
War in the Pacific
Defending Australia
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Chapter 18

9 March 1942…

The Battle for Java
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9th March- 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 have been forced out of 
Rangoon, the capital.

• The Philipino/American army in Luzon has withdrawn to a small defensible position in Bataan but 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.

• The Dutch on Java have surrendered. The Australian Blackforce is isolated in the mountains. The 
remnants of the navies and airforces have withdrawn to Australia or Ceylon suffering significant 
losses from Japanese action on the way.

• The Northern islands of Australian administered New Guinea have been seized and the key points 
on the north of the main island, Lae and Salamaua, have now 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 bases.

• A taskforce of two American aircraft carriers is preparing to attack the invasion convoys, still 
unloading at Lae and Salamaua.
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9th March- Situation Report
• Air

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

• Darwin, Broome, Wyndham and Port Moresby have been subject to damaging air raids, which 
show every sign of continuing.

• There are no fighter aircraft available to defend Australia or New Guinea 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. 

• The most recent changes extended the call up to married men up to 45 and single men up to 60. 

• America is reinforcing the South West Pacific with land air and naval forces but they will also take 
time to arrive and become effective.

• The Australian Government has insisted on the return of two of the Experienced Australian 
divisions from the Middle East to Australia. The first to return, the 7th Division, is at sea 
approaching Australia.

• Two brigades of the 6th Division have been temporarily diverted to Ceylon to strengthen the 
garrison until British troops arrive.
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9th March – Government
• Page was informed, and on 9th March reported to Curtin, that, 

• in discussions with Churchill, Roosevelt had recognised the importance of the 
defence of Australia but also insisted on the intimate connection between the 
Australian theatre and the Middle East and Indian theatres.

• The Middle East and India might be the only doors through which aid could reach 
Russia and China and so assist the final victory. 

• Accordingly Roosevelt would send not only the 41st American Division to Australia 
immediately but one further division to Australia and one further division to New 
Zealand if the 9th Australian Division and the New Zealand Division could be left in 
the Middle East.

• On the 9th March after noting Lowe's interim report (on the bombing of 
Darwin) the War Cabinet decided that the whole of the Northern Territory 
north of Alice Springs should be placed under complete military control.

• The army was granted powers by National Security Regulations, notified on 
9th March, to remove or destroy any stock, buildings, works or installations 
that might be useful to the enemy.

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 4



9th March – Sea
• Fremantle

• HMAS Ballarat, Goulburn, and Wollongong 
reached Fremantle on 9th March.

• Indian Ocean

• The sinking of the Yarra had been watched by 
34 survivors, out of the crew of 151, who 
were on two rafts.

• The five Japanese ships then made off to the 
N.N.E. 

• The survivors of Yarra drifted around, sun 
blistered by day and chilled by night, until on 
the 9th March,

• now reduced by death from wounds, 
exposure, and thirst, from thirty-four to 
thirteen 

• they were picked up by the Dutch submarine 
K 11.

On 9th March Mount Vernon delivered her 
returning A.I.F. troops safely to Adelaide.
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9th March – Australia
• On 9th March the Censor reported: "Criticism 

of the Federal Government is voluminous.“

• The criticism concerned such diverse topics as 
• the failure to introduce conscription, 
• strikes, 
• party wrangling, 
• officials giving publicity to themselves, 
• too many race-meetings, 
• allegations that the Government was trying to 

bring about nationalisation without a mandate, 
• disgust at the "squealing" by Ministers, 
• a general dislike of "politicians", 
• too much drinking and 
• failure to deal with shirkers.

• Another common feature of the criticism was 
popular objection to the type of news 
broadcasts being given by the Australian 
Broadcasting Commission. There was also a 
good deal of distrust of the press and radio in 
general.

Troops from the 7th Division are cheered by civilians 
as their train passes through Adelaide in March 1942
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9th March – Army
• New Britain

• On 9th March Holland arrived at Open Bay from the south coast with a party of twenty-three, 
including Colonel Carr, after a two day journey from Ril across the mountainous Mukolkol country.

• Darwin

• A service which it was hoped would consist ultimately of nine small vessels, each of a carrying 
capacity of 400-500 tons, on 9th March began to shuttle cargo from Cairns to Darwin.

• Burma

• In Maymyo, in Burma, General Slim attended a conference together with, among others, a 
Chinese General who had played a great part in the only real victory that the Chinese had won 
against the Japanese up to that time – Changsha. 

• Slim questioned the Chinese General on the tactics of the battle. 

• The Chinese General’s experience was that the Japanese, confident in their own prowess, 
frequently attacked on a very small administrative margin of safety. 
• He estimated that a Japanese force would usually have not more than nine days supplies available. 
• If you could hold the Japanese for that time, 
• and prevent them capturing your supplies, and 
• then counter attack them, 
• you would destroy them.
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9th March – Air

• Lexington Taskforce
• Attacking from the Gulf of Papua would involve crossing the formidable 

Owen Stanley mountain range, which rose above 15,000 feet in places and 
was poorly charted.

• SBDs were sent to Townsville and Port Moresby to gather data about flying 
conditions in the area.

• The SBD to Port Moresby landed just after the 9th air raid on the base by 10 
bombers, which did no significant damage.  

• It was found that one mountain pass was low enough (7,500ft) for the 
carrier planes to pass through with their heavy loads of ordnance.

• The Gulf of Papua option was selected as lower risk than the largely 
uncharted waters of the Bismarck Sea, where the risk of air attack from 
Rabaul was also much greater.

• Lexington and Yorktown, escorted by four cruisers and nine destroyers, 
steamed undetected by the enemy to a position about 45 miles off the 
southern coast of Papua.
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JIC 9 March
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10th March – Naval incidents reported
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Siantar sunk by 
unknown enemy 4/3

Gehrard sights 
torpedo 9/3
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10th March - Strategy

• A week later (10th March), Churchill forwarded to Curtin a copy of a 
message from the President to the effect that the United States would be 
willing to send two more divisions to Australia and New Zealand but, 
because of the need to view the war as a whole and because of shipping 
difficulties, this was dependent on the retention of a similar number of 
Australian and New Zealand divisions in the Middle East, India and Ceylon. 

• Churchill, after advancing various arguments, expressed the hope that 
Australia would feel able to leave the 9th Division in the Middle East, 
where it was "most sorely needed" 

• and promised to send on the brigades of the 6th Division from Ceylon as 
soon as the minimum defence arrangements for the island could be made.
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10th March
• Sea

• On the 10th Toowoomba, Maryborough 
and Generaal Verspijck reached
Fremantle so that all the ships of the 21st

Minesweeping Flotilla were reunited in 
Australia. 

• They had been used 
• as minesweepers in areas subject to 

frequent air attacks, and 
• patrols in the Sunda Straits. 
• They had been among the last to leave 

Singapore, Palembang, Sunda Strait, 
Tjilatjap and Oosthaven.

• Air

• Darwin

• On the 10th ten fighters appeared over 
Darwin, but there was no attack. 

HMAS Toowoomba
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10th March - Air
• The last of the three pursuit groups assigned 

to Australia, the 8th, disembarked at Brisbane 
on 10 March, armed with P39s.

• Only the 49th Group, which had come in early 
in February, was considered ready for combat. 

• When the 49th arrived in the theatre. 
• Lt. Col. Wurtsmith, its commanding officer, and 

his executive, Maj. Hutchinson, were veteran 
pilots with 4,800 and 2,600 hours of pursuit 
time, respectively. 

• Five other pilots had more than 600 hours, and 
• nine were credited with about 15 hours, 
• but the remaining eighty-nine pilots had no 

pursuit time at all.

• The 35th’s, more experienced pilots had been 
drafted for service with the provisional 
squadrons hurriedly organized and sent to the 
Netherlands East Indies. Those who had 
survived had been assigned to rest and 
recuperation in the hope that their battle 
experience might be put to use in the training 
of other pilots.

USAAF P39 Airacobra
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10th March - Air
• Lexington Taskforce

• The strike force consisted of:
• 18 Wildcat Fighters, eight of them from Fighting 3 carrying two 30 pound fragmentation 

bombs each,
• 61 SBD dive bombers and 
• 25 TBD torpedo bombers, 12 from Torpedo 2 carrying torpedoes and 13 from Torpedo 5 

carrying two 500 pound bombs each.

• 13 Wildcats were retained for air defence of the carriers and 9 SBDs for anti 
submarine defence.

• To maximise the Wildcats’ time over the target Brown and Sherman selected a 
launch point 125 miles south of Lae and Salamaua. Thach, the skipper of Fighting 
3, calculated he would have 10 to 12 minutes fighting time over the target. 

• The weather at dawn was excellent.

• Yorktown launched the first Combat Air Patrol at 07.04 and Lexington started 
launching her strike force at 07.49. 
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10th March - Air
• To clear her deck for heavier 

takeoffs Lexington launched the 
fighters first then sent off all the 
bombers.

• The deck free, the fighters, lugging 
their fuel consuming bombs, 
landed briefly to top up their tanks 
then took off again.

• The Wildcats, with their higher 
speed soon caught up with the 
bombers.

• Yorktown, with her far more 
efficient elevator system, three lifts 
to the Lexington’s one, could keep 
her fighters in the hangar until they 
needed to launch. 

After the Wildcats and Dive Bombers have taken off the 
Devastator torpedo bombers  are prepared for take off. 
After they have taken off the Wildcats can come back 
on to top up their tanks.

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 17



10th March - Air
• Lae and Salamaua

• In the morning Kingwell attacked a transport in 
Salamaua Harbour, scoring two near misses, and 
machine-gunned a naval pinnace.

• Commander Ault, commander of the Lexington 
Airgroup flew his SBD to a position over the gap 
in the Owen Stanley Range through which Allied 
aircraft normally crossed to the north coast at 
between 7,000 and 8,000 feet, so avoiding the 
climb to about 13,000 feet that otherwise was 
necessary. 

• Here, about 8.30 a.m., he "orbited" his aircraft, 
transmitting weather and route information to 
104 aircraft from the carrier air groups. 
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10th March - Air
• Lae and Salamaua

• The fighters and bombing aircraft swept 
across Papua. The thirteen torpedo carrying 
TBDs, carrying 1,000 lbs more than the 
bombers, found they could not climb as fast 
as the terrain rose beneath them and for a 
time it looked as if they would have to abort 
the mission. 

• Then Brett, the skipper of Torpedo 2, saw  a 
green flat area in the sunshine and 
remembered his glider training. He got his 
squadron over this area and found an updraft 
of about twelve hundred feet per minute, 
that washed him up and over the top.

• The strike aircraft deluged the enemy ships in 
the harbours of Lae and Salamaua with 
bombs and torpedoes, and flew back to land 
on the carriers with a loss of one pilot and his 
aircraft. They claimed the sinking of five 
transports and several warships.

• The escorting fighters had shot down the only 
Japanese aircraft that intervened and strafed 
ships, boats and shore based anti aircraft 
guns.

• The Navy had no institutional arrangements for 
flying over land. Yorktown’s crews had been sent 
off over the jungle covered mountain range with 
an escape/survival kit consisting of a meat cleaver 
and a small bottle of aspirin. 

TBD Torpedo bombers at Lae. Japanese ships in background are 
making smoke as a protection from attack.
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10th March
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10th March - Air

• Lae and Salamaua

• Almost as soon as the naval 
aircraft left the target their place 
was taken by eight Flying 
Fortresses which had flown from 
Townsville. The crews of these 
aircraft claimed that they had 
left two ships sinking, four on 
fire, and one beached.

• Kingwell also returned that 
afternoon, with 8 Hudsons, to 
bomb the runway.
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10th March
• Lae and Salamaua

• A detailed report of the Japanese landings at Lae and 
Salamaua and a daily record of the movement of ships to 
and from the two harbours and aircraft landing and taking 
off from the two aerodromes was available to the Allied 
Command from a Coastwatcher, Leigh Vial, previously an 
assistant district officer in the New Guinea Administration. 
• Swiftly commissioned into the RAAF Vial was sent into the hill 

country round Mubo, overlooking Salamaua and Lae. 
• Aided by two natives who brought him his supplies, he 

maintained a watching post in the hills. 
• For six months his warning voice was familiar to all who 

listened to the X frequency, a quiet unhurried voice reporting 
aircraft on the way, their types, number, course and height.

• The raiders had actually sunk three transports and 
damaged another transport and a seaplane tender.

• Japanese ships in the Huon Gulf that day had been 5 
transports, 1 light cruiser, 6 destroyers, a seaplane tender, 
a minelayer and 2 minesweepers. 

Flight Lieutenant Leigh Vial

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 22



10th March
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JIC 11th March
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11th March

• Government

• A new system of national registration was introduced (on 11th March) 
requiring all citizens to apply for a personal identity card.

• President Roosevelt referred to the attack on shipping at Lae and 
Salamaua in a message to Mr Churchill as "the most cheering thing 
that has happened in the Pacific so far“

• New guinea

• The 11th raid was made on Port Moresby by 12 twin engine bombers. 
A Ford Trimotor aircraft was destroyed. There was no other damage 
and no casualties.

• On the 11th March the two carrier taskforces continued to withdraw 
south eastward into the Coral Sea.
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11th March

• Command

• The President had ordered MacArthur, on 22nd February, to leave 
for Australia as soon as possible, stopping at Mindanao only long 
enough "to insure a prolonged defense.“ 

• On his arrival in Australia he would assume command of a new 
theater of operations in the Southwest Pacific, arrangements for 
which were then in progress.

• MacArthur had not accepted the injunction to leave immediately. 
Pointing out that his abrupt departure might have an adverse 
effect on morale, he asked for permission to delay his departure 
until, as he put it, the "psychological time" presented itself.

• "Please be guided by me in this matter," he urged the President. 
"I know the situation here in the Philippines and unless the right 
moment is chosen a sudden collapse might occur."

• The "psychological time" arrived in the second week of March, 
when MacArthur judged the situation on Bataan stable enough 
for him to leave without risking "a sudden collapse."

• Arrangements for transportation were made and the officers to 
accompany him and his family were selected.

PT-32, one of the four PT-20 class motor torpedo 
boats involved

On the 11th, as darkness settled over Manila Bay on a rainy evening, 
the general, his wife Jean, four-year-old son Arthur, and Arthur's 
Cantonese amah, Ah Cheu and several staff officers boarded four 
torpedo boats which, made the journey from Manila Bay to a 
rendezvous on Mindanao. The boats became separated during the 
night and sheltered in island coves during the day, reaching 
Mindanao on the morning of the 13th.   
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11th March

• General Brett, received a radiogram from General Marshall in Washington, 
alerting him that MacArthur would be requesting bombers to transport his party 
from Mindanao to Australia. 

• A subsequent message from MacArthur requested his "most experienced pilots, 
and the best available planes in top condition", but the only long-range aircraft 
that Brett had were Boeing B-17s of the 19th Bombardment Group, which had 
seen hard service in the Philippines and the Dutch East Indies. 

• He therefore approached Admiral Leary, the commander of the Anzac Area, to 
ask for a loan of some of twelve newly arrived Navy B-17s. Leary turned Brett 
down.

• Brett therefore sent four of the 19th Bombardment Group's old planes. 
• Two were forced to turn back with engine trouble. 
• One of the others accidentally dumped 300 US gallons of its fuel. The pilot flew on, and 

nearly made it to Del Monte Field but, just a few miles from his destination, the fuel tanks ran 
dry and the engines stopped. The B-17 crash landed in the sea. Two of the crew were killed. 

• Only one B-17, piloted by Lieutenant Pease, reached Del Monte, and this B-17 was in poor 
condition, with no brakes and a faulty supercharger. 
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JIC 12th March
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12th March – Air

• Aircraft Australia 
• General Brett, in command once more of United States Army Forces in 

Australia, had stated his aircraft needs at six pursuit groups and three light, 
three medium, and three heavy bombardment groups, to which he added 
three transport groups.

• No addition was made to an earlier commitment to the Southwest Pacific 
of one light, two medium, and two heavy bombardment groups and of four 
pursuit groups.

• In March (12th), General Brett received word that instead of four pursuit 
groups he would only get three.

• Coral Sea
• On 12th March Brown was ordered to provision the Yorktown taskforce and 

return to Pearl Harbour with the Lexington taskforce.
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12th March - Noumea
• On 10th March convoy "ZK.7" had 

been joined at sea by the American 
cruiser New Orleans and destroyer 
Mugford, escorting two American 
ships, Perida (6,579 tons) and Pennant 
(6,576 tons) , and the augmented 
convoy, carrying the New Caledonia 
task force, reached Noumea on 12th.

• The task force, commanded by Major-
General Patch, consisted of two 
infantry regiments, a regiment of 
artillery, a battalion of light tanks, an 
anti-aircraft regiment, a battalion of 
coast artillery and a squadron of 
fighter aircraft.

• The mission given General Patch was 
to: 

• “Hold New Caledonia, in cooperation 
with the military forces of the United 
Nations, against all attacks.”The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 30



12th March - Java

• The Australian force remained in its position during the 9th, 10th and 11th.

• Blackburn tried to send a message to Australia informing the Government 
of his situation, but later learnt that wireless communications had ceased 
before it was sent.

• Blackburn’s medical officers all advised him that without drugs and without 
adequate shelter the health of his troops would suffer very severely if he 
remained in the mountains.

• He therefore reluctantly decided that in the best interests of his troops he 
must capitulate.

• On the 12th March the senior British, Australian and American officers 
signed a formal surrender. Before it was signed the Japanese commander 
agreed to add a passage stating that the rights of prisoners under the 
Geneva Convention would be observed.
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12th March - Sumatra
• Japanese landings took place on 

the island of Sabang, and at 
Kutaradja, Idi and Labuhanruku
on the north and north-east 
coasts of Sumatra, at dawn on 
the 12th.

• That day  (12th March) the small 
British garrison at Port Blair, in 
the Andaman Islands, was 
withdrawn in the transport 
Neuralia.

Port 
Blair
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12th March – War Dept 
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13th March - Strategy 
• On 13th March Curtin learnt from Page that Churchill had received from Roosevelt new proposals 

for the general conduct of the whole world war. 

• The President proposed that the United States should assume operational responsibility for the 
Pacific theatre. 
• Decisions on military operations, whether by army, navy or air, for the areas within this theatre would be 

made by the American Chiefs of Staff in Washington. 
• The Supreme Commander in the Pacific area would be an American. 
• There would be set up in Washington an advisory body on operational matters consisting of representatives 

from Australia, New Zealand, the Netherlands East Indies and China, under the chairmanship of an American.  

• There should also be a middle area stretching from Singapore to the Mediterranean which would 
be a United Kingdom responsibility, 
• it being understood, however, that Australia and New Zealand would give as much assistance to this area as 

their Governments could manage and that 
• the Americans would allocate to it all possible munitions and merchant ships.

• A third main area would cover the Atlantic and plans for the establishment of a new front on the 
European Continent and would be the joint responsibility of the United States and the United 
Kingdom.

• The "grand strategy" of all three areas would remain the concern of the Combined Chiefs of Staff 
in Washington and London and the joint committees on shipping, raw materials and munitions 
would continue to operate. The whole would be subject to the joint approval of Roosevelt and 
Churchill.

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



13th March 
• Government

• In March (13th) the schedule of reserved occupations was again revised and exemptions from 
military service limited so as to retain in industry "only such male labour of military age as is 
essential for the adequate supply of foodstuffs, munitions of war and essential services to the 
forces, and to meet the essential minimum needs of civilian life“

• Command

• MacArthur and his group reached Mindanao at daybreak. They were met by General Sharp, 
commander of the Mindanao Force, and driven to Del Monte airfield to board the three B-17's 
which should have been waiting there to take them to Australia. But there was only one on the 
airfield and MacArthur considered that unfit for passengers. 

• Incensed, he dispatched two messages, one to General Brett in Australia asking for other planes 
immediately and the other to General Marshall calling for "the best three planes in the United 
States or Hawaii" with veteran crews. 
• "To attempt such a desperate and important trip with inadequate equipment," he wrote, "would amount to 

consigning the whole party to death and I could not accept such a responsibility.“

• Brett went back to Leary, expecting to be turned down again, but this time, Leary gave Brett the 
aircraft he wanted. "Perhaps", Brett speculated, "Leary had heard from Washington".
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13th March 

• Port Moresby 

• (Raid #12) 6 Fighters attacked at 
low level. A Flying fortress landed 
during the raid but was not seen.

• Kingwell brought a Hudson back 
from an attack sortie to find five 
Zeros waiting to strike as he was 
about to make his landing 
approach. 

• The Hudson crew spent 40 minutes 
in cloud evading the enemy aircraft 
whose pilots then gave up the 
chase. 
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14th March - Air

• Horn Island

• On 14th March 8 Nell twin engined bombers and 9 
Zeros made a bombing and strafing raid on Horn 
Island. No. 24 Squadron, still equipped with 
Wirraways, was based on the aerodrome, but 
there was a surprise for the raiders when they 
were intercepted by 9 American Kittyhawks whose 
pilots, members of No. 49 Fighter Group, were 
temporarily stationed on the island. 

• The Americans claimed two Zeros and one bomber 
destroyed, one by collision, for the loss of one of 
their own aircraft destroyed and one damaged. 
Both pilots survived.

• Port Moresby

• March 14, 1942 (Raid #13) Nine bombers hit 
Moresby, no significant damage.

• Darwin

• Japanese reconnaissance aircraft were sighted as 
far south as Daly Waters.

Horn 
Island

Daly 
Waters
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14th March - Air
• Coral Sea

• Three Wildcat fighters from the Yorktown had unaccountably developed leaks in their 
self sealing fuel tanks. 

• Since Cominch had instructed Lexington to do everything in its power to make Yorktown 
combat ready, Captain Sherman agreed to sell six fighters to the Yorktown to replace the 
three with fuel leaks, two which were overtime and an operational loss.

• Walt Haas took off from Lexington to fly one of the newly purchased Wildcats over to 
Yorktown. 
• Just after takeoff, at 400 feet and a mile from Lex, his engine cut out and popped ominously.
• He switched to his reserve tank but the engine died anyway. 
• At 14.56 he lowered his flaps and made what bystanders thought an “excellent water landing”.
• After impact Haas’ Wildcat nosed up then started to sink. 
• Though stunned by a head injury from the gunsight mount, he quickly sprang out of the cockpit 

and broke out the life raft. 
• Soon the plane guard destroyer, USS Dale, had him on board.

• This was Haas’ second ditching in two months. 
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15th March - Air
• Torres Strait

• March 15, 1942 Zeros strafe liner MV 
Canberra attacked from Horn Island, but 
avoided casualties, although deck hit.

• Pacific

• On the 15th (March) the 67th Pursuit 
Squadron reached New Caledonia.

• Fiji, a vital link in the island chain, now had 
one pursuit squadron, the 70th, which had 
debarked at Suva on 29 January, although the 
first of its 25 P-39's was not assembled until 9 
February. 

• In addition to the P-39's the Royal New 
Zealand Air Force operated 18 Hudsons at Fiji.

• In New Zealand, the RNZAF maintained a 
force of Hudsons similar to that in Fiji, and 
had as projected reinforcements the addition 
of 34 Hudsons and 18 P-40’s.
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15th March - Air
• Coral Sea

• A whaleboat from the Dale returned Haas to 
the Yorktown.

• Now a somewhat battered expert at ditching 
Wildcats, he set about designing a harness to 
restrain his tall frame from smashing into the 
jury rigged do it yourself gunsight bracket that 
Fighting 42’s engineers had been forced to 
develop to accommodate the new bulletproof 
windshields in the Wildcats.

• The squadron clamoured for issue shoulder 
harnesses, but none were forthcoming from 
the BuAer.

• Australia

• The remainder of the squadron (No 8 RAAF)—
14 officers and 132 other ranks—and 453 
Squadron disembarked from the Orcades at 
Adelaide on 15th March.
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15th March – Portuguese Timor

• The Japanese sent a demand for the Independent 
Company to surrender. 

• It was brought by Ross from Dili. Ross travelled 
under Japanese escort as far as Liquissa, and 
thence made his way to Hatu-Lia. 

• He said he had been told by the Japanese 
commander that all fighting in Dutch Timor had 
ceased, and that as the Australians in Portuguese 
Timor were part of Sparrow Force, they also should 
surrender. 

• If they did not, they would be declared outlaws and 
if captured would be executed.

• The reply, swiftly decided upon at a conference of 
senior officers of the company with Ross on 15th 
March, was that the company was still a unit, and 
would fight on.
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15th March - Sea
• Western Australia

• The twenty nine submarines of the 
Asiatic Fleet had been under pressure 
since the war began.

• Retreating first to Java and then to 
Darwin the force was swept back until 
the survivors found safe haven at 
Fremantle and Albany.

• The five remaining S boats, S37 to S41, 
didn’t have the range to reach any 
target areas from Fremantle, so on 15 
March Captain Wilkes ordered them 
to proceed to Brisbane to join USS 
Griffin and SubDiv 53.

• The Fleet Submarines continued to 
operate out of Fremantle.

The submarine tender USS Holland with five American 
submarines at Fremantle in 1942
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15th March – US Submarine bases
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16th March
• Sea

• Refuelling finally completed on the morning of 16 March, Fletcher’s Yorktown taskforce steamed 
north west towards the New Hebrides to continue the mission of guarding the line of 
communication between the United States and Australia. The Lexington taskforce shaped course 
for Pearl.

• On the 16th (March) Westralia, which had come from Melbourne, escorted by Achilles, sailed from 
Noumea carrying two companies of the 182nd Regiment and a platoon of engineers from the 
New Caledonia Taskforce, for Efate Island in the New Hebrides, where they arrived on 18th 
March. 
• These troops at once began to clear a 4,000-foot air strip in the jungle.

• Air

• In the fourth raid on Darwin at 01.30 on the 16th, by fourteen bombers, two airmen were killed 
and nine others wounded in a direct hit on aerodrome buildings.

• That day (16th March) an advance echelon of the 49th Pursuit Group took off with its P40s on the 
long flight from New South Wales to Darwin.
• The ground echelon followed by train.

• Three B17s from the 40th Reconnaissance Squadron at Townsville were now dispatched from 
Australia. Two of them reached Del Monte on the night of the 16th, the other soon after.
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JIC 16 March 1942
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17th March - Government

• On the 17th, Churchill expressed to Roosevelt his general concurrence 
in the proposals and copied the telegram to Curtin.
• In an accompanying telegram Churchill assured Curtin once again that, 

although the Pacific would be under an American commander, Britain would 
still regard it her duty to come to the aid of Australia to the best of her ability; 
and 
• if Australia were invaded in force—"which has by no means come to pass and may never 

come to pass"—
• Britain would do her utmost to divert British troops and British ships rounding the Cape 

or already in the Indian Ocean to the succour of Australia albeit at the expense of India 
and the Middle East.

• The services were given power under National Security Regulations 
(on 17th March) to collect launches and other small craft from all 
harbours, rivers, estuaries and lakes in Australia. 
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17th March - Command

• That night, 16th/17th March, MacArthur’s entire group took off. As the two planes 
approached Darwin, word was received that an air raid warning was current 
there. The two B-17s therefore flew on to Batchelor Airfield, where they touched 
down at 09:30 on the 17th.

• Brett had sent two Australian National Airways DC-3s to take them on to 
Melbourne however, Jean MacArthur now refused to fly beyond the first railway 
station so MacArthur and family flew to Alice Springs and caught a train to 
Melbourne.

• On 17th March Curtin had been informed by Roosevelt, through Brett, that 
General MacArthur had arrived in Australia from the Philippines that day and had 
assumed command of all United States Forces in Australia. 
• The President also stated that he was in general agreement with the proposals of the 

Australian and New Zealand Governments regarding the organisation and command of the 
Anzac Area, except as to some details concerning relationship to the Combined Chiefs of Staff 
and as to boundaries. These exceptions, however, would be adjusted with the interested 
Governments as quickly as possible. 

• The President further intimated that, should it be in accord with the wishes of the 
Government and people of Australia, it would be highly acceptable to him and pleasing to the 
American people for the Australian Government to nominate General MacArthur as the 
Supreme Commander of all Allied Forces in the South-West Pacific. 
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17th March - Command
• MacArthur was the son of General Arthur MacArthur, a 

Civil War hero who won the Medal of Honour and who 
served in the Philippines from 1898 to 1901 in the 
Spanish American War and the Philippine American War 
and finally as Military Governor of the Philippines.

• Douglas entered West Point in 1899, passed out top of 
his class, was commissioned in the engineers and 
served in the Philippines (1903-1904).

• He was posted to Japan as his father's aide when that 
old soldier was sent as an observer to the Russo-
Japanese war in 1905.

• A man who knew the MacArthurs in Japan wrote that: 
"Arthur MacArthur was the most flamboyantly 
egotistical man I had ever seen, until I met his son.” 

• He demonstrated personal bravery at Veracruz and in 
the 1st World War, rising to command a division on the 
Western Front.

Brigadier General DOUGLAS MACARTHUR 
during World War One, commander of 

the 84th Infantry Brigade
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17th March - Command
• In 1919, MacArthur became Superintendent 

of the U.S. Military Academy at West Point.

• After two more postings in the Philippines 
(1922-25 and 1928-30) he became Chief of 
Staff of the US Army.

• After serving as chief of staff of the US Army 
he was appointed Military Adviser to the 
Philippine Commonwealth Government in 
1935 and later at his own request was made a 
field marshal in the Philippine Army. 

• At the end of 1937 he was retired from the 
United States Army at his own request but 
remained with the Philippine Army to 
continue his ten-year plan for building up the 
Philippines army.

• In July 1941 he was recalled to service with 
the United States Army as commander of the 
United States Army Forces in the Far East. He 
continued to wear the hat of a Philippines 
Field Marshal, which he had designed himself.

MacArthur as 
West Point 

Superintendent
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17th March - Command
• The Japanese caught MacArthur off 

balance in the Philippines with the 
speed of their movement, and 
destroyed a large part of his air 
forces on the ground. 

• As the attack by the Japanese in 
December was being prepared he 
miscalculated their intentions and 
timing and was over-confident of 
his powers to check them in Luzon 
where they quickly defeated him.

• From the time the withdrawal to 
Bataan was completed until he 
departed from Corregidor he left 
that fortress only once to visit his 
hard-pressed troops in Bataan.

MacArthur with his Chief of Staff, Major General Sutherland, in the 
Headquarters tunnel on Corregidor, Philippines, on 1 March 1942

Brett, who knew him, served under him, and suffered 
from his moods, wrote of him: a brilliant, 
temperamental egoist; … everything about Douglas 
MacArthur is on the grand scale; his virtues and 
triumphs and shortcomings.
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17th March - Command
• The Australian War Cabinet at 

once agreed to the suggestion and 
• on the same day (17th) the 

nomination was submitted 
simultaneously to London and 
Washington in a cablegram which, 

• after voicing admiration of 
MacArthur's defence of the 
Philippines,

• declared that his leadership of the 
Allied forces in the new area 
would be an inspiration to the 
Australian people and all the 
forces who would be privileged to 
serve under his command.
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Members of the Staff of the Myer Emporium hanging a giant portrait 
of General Douglas MacArthur, Commander in Chief, South West 
Pacific Area, outside the city store in preparation for the celebration 
of American Independence Day.



17th March - Air
• Darwin
• On the 17th, No. 9 Squadron, the first of three squadrons, of No. 49 Pursuit 

Group USAAF, reached Darwin. The group was commanded by Lieut-
Colonel Wurtsmith. This first step towards adequate air defence of Darwin 
was supplemented by the first Australian-built radar unit and a somewhat 
rudimentary fighter sector (No. 5) which was installed about a mile from 
the R.A.A.F. aerodrome.

• Port Moresby
• The Kittyhawks for No 75 squadron RAAF were ferried to Townsville, the 

first flight encountering bad weather and losing three aircraft in crashes, 
two of which killed the pilots. The urgency of the need was such that the 
pilots of the new squadron had only nine days for conversion to the P40s 
and an intensive course in fighter tactics, gunnery and the principles of 
fighter control. 
• The advance party of the ground staff had preceded the squadron to Port Moresby, 

arriving there on the 17th.
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