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Attacks on Ceylon
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1st April - Situation Report
• Land

• The Indian/British/Australian forces in Hong Kong, Malaya and Singapore have all surrendered and those in 
Burma have suffered serious defeats and have been forced northwards 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• The Philipino/American army in Luzon has withdrawn to a small defensible position in Bataan but is being 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 and the Australian Blackforce have surrendered. 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have withdrawn to Australia or Ceylon suffering significant losses from Japanese action on the way.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 captured and the key points on the 
north of the main island, Lae and Salamaua, have now also 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 overrun. Most have been captured, some have been massacred some 
remain fugitives in the jungle but some of the fugitives have now reached safety along informal routes.

• Japan has recently landed on three islands in the Northern Solomons to the east of Australia and on 
Christmas Island to its west.

• Sea

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

• One American aircraft carrier taskforce is patrolling the Coral Sea defending Australia and the Australia –
America supply line from attack by sea.

• The British Eastern Fleet has withdrawn to Ceylon. They have just received intelligence of an impending 
Japanese attack on Ceylon and are concentrating to oppose it.
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1st April - Situation Report
• Air

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

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

• The first fighter aircraft tasked to defend Australia have recently reached Darwin and Port Moresby. Their 
airfields are being strengthened with guns, radar, observer systems and additional dispersal areas and 
revetments, but Japanese raids still frequently get through without being intercepted.

• 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 call up extends 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 7th Division and one brigade of the 6th Division have returned safely to 
Australia.

• The other two brigades of the 6th Division have been temporarily diverted to Ceylon to strengthen the 
garrison until British troops arrive.

• The Americans are making prodigious efforts in industry to build the weapons to win the war and to replace 
the resources lost, such as the rubber plantations in the far east and the ships in the Atlantic, due to failure 
to prepare an effective defence. 
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16 to 31 March 1942
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1 April 1942 - Sea
• Fletcher in Yorktown was patrolling the Coral 

Sea just outside air reconnaissance range 
from Rabaul, while monitoring RAAF air 
reconnaissance, in the hope of pouncing on 
any Japanese ships the RAAF might find.

• While practicing strafing runs on floatlights
Johnny Adams experienced a sudden loss of 
power in his Wildcat. Adams had to ditch 
about four miles from the ship. Lacking 
shoulder straps he pitched forward into the 
jury rigged gunsight bracket which gashed his 
head and chipped several teeth. 

• Stunned he did not recover quickly enough to 
recover his life raft from the dorsal fairing aft 
of the cockpit. The Wildcat sank so quickly he 
was lucky to be alive. The destroyer Hamann 
raced over and picked him up.

• The VF42 pilots did not know why the engine 
failed, but they grew suspicious of their 
aircraft, particularly the troublesome fuel 
tanks.
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Rear Admiral Frank Jack Fletcher
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1 April 1942 - Sea
• At the beginning of April Captain Wilkes, at Fremantle had under his 

command 21 fleet submarines and 5 S boats. Three replacement fleet 
boats and six S boats were on their way out.

• The fleet boats, with a crew of about 80, had a cruising range of 10,000 
miles and carried supplies for 60 days. Surface speed was 20 knots, 
submerged speed was 9 knots. Underwater endurance was 48 hours at 2 
knots.

• The S boats, nearly all old enough to vote in 1942, were smaller and much 
less capable and much more uncomfortable. The surface speed of 11 knots 
was nowhere near enough to make approaches on warships and if a target 
came within range primitive methods of torpedo control prevented 
accurate shooting.

• The S boats didn’t have the range to reach any target areas from 
Fremantle, so Wilkes had ordered them to Brisbane to join USS Griffin and 
SubDiv 53.

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



1 April 1942 - Air
• Between 23 February and 1 

April, the B17s flew 
approximately twelve missions,
• six were against Rabaul, 

• one against Koepang in Timor, and 

• four against targets in the Lae-
Salamaua area. 

• The six Rabaul missions actually 
put only fifteen B-17’s over the 
target, an average of less than 
three planes per mission.
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B17 Flying Fortress. 
Photo taken before the red centre removed from the roundels.
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2 April 1942 - Sea
• For three days and two nights the (Eastern)  Fleet operated off the south 

coast of Ceylon, spending the time in much-needed fleet exercises, without 
any further Intelligence of the Japanese. 

• By 2nd April Somerville’s R class battleships, designed for operations in the 
North Sea over short distances, and not modernised, were running short of 
fresh water, and 
• at 9 p.m. that day the Commander-in-Chief set course for Addu Atoll 
• after dispatching Dorsetshire and Cornwall to Colombo, 

• Dorsetshire to resume her interrupted refit and 
• Cornwall to escort Convoy SU.4 (the American transport Holbrook and the Australian 

Duntroon) to Australia; 

• and H.M.S. Hermes and HMAS Vampire to Trincomalee to prepare for participation in 
a forthcoming operation against Diego Suarez, Madagascar.

• General Brett reports that arrangements have been made with the Dutch 
government for immediate use of 21 coasting vessels.
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2 April 1942
• Bataan

• General Wainwright reports that 
enemy made unsuccessful attack 
against the centre of the line on 
Bataan. Enemy losses believed heavy 
and Allied casualties few.

• Australia

• The eleventh raid on Darwin by 7 
bombers and 3 fighters, at 15.30 on 
2nd April, caused damage to the oil 
tanks and to houses.

• General McArthur reports to the War 
Department that a general public 
attitude of defeatism in Australia is 
being replaced by a growing feeling of 
self-reliance and confidence.
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Admiral Somerville as Commander-in-Chief, Eastern 
Fleet with Captain Oliver on board HMS Warspite
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2 April 1942 - Air
• On the night of 2nd-3rd April Brereton 

relaxed his decision not to commit his 
force, until training completed, when he 
received a report of enemy shipping lying in 
the harbour at Port Blair, out of range of 
the Blenheims. 
• Brereton led an attack himself, his aircraft 

bombing in bright moonlight, and his crew 
claiming a direct hit on a cruiser. 

• A transport was also hit and both ships were 
left burning. 

• The enemy anti-aircraft fire was heavy and two 
of the bombers were damaged but all returned. 

• Two other Fortresses were ordered to raid 
Rangoon on the same night but one 
crashed on take-off, killing all the crew, and 
the mission was cancelled.
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JIC 2 April 1942
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3 April 1942 - Land
• Bataan
• Major-General King took over Luzon 

Force from Wainwright. The total 
strength was then 79,500 of whom 
12,500 were Americans.

• On 3 April, the entire Orion-Bagac Line 
was subjected to incessant bombings by 
100 aircraft and artillery bombardment 
by 300 artillery pieces from 9:00 a.m. to 
3:00 p.m., which turned the Mt Samat
stronghold into an inferno. 

• The Japanese then spearheaded the main 
ground attack at the left flank of II Corps. 

• Everywhere along the line, the American 
and Filipino defenders were driven back 
by Japanese tanks and infantry.
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3 April 1942 - Land
• Burma

• While General Alexander's columns were still 
in occupation of Mandalay on 3rd April the 
Japanese Air Force struck. 

• A direct bomb hit wrecked the fire station and 
unchecked fires and bomb explosions 
destroyed all but about one-fifth of the 
ancient town. 

• Hundreds of the inhabitants and of the many 
refugees who had gathered there perished.

• Air

• Four RAAF Hudsons attacked the airfield and 
shipping at Koepang. Two enemy aircraft were 
claimed destroyed and probably six damaged. 
A near miss was scored on a merchant ship.

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 13



4 April 1942 - Sea
• Indian Ocean

• Somerville reached Addu Atoll on the 4th, and started to water and fuel. At 4 p.m. 
a Catalina reconnaissance aircraft from Colombo reported a large enemy force 
360 miles S.E. of Ceylon, steering north-west. Before it could report the 
composition of the force it was shot down.

• Admiral Somerville at Addu Atoll appreciated that the enemy’s intention would 
be a dawn air attack on Colombo and Trincomalee, followed by a retirement to 
the eastward after he had recovered his aircraft. Somerville accordingly 
instructed Dorsetshire and Cornwall to sail from Colombo forthwith and join him 
in a position south-west of Ceylon, and, leaving Admiral Willis and the 3rd Battle 
Squadron (Force "B") to follow him as soon as ready, he sailed that night (4th) with 
Force "A"—Warspite (flag), Indomitable, Formidable, Emerald, Enterprise, Napier, 
Nizam, Nestor, and three R.N. destroyers.

• Japanese waters

• On 4th April Thresher aimed torpedoes at a merchantman in Japan waters. The 
fish appeared to be passing under but there were no explosions and no damage 
done to the enemy.
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4 April 1942 - Land
• The attack launched against the 

right center of the Bataan position 
in the late afternoon of April 3rd 
continued for most of the 4th. 

• With superior forces massed in 
front of the position, the Japanese 
succeeded in forcing the defenders 
back for a short distance.

• A hostile landing was also 
attempted on the East Coast of 
Bataan supported by artillery fire 
and small arms fire from barges. 
No landings were made and enemy 
casualties were believed to be 
severe.
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4 April 1942 -
• In the twelfth raid on Darwin, at 13.58 on 4th April:

• the civil aerodrome was strafed by 6 bombers and 6 fighters, 
• a civilian was killed and two servicemen wounded. 
• 14 P40s intercepted and claimed 8 attackers destroyed and 3 damaged. 
• 1 P40 was destroyed and the pilot killed and 2 crash landed.

• No. 18 (NEI) Squadron was formed at RAAF Canberra on 4 April 1942.  
• The Dutch authorities provided No. 18 Squadron's pilots and the aircraft, 

which had been obtained from the United States via Lend Lease. 
• The majority of the aircrew were Dutchmen who had been evacuated from 

the Netherlands East Indies, while most of the groundcrew were Australian.
• On formation there was a total of 242 Dutch and Javanese and 266 Australian 

personnel; 
• all aircraft were captained by a Dutch officer, while the remaining aircrew 

positions were a mixture of Dutch and Australian.
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5 April 1942 - Sea
• Indian Ocean

• Through the night, over a smooth sea, Force "A" steamed eastwards at 19 knots with the 
intention of intercepting the enemy force. 

• Just before 8 o'clock on 5th April, Colombo reported being under air attack. It was delivered by 
about 50 navy Type-99 bombers escorted by Zero fighters, in low- and high-level bombing of the 
harbour and installations, and a high-level attack on the Ratmalana airfield.

• Colombo had no operable radar units but two reconnaissance Catalinas gave timely warning, and 
the enemy aircraft were met by 36 Hurricane fighters of Nos. 30 and 258 Squadrons, and six 
Fulmar fighters of the Fleet Air Arm. 

• Eighteen Japanese aircraft were claimed shot down for the loss of 15 Hurricanes and four 
Fulmars, and another five enemy aircraft were claimed by the anti-aircraft batteries. 

• Two ships were sunk in the harbour—H.M. Ships Hector and Tenedos and one merchant ship was 
hit and set on fire. The most serious damage was that done to the harbour workshops. The raid 
ended at 9 a.m.

• At that time Dorsetshire and Cornwall, a little over 100 miles south of Colombo, were hastening 
southwards at 27 knots over a calm sea to join Force "A", then about 300 miles south-west of 
them and steering north-easterly.
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5 April 1942 - Sea
• At 1 p.m., when the two cruisers were about 220 miles from Colombo, Cornwall 

sighted two enemy reconnaissance aircraft which shadowed them. 

• Forty minutes later the dive bombers arrived, and within little more than a 
quarter of an hour first Dorsetshire and then Cornwall were sunk in a series of 
fierce attacks by waves of dive-bombing aircraft. 

• Force "A" was then about 90 miles to the south-west. 

• News of the enemy aircraft shadowing the cruisers had been received in a 
garbled signal by Force "A", where concern for the cruisers' safety was raised by 
subsequent wireless silence, and heightened about 3 p.m. by an intercepted 
wireless message from a reconnaissance aircraft reporting wreckage and a large 
number of survivors in the sea in the approximate position of the cruisers. 

• This news, coupled with the numerous reports he was receiving of powerful 
enemy surface groups, brought home to the Commander-in-Chief that he was 
opposed by an enemy much superior in strength, and he decided to turn back 
and concentrate with Force "B". 
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5 April 1942 – New Guinea
• In response to the message taken to the north 

coast by Carr and passed on over McCarthy’s 
radio, Lieutenant Timperly, of Angau, slipped 
across from the Trobriands to Palmalmal in a 
fast launch (a distance of 300 kilometres), 
arriving on 5th April. 

• At midday Major Owen received a message to 
concentrate his men at Wunung. "They must 
be here today, as tonight is the night," the 
message warned.

• That forced a harrowing march on the men at 
Drina. 
• Some were able to make only slow progress, 

supported at each side by their comrades; 
• others were so weak they had to be carried on 

improvised stretchers. 

• It was after midnight when the weary, over-
wrought men arrived at Palmalmal, to discover 
that so far only Timperly's pinnace had arrived.

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

Lt Alan Timperley (ANGAU)
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5 April 1942 – New Guinea
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Lieutenant Timperley’s course 
from Milne bay to Palmalmal via 
the Trobriand islands. 600 
kilometres each way.
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5 April 1942
• Bataan
• General Wainwright reported that the attack on the Bataan line had been 

stopped with no further ground lost.
• Port Moresby
• April 5, 1942 (Raid 23) Seven bombers escorted by four fighters bombed 7 

Mile Drome causing only slight damage, including a fire among fuel drums 
and destroyed a tent and a 160 gallon fuel dump. 
• One 39th Battalion Sergeant was slightly injured in the leg by shrapnel. 
• Over Port Moresby, they are intercepted by RAAF 75 Squadron P-40E Kittyhawks led 

by Les Jackson. 
• One zero was shot down and two were damaged. One P40 was damaged.

• Darwin
• A raid on the R.A.A.F. aerodrome at Darwin at 12.29 on the 5th (Raid 13) by 

7 bombers and 7 fighters, caused craters on the runway. Fighters failed to 
intercept.
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6 April 1942
• Sea

• Forces A and B joined early next morning, the 6th, 
when the combined fleet turned eastward again.

• India

• Japanese aircraft raided Vizagapatam and 
Cocanada, on 6th April, causing a panic there and 
elsewhere on the eastern coast of India.

• Land

• The first elements of the 41st Division, US Army, 
(about a brigade group in strength) arrived in 
Australia on 6th April. 

• They had embarked in San Francisco on 19 March in a 
convoy that included the liner Queen Elizabeth. 
Because Melbourne could not accommodate the 
Queen Elizabeth, it unloaded at Sydney and the troops 
and cargo were moved to Melbourne by rail and 
smaller Dutch ships. 

• As each contingent arrived it moved to a camp near 
Seymour, Victoria, training was conducted at the 
nearby Australian Army base at Puckapunyal.
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Vizagapatam

Cocanada

Cruisers sunk

Sighting 16.00/4

Addu Atoll

22



The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 23



Reports 7 April 1942

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 24



The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 25



7 April 1942 - Command
• As Command area borders had to 

be decided without further delay, 
Australia agreed to the division 
between the two areas.

• Australia insisted: 
• that no Australian troops could be 

moved out of Australian territory 
without the consent of the Australian 
Government and 

• that there should be a right of appeal 
by the local commander to his own 
government and freedom of 
communication between a local 
commander and his government.

• These issues were also settled 
without difficulty (on 7th April).
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7 April 1942
• Indian Ocean

• Admiral Layton in Colombo, with the more accurate assessment of 
Japanese strength provided by the reports of his shore-based 
reconnaissance aircraft, and with knowledge of Japanese forces in the Bay 
of Bengal, made a signal to the Admiralty emphasising the heavy odds 
against Somerville and the danger facing the Eastern Fleet of "immediate 
annihilation", and thus simultaneously informed them and Somerville of 
the hazardous situation of the Eastern Fleet. 

• Both Admiral and Admiralty decided that retirement westward was the 
only wise course.

• Before withdrawing Somerville, sent the cruiser Enterprise and two 
destroyers to rescue the survivors of Dorsetshire and Cornwall. 
• After spending 30 hours in the water, 1,122 men were rescued. 
• 424 died.
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A Note about Aircraft Carriers
• The Royal Navy expected to operate their aircraft carriers in the North Sea 

or the Mediterranean, where the enemy and the fighting would be, which 
made deck parks problematic (you didn't leave 1939 aircraft on deck in a 
North Atlantic storm if you wanted to fly them again). So RN doctrine had 
no deck parks which meant a smaller air wing for a given size of ship.

• The location also meant operating within range of land-based airpower so 
the carriers were built expecting to take a few bomb hits and still fight. 
More armour meant a heavier ship for a given size of flight deck

• The American Yorktown class had a flight deck 800 ft * 86ft, and Yorktown 
flew 59 planes on the strike on Lae.

• The British Illustrious class’ flight deck was 620 ft * 80 ft and it operated an 
aircraft complement of about 36, but its displacement was 15% greater 
than the Yorktowns.

• So Illustrious’ displacement per aircraft, and therefore capital and 
operating cost per aircraft, was 90% higher than the Yorktowns. 
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Carrier Fighters
• Royal Navy

• Specification O.8/38for a two-crew, 
observation (reconnaissance) fleet 
defence fighter was issued in 1938. 
• As it was not expected to encounter 

fighter opposition, Germany, Britain's 
only potential enemy, possessing no 
aircraft carriers, high performance or 
manoeuvrability was not considered 
important, but long range and heavy 
armament were. 

• The provision of a navigator/wireless 
operator was considered essential for the 
long, over-ocean flights that would be 
required.

• The Fulmar, a navalised version of the 
Battle light bomber, was submitted to 
meet the Specification.

• US Navy

• After trials in his flagship, USS 
Saratoga, ComAirBatFor, Admiral EJ 
King, in a letter to the Navy 
Department on 29 Aug 1938 stated

• “ The acceptability of … a rotating 
superfrequency beacon for homing to 
aircraft carriers at sea … has been fully 
demonstrated.” 

• He recommended “Adopt the (model 
YE) system for primary means of 
homing carrier aircraft”

• Thus resolving the navigation problem 
for fighter aircraft without requiring 
an additional crew member.
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Carrier Fighters
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Fairey Fulmar
Crew 2 
Empty weight 3,182 kg
Max speed 438 kph
Rate of Climb 1,250 ft/min
Range 1,255 km
Guns 8*.303 machine guns

Grumman Wildcat
Crew 1
Empty weight 2,226 kg
Max speed 531 kph
Rate of climb 2,303 ft/min
Range 1,360 km
Guns 4*.50 machine guns
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Carrier Fighters
• Churchill minuted

• On 23 Jan 41 “I wish to draw your attention to the prime importance of … a dozen or more Grumman Martlets 
(British name for Wildcats) being embarked on .. Carriers operating in the Mediterranean. CinC Mediterranean 
says quite definitely that “Fulmars are really not fast enough”. It is absolutely necessary to have a small 
number of really fast fighter aircraft on our carriers.”

• On 14 May 41 “What happened to those American Martlet aircraft?”
• On 16 Aug 41 “This is a melancholy story. We were promised Grummans with folding wings at twenty a month 

beginning in April. We still have none and are only promised (46 in the next three months)... I regard the 
supply of … Grummans to Victorious and Ark Royal as of the first importance.”

• The latest intelligence on the performance of Japanese carrier aircraft was given to the Australian 
War Cabinet by the Minister for Air in January 1941. 

• Of chief interest was a new naval single-seater fighter. Its armament was said to be two 20-mm cannon and two 7.7-
mm machine-guns and its top speed was given as 300 miles an hour (482 km/h). 

• The Minister for the Army referred to the impression that the Wirraway would generally be able to counter Japanese 
seaborne aircraft. This information suggested that the Wirraway would not be able to compete with them. 

• Burnett, the CAS, who was present, replied that he thought the high-powered Japanese aircraft referred to would be 
relatively few in number. Having regard to the type of Japanese aircraft that would be used in an attack on Australia 
he believed that the Wirraway would be able to make "quite a good show". It was an obsolete type, but it had some 
fighting value.

• A note by the British Air Staff (10th June 1941) on the proposed organisation of the R.A.A.F. …said; 
In view of the kind of attack Australia might expect, no strong case could be made on purely 
military grounds for the provision of fighter squadrons, though there might be psychological and 
other reasons for forming some squadrons of this type and, in any event, they would be valuable 
as reinforcements in the Far East where shore based attack might have to be met. 
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Carrier Dive Bombers

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

Fairey Albacore
• Crew - three
• Max Speed – 259 km/h
• Range – 1,497 km
• Bomb load – 907 kg bombs or a torpedo
• The Albacores were equipped with ASV radar

Douglas SBD
• Crew – 2
• Max speed – 410 km/h
• Range – 1,795 km
• Bomb load – 1,020 kg
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R Class Battleships
• On 25th August 1941 Churchill attacked the plan to send the R class ships to 

the Indian ocean saying they would be easy prey to modern Japanese 
vessels as they could neither fight nor run.

• On 28th August the First Sea Lord replied to Churchill that the R Class ships 
were being sent to the Indian Ocean to keep them in waters where they 
will be free from air and submarine attack. 

• Churchill replied the following day, 29th August, describing the R class ships 
if faced with a fast modern battleship attacking a convoy as “floating 
coffins”

• The R Class had been designed in 1913 as the cheapest possible ships 
capable of joining the Grand Fleet to fight the Germans in the North Sea. 
Their small size, short range and low speed made it uneconomic to 
modernise them between the wars.

• Design decisions made in 1913 (battleships) and 1937 (aircraft carriers) left 
the Royal Navy with a fleet designed for Europe which was not equipped 
for war in the wider oceans even before all the ship losses from 1939 to 
1941.   
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7 April 1942
• New Guinea
• On 7th April the Japanese 

landed at and occupied Buin on 
the southern tip of 
Bougainville.

• April 7, 1942 (Raid 24) Moresby 
was raided by Japanese 
bombers and fighters. 
• Several were damaged, but 
• one of our fighters was shot 

down and another missing. One 
pilot was saved.

• Parties were out looking for a 
Japanese pilot, who parachuted 
into heavy jungle country during 
Sunday’s raid.
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7 April 1942
• Australia

• Flight “A’ of the 8th 
Photographic Squadron arrived 
in Australia on 7 April, and nine 
days later had gone into 
operation with its four F-4’s (P-
38E’s modified by the 
installation of cameras and two 
additional 75-gallon tanks) 
under command of Capt. Polifka.
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F-4 41-2217 of the 8th PRS flying over Stradbroke Island in Moreton 
Bay c.1942. 
Photo: State Library of Queensland (#156806)



8 April - Sea
• On the morning of the 8th the fleet reached Addu Atoll. Here, Admiral Somerville told his flag and 

commanding officers that he was convinced of the undesirability of further operations in Ceylon 
waters 
• in the face of such superior Japanese strength, and 
• in conditions in which the battle fleet, lacking speed, endurance, and gun power, was only a liability. 
• He had decided to send the battle fleet to Kilindini, East Africa, where it could protect Middle East and Persian 

Gulf communications and do some collective training. 
• He himself, with Force "A"—Warspite and the carriers—would temporarily base on Bombay 
• with the object of deterring the Japanese from attacking Indian Ocean communications; 
• but for the immediate future would avoid Ceylon. 
• Somerville’s actions were promptly approved by the Admiralty.

• About 3 p.m. 8th (April) a Catalina reconnaissance aircraft reported a Japanese force of three 
battleships and one aircraft carrier east of  Ceylon steering N by W 
• This report indicated to Admiral Arbuthnot, CinC East Indies, that a dawn raid on either Trincomalee or 

Madras was to be expected, and he at once instructed the NOIC, Trincomalee to clear the harbour.
• Ships including the aircraft carrier Hermes, whose aircraft were still ashore, and H.M.A.S. Vampire, were sailed 

southwards with orders to keep close inshore and to be at least 40 miles from Trincomalee by dawn on the 
9th.

• Dispersal to the south was chosen because the Colombo dispersal had been to the north and there were 
already 22 merchant ships sheltering in Palk Strait between Ceylon and India.

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 36



8 April - Sea
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Kilindini – Force B

Bombay 
– Force A

Addu Atoll
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8 April
• New Guinea
• On 8th April Japanese forces arrived at Lorengau on Manus Island in a 

troop-carrying ship and a destroyer. 
• Tupling the coastwatcher in the Ninigo Group to the west, had warned Lieutenant 

Palmer of the Independent Company, and Assistant District Officer Vertigan, that the 
ships were coming. 

• They had planned an evacuation and, before they withdrew to the south coast, the 
soldiers destroyed everything that might be of use to the Japanese and left 
boobytraps at the landing places. 

• A schooner was hidden off the south coast and Palmer and his men, with Vertigan
and the rest of the civilians, set sail for the mainland. 

• They landed at Bogadjim, south of Madang, then walked inland through the 
mountains to Bena Bena (80 kilometres).

• Air 
• Burma
• Japanese aircraft raided the AVG’s base at Loiwing on 8th April. 

• The defenders claimed 10 Zeros shot down.
• The defenders lost 2 Hurricanes in combat and 2 Kittyhawks on the ground.
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8 April
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The withdrawal from Manus Island, 390 
kms by sea and 80 kilometres walking over 
the mountains.
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9 April
• Government

• The Commissioner, Mr Justice 
Lowe, presented his final report on 
the Darwin raid on 9th April.

• Command

• General Marshall suggested to 
MacArthur on 9th April that all the 
participating governments should 
be represented on his staff, and 
informed him that a number of the 
higher positions on the staff should 
go to Dutch and Australian officers 
and particularly to Australians.
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9 April
• Bataan

• General Wainwright reported that General 
King, on Bataan, had sent a flag of truce to 
the Japanese commander at 06.00 today 
without his knowledge. 
• He had disapproved the action and ordered “No 

Surrender”. 
• An attack was ordered to the North but did not 

get off. 
• He stated that physical exhaustion and sickness 

was the real cause of the disaster.

• From the 9th onwards the Japanese were free 
to throw all their weight against Corregidor 
and the other fortified islands, with guns sited 
on both sides of the bay. 
• The shelling never really stopped, 
• With over one hundred pieces ranging in size 

from 75-mm to giant 240-mm howitzers.
• They destroyed gun emplacements, shelters, 

beach defenses, buildings—almost everything on 
the surface—at a rate that made repair or 
replacement impossible.
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9 April - Air
• Ceylon

• The expected Japanese air raid on Trincomalee took place at 7 a.m. on 9th April. 

• The raid was detected by radar, and 17 Hurricanes of No. 261 Squadron R.A.F., and six Fulmar 
aircraft of No. 873 Squadron (which had been landed from Hermes) intercepted. 

• About 55 Japanese bombers and 40 to 50 fighters, flying at 15,000 feet, bombed the China Bay 
airfield and the dockyard, causing major damage. 
• Thirteen Fleet Air Arm aircraft under erection or repair were destroyed, and 
• the monitor Erebus slightly damaged and the merchant ship Sagaing (7,958 tons) set on fire and beached. 
• Fifteen Japanese aircraft were claimed shot down by defending fighters for the loss of eight Hurricanes and 

three Fulmars, and 
• another nine were claimed by anti-aircraft guns. 

• A striking force of nine Blenheims of No 11 Squadron R.A.F. sighted a Japanese force of three 
battleships, four or five carriers and four or five cruisers with destroyers, and attacked from 
11,000 feet against heavy opposition, apparently without damaging the enemy ships. 

• All of the Blenheims attacked and survived the anti aircraft fire but they were then attacked by 
forty or fifty fighters. 

• Five of the Blenheims failed to return and the other four were damaged and unserviceable. 
• The Blenheim gunners claimed four defenders shot down. 
• Nine of the fifteen aircrew lost in the Blenheims were Australian. 
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9 April - Sea
• Ceylon

• When Trincomalee was raided (7.00 am 9th April), Hermes and Vampire were 65 miles to 
the south, about five miles off shore; and when the raid ended they altered course to the 
north to return to Trincomalee. 

• At 8.55 a.m. they were sighted by a Japanese reconnaissance aircraft, and 

• within five minutes the aircraft’s sighting report had been intercepted and read at 
Colombo, and passed to Hermes, with instructions to proceed with dispatch to 
Trincomalee, where she could get fighter protection, and also saying that fighters were 
being sent to her at once from Ratmalana.

• Due to a breakdown in communications, these aircraft did not arrive in time to be of any 
help. 

• At 10.30 a.m. 85 bombers and nine fighters, found Hermes and Vampire off Batticaloa 
light. 

• They attacked Hermes at 10.35 in waves of dive-bombing, and within ten minutes the 
carrier suffered 40 direct hits and capsized and sank. 

• Captain Crockett, a marine gunnery officer in Hermes, described an attack "carried out 
perfectly, relentlessly and quite fearlessly".
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9 April - Sea
• Ceylon

• Sixteen bombers then made for Vampire. 

• Two near-misses shook the ship badly, and she was 
then stopped by a direct hit in the boiler room.

• Four hits followed in quick succession, and 
Vampire's captain, Commander Moran, R.A.N., 
ordered "abandon ship". 

• Floats and rafts were launched when another hit 
broke the ship's back. 

• The bow sank quickly, and the stern, which floated 
for some time, followed at 11.2 a.m. after a heavy 
explosion, presumably of the magazine.

• Between them Hermes and Vampire claimed four 
enemy aircraft shot down.

• Commander Moran, who was last seen on the 
bridge of Vampire, and seven ratings were lost. 

• 307 men were lost from Hermes. 

• 590 of the survivors from both ships were rescued 
by the hospital ship Vita and landed at Colombo 
that evening, some others were picked up by local 
craft or swam ashore.
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9 April - Sea
• Ceylon

• Simultaneously with the attack on Hermes and Vampire, six dive bombers attacked and 
sank the tanker British Sergeant about 15 miles to the northward. 

• About an hour after these attacks, a corvette, Hollyhock and a RFA, Athelstane,, were 
sunk by nine enemy aircraft 30 miles south of Batticaloa. 
• All of Athelstane's complement survived, but the corvette lost 53, including the commanding 

officer. 
• These three ships had been ordered out of Trincomallee at the same time as Hermes and 

Vampire.

• Bay of Bengal

• While the Japanese main force attacked Ceylon, Japanese cruisers with one aircraft 
carrier did considerable damage in the Bay of Bengal between 5th and 9th April. 

• With the threat of air attack on the port it was decided on 31st March to clear ships from 
Calcutta, and in the absence of escort vessels these were sailed in small unescorted 
groups routed as close inshore as possible. 

• Japanese aircraft and surface vessels sank 20 of these ships, and 

• Japanese submarines sank three ships and damaged one off the west coasts of India and 
Ceylon.
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9 April - Sea

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

Trincomallee

Hermes, Vampire, Hollyhock, 
Athelstane and British 
Sergeant sunk.

Cruisers sunk

Japanese sighted 16.00/4

Addu Atoll
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9 April
• On 9th April Blamey issued the orders which defined the main lines of his 

reorganisation, effective 15th April. The land forces in Australia were to be 
organised into a field army and lines of communications. 
• A First Army (Lieut-General Lavarack) was to be created and located in Queensland 

and New South Wales. 
• A Second Army (Lieut-General Mackay) was to be located in Victoria, South Australia 

and Tasmania. (Not long afterwards, however, the Second Army took over also most 
of the troops in New South Wales.) 

• The field troops in Western Australia became the III Corps (Lieut-General Bennett).
• Headquarters and the units of the 6th Division which had arrived in or were 

immediately returning to Australia were to move to the Northern Territory where the 
6th Division would absorb the 7th Military District. (Shortly afterwards this command 
became the Northern Territory Force.) 

• The troops in Papua and New Guinea (8th Military District) were to become New 
Guinea Force (Major-General Morris).

• The second brigade group of the American 41st Division reached 
Melbourne on 9 April. 
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9 April
• New Guinea

• By the 9th over 150 soldiers and 
civilians had gathered at 
Palmalmal, in response to 
Timperley’s summons. 

• That morning the Laurabada, 
formerly the Papuan 
Administrator’s yacht, arrived, 
captained by Lieutenant Ivan 
Champion. 

• She lay concealed during the 
daylight and at dusk the troops 
filed aboard and she sailed for Port 
Moresby.
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10 April - Strategy
• On 10th April, Blamey issued his first Order as 

CinC to the commander of the First Army. He 
stated that the

• retention of the Newcastle-Melbourne area 
was vital but the probability of a major attack 
there was not yet high because the enemy's 
main concentrations were in Burma and the 
Indies. 

• The enemy's first effort southwards from the 
Mandates would probably be "an attempt to 
capture Moresby followed by a landing on the 
north-east coast with a view to progressive 
advance southwards covered by land-based 
aircraft". He added:

• In view of the limitations of resources, it is 
not possible at present to hold the coastline 
from Townsville to Brisbane. 

• As our resources increase it is intended to 
hold progressively northwards from Brisbane.
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10 April - Air

• Port Moresby

• (Raid 25) Seven Jap bombers and six Zero fighters raided Moresby this 
morning. 
• They dropped their bombs ineffectively when our Kittyhawks tackled them and made 

off for home at high speed. 
• Our fighters chased them right out of Papua into New Guinea, fighting a series of 

running dogfights for over half an hour. 
• One Jap bomber was caught in the guns over the jungles of the Owen Stanley Range 

and went down in a flat spin with smoke streaming from the tail. 
• All our planes got back safely.“

• Burma

• When the Japanese returned to Loiwing two days later (10th April) 9 
Kittyhawks were damaged on the ground in a dawn raid during an 
atmospheric radio blackout but the enemy lost 8 fighters.
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10 April - Sea

• Japanese Waters

• Thresher’s confidence was 
partially restored by a single 
torpedo hit which split a 
3,000 ton merchantman in 
two. 

• The sinking happened 
midmorning and Japanese 
escorts held Thresher down 
for the rest of the day, 
dropping depth charges and 
doing incidental damage.

Thresher (SS-200). Pre-war photo. White numerals 
were painted out when war broke out.
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10 April - Sea
• Coral Sea

• On 7th April Yorktown’s 
Wildcats’ fuel tanks began 
”going sour” and by 10th April 
(the day they raffled the last 
steak on board) Fletcher 
reported to Nimitz that no 
fewer than seven of the 
Yorktown’s Wildcats were 
inoperable. The troubles 
stemmed from a particular 
batch of self sealing tanks 
installed in December in place 
of the vulnerable aluminium 
tanks. Grumman F4F 3 Wildcat from USS Yorktown
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JIC 10 April
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11 April – Air Defence

• Port Moresby
• On 11th April, less than four weeks after disembarking at Adelaide from 

the Middle East, the 2/3rd Light Anti-Aircraft Battery began to arrive at Port 
Moresby.

• New Guinea
• The B-25s of the US 3rd Bombardment Group Medium had begun 

operations against New Guinea targets early in April, as also had the B-26’s 
of the 22nd Medium Group.

• Aircraft procurement
• In April the War Cabinet asked the United Kingdom Government to allow 

Australia to retain the first 90 Australian-made Beaufort bombers that had 
been committed for Britain. 
• The request was granted though 
• the United Kingdom Government did not "officially endorse any change that would 

amount to withdrawing Australian Beauforts from the aircraft pool".
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11 April - Air
• Philippines

• in the early morning of 11 April, ten B-25’s equipped with auxiliary fuel tanks and three B-17’s 
took off from Darwin for the 1,500-mile flight to Mindanao.

• All planes having arrived safely at Del Monte, the B-25s were then dispersed to neighboring
auxiliary fields. 

• During the next two days attacks were made against shipping and docks at Cebu, air and harbor 
facilities at Davao, and Nichols Field on Luzon. 

• The six badly worn and battered pursuit planes available on Mindanao were used in attempts to 
pin down enemy fighters at near-by Davao airfield, and for protection of the bombers in landing 
and taking off. They were unequal to the task, although during the period they flew more sorties 
than the bombers.

• Enemy bombings of Del Monte destroyed one of the B17s and seriously damaged the other two.

• Only two B17 sorties were completed, one against Nichols Field and the other against shipping 
targets in Cebu harbor. 

• The B-25’s operated from better-concealed strips, and in over twenty sorties sank one and 
possibly two other transports and shot down three enemy aircraft.

• The American flyers returned to Australia with the loss of only one B-17 and no casualties.
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12 April - Strategy
• The directives for the Pacific Ocean and South-West Pacific Areas were agreed to 

by Australia (on 12th April) 

• The Commander-in-Chief of the Pacific Ocean Area was directed to:
• (a) Hold the island positions between the United States and the South-West Pacific Area necessary for the 

security of the lines of communications between these regions; and for the supporting of naval, air and 
amphibious operations against the Japanese forces.

• (b) Support the operations of the forces in the South-West Pacific Area.
• (c) Contain the Japanese forces within the Pacific theatre.
• (d) Support the defence of the continent of North America.
• (e) Protect essential sea and air communications.
• (f) Prepare for the execution of major amphibious offensives to be launched from the South Pacific Area and 

South-West Pacific Area.

• The Supreme Commander in the South-West Pacific Area was directed to:
• (a) Hold the key military regions of Australia as bases for future offensive action against Japan, and strive to 

check Japanese aggression in the South-West Pacific Area.
• (b) Check the enemy advance across Australia and its essential lines of communication by the destruction of 

enemy combatant, troop and supply ships, aircraft, and bases in eastern Malaysia and the New Guinea-Bismarck-
Solomon Islands region.

• (c) Exert economic pressure on the enemy by destroying vessels transporting raw materials from recently-
conquered territories to Japan.

• (d) Maintain our position in the Philippine Islands.
• (e) Protect land, sea and air communications within the South-West Pacific Area and its close approaches.
• (f) Route shipping in the South-West Pacific Area.
• (g) Support operations of friendly forces in the Pacific Ocean Area and in the Indian theatre.
• (h) Prepare to take the offensive.
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12 April – Escape from the Islands
• On the 12th the Laurabada reached Port 

Moresby, whence the survivors were shipped 
in the Macdhui to Townsville. One man had 
died during the voyage.

• A party of escapers from Ambon was led by 
Lieutenant Chapman. 
• With the 20 men of Macrae's patrol he had gone 

from Latuhalat to Seri Bay, obtained a prahu and 
set sail. They island hopped, being helped by 
natives on the way. And reached Tual in the Kai 
Islands on 26th February. 

• From Tual Chapman sent a signal through normal 
channels to Bandung: 1 officer 20 O.R.s escaped 
Ambon. Request instructions and transport.

• On the 28th February Bandung replied that he 
should proceed to Dobo in the Aru Islands, 
where after eight days a ship would arrive. 

• At Dobo no ship arrived, but the Australians 
went on to Merauke in luggers, and were 
collected there by the navy which landed them 
at Thursday Island on 12th April. 

• The party finally included Chapman, 10 
Australians, 16 Dutch troops and 2 Dutch women 
and 4 children.
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12 April – Escape from the Islands
• Lieutenant McBride on 3rd February had 

organised the escape of men who like himself 
were lying wounded or sick at the advanced 
dressing station at Laha. 
• He collected about 20 patients who were able to 

walk and led them northward. 
• After nine days McBride, with eight others, 

rowed a prahu to Ceram, where with the 
assistance of the Dutch District Officer he and 
four others reached Amahai. 

• There he joined a party of six Dutch soldiers. The 
combined party went on to Dobo in the Aru 
Islands, where they picked up 72 Dutch native 
troops and, now in two motor-boats, went on to 
Merauke in Dutch New Guinea, joining on the 
way a prahu containing a Dutchman, with his 
wife and child and 16 men of the A.I.F. 

• From Merauke the combined party went on to 
Karumba in the Gulf of Carpentaria, a four-day 
voyage.

• Another group was led by Lieutenant Jinkins, 
who escaped after six weeks in prison camp, 
accompanied by Lieutenants Jack and Rudder 
and four other ranks. 
• The party sailed from island to island, reaching 

Australia after a voyage of six weeks.

Private Johnson organised the escape to Australia of another party of 
six which eventually reached Dobo and there joined a group of three 
who had originally been with McBride, and another group including 
Private Digney, another Australian, and two American airmen who 
had been shot down. They eventually reached Thursday Island.
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13 April - Air

• Australia
• To supplement the immense task being undertaken by American engineer 

units, the Air Board identified a need for "an organisation capable of 
producing landing fields in forward areas at short notice while under threat 
of air attack". 

• In April the Board formed No. 1 Mobile Works Squadron. It would be 
organised for 24-hours-a-day operation, with a strength of 1,000 men. 

• It had been estimated that if the unit was to undertake all the work 
projected for the R.A.A.F. and U.S.A.A.F. in the Northern Territory alone, it 
would be fully occupied for more than five years.

• In North-Eastern Area there were four operational aerodromes in the 
Townsville region, Garbutt (near Townsville itself), Antil Plains, Reid River 
and Charters Towers and plans had been made for the construction of an 
aerodrome at Iron Range on the east coast of Cape York Peninsula. 
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13 April - Air
• New Guinea

• In the Port Moresby region there were 
three—Seven Mile, Ten Mile and Three Mile, 
the last two being little more than emergency 
fields at this stage. In wet weather the fighters 
had to move from the Three Mile to the Ten 
Mile. Four more fields had been planned and 
were expected to be operational by October.

• By the middle of April General Morris was 
able to report that airfields had been built or 
were nearing completion at the Seven Mile, 
Kila, Bomana, Rorona and Laloki.

• Burma

• Bomber reinforcements had reached India on 
13th April when No. 215 (Wellington) 
Squadron, in which a number of Australians 
were serving, landed at Asansol.
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14 April - Government

• Compulsory service on the same lines as for the military forces was also imposed 
(on 14th April) for the organisation of a Civil Constructional Corps to be employed 
on works undertaken by the Allied Works Council. 
• Although they could be brought under military discipline in an emergency, members of this 

corps differed from those called up under military impressment. 
• It was expressly provided that they should be paid civilian award rates and that 
• they should remain members of and continue to pay contributions to the unions to which 

they belonged.

• With the approval of the Council, Curtin informed the United Kingdom on 14th 
April that although the Government's view was that all Australian troops abroad 
should be returned to Australia, it was prepared to agree to the postponement of 
the return of the 9th Division until it could be replaced in the Middle East and the 
necessary shipping and escort could be made available for its transportation to 
Australia.
• In agreeing to the postponement the Australian Government put on record the 

understanding obtained by Evatt in Washington, that, 
• "broadly speaking, all American forces in Australia or to go to Australia in the future, are 

being dispatched unconditionally and without any question of Australia's right to decide the 
destination of the A.I.F.".
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14 April - Sea

• Coral Sea

• On 14 April Fletcher reported to Nimitz that he would withdraw to 
Tongatabu if any more Wildcats turned “sour”. He felt the lack of fighters 
crippled the task force’s ability to defend itself.

• ComCarPac’s material officer reported similar problems with Wildcats in 
other squadrons.

• CinCPac signalled Fletcher to retire to Tongatabu to resupply then depart 
there on 27 April and return to the Coral Sea.

• Japanese Waters

• Thresher was cruising on the surface when a high wave washed green 
water down the hatches, doing more damage than had the depth charges. 
She had to curtail her patrol and head back to Pearl. She had fired seven 
torpedoes for only one hit.
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14 April - Air
• When Japanese naval forces were detected in 

the bay of Bengal Wavell's headquarters, 
having no naval or air defence, ordered all 
ships in Calcutta to clear the port and 
disperse through the Bay of Bengal.

• One key to their safety lay in avoiding 
detection by Japanese reconnaissance 
aircraft, of which the biggest threat was the 
squadron of long-range flying-boats based at 
Port Blair in the Andaman Islands.

• No. 62 squadron, had only three serviceable 
Hudsons, but these were the only aircraft 
with the range needed for an attack on this 
base and they could gain that range only by 
refuelling at Akyab. 

• If the "eyes" of the enemy were to be blinded, 
only the Hudsons could do it and so their 
crews were briefed for the task of making a 
mast-height sweep over Port Blair. 

• The attack was made by two aircraft on 14th 
April, they found the enemy's flying-boats 
conveniently moored in line. They destroyed 
or severely damaged most if not all of them.
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15 April - Sea
• Pacific

• The next day (15th) another Yorktown 
Wildcat succumbed to bad tanks. 
Fletcher radioed Pearl requesting 
immediate air shipment of 22 self-
sealing tanks (for 19 fighters plus 
three spares) to Tongatabu. CinCPac
had already dispatched replacements 
to Fiji and told Fletcher to send a 
destroyer there to collect them.

• On 15th April the Lexington taskforce, 
now commanded by Rear Admiral 
Fitch, got under way from Pearl. He 
was to transfer 14 Brewster Buffaloes 
to Palmyra island for the marines then 
rendezvous with the old battleships of 
taskforce 1 and exercise with them in 
the vicinity of Palmyra and Christmas 
Island.

Brisbane
• USS Griffin and SubDiv 53 passed Cape Moreton 

light at 8.36 on 15th April and secured at New 
Farm Wharf that afternoon.

• Awaiting Griffin were S38 of the Asiatic fleet, 
which had come in from Fremantle that morning, 
and a store ship, USS Goldstar, which was tied up 
at Brett’s Wharf waiting to load torpedoes from 
Griffin for the submarines at Fremantle.

• The other four Asiatic Fleet S boats came in over 
the next 8 days.  
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15 April - Australia
• On 15th April there were ten Australian divisions—seven infantry, two motor, one 

armoured; the Northern Territory and New Guinea Forces, each with a numerical 
strength roughly equivalent to that of a division; and one incomplete American 
division—the 41st. (Most of the 32nd Division was scheduled to arrive by mid-
May). 

• Of these divisions, 
• the First Army included 1 motor and 6 infantry divisions organised into two corps: I Corps 

(Lieut-General Rowell) and II Corps (Lieut-General Northcott). 
• The Second Army comprised three formations; the 2nd Motor Division, the 41st U.S. Division 

and the 12th Brigade Group. (The 32nd U.S. Division would go to the Second Army on arrival.) 
• In Western Australia III Corps included the 4th Division and a number of unbrigaded units. 
• Blamey retained the 1st Armoured Division and the 19th Brigade as his reserve. 

• The 7th Division of the AIF, having disembarked at Adelaide, was to be 
concentrated in northern New South Wales by 27th April

• On 1st April there had been only two infantry brigades in Western Australia. To 
build up the strength there of the 4th Division, 6,000 men were to move to WA 
from Victoria.
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15 April
• New Caledonia

• In mid-April, General Patch received a third infantry 
regiment, the 164th, and authority to organize his force into 
an infantry division. This was done in May when the 
Americal Division, was created.

• Java Sea

• The party on ML.310 including Rear-Admiral Spooner and 
Air Vice-Marshal Pulford  had been marooned on Tjebia
Island while escaping from Singapore on 15 Feb 1942.

• The patrol boat had been chased by a Japanese destroyer 
and forced aground on the island. The Japanese then 
dismantled the patrol boat's engine and left the party 
deserted and without supplies.

• With little food and no proper medical aid, they strove to 
survive until, after two months, a Japanese patrol landed 
and took them prisoners. 

• By this time eighteen of them had died, including Air 
Marshal Pulford and Admiral Spooner.

Air Vice-Marshal Pulford
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