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23rd February - Situation Report
• Land

• The Indian/British/Australian forces in Hong Kong, Malaya and Singapore have all surrendered.

• The Indian/British forces in Burma have suffered serious defeats and are on the verge of being forced out of Rangoon, the capital.

• The Philippino/American army in Luzon has withdrawn to a small defensible position in Bataan but is being blockaded and cannot long 
survive. Minor forces in the southern islands cannot survive alone.

• Java is the only island of the Dutch East Indies that continues to resist.

• The Northern islands of Australian administered New Guinea have been seized.

• The Independent Company in Portuguese Timor remains a force in being. All the other Australian forces in Rabaul, Ambon and Timor have 
been captured or massacred or remain fugitives in the jungle.

• Sea

• The American and British battleships have all been sunk or immobilised but the American aircraft carriers survive and are beginning to take 
the initiative in attacking Japanese forces.

• Air

• The Japanese airforces have been more effective and much more numerous than the Allied airforces.

• On the 19th February Darwin was raided by more than 150 aircraft which sank several ships, destroyed nearly all the aircraft in the area and 
caused extensive damage in the town.

• There are no fighter aircraft available to defend Australia and very few anti-aircraft guns.

• Reinforcements

• Since the outbreak of the Japanese war Australia has called up large numbers to expand the militia. It will be some time before all the units 
are fully effective.

• After a lengthy and sometimes rancorous negotiation the Australian Government has insisted on the return of two of the Experienced 
Australian divisions from the Middle East to Australia, in the teeth of persistent requests from the British Prime Minister and the American 
President that they go to shore up the defence of Burma.
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Australian Intelligence assessment
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24th February - Strategy
• Strategy

• Mr Curtin now set about trying to extricate the 3,000 Australian troops, who had landed from Orcades, from Java. On the 
24th he cabled to Page and Casey that his Government insisted that Wavell be given authority to ensure that the 
Australian troops in Java be evacuated ultimately to Australia. Page, however, could only reply that, although Wavell had 
been given authority to evacuate certain personnel, the Pacific War Council had recommended to the Combined Chiefs at 
Washington six days before that resistance should be maintained in Java by the troops already available there. Curtin, 
probably impressed by the undesirable moral effects of withdrawing troops already deployed on the soil of an ally, did not 
persist, and the 3,000 Australians remained in Java.

• On 24th February another suggestion for the diversion of the A.I.F. was made. The British War Cabinet, considering the 
changed position in Java and the loss of Singapore, became concerned at the vulnerability of Ceylon, which was now 
considered to be in danger of capture by Japanese land forces brought by transports from Singapore. Ceylon was regarded 
as essential for the control of sea communications in the Indian Ocean including the route taken by reinforcements and 
supplies to the Middle East, Australia, India and Burma and China.

• After the experience over Burma the British War Cabinet did not raise the question of assistance from Australia but Page took on
himself the responsibility in a personal telegram to Curtin of suggesting that, as the convoy carrying the 7th Australian Division was to 
refuel at Colombo, the Australian Government should offer to allow these troops to remain in Ceylon at least until the 70th British 
Division could arrive and get into battle order—a period of say a month or six weeks. 

• On 24th February, the War Cabinet had decided that "for the present" Australia would continue to provide her agreed 
quota of aircrew to the EATS. Subject to: 

• development to the highest stage possible of facilities for operational training in Australia, 
• the acquisition of the aircraft needed for the proposed developments, 
• a regulated inward flow of Australian aircrew with combat experience to provide a nucleus in each R.A.A.F. unit in Australia,
• retention of sufficient fully-trained aircrew to fill the establishments of Australian squadrons at home and abroad, and
• Australia's four-weekly commitment for aircrew trainees drafted to Canada remained as amended in January 1941: 

• pilots from elementary schools, 100; 
• observers and wireless air gunners from initial schools, 52 and 72 respectively. 
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24th February - Strategy

Ceylon

Java
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24th February- Sea
• On the 15th February Perth had taken over as 

ocean escort of convoy MS4 from Freemantle to 
Palembang while transiting to join ABDA. 

• In the evening of the 21st, when about 600 miles 
south of Sunda Strait, the convoy was ordered back 
to Fremantle. 

• Perth escorted it to within about 700 miles of that 
port, and then left it to make Fremantle 
independently, and herself turned northwards 
again. 

• On the 24th February Perth entered Tanjong Priok
while a Japanese air raid on the port was in 
progress. The next day she sailed, with Exeter, 
Jupiter, Electra and Encounter, to join Rear-Admiral 
Doorman in Surabaya.

• On 24th February, Admiral Halsey's Enterprise task 
force raided Wake Island. 

• Two heavy cruisers and two destroyers bombarded 
for thirty minutes, and 

• at dawn next morning Enterprise launched thirty-six 
bombers and six fighters which attacked the island. 

• No effective damage was done and one dive 
bomber with its crew was lost.

HMAS Perth wearing her distinctive disruptive 
camouflage paint scheme
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24th February

Tanjung Priok

Kalidjati
Surabaya
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24th February- Air
• Java

• On the 24th the enemy struck at this aerodrome (Kalidjati) with dive bombers and two more 
Hudsons were lost.

• Four days later (24th) a large Japanese convoy was sighted steaming south through Macassar 
Strait and the intensity of their air offensive was increased. Practically every Allied base in Java 
was raided almost daily and Allied aircrews frequently faced odds as heavy as ten to one.

• New Guinea

• On the night of 24th February Flight Lieutenant Beaumont and his crew failed to return from a 
Catalina raid on Rabaul and Flying Officer Bolitho and his crew had a close call when the failure of 
one engine forced the flying-boat down to within 200 feet and it was saved only by jettisoning the 
bomb-load. 

• About midday on the 24th 10 enemy bombers made the first daylight attack on Port Moresby 
base. Bombing from about 16,000 feet 
• they blasted the squadron's (No 32) camp area, 
• wrecked all the buildings on the aerodrome, 
• destroyed motor transport, at that time irreplaceable, 
• and a Hudson and a civil aeroplane parked on the aerodrome. 
• An airman, AC1 Bower, was killed and Squadron Leader Hoddinott was wounded.
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24th February- Air

Rabaul

Port Moresby

Macassar Strait
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24th February- Air

• General Brereton left Java for Ceylon 
leaving Lt Col Eubank in command of 
USAAF in Java. His instructions were:

1. To operate the American air units in 
Java as long as an effective operational 
force existed. The decision to 
terminate operations to be made by 
Eubank, and Dutch Headquarters 
notified.

2. To evacuate personnel not needed for 
operation of available equipment to 
Australia.

3. As aircraft became unfit for operations, 
to remove personnel so released from 
the combat zone.

4. To include in each evacuation a 
proportionate share of personnel with 
combat experience. These to be used 
for reconstituting units.

General Brereton
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24th February- Java
• Land

• The Dutch Army totalled some 25,000 troops but none of the units were mobile and they 
were deployed in four area commands Batavia, North Central, South Java and East Java. 

• The only effective mobile units were 
• the Australian units, which had been landed from Orcades, under the command of Brigadier 

Blackburn, 
• a squadron of British tanks (25 light tanks) and 
• a battalion of the 131st American Field Artillery Regiment (This battalion had been in the 

Pensacola convoy, but while the other units in the convoy had disembarked at Brisbane or Darwin, 
this one had been landed at Surabaya). 

• The British and Australian contingents, including five British anti-aircraft regiments, two 
of them without guns, were placed under the general control of Major-General Sitwell.

• Blackburn was a lawyer who had served on Gallipoli in the ranks and won the Victoria 
Cross as a subaltern at Pozieres. Between the wars he had risen to the command of a 
battalion, and in 1940 had formed the 2/3rd Machine Gun Battalion. He had led this unit 
in the Syrian campaign of June and July 1941, in a series of costly engagements. 
Blackburn, as the senior Allied officer present, had accepted the surrender of Damascus 
on 21 June 1941, and after the campaign was a member of the Allied Control 
Commission for Syria.
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24th February- Java
• The units which had disembarked in Java under Blackburn's command on 19th 

February were: 
• The 2/3rd Machine Gun Battalion (710), 
• the 2/2nd Pioneer Battalion (937), 
• the 2/6th Field Company of engineers (222), 
• the 2/2nd Casualty Clearing Station (93), 
• a company headquarters and a platoon of the Australian Guard Battalion (43) (normally 

employed on guard duties at formation headquarters)
• and the 105th General Transport Company (206).

• In the next few days some Australian troops from Malaya or destined for Malaya 
were added:  
• the 2/3rd Reserve Motor Transport Company (471), 
• 100 reinforcements on their way to Malaya, and 
• one officer and approximately 175 other ranks from Singapore. 

• Out of these resources Blackburn organised a brigade headquarters and three 
infantry battalions.
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24th February

• General Wavell, on the eve of his 
departure (24th February), saw 
Blackburn, impressed on him the 
value to the Allied cause and to 
Australia in particular of every hour 
gained by resisting the Japanese 
invasion; explained that the troops 
under Blackburn's command were 
practically the only British troops in 
Java equipped and trained to fight; 
and said he was to use them in 
offensive operations against the 
Japanese wherever possible. Arthur Seaforth Blackburn, VC
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24th February
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25th February - Strategy
• An interim reply, sent to Page on the 25th, made the point that, whether the question was the defence of 

Burma or of Ceylon, there was still the fundamental need for strengthening the local defence of Australia. 
• The Japanese were just as likely to move against Australia as to move against Ceylon and 
• there were capital ships in the Indian Ocean available to defend Ceylon. 
• There were numerous geographical centres where an A.I.F. or other division would be useful but, 
• from Curtin's point of view, there was none east of Suez of greater importance than Australia. 

• The Australian Chiefs of Staff endorsed the views of the British War Cabinet on the importance of Ceylon and 
added the points that, if Ceylon fell, it was unlikely that the A.I.F. still in the Middle East could be returned to 
Australia and that Australia's oil supply would probably be limited in future to that obtainable from America. 

• They estimated that Japan could attack Ceylon in the near future, and that the forces currently available would be 
inadequate to meet such an attack.

• Provided the fighter cover forecast for early March was available, the Chiefs of Staff considered that the immediate addition
of one division to the land forces would considerably increase the Allied chances of holding Ceylon and 

• the chances would be greatly strengthened if bomber forces capable of attacking enemy convoys at sea could be made 
available by the United States. 

• The only additional army reinforcements immediately available were the four brigade groups of the A.I.F. en route to 
Australia. 

• Accordingly the Australian Chiefs of Staff recommended that, 
• if the British government made a request for the temporary retention of an A.I.F. division in Ceylon, 
• one A.I.F. division should be retained there on condition that 
• the remaining two brigade groups of the 6th Division, at present awaiting embarkation in the Middle East, were dispatched 

to Australia, 
• the 9th Division was returned to Australia from Syria at the earliest possible date, and 
• that the maximum possible fighter cover and bomber force were provided in Ceylon and south India.
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25th February - Air
• Rabaul

• On the following night (25th), also over Rabaul, 
Squadron Leader Cohen used his Catalina virtually 
as a dive bomber, releasing his twelve bombs from 
1,300 feet as he dived over Toboi wharf where a 
ship was berthed; eight of the bombs straddled the 
target. 

• Rangoon

• On 25th February, just as 4 Blenheims of No. 45 
Squadron landed for refuelling after an attack on 
Moulmein, 16 enemy bombers attacked 
Mingaladon.
• Most of the Blenheim crews reached shelter in time, 

but 
• Sergeant McNamara, one of the Australians from No. 

84 Squadron who had reached Burma from Sabang
when the Japanese overran Sumatra, was killed. 

• Five Blenheims were destroyed on the ground, 
• one all-Australian crew losing their second aircraft in 

seven days.
Sandbagging windows for protection against bomb blast 

at the Adelaide GPO, 25th February 1942.
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25th February
• Command

• Wavell in a message to the Chiefs of Staff pointed out that since the control of Burma had reverted to India, ABDA had little to
command, and that the local defence of Java could be better exercised under the original Dutch organisation. The Chiefs of Staff
concurred, and 

• General Wavell accordingly dissolved his command at noon on the 25th February, and 
• that night left by air for Ceylon. 
• In Java, the British, Australian and American forces now came under the orders of the Dutch Commanders-in-Chief.

• General Brett, who had been deputy to Wavell returned to Australia and resumed the position of Commanding General USAFIA

• Sea

• In the morning of 25th February intelligence was received of a large Japanese convoy and strong escort moving down Macassar 
Strait. 

• This confirmed a report of the previous day from an aircraft which had seen a "fleet to the northward“ in Macassar Strait before
being shot down by the Japanese. 

• Admiral Helfrich at 11.25 a.m. ordered all available fleet cruisers and destroyers at Tanjong Priok immediately to reinforce Doorman 
at Surabaya. 

• Collins accordingly dispatched H.M. Ships Exeter, Electra, Jupiter, Encounter, and H.M.A.S. Perth from Tanjong Priok at 3 p.m. on the 
25th. 

• It was intended that Hobart should also join Doorman, but she was unable to do so, because the bomb-damaged auxiliary, War 
Sirdar, could not fuel her in time. 

• Helfrich also disposed submarines to cover as far as possible the exit from the Strait of Macassar, and the line Macassar-Bali. Only 
eleven were available—six American and five Dutch.

• Doorman did not await the arrival of his reinforcements from Tanjong Priok, but sailed with his three cruisers and six destroyers at 
dusk on the 25th, and swept eastward along the coast of Madura. He sighted nothing, and on the morning of the 26th returned to 
Surabaya, where he was joined by the ships from Tanjong Priok.
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25th February

Buitenzorg Doorman’s sweep 25/6 Feb
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25th February
• Blackburn had been instructed the 

day before that he was under the 
command of General Sitwell, and 
on the 25th he sought him out.

• Sitwell added to Blackburn's force 
• a signal section from one of the anti-

aircraft regiments, 
• the tank squadron of the 3rd Hussars, 

and
• part of the I/131st American Field 

Artillery Battalion. 

• Sitwell and Blackburn then called 
on General ter Poorten, the Dutch 
CinC. Ter Poorten decided that the 
force should concentrate round 
Buitenzorg.
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26th February
• Government

• The Allied Works Council had been established by National Security Regulations on 26th February to carry out works required for 
war purposes by the Allied forces in Australia and its Director-General was given extensive power, including the power to 
requisition or compulsorily acquire any property (other than land).

• Reinforcements

• The American task force for New Caledonia, equivalent to a division, commanded by Major-General Patch, reached Melbourne, 
where the ships had to be restowed, on 26th February in Convoy "BT.200", of seven ships escorted by the American light cruiser 
Honolulu.

• The troops had to be disembarked and housed and fed in nearby camps while the cargo was sorted, rearranged, and loaded. 
• General Patch had left for Australia by air via the South Atlantic route to make these arrangements, carrying with him the manifests 

and other documents. 
• But he fell ill in Trinidad and had to return to Washington for Hospitalization. 
• Later he flew directly across the Pacific to New Caledonia. 
• Meanwhile Barnes made whatever preparations he could until another courier arrived.

• The 67th Pursuit Squadron, equipped with 25 P400s, an early export version of the P-39, also arrived at Melbourne on 26 
February.

• Java

• The Kittyhawk pilots claimed 10 enemy planes shot down between 21st and 26th February. The Flying Fortress crews also claimed
successful attacks on enemy shipping and the destruction of aircraft on the ground.

• They (the Japanese) raided (Kalidjati) again on the 26th, but this time the British Bofors gun crews took revenge and five enemy 
aircraft were claimed as probably shot down.
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26th February - Sea
• Two Allied aircraft reported thirty Japanese transports, two cruisers and five destroyers, about  

180 miles north-east of Surabaya at 11.55 a.m. on the 26th and Doorman in the east, sailed to try 
and intercept them. He left Surabaya at 6.30 p.m. with his entire force of five cruisers and nine 
destroyers, and throughout the night of the 26th - 27th repeated his earlier sweep along the 
coast of Madura and Java and returned to Surabaya at 2.00 without contact with enemy ships but 
having been shadowed by enemy planes since 9.00 am.

• About the same time (Doorman left Surabaya) American bombers sighted the Japanese convoy 
about 20 miles to the north-east of Bawean Island. Reports reaching bomber command were 
"confusing and incomplete". But the vitally important information did not reach Doorman until 
some four hours later, when it was useless.

• Also on the 26th, an enemy convoy of thirty transports escorted by four cruisers and three 
destroyers was reported in the western Java Sea, moving south in the vicinity of Banka Island and 
a Western Striking Force, formed on Hobart, with Dragon, Danae, Scout and Tenedos sailed to try 
and intercept. 

• Hobart and her consorts left Tanjong Priok at 9.15 p.m. on the 26th and steamed north about 90 
miles until 3 a.m., when they reversed course. Forty-five minutes later a signal from Collins told 
Captain Howden, in Hobart, Senior Officer of the force, of Japanese ships reported 55 miles north 
of him. 

• As it would not be possible to establish contact before dawn, Howden decided to continue south 
and await results of dawn reconnaissance.
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26/27 February - Sea

Sighting on 26th

Sighting 11.55 26thHobart’s sweep 26/7

Doorman’s sweep 26/7

Langley sunk
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26th February – War Department Daily Summary
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27th February - Strategy
• On 27th February the Advisory War Council asked for a new appreciation by the Australian Chiefs of Staff on 

the defence of Australia. This appreciation, dated 27th February, was based on the situation as it existed and 
on the resources actually available at the date of writing.

• It was thought that any attack on Australia by Japan would have the objects either 
• of capturing the vital area between Brisbane and Melbourne or 
• capturing key points on or astride the lines of communication from overseas to the vital area. 
• A third object, might be the occupation of a forward base such as Darwin which, if left in Allied hands, would provide a 

jumping off place for future offensive operations against Japan.

• The Australian forces were everywhere inadequate to meet the scale of attack that might be brought against 
them. It was estimated that the minimum required to defend the whole of Australia, at the existing state of 
the naval defences, was an army of 25 divisions and an air force of 64 first-line squadrons and 9 transport 
squadrons. There were available the equivalent of about 11 divisions and 15 first-line squadrons. 

• The Chiefs of Staff said that an attack designed to occupy Darwin might be expected early in April. 
• The Japanese could use two divisions and could support them by at least four aircraft carriers carrying about 200 aircraft, 

together with about 100 shore - based aircraft. 
• To face such an attack there was at Darwin about two-thirds of a division, six 6-inch guns and 22 heavy anti-aircraft guns; two 

squadrons of Hudsons, one squadron of Wirraways and two American squadrons of Dauntless dive bombers. An American 
squadron of Kittyhawk fighters was expected to be available about 15th March and two more American fighter squadrons by 
early April.

• An attack designed to occupy Port Moresby might be expected in a week's time and in it 
• the Japanese could employ one division supported by two carriers and approximately 90 land based aircraft. 
• Apart from the naval forces that might be made available from the Anzac Command and the United States Pacific Fleet, they 

would be met by a brigade group, two 6-inch coast defence guns and 10 anti-aircraft guns and air forces consisting of 6 
Catalinas, 7 Hudsons and 12 Wirraways. A squadron of American Kittyhawk fighters lent to the RA.A.F. by the United States 
would be available about 15th March.
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27th February - Strategy
• The attack on the east coast, which would not be expected until after Port Moresby and New Caledonia had fallen, might be made 

in May and by that time it was thought that the Japanese would have reinforcements available from the Netherlands East Indies. 
To meet this there were the equivalent of about 9 divisions, 25 garrison battalions, and coast and anti-aircraft defences and 8 
squadrons of aircraft, including 4 of Wirraways and 2 of Hudsons which were not fully equipped.

• No exact estimate was made of the prospective scale of attack or the time of the attempt against Western Australia. The local
forces consisted of a brigade group, four garrison battalions, coast and anti-aircraft defences and one squadron of Hudsons and 
one of Wirraways. A United States fighter squadron was expected to arrive by the end of March. Owing to its distance from the 
east coast this area could not be quickly reinforced by the army.

• It was considered that, "with the forces at their disposal and bearing in mind the importance of the vital area on the east coast 
which is to be held at all costs", the present dispositions were the most satisfactory that could be made, except that it was
recognised as necessary to increase the army garrison at Fremantle and increase the anti-aircraft defences at Townsville. The 
"other outlying areas "—Port Moresby, Darwin and Tasmania—should not be reinforced but no withdrawals from these places 
should be made.

• With the arrival of reinforcements, the Chiefs of Staff thought, these dispositions would be considerably varied. By the end of April 
two AIF divisions and a United States Army division could be expected and, by the end of May, a third AIF division. This would 
make possible an increase from two brigade groups to a division in Darwin, an increase from one brigade group to a division in 
Western Australia and the addition of another brigade group in Tasmania, leaving "more than two divisions available to increase 
the reserve for the defence of the vital area from Brisbane to Melbourne". By the end of April it was expected that there would be 
sufficient fighter aircraft in the country to form three squadrons which would be located one each at Port Moresby, Townsville and 
Sydney.

• The Chiefs of Staff’s thinking was still governed by the military task of ensuring the security of the "vital area" on the east coast. 
They proposed to concentrate there, in addition to the nine divisions already held, more than half of the new land forces likely to 
become available at an early date, and they had not essentially varied the prospect that any large-scale Japanese attack on the 
west or the north or on Tasmania would be resisted as long as possible by forces available locally until the defenders were 
overwhelmed, and that the movement of any troops out of the Brisbane-Melbourne area would be governed entirely by the 
principle of concentration of strength to ensure the security of the "vital area".

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 26



27th February - Sea
• Java Sea
• At 8 a.m. on the 27th Howden (the 

Hobart force) turned north again 
for an hour, intending to attack if 
reconnaissance disclosed an enemy 
not overwhelmingly superior, but 
to withdraw to the eastward and 
join Doorman if the odds were too 
great. 

• However, no further sightings 
south of Banka were reported, and 
the Western Striking Force 
thereupon returned to Tanjong 
Priok, where it arrived at 2.20 p.m., 
after being bombed by eight 
aircraft and near-missed, with 
slight damage to Hobart and five of 
her ratings wounded.

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

seen from HMAS Hobart.

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 27



27th February - Sea
• Indian Ocean

• In the Indian Ocean some 75 miles south of Tjilatjap, the American aircraft tender 
Langley had been detached from Convoy "MS.5" ahead of Seawitch, and at 7 a.m. 
on the 27th was approaching the south coast of Java escorted by the U.S. 
destroyers Whipple and Edsall, sent out from Tjilatjap to meet her. It was a 
perfect morning, with extreme visibility. 

• At 9 a.m. a Japanese reconnaissance aircraft appeared; and about two and a half 
hours later nine twin engine bombers appeared. 

• Langley avoided two salvos of bombs, by radical manoeuvring, but the third 
attack scored five direct hits, and the ship was soon blazing. By 13.32 the ship was 
dead in the water and the captain ordered abandon ship. 

• All but eleven of the ship's complement were picked up by the destroyers, after 
which Whipple sank the crippled ship by gun fire. Langley—a converted collier 
and the U.S. Navy's first aircraft carrier—went down 75 miles south of Tjilatjap. 

• Edsall and Whipple proceeded at high speed to Christmas Island, and trans-
shipped survivors to the U.S. naval tanker Pecos.

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 28



27th February - Sea
• Java Sea

• An allied aircraft sighted two Japanese cruisers and 
a destroyer flotilla, 100 miles north west of 
Bawean Island, steering south east. The report 
reached Doorman at 2.27 p.m. as he was entering 
Surabaya. 

• Doorman at once turned his force and proceeded 
to sea again to seek and attack the convoy. 
Visibility was extreme. Electra first sighted the 
Japanese at 4.12 p.m., fine on the starboard bow, 
distant about ten miles, and crossing from 
starboard to port. The Japanese had two heavy 
and two light cruisers and twelve destroyers 
against the allies’ two heavy and three light 
cruisers and nine destroyers. 

• Doorman increased speed to 26 knots and held his 
north-west course, closing the range, which at 4.16 
p.m., when the Japanese opened fire, was about 
28,000 yards for the heavy cruisers, shooting at 
Exeter and Houston; and 18,000 for a light cruiser 
shooting at Electra. 

• Exeter, Houston and Perth opened fire as targets 
came within range.  

Admiral Doorman’s flagship, the light cruiser, 
HNLMS de Ruyter (Photo - Royal Netherlands Navy)
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27th February - Sea
• At 4.29 the Allied force altered course to W.S.W., 

parallel to the Japanese. About this time (4.31 
p.m.) De Ruyter was hit in the auxiliary engine 
room by an 8-inch shell which failed to explode.

• Observers in Perth, Exeter and Houston believed 
they saw hits on enemy ships at this stage. The 
Japanese destroyers made smoke which 
temporarily obscured the opponents from each 
other, but the Japanese, with the aid of three 
spotting float-planes, maintained accurate gun fire. 

• At 4.35 p.m. Doorman, again trying to get his light 
cruisers into action, altered course to west, and 
soon afterwards to N.W. by W.

• About 5.00 pm Exeter was hit in a boiler room by 
an 8-inch shell; six of the eight boilers were put out 
of action; and speed was reduced to 11 knots. 

• During the confusion caused by Exeter falling out 
of line, at 5.15 Kortenaer blew up close ahead of 
Perth. "She capsized and dived under in a few 
seconds, then broke in halves." Tracks of other 
torpedoes were seen, but no other ships were hit.

• At 5.40 p.m. Doorman ordered the damaged Exeter 
to retire to Surabaya, escorted by Witte de With.

The heavy cruiser HMS Exeter

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 30



27th February - Sea
• Doorman ordered the British destroyers to attack. Because of smoke, made by Perth and destroyers covering Exeter, visibility was 

down to half a mile. Electra drove through the smoke and cleared its northern fringe just as three enemy destroyers were entering 
on opposite course. In a rapid exchange of fire (in which Electra claimed hits on the enemy leader) the British destroyer received a 
shell in a boiler room which immobilised her. 

• A Japanese destroyer returned to the immobilised Electra, and though that ship fought back, quickly silenced her guns one by one. 
"Abandon ship" was ordered when only one gun was left firing. Apparently all survivors were in the water, when Electra finally 
sank slowly out of sight about 6 p.m.

• By 6.30 p.m. contact between the opposing forces was lost. Doorman led the Striking Force north-east, and subsequently on 
various courses searching for the convoy. About 8.00 pm Doorman led round to south. He had, it seems, concluded that he could
not get at the convoy to the northward, and his best plan would be to go south and steam west along the coast, hoping to 
intercept there.

• at about 9 p.m. some 50 miles north-west of Surabaya the four American destroyers (having no torpedoes left) broke off and 
proceeded to Surabaya to refuel.

• Doorman swung west, and steamed along the coast close inshore. At 9.25, when about eight-and-a-half miles N.N.E. of Tuban, a 
heavy explosion wrecked and stopped Jupiter. It was thought that she had been torpedoed.

• Doorman turned northwards again, his every move being noted and passed on by the Japanese reconnaissance aircraft which 
watched him in the moonlight and dropped lines of bright calcium flares across his line of advance at each change of course.

• just before 11 p.m. two Japanese cruisers were sighted on the port bow by the Allied force. The Japanese increased speed, turned 
to a parallel course, and gun fire was exchanged, accurate but slow—both sides were tiring. 

• The Japanese now launched a torpedo attack and hit De Ruyter and Java, which both blew up and sank, some 25 miles south-west 
of Bawean Island at about 11 p.m. on the 27th. Perth just escaped collision with De Ruyter by violent helm and engine 
manoeuvres. Doorman went down with his flagship.

• Waller (captain of Perth) took Houston under his orders, made a feint to the south-east, and then turned direct to Batavia at high 
speed.
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27th February - Sea

Sighting 2.27 on 27th

Battle Area
Bawean Island
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27th February - Sea
• Admiral Fletcher in Yorktown was in 

the Canton Island area.

• On 27th February CinCPac ordered 
Fletcher to join Brown’s Lexington 
taskforce in the New Guinea –
Bismarks – Solomons area.

• The rendezvous to be at noon local on 
6 March, 300 miles north of Noumea.

• By some oversight Fletcher did not 
have the proper cyphers to decode 
the message and he had to send a 
destroyer into Canton to ask Pearl to 
rebroadcast the message.

• By the time he had the message he 
had to bend on speed to make the 
rendezvous. USS Yorktown February 1942
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27th February

Canton Island

Rendezvous positionBroome

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 34



27th February

• When Wavell reached Delhi on 
the 27th (the day after the 21st 
Australian Brigade might have 
begun to disembark) he learnt 
that it was proposed in Burma to 
evacuate Rangoon. 

• He immediately cabled that 
nothing of the sort should be 
done until he arrived, and he 
ordered that convoys carrying a 
fresh Indian brigade—the 63rd—
to Burma, which had been 
turned back from Rangoon, 
should sail into that port.

Rangoon

Highlighted areas under 
Japanese control
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27th February - Air
• Broome

• As hope of any effective Allied resistance in Java faded, Broome had attained unexpected importance. 
• With a harbour that provided a sheltered alighting area for flying-boats and 
• an aerodrome which, with the aid of 180 native labourers, was maintained to take even heavy bombers, 
• it was the most suitable staging point and refuelling base on the evacuation route from the south coast of Java. 
• It had become a clearing station for thousands of refugees from the Netherlands East Indies and for those unarmed members of the

Allied fighting Services for whom air transport could be provided. 

• The final point of embarkation was Tjilatjap from which, at the end of February, flying-boats of the Royal Netherlands Air Force, 
Qantas and the R.A.A.F. were operating shuttle services to Perth. As the situation in Java became more and more critical, every 
aircraft available that could carry passengers over the route was brought into service and the sleepy pearling port was transformed 
into one of the busiest air ports in the South-West Pacific. 

• As many as 57 aircraft arrived at Broome in one day, and 
• in 14 days between 7,000 and 8,000 passengers passed through the base.

• A radio message from Tjilatjap reported that two Qantas flying-boats—Circe and Corinthian, were on their way to Broome.

• Broome radio had been receiving distress signals from an American DC-3 that had left Perth on the 26th and, failing to find 
Broome in the darkness, had crash-landed on a beach. The aircraft had been wrecked but the crew were safe and the aircraft's 
radio could still be operated. 

• Corinthian arrived in Broome and left for Sydney by way of Darwin, Captain Denny searching the coast for the missing American 
aircraft on his way to Darwin. He found the crew near Cape Londonderry, about 400 miles north of Broome.

• Circe did not reach Broome. A search was made for about 500 miles to seaward on the Tjilatjap route by Captains Thomas and 
Ambrose in Corinna without result. Captain Purton and his aircraft were never seen again.

• New Guinea

• Squadron Leader Chapman flew his Catalina over the same target (Toboi wharf at Rabaul) on the night of the 27th and started a 
fire, the smoke from which rose to 5,000 feet, the glare of the fire being visible 30 miles from the target area.
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27th February - Air
• Between 6th February and 12th 

March four transport squadrons
• Nos. 33 (Empire flying-boats and 

Catalinas), 
• 34 (DH-84's), 
• 35 (Fox Moths and DH-84's) and 
• 36 (DC-2's)—were formed in North-

Eastern, North-Western, Western and 
Southern Areas respectively. 

• No. 33 acquired the two Empire flying-
boats which had been serving with 
Nos. 11 and 20 Squadrons. 

• On 27th February one of these crashed 
on takeoff. Of eleven on board six 
(including a member of the 
W.A.A.A.F., Corporal Diggles) were 
killed, two died later from injuries and 
three, though injured, survived.

de Havilland DH.84 Dragon
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28th February - Sea
• Western Strike Force

• During the 27th, Allied aircraft reported a convoy of 30 transports escorted by four cruisers and three 
destroyers 55 miles south of Banka Island, but steering away from Java, N by W for Banka Strait. 

• In Tanjong Priok, Collins instructed Howden to take Hobart and the ships of the Western Striking Force on a 
brief northward sweep before retiring to Ceylon, sending his destroyers into Padang, to refuel and evacuate 
refugees from Singapore, on the way. 

• The force consisted (apart from Hobart) of old and obsolete ships and was numerically and materially much 
inferior to the Japanese force sighted earlier in the day. 

• Hobart, with Dragon, Danae, Tenedos, Scout, and the Dutch destroyer Evertsen, left Tanjong Priok at a 
quarter to one in the morning of the 28th. Howden's instructions, were that if he failed to meet the enemy 
by 4.30 a.m. on the 28th, he was to retire through Sunda Strait to Ceylon.

• By 5 a.m. on the 28th, no enemy had been sighted, and Howden altered course and entered Sunda Strait at 
6.16 a.m. Passage of the strait was made at the maximum speed of 24 knots, passing lots of floating 
wreckage, abandoned life-boats and rafts, and about 9 a.m. the force cleared the strait and headed north-
west for Padang.

• Evacuation of Tanjung Priok

• On the 27th, orders had been given to clear all remaining British auxiliary craft from Tanjong Priok. A convoy 
comprising the depot ship H.M.S. Anking; three tankers, War Sirdar, British Judge, and Francol and the 
minesweepers Gemas and MMS.51, left Tanjong Priok, for the Sunda Strait, about midnight on the 27th

escorted by H.M.A.S. Yarra, Wollongong and H.M.I.S. Jumna.

• the scenes enacted a few days before in Singapore were reproduced on an even larger scale in Batavia. 
Equipment, motor transport, abandoned cars, goods of every size, description and quality, littered its choked 
quays, and still troops and air force ground staff poured in, hungry, disorganised and, for the moment, 
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28th February - Sea
• Sunda Straits Patrol

• Goulburn and Toowoomba had joined the Sunda
Strait patrol ships at Merak, in the afternoon of the 
27th February, where they arrived simultaneously 
with formations of Japanese bombers which 
attacked in waves of three. Anti-aircraft fire from 
ships broke up the attacks and no material damage 
was done. 

• The six ships of the 21st Minesweeping Flotilla—
Maryborough, Toowoomba, Ballarat, Bendigo, 
Goulburn and Burnie—whose former day base at 
Merak was no longer tenable because of air attack, 
then gathered at 8 a.m. on the 28th off Third Point, 
on the Java coast. 

• A number of the ships were short of fuel, and Cant, in 
Maryborough, decided to take the flotilla to Tjilatjap to 
replenish. 

• En route Bendigo and Burnie rescued some survivors 
from a torpedoed Dutch merchantman. 

• At midnight, when he was about due south of Batavia, 
Cant received orders to return to Sunda Strait with four 
ships. He sent Bendigo and Burnie with their 
passengers on to Tjilatjap; and Maryborough, 
Toowoomba, Ballarat and Goulburn reversed course to 
return to Sunda Strait.

HMAS Goulburn, one of sixty Bathurst class corvettes built during 
World War II in Australian shipyards as part of the Commonwealth 

Government's wartime shipbuilding programme. 
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28th February - Sea
• Seawitch

• Seawitch, escaping detection, reached Tjilatjap
safely on the 28th and the crated Kittyhawks were 
unloaded, but by this time it was too late to 
assemble them and put them into operation. The 
Dutch denied them to the enemy by dumping 
them into the harbour. . Seawitch took on 40 
refugee soldiers and returned to Australia.

• American Destroyers 

• It was decided to get as many of the survivors, of 
the eastern striking force, as possible south of Java, 
either to Tjilatjap, or farther afield to Australia or 
Ceylon. 

• First to leave were the U.S. destroyers Edwards, 
Alden, Ford, and Paul Jones, which left Surabaya 
about 5 p.m. on the 28th. They successfully made 
the passage of Bali Strait in moonlight, and despite 
a brush with three Japanese destroyers (in which 
the Americans simulated torpedo fire with dummy 
flashes) made good their escape, and reached 
Australia four days later.

Seawitch, a US owned ship, had been at Port Pirie in 
S.A. on 26 January 1942 when it was requisitioned by 

the US War Shipping Administration
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28th February - Sea

American destroyers

Hobart force

Minesweeping 
flotilla

Padang

Tanjong Priok
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28th February - Sea
• Perth & Houston

• At about the same time (7 p.m. on the 28th) Perth, 
in company with Houston, sailed from Tanjong 
Priok for Tjilatjap. The two ships hugged the Java 
coast steaming in line ahead with Perth in the lead. 
The sea was calm there was a clear sky and full 
moon.

• At 11.6 p.m., when about half-way across the 
mouth of Bantam Bay, Perth's lookouts sighted a 
ship about five miles ahead, close to St Nicolas 
Point. It was thought that she was one of the 
Australian corvettes of the Sunda Strait Patrol, but 
when challenged she at first replied unintelligibly 
with a greenish - coloured lamp, and then turned 
away making smoke. 

• She was then seen to be a Japanese destroyer and 
Waller sounded the alarm, made an enemy report, 
and ordered the forward turrets to open fire.

• The original sighting was quickly followed by 
others, of destroyers and cruisers and the ship 's 
armament was split to engage different targets 
simultaneously. Waller altering course violently 
and repeatedly so as to keep the guns bearing. 
There were so many targets that it was impossible 
to engage all simultaneously, so that some 
Japanese destroyers were able to close to very 
short range. 

HMAS Perth, taken from HMAS Adelaide, 15th February 1942.

Perth suffered three hits within half an hour but 
damage was only superficial. She and Houston 
continued to fight with every effective gun and 
Perth also fired her torpedoes as they steamed at 
high speed, and zigzagged erratically. “Hits were 
definitely scored"—by Perth—on some of the 
destroyers which closed in".
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28th February - Sea
• Perth & Houston

• About midnight very little 6-inch ammunition remained, and Waller, 
deciding to try to force a passage through Sunda Strait, ordered full 
speed and set course direct for the Indian Ocean. Perth had barely 
steadied on the course when, 

• at five minutes past midnight, a torpedo struck on the starboard side. 
The report came: “Forward engine room out . . . speed reduced"; and 
Waller said "Very good".

• A few minutes later it was reported that ammunition was almost 
expended, the turrets were firing practice shells and the 4-inch guns 
were reduced to star shells. Again Waller said "Very good". 

• Shortly afterwards a second torpedo hit under the bridge, also on the 
starboard side, and Waller said "Christ! That' s torn it. . . . Abandon 
ship."

• Most of those who got out of the ship left at about this time, before a 
third torpedo struck, well aft on the starboard side, about five minutes 
later. 

• It was quickly followed by a fourth torpedo which hit on the port side. 
Perth, which had listed to starboard, came upright, heeled over to port, 
and sank about twenty-five minutes after midnight. 

• Little damage had been done to Perth until the very end of the action, 
but she was repeatedly smashed by shell hits while abandoning ship; and 
many of her people were killed or wounded in the water by exploding 
shells, and by the third and fourth torpedoes. 

• 352 of Perth’s crew were killed in her last action, out of a crew of 680. 
Captain Waller was lost with his ship. He was last seen standing with his 
arms on the front of the bridge, looking down at the silent turrets. Captain Waller on his bridge on HMAS Perth
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28th February - Sea
• Sunda Strait

• Houston was still afloat and fighting, 
though badly on fire. She sank—torn 
by shell and torpedo explosions about 
twenty minutes after Perth.

• Soon after 10 p.m. a Japanese
Invasion Convoy had entered Bantam 
Bay, escorted by two heavy and two 
light cruisers and eight destroyers. 
Perth and Houston had steamed into 
the middle of it.

• Panama Canal Zone

• Cominch, Admiral King, directed 
SubRon 5, forming up in the Canal 
Zone to “proceed . . . towards 
Brisbane. Ultimate destination later.” 

S44 one of the 6 submarines of SubRon 5. The S boats 
are smaller and older than the named fleet 
submarines. S 44 was commissioned in 1925.
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28th February - Sea

Tanjong Priok

Perth and Houston

Sumatra

Sunda
Strait

Java
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28th February - Army
• Portuguese Timor 

• By the end of February, company 
headquarters (of the independent 
company) had been established at the Villa 
Maria, a house twenty miles from Dili. 

• Boyland's platoon was farther inland, at 
Hatu-Lia. 

• Laidlaw’s platoon continued to patrol the 
Bazar-Tete—Tibar area.
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28th February - Army
• Portuguese Timor 

• On the last day of the month (28th), Laidlaw’s 
platoon had their first encounter with the 
enemy. 
• Seeing a convoy of Japanese trucks travelling 

along the coastal road between Dili and Liquissa, 
they went down to the road and attempted to 
mine it. 

• However, the convoy came into view on its way 
back to Dili before this task—delayed while the 
section casually brewed itself some tea—had 
been completed. 

• When the first truck passed them without hitting 
a mine, Lieutenant Nisbet, one of twelve lining 
the road, stepped from cover and aimed a 
machine-gun at the driver. 

• The gun jammed, and the convoy dashed 
through rifle fire and bursting grenades. One of 
the trucks was wrecked, but the rest got away.

• Burma

• Before the end of the month the Japanese 
had driven the defenders across the Sittang
River and were pressing on Pegu in a direct 
threat to Rangoon.
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28th February - Army

Pegu

Portuguese Timor
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28th February - Air
• Darwin

• After the first raids on Darwin steps were taken to disperse RAAF facilities previously concentrated at R.A.A.F. Station, Darwin. On 
28th February RAAF area headquarters moved to a site in the bush about a mile and a half south of the station.

• Port Moresby

• On the 28th eleven bombers escorted by five Zeros attacked the Catalina base (at Port Moresby) in daylight 
• three Catalinas were destroyed at their moorings and a fourth damaged and the flying-boat squadrons' headquarters received a 

direct hit. 
• Much of the damage was done by low level strafing by the zeros. When the Japanese left, the strength of the base in serviceable 

aircraft on immediate call was three—two Catalinas and one Hudson. 
• One fighter was shot down by anti aircraft and the pilot captured. (Raid 4)

• Rabaul

• At the end of the month (February) reconnaissance reports showed that the Japanese had two squadrons of flying-boats on Rabaul
Harbour, one of fighters on Lakunai aerodrome, one of heavy bombers on Vunakanau, a detachment of flying-boats at Kavieng, 
and one squadron of fighters at Gasmata. Intelligence reports predicted the imminent movement of two squadrons of heavy 
bombers from the Philippines-Palau area to Rabaul. All this linked with consistent enemy reconnaissance sorties and the scale of 
the raids on Port Moresby, fitted the Japanese pre-invasion pattern that Allied commanders had come to recognise.

• Java

• On Java the Dutch Air Force had 5 bomber, 3 fighter and 2 reconnaissance squadrons, all seriously combat worn. The R.A.F. and
R.A.A.F. units had only 26 bombers, 9 torpedo bombers, 26 reconnaissance and 25 fighter aircraft. Of these about one-third of the 
bombers and reconnaissance aircraft and only 18 of the fighters were operationally serviceable. The U.S.A.A.F. contribution was 
about 20 Flying Fortresses and 24 Kittyhawks plus a few Dauntless dive bombers, the serviceability rate for all units being low. An 
Allied estimate of the Japanese forces available for the invasion of Java was from 400 to 500 fighters and 300 to 400 bombers, 
supported by very powerful naval forces.

• Australia

• Before the end of the month (February) another 6,645 Air Corps men and attached service troops arrived in Brisbane.
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28th February - Australia

• Numbers of basic weapons 
on hand in Australia and 
the monthly rate of local 
production at the end of 
February.

• The supply of ammunition 
for most weapons was 
adequate.
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28 February 1942 - Shipping
• The major restriction limiting the Allies’ ability to reinforce threatened fronts was 

shipping. The US Army had units available but no shipping capacity to move them 
into active theatres. 

• To overcome this limitation President Roosevelt, in his State of the Union Address 
in January had promised:
• “In this year, 1942, we shall build 6,000,000 deadweight tons of merchant shipping as 

compared with a 1941 production of 1,100,000. And next year, 1943, we shall build 
10,000,000 tons of shipping.”

• However in January Allied shipping losses had been over 521,000 tons or an 
average rate of 6.2 million tons.

• In February losses increased to 706,000 tons or an annual rate of 8.4 million tons.

• The major increases in losses were due to German submarines along the 
American East and Caribbean coasts and Japanese aircraft in the Far East.

• American forces and armaments cannot be moved to active theatres in the 
numbers required until these two threats can be controlled.
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