soldiers who a moment before had been loudly laughing and 
chattering as they marched along the road. 

• Private Ryan at the Bren first thought they were the expected Dutch reinforcements, and held fire until the Japanese were so close 
that those not put out of action by his first burst were able to throw grenades into the gunpit.

• These seriously wounded Ryan, and killed Private Smith.

• Now, however, the Japanese evidently thought they were being trapped, and withdrew. Corporal Delbridge and Private Doyle 
crawled into the pit and bandaged Ryan, who refused to budge from his gun and urged them to leave him alone. 

• During a lull in a second Japanese attack, Delbridge and Doyle moved into undergrowth. Ryan attempted to fire as soon as the 
Japanese came within good range, but his gun jammed. One of the Japanese called in English "Surrender! You are no longer an 
enemy. Take off your coat and give it to us.“ "If you want my coat, come and take it off yourself, " was Ryan' s reply.
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20th February - Portuguese Timor
• Another party of Japanese ran into heavy machine-gun fire at the back of the hangar at this stage. Trying to 

ring Dili again, McKenzie found that the line was dead. Doyle, the section runner, quickly claimed the task of 
taking a message to the Dutch headquarters, though it involved passing through the Japanese.

• Doyle mounted an old Dutch push bike, called farewell to his friends, crouched low over the handle-bars, 
pushed off for the strip entrance, where the Japanese troops were preparing to attack, pedalling furiously.

• Through the strip entrance he rode, Japanese troops on either side of him. Not a shot was fired at him. He 
rode into the township, found Captain Callinan, and delivered the message. He attempted to return with a 
reply but could find no way through.

• The story of failure of communications in the face of the Japanese onslaught was repeated at this stage. 
Trying to transmit a message from Dili to company headquarters, Callinan found that the radio was disabled. 
When it had been repaired, no response could be obtained. 

• At the airfield the men were well placed to carry out the role for which they had been trained, of a small 
force containing a large one. McKenzie himself occupied a fighting position, and with rifle and machine-gun 
fire the Australians made their enemies pay for each attempt to infiltrate their positions. Curran, who had 
been given responsibility for blowing the airstrip, bayoneted several Japanese on a bridge over a ditch on the 
western edge of the airfield.

• As dawn approached, with the danger that it would reveal that the airfield was being held by only a section 
against overwhelming odds, McKenzie reviewed the situation. The reinforcements promised by van Straaten
had not arrived, and McKenzie was unable to obtain orders from higher authority. The Japanese attack 
strengthened. 

• He arranged for a dawn counter-attack to cover withdrawal. This attack, carried out with determination and 
vigour by Poynton and Thomas, and Private Hudson, enabled the airstrip to be cratered by the sappers and 
the withdrawal to proceed. Ryan remained beside the body of Smith in the gunpit, and with Signalman 
Gannon, who also had been wounded and refused to let others hold back to help him.
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20th February - Portuguese Timor
• A party of fifteen (of the independent company) had left for Dili on leave before the news of the 

landing arrived. Unaware that the Japanese were in Tibar, they drove through the village and 
reached the Comoro River before they were halted and taken prisoner by Japanese sentries. All 
but four were then sent on in the truck towards Dili. 

• The remaining four—Lance-Sergeant Chiswel and Privates Alford, Hayes and Marriott were forced 
to march for some distance then their hands were tied behind their backs and they were pushed 
into a drain beside the road. As they lay helplessly there the Japanese fired on them, killing three. 

• Hayes lay unconscious with a bullet through his neck. When he regained consciousness and 
moved the Japanese bayoneted the four, wounding him again in the neck. Reviving, he found that 
his wrist watch had gone, but that in the act of taking it his wrists had been freed. Despite his pain 
and weakness, Hayes crawled away into a ricefield, where he was found by native people. 

• They took him to their village and tended his wounds. They then dressed him in their clothes, and 
took him on a pony to Laidlaw's positions at Bazar-Tete.

• With the departure of the Dutch, the Independent Company was left to fend for itself. As the 
situation became apparent to the Australians, they continued to move farther back into the hills.

• As the Three Spurs site was being vacated Percy the magpie, an Adelaide bird, which had been 
brought to Timor as a mascot, was last seen perched nonchalantly on a demolition charge.
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20th February
• Java

• By the 20th, the airfields of Timor, Bali and Sumatra having been lost, the Allied air force in Java was now 
virtually cut off from reinforcement by air.

• Allied Intelligence reports on the 20th clearly indicated preparations for a Japanese invasion of Java. 90 
enemy ships were reported off Jolo Island and others were assembling off Banka Island. 

• The three Hudson units (Nos. 1 and 8 Squadrons R.A.A.F. and No. 62 Squadron R.A.F.) based at Semplak, 
about half-way across the island due south of Batavia, where a number of Dutch aircraft were also based, had 
25 aircraft, all of them seriously combat-worn. 

• Nos. 8 and 62 Squadrons on 20th February were instructed to hand over their aircraft to No. 1 and then 
disband and leave Java. Five officers and 46 airmen from No. 8 and 4 R.A.F. crews were attached to No. 1, 
from which a similar number of fatigued members of the squadron were transferred to No. 8.

• Under orders from Abdair 10 complete crews from No. 8 Squadron were flown to Darwin to reinforce Nos. 2 
and 13 Squadrons.

• Command

• On the 20th February, the Combined Chiefs of Staff told Wavell that Java should be defended with the utmost 
resolution by all available combatant troops. "Every day gained is of importance. 

• There should be no withdrawal of troops or air forces of any nationality, and no surrender." 
• He was told to augment the defence of Java with available naval forces, and with 
• U.S. aircraft assembling in Australia, 
• but that land reinforcements were being diverted to augment the defence of Burma, Ceylon, and Australia, points vital to the 

continuance of the war against Japan.
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21st February 
• Strategy

• Churchill and Roosevelt, both addressed final appeals to Curtin in personal messages received in Australia on 
the 21st.

• Churchill pointed out that the 7th Division, the leading convoy of which was sailing south of Colombo, was 
the only force that could reach Rangoon in time to prevent its loss. There was nothing else in the world that 
could fill the gap. 

• While he was entirely in favour of all Australian troops returning home to defend their native soil, a vital war emergency 
could not be ignored and troops en route to other destinations must be ready to turn aside and take part in a battle. 

• He did not endorse the American request that Australia should also send the 6th and 9th Divisions to Burma and he promised 
that if the 7th were diverted every effort would be made to relieve it at the earliest possible moment and let it go on to 
Australia. 

• Churchill reminded Curtin that the 18th British Division and other reinforcements, which might have saved 
Rangoon, had been lost at Singapore, to which they had been diverted by Great Britain "agreeably with 
[Curtin's] point of view  that to evacuate Singapore would be an inexcusable betrayal. 

• He also reminded him of Australia's hope of American support and the supreme importance which 
Roosevelt attached to keeping open the connection with China, both because of the effects of the cutting off 
of China and because the American bombing offensive against Japan could not be started if China were 
isolated. 

• Very grave effects in Washington would follow if Australia refused to let its troops close the gap which they 
were actually passing. "I trust that for the sake of all interests and above all your own interests you will give 
most careful consideration to the case I have set before you.
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21st February 
• Roosevelt advanced the thesis that the Allied forces must fight to the limit for their two flanks, one based on 

Australia and the other on Burma, India and China. Because of its geographical position the United States 
could better handle the reinforcement of Australia and the right flank. 

• He assured Curtin that the United States was going to reinforce Australia with all possible speed and the 
United States Navy had begun an operation which would, in a measure, protect the coasts of Australia and 
New Zealand. 

• The Australian division was the only force available for the immediate reinforcement of Burma and if it could 
get into the fight at once he believed that it could save what seemed a very dangerous situation. While he 
realised that the Japanese were moving rapidly he could not believe that any Australian vital centres were in 
immediate danger. He asked Curtin, in the interest of the whole war effort in the Far East, to reconsider his 
decision and order the 7th Division to move with all speed to support the British forces fighting in Burma. 

• Australia could be sure that America would fight by her side with all her force until victory.

• These appeals were considered at a meeting of the War Cabinet called solely for that purpose on 21st 
February and again it was decided to adhere to the decision that the A.I.F. should return to Australia.

• Government

• Curtin attends the War Cabinet meeting at Parliament House to consider cables, at which the War Cabinet 
repeats its demand for return of troops,

• then attends a secret session of Parliament.

• Curtin then goes for a walk around Mt Ainslie, causing concern because his whereabouts were unknown, 
and his agreement to the draft cables was required.
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21st February 
• Command

• Next day (21st Feb) this order (to Wavell to continue the battle on Java) was modified to 
the extent that 
• air forces which could more usefully operate in battle from bases outside Java, and 
• such troops as were not defending the island, 
• should be withdrawn. 
• Personnel who could not contribute to defence, should be withdrawn, 
• U.S. and Australian personnel to Australia.
• Wavell was told that his headquarters was to leave Java, when and where he might decide.

• On the 21st Wavell cabled to Churchill:

• “I am afraid that the defence of ABDA Area has broken down and the defence of Java 
cannot now last long. It always hinged on the air battle. . . . Anything put into Java now 
can do little to prolong struggle . . . . I see little further usefulness for this H.Q.”

• Sea

• The first Japanese prisoner of war in Australia was captured, as a result of the raid on 
Darwin, by aborigines on Bathurst Island on 21st February. He was from a crashed 
bomber.
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21st February – New Guinea
• A party under Nicholls and Botham reached Father 

Culhane's mission at Awul. Father Culhane had a 
20-foot pinnace, old, with a diesel engine capable 
of 4 knots and mast on which a sail could be 
rigged. Private Frazer, who had sailed on Sydney 
Harbour, offered his services to steer and sail the 
boat and Sergeant Elton was to look after the 
engines. 

• The idea was to make for the Trobriands due 
south. 

• We'd painted the boat black with pitch and set off 
at dusk twenty-five days after the landing.

• In four days we hit the Trobriands (21st Feb). We 
saw no aircraft or boats. 

• We'd given up hope on the fourth day when a boy 
said he saw land. It took only two hours to reach it. 
We passed the first island, and sailed on looking 
for a mission. We passed another two islands and 
turned right through more islands and came to a 
channel marked by a post. We'd come along the 
only possible channel all the way from Rabaul with 
a map from an atlas as our only guide.

• On the 24th they reached Samarai; on the 27th 
they were flown to Moresby where they gave 
details of the retreat down the south coast and 
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21st February - Dutch Timor 
• Trevena's company began to advance at 5.30 am (21st) but was halted for a time by a Japanese paratrooper in the maize at 

the left of the road. This man was disposed of, but the advance continued only slowly. There were no troop-carrying 
vehicles and the men were very tired, having had little rest for the three previous nights. 

• At 8.30 a.m. it was reported that about 300 more paratroops had been landed in the same area as on the previous day. 

• From 7 a.m. Japanese aircraft were over the Australian column strafing and dive-bombing. 
• The gunners of the 79th Light Anti-Aircraft Battery—a veteran unit which had served in the Battle of Britain—shot 

down several aircraft and damaged others.

• Leggatt and his adjutant, Captain Maddern, joined the forward companies at 10.30 a.m. They were then about 800 yards 
from the outskirts of Babau. After a rest the advance was continued at midday, with Trevena's company astride the road 
and Roff's on its left. Soon after the advance was resumed the companies came under very heavy fire. 

• Trevena ordered his two right-hand platoons to withdraw 200 yards preparatory to a wide flanking movement, but the 
platoons, still under heavy fire and losing men, moved back almost to Ubelo.

• Meanwhile Roff's company (with two platoons of its own and the remaining platoon of Trevena's company) had won a 
brilliant success. They had moved round the left flank, cleared the paratroops from the maize fields there and then taken 
Babau. 

• In a building that seemed to be the enemy's headquarters Roff (who was wounded but carried on) and two men had killed 
10 paratroops, including their commander. 

• Corporal Armstrong advanced under heavy fire with a Lewis gun, established himself in a building from which he could 
enfilade an enemy group, and drove it off, killing five. Lieutenant Williams led his platoon with great dash. Maps and 
equipment were captured. Only isolated Japanese remained in Babau when the Australians moved out. 

• Leggatt then decided to move the whole force into Babau that night. 

• Johnston's company entered unopposed at 8 p.m.
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21st February
• Burma

• The 7th Armoured Brigade, originally intended for Java but diverted to Burma, arrived at Rangoon on 21st 
February.

• On 21st February the Chiefs of Staff in London, having reviewed the position described in telegrams from 
Hutton, asked Wavell if he still wanted the 7th Australian Division to be diverted to Burma.

• The enemy first provided what Stevenson regarded as a really satisfactory target on 21st February—a 
column of 300 or more vehicles, a mixture of motor transport and ox carts, on the road between Bilin and 
Kyaikto. The total fighter strength from the Rangoon defences and such serviceable bombers as were 
available went into attack. Thirty-eight fighter and eight Blenheim sorties were made. Direct bomb hits and 
gunfire caused much damage but did not stop the Japanese advance.

• New Guinea

• (on the 21st) the composite Hudson squadron had been named No. 32 General Reconnaissance-Bomber 
Squadron and Squadron Leader Kingwell was posted from No. 23 Squadron to take command. 

• With 10 aircraft the new unit had 29 officers (12 of them Hudson captains) and 176 other ranks Because the rest of the 
aerodrome was treacherously boggy the aircraft had to be parked along the sides of the runway. 

• Remembering the defeat at Rabaul and fearful of losing all his aircraft on the ground in enemy air raids, Lerew had put every 
man to work, for "every daylight hour “ in an effort to make a dispersal area. 

• One signal read: "Urgently require large labour gang and road-making equipment . . . To avoid continued repetition of this 
state of unpreparedness." 

• As an immediate dispersal precaution he was instructed to use the aerodrome at Horn Island in Torres Strait, 
400 miles to the south, and was told that an endeavour would be made to give sufficient warning of 
proposed operations to allow the crews time to move forward to Port Moresby as required.
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The Approach to Rangoon 21st February
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22nd February - Strategy
• Curtin replied to Churchill on the 22nd insisting on the return of the A.I.F. His 

reply gives the whole Australian case:
• 1. I have received your rather strongly worded request at this late stage, though our wishes in 

regard to the disposition of the A.I.F. in the Pacific theatre have long been known to you and 
carried even further by your statement in the House of Commons. Page was furnished with 
lengthy statements on our viewpoint on 15th February, 17th February and 19th February.

• 2. The proposal for additional military assistance for Burma comes from the Supreme 
Commander of the ABDA Area. Malaya, Singapore and Timor have been lost and the whole of 
the Netherlands East Indies will apparently be occupied shortly by the Japanese. The enemy, 
with superior sea and air power, has commenced raiding our territory in the north-west and 
also in the north-east from Rabaul. The Government made the maximum contribution of 
which it was capable in reinforcement of the ABDA Area. It originally sent a division less a 
brigade to Malaya with certain ancillary troops. A machine-gun battalion and substantial 
reinforcements were later dispatched. It also dispatched forces to Ambon, Java and Dutch 
and Portuguese Timor. Six squadrons of the Air Force were also sent to this area, together 
with two cruisers from the Royal Australian Navy.

• 3. It was suggested by you that two Australian divisions be transferred to the Pacific theatre 
and this suggestion was later publicly expanded by you with the statement that no obstacle 
would be placed in the way of the A.I.F. returning to defend their homeland. We agreed to 
the two divisions being located in Sumatra and Java and it was pointed out to Page in the 
cablegram of 15th February that should fortune still favour the Japanese this disposition 
would give a line of withdrawal to Australia for our forces.
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22nd February - Strategy
• Curtin continued

• 4. With the situation having deteriorated to such an extent in the theatre of the ABDA Area with which we are 
closely associated and the Japanese also making a southward advance in the Anzac Area, the Government, in 
the light of the advice of its Chiefs of Staff as to the forces necessary to repel an attack on Australia, finds it 
most difficult to understand that it should be called upon to make a further contribution of forces to be 
located in the most distant part of the ABDA Area. Notwithstanding your statement that you do not agree 
with the request to send the other two divisions of the AIF Corps to Burma, our advisers are concerned with 
Wavell's request for the Corps and Dill's statement that the destination of the 6th and 9th Australian Divisions 
should be left open, as more troops might be badly needed in Burma . Once one division became engaged it 
could not be left unsupported and the indications are that the whole of the Corps might become committed 
to this region or there might be a recurrence of the experiences of the Greek and Malayan campaigns. Finally, 
in view of superior Japanese sea power and air power, it would appear to be a matter of some doubt as to 
whether this division can be landed in Burma and a matter for greater doubt whether it can be brought out as 
promised. With the fall of Singapore, Penang and Martaban the Bay of Bengal is now vulnerable to what must 
be considered the superior sea and air power of Japan in that area. The movement of our forces to this 
theatre therefore is not considered a reasonable hazard of war, having regard to what has gone before, and its 
adverse results would have the gravest consequences on the morale of the Australian people. The 
Government therefore must adhere to its decision.

• 5. In regard to your statement that the 18th Division was diverted from Burma to Singapore because of our 
message, it is pointed out that the date of the latter was January 23, whereas in your telegram of January 14 
you informed me that one brigade of this division was due on January 13 and the remainder on January 27.

• 6. We feel, therefore, in view of the foregoing and the services the AIF have rendered in the Middle East, that 
we have every right to expect them to be returned as soon as possible with adequate escorts to ensure their 
safe arrival.

• 7. We assure you, and desire you to so inform the President, who knows fully what we have done to help the 
common cause, that, if it were possible to divert our troops to Burma and India without imperilling our 
security in the judgment of our advisers, we should be pleased to agree to the diversion.
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22nd February - Strategy
• A telegram from Churchill to Curtin, on the afternoon of 22nd February, announced that an order had 

already been given for the "temporary " diversion of the convoy, which was in the Bay of Bengal, to a 
northward course. 

• Churchill said that he had been unable to contemplate that Australia would refuse the request which he and the President 
had made, and moreover he knew that if the ships proceeded on their course to Australia while a decision was being 
awaited they would either arrive at Rangoon too late or would not have enough fuel to get there at all. 

• As a result of this change in course some of the ships were now too far north to reach Australia without refuelling. 

• This information astonished not only Curtin in Australia but Page in London. Page promptly followed it up 
with a telegram to Curtin pointing out that it conflicted with the information he had received and also with a 
statement in Churchill's cable of the 20th that the leading ship of the convoy would soon be steaming in the 
opposite direction from Rangoon. 

• Page learnt next day that the leading convoy had pursued its course towards Java up to 9 p.m. on the 20th, when the 
Admiralty, on Churchill’s orders, had directed that it should turn north towards Rangoon. 

• The final appeal was sent to Curtin ten minutes later in the belief that a reply would arrive in time for the convoy's route to 
be changed again without complications, if necessary. 

• In the event, the reply from Australia was not received until the morning of the 22nd, by which time the Admiralty had learnt
that some ships had not enough fuel to reach Australia.

• Command

• From 22nd February control of operations in Burma was taken away from ABDA Command and returned to 
the Commander-in-Chief India. About the same time General Alexander, then commanding Southern 
Command in England, was appointed to the army in Burma; but he would not be able to arrive there until 
the first week of March.

• Next day (22nd) Wavell cabled both to the Chiefs of Staff and Hutton that he saw no reason why air attack 
should close Rangoon port, and that the only prospect of success lay in a counter-offensive, for which the 7th

Armoured Brigade and an Australian division would be needed. 
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22nd February - Sea
• Pacific

• Admiral Brown reported to CinCPac that 
because it was so difficult to surprise 
Rabaul he would not attempt another 
attack there until reinforced by another 
carrier.

• Reinforcing Java

• Convoy "MS.5" had left Melbourne on 
12th February carrying the ground crews 
of a US fighter group to India. 

• The convoy offered a means of getting 
urgently needed fighter aircraft to Java. 
• The US aircraft tender Langley had been 

ordered from Darwin to Fremantle to 
embark thirty-two aircraft flown over from 
eastern Australia. 

• and there to join the convoy, 
• together with the American ship Seawitch, 

carrying twenty-seven crated aircraft. 
• "MS.5", with Langley and Seawitch in 

company, left Fremantle on 22nd February.

USS Langley (CV1) the first U.S. aircraft carrier after 
conversion into a seaplane tender, designated USS 

Langley (AV-3), in 1937 (pre war picture).
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22nd February - Sea
• Defending Java
• On the 17th February Collins 

instituted the Sunda Strait Auxiliary 
Patrol, from 22nd February 
operated by Maryborough, 
Bendigo, Ballarat and Burnie. 
• The task was to prevent Japanese 

landings on Java from native craft. 
• It was night work, and the ships, with 

hands closed up at action stations, 
patrolled the strait during the dark 
hours, 

• and intercepted (often with machine-
gun fire) and examined all vessels 
encountered. 

• By day they anchored at Merak on 
the north-west point of Java. 
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22nd February - Timor
• Land

• By 5.30 a.m. on 22nd February Sparrow force 
was concentrated in Babau.

• It was found that several captured 
Australians, including a medical orderly, had 
been tied to trees, and had their throats cut. 
One man, forced by the paratroops to carry a 
wireless set, had been bayoneted when he 
collapsed of exhaustion. He was still alive 
when his comrades found him, but died later.

• Leggatt decided to move the whole force on 
to Champlong. All rations and ammunition in 
Babau having been issued, the column passed 
the start-line at 8 o'clock. About a mile from 
Babau a road-block was seen at the bridge 
over the Amaabi River and many Japanese, 
with a mountain gun, were seen digging in on 
the Usau ridge over which the road passed. 

• Three attacks on the roadblock and the ridge 
in company strength with mortar and 
machine gun support had failed and an 
enemy force pursuing the column was being 
held off by the rearguard, when a battalion 
strength attack went in at 5.25 pm.
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The fire support for the attack on Usau ridge was 
intense, and the ridge became obscured by dust 
and smoke. Roff's company on the right met 
fierce fire and soon he and his second-in-
command, Lieutenant Gatenby, had been killed 
and a platoon commander and several NCOs 
wounded. 



22nd February - Timor
• Land

• At this stage the enemy still occupied the ridge to 
the right, the troops on the right were pinned 
down, Johnston's company was clearing the enemy 
from the village and the reverse slope, and Burr's, 
having made a wide sweep on the left, was 
approaching the village at right angles to the road, 
having lost heavily during its advance. The ridge 
was strewn with Japanese dead.

• "R" Company rushed the ridge. This company 
consisted of reinforcements who had enlisted in 
December 1941, arrived in Timor on 16th January 
with little training, and were now attached to 
Johnston's company, they killed all the surviving 
Japanese but one, whom they captured.

• From 6.5 p.m. the vehicles moved through Usau. 
Trevena's company, fighting from a series of 
rearguard positions, had protected them against 
the strong enemy force in the rear.

• At this stage Captain Johnston was killed moving 
forward to give orders to the head of the column. 
Maddern then went forward and ordered the 
move to begin, and the Intelligence officer 
reported that the area ahead was clear of the 
enemy.

The men were now nearly exhausted. When, at 9 
p.m., the convoy was still not moving Maddern went 
forward again and found the leading driver asleep. 
He set the column moving and it was at Airkom by 
11.30. Some of the trucks had carried 30 men, and 
the Bofors tractors carried up to 60.
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22nd February - Burma
• The 17th Indian Infantry Division had given 

"everything it had“ at the Battle of Bilin River 
and was already weak. Now in retreat, they 
received permission to withdraw across the 
Sittang on 19 February. They disengaged from 
the enemy under cover of night, and fell back 
30 miles (50 km) westwards along the track 
that led to the Sittang railway bridge.

• A small British Indian force made up of 
detachments from several different units 
defended the bridge. 

• The remainder of the division were still 
further east, retreating along a jungle track 
towards the bridge, tied to the track by its 
motor transport. Strong Japanese forces 
moving round the flank cut in between the 
retreating brigades and the bridge.

• Desperately the two brigades east of the river 
fought to break through to the great Sittang
railway bridge over the six hundred yard wide 
river.

• General Smyth had ordered his sappers to get 
ready to blow the bridge. 
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22nd February - Burma
• . In the early morning on 22 February, it became 

clear that the Japanese might capture the bridge 
within the hour. 

• Smyth was roused in the middle of the night to be 
told that the small bridgehead on the east bank 
could hold out no longer, that the Japanese were 
almost on the bridge itself, his choices were to 
destroy the bridge, stranding more than half of his 
own troops on the wrong side, or to let it stand 
and possibly give the Japanese a clear march to 
Rangoon. He decided the bridge must be 
destroyed, and at 05:30 on 22 February, the bridge 
was blown up.

• The brigades broke through to the river bank but 
then had to destroy their arms and equipment 
before swimming the river. A number were 
drowned.

• The 17th Division's infantry manpower after 
Sittang was 3,484—just over 40% of its 
establishment, though it was already well under-
strength before the battle started. Most of its 
artillery, vehicles and other heavy equipment was 
lost. Between them, they had 550 rifles, ten Bren 
guns and 12 tommy guns remaining. Most had lost 
their boots swimming the river.
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22nd February - Air
• Darwin

• As late as three days after the raid on Darwin (22nd February), when men had started to straggle back to the RAAF station, there 
were still 278 missing.

• Java

• The remainder of the squadron (No 8 RAAF)—14 officers and 132 other ranks—sailed from Batavia in the Orcades on 22nd 
February, and on that day and the 23rd, the R.A.A.F. Headquarters staff left Java in the steamers Thepsatrin Nawa and Edendale.

• No. 453 Squadron was troubled by the ills that can befall a unit when harmony with its command has been broken. Arriving at 
Batavia on 10th February the squadron was quartered in the R.A.F. transit camp at Buitenzorg. 

• The hurt to the unit's pride caused by the accusation of "yellowness" made by R.A.F. staff officers in the last days at Sembawang still 
smarted.

• After he had addressed all the officers in the Buitenzorg camp in general terms on service pride, discipline and morale, Air Vice-
Marshal Maltby summoned the officers of No. 453 and addressed them again, separately and particularly, on the same subject. 

• Conscious of having been singled out, Maltby's audience found his praise of the "subsequent good behaviour" of their squadron faint 
enough at first and certainly damning when he referred once more to the Sembawang accusation. 

• Resentment was increased when he refused the adjutant, Flight Lieutenant Wells, permission to explain that incident. 
• There was further unrest when members of the unit were blamed for a fracas in a Buitenzorg cafe. 
• Finally Wells came into direct conflict with the authority of his commanding officer, Squadron Leader Harper, on the question of the 

prospects for the return of the squadron to Australia. 

• McCauley, acting in collaboration with Hewitt and Thomas, and in keeping with instructions from General Brett that all air force
members without aircraft or arms should be evacuated as speedily as possible, had put his own plans into operation, and 700 
members of the R.A.A.F., including No. 453 Squadron, had joined 2,000 members of the R.A.F. for embarkation in the Orcades at 
Tanjong Priok.

• No. 1 Squadron's crews combined photo-reconnaissance and attack missions. On the 22nd, the crew of one aircraft photographed 
the area allotted to them and then set a 10,000-ton ship on fire in the Musi River with two direct hits and a near miss.

• On the same day (the 22nd) Semplak was subjected to 30 minutes of continuous strafing by Zeros. Six Hudsons were burned in 
their anti-blast pens and three others riddled by gunfire.
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23rd February - Government
• Curtin replied to Churchill firmly (23 Feb). 

• It appeared, he said, that Churchill had 
treated Australian approval to this vital 
diversion as merely a matter of form and by 
so doing had created a situation which 
added to the dangers of the convoy. 

• Australia 's outer defences were quickly 
vanishing, Malaya, Singapore and Java were 
gone or going and now Churchill 
contemplated using the A.I.F. to save 
Burma. All this had been done, as in 
Greece, without adequate air support. The 
Australian Government felt a primary 
obligation to save Australia not only for 
itself but to preserve it as a base for the 
development of the war against Japan.

• In the circumstances it was quite impossible 
to reverse a decision which they had made 
with the utmost care and which they had 
affirmed and reaffirmed.

• Churchill at once ordered the convoy to 
go to Colombo to refuel and then 
proceed to Australia.
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23rd February - Government
• On 23rd February, the powers of the 

civil administration in the Northern 
Territory north of Birdum were vested 
in the Military Commandant.

• The first Prohibition of Non - Essential 
Production Order was made on 23rd 
February. 
• It took the form of simple prohibition of 

production of a variety of listed articles. 
• This particular order was prepared in 

haste to meet a government decision to 
establish the central principle of blunt 
prohibition at a moment when the public 
was shocked by the first raid on Darwin. 

• The list was made up late at night with no 
more guidance than could be got from 
trade directories. 

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 44



23rd February - New Guinea
• By the 23rd Owen’s group were at the Malmal

Mission at Jacquinot Bay. When Owen learned that 
the Japanese had occupied Gasmata, he decided 
that it was useless to continue the move westward. 
Camps were established at Wunung and Drina
plantations for about 50 and 100 troops 
respectively. Several of the men had died on the 
march from Tol, and others were extremely ill.

• As it seemed likely that the wait on the south coast 
would be long, and to keep the men occupied, 
Owen set them to work planting vegetables.

• Before long, however, sickness had depleted the 
workers until they seldom exceeded 10 per cent of 
the camp strength.

• In a medical report at this time, Major Palmer 
wrote: 

• 100 per cent of the men have been inflicted with 
malaria and have had at least one recurrence; 90 per 
cent have had two or more recurrences, 10 per cent 
have daily rigours or sweating at night, 33 per cent only 
are able to do any sort of work. 

• At least 15 per cent of the men are suffering from such 
a degree of secondary anaemia and debility following 
attacks of malaria, diarrhoea and the privations of the 
journey and lack of food that it will not be possible to 
keep them alive more than a few weeks.
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23rd February - Timor
• Soon after 6 a.m. on 23rd February Lieutenant Sharman's platoon of Burr's company moved off in two trucks preceded by a 

machine-gun carrier. No news had been received from this little force when, 

• at 7.50, an enemy convoy led by light tanks towing field guns moved up to the tail of the column, the leading tank flying a flag
thought at first to be white but later seen to be a furled Japanese flag. When this was realised, the tanks were so close to the rear 
of the Australian convoy that two antitank guns that had been manoeuvred into position could not be fired without endangering
the Australians.

• The commander of the Japanese force now called upon the Australians to surrender. He said that the Japanese, whose force 
totalled 23,000 were on both flanks and had one brigade in the rear; if there was no surrender by 10 a.m. the convoy would be
bombed continuously and fire would be opened. Leggatt called his officers together and ordered them to obtain the feelings of the 
troops.

• All companies and units were unanimous in the opinion that further resistance was useless, as the position in which the Force
found itself meant annihilation if the battle was continued. All troops also indicated that they would continue to fight if 
Commander ordered it. The decision to surrender was made at 0900 hours 23 Feb 1942 and the Japanese made immediate 
arrangements for wounded to be moved back to Babau.

• Many troops who were out of contact with the battalion immediately dispersed into the hills.

• At 10 a.m. a wave of Japanese bombers appeared and bombed both the Australian and the Japanese convoys, killing some in both 
forces and destroying four enemy tanks. They made a similar attack at 10.10, but when a third wave of bombers appeared the 
Japanese had placed many flags around and the aircraft did not attack.

• At the time of the surrender the Australian battalion had practically no food or water, only 70,000 rounds of ammunition, 84 
officers and men had been killed, and near the rear of its column nine trucks containing 132 wounded or seriously ill men were 
within close range of the enemy 's weapons.

• On the 23rd Brigadier Veale, at Su, learnt that Leggatt had surrendered. The only force still available to him was about 250 
Australians, most of whom were in the Ordnance, Army Service, and Army Medical Corps.

• Veale decided that he would move most of the Australian troops to villages in the north coast area west of Atapupu, allow small 
organised parties to attempt to reach Australia, and himself move with a small reconnaissance party to south-west Portuguese 
Timor, where, he considered, there was the best chance of maintaining a force.
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23rd February
• Sea

• Admiral Helfrich had to have planes quickly if at all and the day after (23rd February) "MS .5" left Fremantle he ordered Langley and 
Seawitch to detach from "MS.5" and proceed independently at best speed for Tjilatjap.   

• During the course of a fireside report to the nation delivered on radio by President Roosevelt on 23 February 1942, a Japanese 
submarine rose out of the sea off Ellwood, on the California coast north of Santa Barbara, and pumped thirteen shells into 
tidewater refinery installations. The shells did minor damage to piers and oil wells, but missed the gasoline plant, the military 
effects of the raid were therefore nil.

• Air

• Between the 16th and 23rd February the total number of bomber sorties by Norgroup as No. 221 Group had now been named had 
mounted to 102 in which 89,992 pounds of bombs had been dropped in low-flying attacks, most of which had been followed by 
strafing runs.

• Next day (23rd) six Hudsons with full crews moved to Kalidjati, a large aerodrome with comparatively strong anti-aircraft defences.

• On 23rd February the flying fortresses from Townsville were given their first combat task in their new area, an attack on Rabaul. 
• Nine aircraft were assigned to the operation, the squadron's commanding officer, Major Carmichael, leading the first flight with

Squadron Leader Cohen, commanding officer of No. 11 Squadron, accompanying him to help to select targets. Two aircraft collided 
while taxiing to the take-off point and it was decided that only two flights (six aircraft) would undertake the mission. 

• The aircraft of the second flight encountered a severe tropical storm and two of them returned to base, but the other and the three 
aircraft of the first flight pressed on and bombed shipping in Rabaul Harbour. Results were not observed: the aircraft bombed 
through anti-aircraft fire. 

• On the return journey, over Gasmata, Zeros attacked the Fortresses, and the leading aircraft of the first flight, in which Cohen was 
flying, was damaged by machine-gun fire, and the wireless operator and the rear gunner were slightly wounded.

• All four aircraft returned safely to Port Moresby, however, where they refuelled before flying on to their home base at Townsville. 

• Two Catalinas were sent out from Port Moresby on the same attack.
• One of them failed to find the target and the other, dropped twelve 250-lb bombs in a pattern on the Vunakanau runway and building 

area.
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23rd February - Burma
• After the disaster at the Sittang River the effective units east of 

Rangoon were now only the 7th Armoured Brigade (two armoured 
regiments and one British infantry battalion) which had just 
disembarked on the 21st, and a second British battalion watching 
the coast south of Pegu. Farther north was the Burma Division, 
which had only three Indian battalions and two battalions of the 
Burma Rifles, some of whose men had deserted. 

• On 23rd February Hutton agreed to accept the 7th Australian 
Division provided it arrived in time, but added that a final decision 
whether "the convoy" should enter the port would have to be 
made 24 hours before its arrival.

• If the 21st Australian Brigade had continued its voyage to Rangoon 
it could have begun disembarking about the 26th.

• The convoy containing the second brigade of the division was then 
(23rd February) still at Colombo, having sailed there direct from 
Aden and arrived on the 18th; 

• the third brigade was at Bombay about seven days' voyage from 
Rangoon; the commander and part of the headquarters of the 
division and part of the headquarters of the corps were in the 
Orcades steaming west from Java and due at Ceylon on the 27th. 

• None of these convoys was "tactically loaded". Lavarack had 
estimated that the division could not be ready for operations in 
Java (where some preliminary organisation had been done by the 
advanced parties) before 21st March.
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