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Situation report – 1 May 1942
• After 5 months of war the Japanese avalanche has swept away the Western 

Empires in South East Asia and the forces defending them.

• They have reached out beyond South East Asia to Hawaii and Ceylon and 
destroyed major units of American and British naval and air forces.

• Japanese forces have everywhere been tactically superior to the defenders, on 
land, sea and in the air.

• After the Allied losses the Japanese now also have numerical superiority of naval 
and air forces in the Pacific and Indian Oceans.

• The only surviving remnants of the Western forces in South East Asia are the 
Philippino/American garrison of Corregidor and the Indian/British force in Burma.

• The only other area where Japanese and Allied forces are close enough to 
continue effective operations is on the line Timor - Darwin - Horn Island -
Moresby/Lae – Rabaul - Tulagi.

• Intelligence predicts 
• “occupation of Tulagi at an early date and an attack on Port Moresby soon thereafter”.    
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Situation report – 1 May 1942
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Situation report – 1 May 1942
• Burma

• On 1st May the Indian/British forces in Burma (Burma Corps) finally had a 
clear objective, 
• to escape intact over the mountains into India. 

• Having been forced out of Mandalay, the major base in northern Burma, they would 
be retreating away from their supply lines and would have to carry all their supplies 
with them. 

• The monsoon would break sometime in May turning tracks to the most glutinous 
mud, bogging vehicles and rendering all movement practically impossible. 

• They were in a race against starvation, the monsoon and the Japanese.

• Corregidor

• The Philippino/American force on Corregidor, about 12,000 strong, was 
besieged, short of food and under intense artillery and air bombardment.
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Situation report – 1 May 1942 - Air
• After five months of war against Japan: 
• No 75 squadron RAAF, the service’s first, and so far only, operational fighter 

squadron, had been operational at Port Moresby since 21 March and was 
now reduced to three serviceable aircraft.

• The squadron had been rushed into operation nine days after receiving its 
aircraft and with only two pilots who had combat experience flying fighter 
aircraft. 

• During its period at Moresby 
• the Squadron was credited with 35 Japanese aircraft destroyed, 4 probably 

destroyed and another 44 damaged. 
• The squadron suffered twelve fatalities, out of 22 pilots, including the commander, 

Squadron Leader John Jackson who was shot down and killed on 28 April, shortly 
after he had destroyed a Japanese fighter. 

• His younger brother, Squadron Leader Les Jackson, assumed command the next day. 
• The squadron had lost 20 Kittyhawks, including six in accidents in the 40 days that it 

had been operational at Port Moresby.
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Situation report – 1 May 1942 - Air

• Port Moresby has now been reinforced by two squadrons of the 8th

Pursuit Group USAAF, with thirty odd P39 Airacobras. 
• Trained service units, engineering equipment and maintenance supplies were 

still inadequate; and 
• the P39, even in a good state of repair, was unable to meet the Japanese 

fighter on equal terms. 
• The P39's leakproof tank, rugged construction, and heavy firepower were 

popular characteristics, but the superior manoeuvrability, greater 
acceleration, and higher ceiling of the enemy's plane enabled him to avoid 
combat almost at will.

• Both sides are working hard to 
• build more airfields to feed more forces into the battle area and to base more 

forces in the battle area, and to
• strengthen the defences of the airfields in the battle area.
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Situation report – 1 May 1942 – Port Moresby
• In February 1941 the 

Australian Chiefs of Staff had 
sent the 49th (Queensland) 
Battalion to Port Moresby. 
• The battalion had been 

formed by splitting the 
9th/49th Battalion into two; 

• each battalion then 
completed its establishment 
with volunteers for islands 
service. 

• But the 49th contained a 
great many very young 
soldiers and, 

• until well into 1942, was 
considered to be neither well-
trained nor well-disciplined.

• At Moresby, they were 
occupied mainly digging 
defences and labouring. 

When the Battalion arrived in March 1941, the Port Moresby 
defence plans centred on the Coastal Defence Battery of two 6-
inch guns. The task of the garrison was to defend these guns.

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 9



Situation report – 1 May 1942 – Port Moresby
• After the warning on 8th December by the Australian Chiefs of Staff, that 

the Japanese would soon attempt to occupy Rabaul and Port Moresby, the 
39th and 53rd Battalions, and other units of the 30th Brigade, were sent to 
Port Moresby to reinforce the garrison, and arrived on 3rd January 1942.
• The 39th Battalion was a Victorian unit, formed in September 1941 from elements of 

the 2nd Cavalry and the 3rd and 4th (Infantry) Divisions; 
• Up to November 1941 the 53rd Battalion had been part of the composite 55th/53rd 

(New South Wales) Battalion, but was then given separate identity, "specially 
enlisted for tropical service", and marked for movement to Darwin.
• At the time of its formation most of the men had had three months ' militia training though 

about 200 of them had been called up as late as 1st October. 

• These Battalions had been built up to strength with detachments from many units 
and (as often happened in such cases) had been given many unwanted men from 
those units.

• These reinforcements were very raw and young, the average age of the other ranks 
being eighteen and a half. 
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Situation report – 1 May 1942 – Port Moresby

• As its embarkation date approached at the end of December many 
members of the 53rd Battalion were illegally absent, bitter because they 
had been given no Christmas leave, so that,
• just before it sailed, its ranks were hastily filled with an assortment of rather 

astonished and unwilling individuals gathered from widely varied sources. 
• Consequently the 53rd Battalion was a badly trained, ill disciplined and generally 

resentful collection of men when they landed at Port Moresby.

• These three inexperienced and ill-equipped infantry battalions had the 
13th Field Regiment and the 23rd Heavy Anti-Aircraft Battery to support 
them.

• No further reinforcements of Port Moresby had been made, either 
following the appointment of Blamey to command the Australian Army, or 
of MacArthur to command the South West Pacific Theatre or in response to 
the emerging intelligence prediction of a Japanese attack.
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Situation report – 1 May 1942 – South Pacific
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The Allies are building up 
the airfields in the South 
Pacific for air supply and 
defence

Inspection party Marine 
airfield at Efate. Left to 
right:
F/Lt Sands RAAF
Mr Blackwell VDC
Capt Little USMC
Air Chief Marshal Sir 
Charles Burnet RAF
Brg Gen Rose USA
Col Faucet USMC
F/O Mason RAAF.
Photo by Marine Air 
Group 24,  
taken24/4/42.
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Situation report – 1 May 1942 
• Tulagi

• There is an RAAF base at Tulagi, for reconnaissance 
flying boats, with a small detachment of AIF 
troops.

• There are three Catalinas and about 50 personnel.

• The British colonial administration has already 
withdrawn to the New Hebrides. 

• Coral Sea

• Two aircraft carrier task forces, Yorktown and 
Lexington, are in the Coral Sea.

• Admirals King and Nimitz met in San Francisco last 
week to review Pacific strategy.

• They have ordered two more carrier taskforces, 
Enterprise and Hornet, to the Coral Sea and they 
left Pearl yesterday.

• All the operational carriers in the Pacific are in or 
on their way to the Coral Sea. The Admirals have 
no carriers left to defend Hawaii or the west coast 
of the United States.
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1 May - Sea
• Fletcher in Yorktown and Fitch in 

Lexington joined company at 6.15 
a.m. on 1st May, and Fletcher 
assumed tactical command of a 
force which comprised 
• the two aircraft carriers, Yorktown 

and Lexington, 
• five heavy cruisers, 
• eleven destroyers and 
• the oiler Neosho. 
• Fletcher commenced fuelling the 

Yorktown group from Neosho and 
• directed Fitch in Lexington to a point 

a few miles west to meet Chicago, 
Perkins and Tippecanoe, and fuel 
from the oiler.
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Yorktown (foreground) and Lexington
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1 May - Sea

• Admiral Crace RN, with Australia 
and Hobart (Canberra could not 
be made ready in time) was to 
join Fletcher in the Coral Sea on 
4th May and 

• sailed from Sydney on the 1st.

• He was met at Hervey Bay by the 
U.S. destroyer Whipple.

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

HMAS Australia a County-class heavy cruiser
10,000 tons, 8*8 inch guns, 31 knots.
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1 May - Tulagi
• On 1st May the little garrison at Tulagi received a particularly heavy air 

attack. 
• Enemy bombers came in without warning and seriously damaged two of three 

Catalinas lying at their moorings. 
• The instrument panel of one of the Catalinas had been smashed beyond use but the 

captain, Pilot Officer Townsend, succeeded in taking off and flying it safely back to 
the main flying-boat base at Rathmines. 

• The other damaged aircraft was towed to the Guadalcanal coast where, after vain 
efforts to hide it, it was destroyed, the crew crossing to Noumea in a lugger.

• That night (1 May) two more Catalinas arrived at Tulagi. 
• One of them, piloted by Pilot Officer Miller, had flown from Townsville and the other, 

with Flying Officer Norman in command, from Port Moresby. 
• A short distance south of New Georgia, Miller and his crew had sighted a small ship 

laden with troops, and some smaller craft, moving on a course for Tulagi and 
escorted by a naval vessel which fired on the Catalina but without effect.
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1 May - Tulagi
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Tulagi
bombed

Miller sighting
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1 May – Port Moresby
• On 1 May the 8th Pursuit Group 

made their first interception over 
Port Moresby when seven Zeros 
strafed aircraft parked on 7 Mile 
field. 

• Five P39s intercepted as the zeroes 
climbed away. 

• 2Lt McGee and 1Lt Campbell each 
claimed a zero destroyed and five 
zeroes were claimed damaged. 

• McGee’s claim was easily 
confirmed as the wreckage was 
found only about a mile from the 
strip. 

• McGee’s P39 was damaged so 
badly it had to be cannibalised.
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Bell P39 Airacobra. The exhaust stubs illustrate the 
unusual arrangement of the engine behind the pilot.
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2 May
• Command

• Appointments to the air staff of Allied 
Air forces, South West Pacific were 
announced on 2 May. Air Vice Marshal 
Bostock, RAAF, was chief of staff, the 
other appointments were drawn 
equally from the US Army and the 
RAAF.

• AIF

• The strength of the AIF on 2nd May 
1942 was 

• Australia 110,337 
• Middle East 35,622;
• Ceylon 12,417; 
• at sea 5,156;
• New Caledonia, Port Moresby and 

Portuguese Timor 3,000;
• United Kingdom 584.
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Air Vice Marshal Bostock
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2 May - Tulagi
• The Catalina that had escaped 

damage in the air raid went out 
next morning (2 May) to shadow 
the enemy ships. Its captain, Flying 
Officer Hirst, reported eight enemy 
vessels about 35 miles off Tulagi. 
One ship was attacked without 
success.

• Coastwatcher Kennedy on Ysabel 
Island sighted Japanese ships in 
Thousand Ships Bay, on 2nd May.

• There were determined air attacks 
on Tulagi from 6.30 a.m. on that 
day (2nd May), six attacks 
altogether from 06.30 to 17.00.
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Tulagi 
bombed

Hirst 
sighting

Kennedy sighting
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2 May - Tulagi
• Flying Officer Peagam, 

Commanding the RAAF base on 
Tulagi Harbour, decided to 
withdraw the small body of air 
force and A.I.F. troops (about 50 in 
all) and 

• at 11 a.m. on the 2nd he removed 
the R.A.A.F. contingent to Florida 
Island, where they boarded the 
island trading vessel Balus, 
concealed at the eastern end. 

• The A.I.F. contingent remained 
until 8 p.m., carrying out 
demolitions, and then left by 
schooner and joined Balus. They 
reached Vila in safety.
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2 May - Burma

• On 2nd May the British narrowly 
avoided being cut off at Monywa
when the Japanese reached the 
town first and overran the 
headquarters of 1st Burma 
Division. 
• The counter attack to retake the 

town involved bitter fighting and 
eventually failed but held the 
Japanese long enough for the rest 
of the force to bypass the town. 

• Burma Corps then withdrew to 
Ye-U.
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Monywa

Ye-U
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2 May - Corregidor

• On 2nd May General Wainwright 
reports that Corregidor has been 
under intense artillery and air 
bombardment for three 
consecutive days.
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2 May - Air
• Port Moresby experienced its thirty-eighth Japanese air raid. 

• Early in the morning seven P39s intercepted nine bombers escorted by zeros after 
they had bombed 7 Mile. 
• They claimed two probables for no loss.

• Later in the morning a patrol of 12 Airacobras intercepted a flight of zeros strafing 
the runway. 
• The P39s dived on the strafers and claimed 4 destroyed for two defenders damaged.

• 2 May Seven US bombers attacked shipping at Rabaul. 
• Hits were scored on buildings and wharves on the waterfront and 
• a direct hit on one transport and three near misses on another. 
• Two fighters were claimed shot down and one damaged. 
• One B26 crash landed on Ouri Island in the Trobriands on return. The two pilots, one 

of whom was SqnLdr Gurney RAAF, on temporary duty with the Americans, were 
killed. 

• One cruiser, one destroyer and nineteen transports were observed at Rabaul.
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2 May - Sea

• South West Pacific

• S47 entered St Georges Channel on 2nd May and saw 
• first an escorted tanker, 

• then a pair of destroyers and 

• finally a cruiser entering the bay. 

• S47’s people were learning the realities of war in their old submarine.
• “We were doing two knots submerged and chasing after something doing 

twenty and we never got within range”

• Central Pacific
• Admiral Nimitz made a flying visit to the lonely Marine garrison on Midway 

Island.
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2 May - Sea
• Coral Sea
• At 6 p.m. on 2nd May 

Fletcher, who had completed 
fuelling first, and who had 
been receiving intelligence 
from MacArthur about the 
approach of enemy forces, 

• took Task Force 17 west at 
slow speed into the Coral Sea 
to make aircraft searches for 
the Japanese, 

• leaving Fitch orders to rejoin 
him at daylight on 4th May in 
latitude 15 degrees south, 
longitude 157 degrees east, 
400 miles south-west of 
Tulagi.
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RV 
point
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2 May - COIC
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3 May - Air
• 12 bombers escorted by 8 Zeros attacked 7 Mile field at Port Moresby. 

• 10 P39s had enough warning to climb to 23,000 feet to attack the bombers 
before the zeros could intervene. 

• The P39s claimed 4 bombers destroyed. 

• 2Lt Joseph Lovett failed to return.

• Six US medium bombers attacked Vunakanau, direct hits were scored 
on aircraft on the field and large fires were observed.

• 75 squadron RAAF was withdrawn from operations on 3 May after 
losing two aircraft the day before. 
• This brought losses to 22 Kittyhawks, including six in accidents in the 43 days 

that it was operational at Port Moresby.
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3 May 
• Corregidor

• On 3rd May General Wainwright 
reports continuous and intense 
bombardment and artillery fire 
against Corregidor. 

• Intelligence

• During the first three days in May 
most of the Japanese orders for 
operation MO were deciphered, 
such as the one that began:
• “If the enemy striking force is 

determined to be in ---------, the MO 
striking force will pass (north 
northeast?) of RX thence south; at 
06.00 on 5 May . . . . 
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Japanese artillery in action against Corregidor
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3 May - Sea
• Throughout 3rd May the Japanese were making an unopposed 

landing on Tulagi. 
• The invading force was a transport, a big minelayer, two destroyers, two 

submarine chasers and five minesweepers.

• It was not until an hour after noon (3rd May) that Fitch completed 
fuelling and set off westwards to join Fletcher at the rendezvous fixed 
for next morning.

• At 7 p.m. Fletcher received an intelligence report of the landings at 
Tulagi and of Kennedy's sightings off Ysabel Island. 
• He sent Neosho, escorted by the destroyer Russell, to join Fitch next morning 

and, with him, then to proceed eastward to a new rendezvous for all forces 
about 300 miles south of Guadalcanal at daybreak on the 5th. 

• Fletcher himself was going to strike at the Japanese invaders, and by 
8.30 p.m. on the 3rd Taskforce 17 was heading north at 27 knots.
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4 May - Air
• Port Moresby

• Twelve Airacobras of the 8th Pursuit Group had taken off in the fog and mist that hung over 7 Mile 
field during the early morning, to strafe the airfield at Lae. 
• The weather deteriorated into torrential rain as they approached the target. 
• Four turned back, 
• four penetrated to the target and strafed the airfield, destroying a bomber and damaging four others 
• but four pilots failed to return.

• At 09.25 nine bombers escorted by Zeros were intercepted by seven P39s of the 8th Pursuit, that 
were orbiting on base patrol. 
• The Airacobras had the altitude and sun advantage when attacking. 
• One bomber was claimed destroyed but 
• 2Lt Chivers failed to return and 
• 2Lt Featherstone’s engine failed and he was critically injured in the crash landing. 

• At the end of the day the 8th Pursuit Group held a funeral service for 2Lt Lovett who had failed to 
return the previous day. 
• A search party sent out to the crash site had only been able to recover one leg for burial.

• Rabaul

• 4 May Two heavy bombers attacked shipping at Rabaul. 
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4 May – Coral Sea

• Fletcher reached his aircraft launching position, about 100 miles 
south west of Guadalcanal, at 6.30 a.m. on the 4th. 
• He flew off a striking force of 12 torpedo bombers and 28 dive bombers. In 

three separate attacks on the Japanese ships at Tulagi—the first delivered at 
8.15 a.m. and the last at 3 p.m.

• 108 bombing sorties were flown, 84 by dive bombers and 24 by torpedo 
bombers

• the American pilots "believed they had sunk two destroyers, one freighter 
and four gunboats, forced a light cruiser ashore, and severely damaged a third 
destroyer, a second freighter and a seaplane tender”.

• The dive bombers experienced great difficulty in bombing because 
their chilled telescopic sights fogged as they entered warmer humid 
air below 7,000 feet.
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4 May – Coral Sea
• Two Japanese reconnaissance float 

planes intervened to assist in the 
defence of Tulagi. 
• They were shot down by the 

American bombers. 
• Captain Buckmaster heard the radio 

chatter during these combats and 
launched four Wildcats to assist the 
bombers.

• By the time the Wildcats got to 
Tulagi the bombers had all 
departed but three more 
floatplanes appeared and the 
Wildcats shot them all down, then 
strafed a destroyer.  
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The Wildcat pilots were amazed by 
the manoeuvrability of the 
floatplanes but the Wildcat’s heavier 
armament overwhelmed them.

Mitsubishi F1M2, allied reporting name Pete
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4 May – Coral Sea
• In the rush to get these Wildcats launched the pilots, who had expected only to taxi down to the 

elevator so the aircraft could be sent down into the hangar, had not fully prepared for the 
mission. 

• A section of two Wildcats, McCuskey and Adams, lost contact with the others in thick cloud while 
searching for the carrier with fuel levels already low. 
• McCuskey’s radio receiver was not working and he had not had his navigation kit with him when ordered off 

on the mission. 
• Unable to find the ship with fuel nearly exhausted he turned back to the nearest island, Guadalcanal, to ditch, 

ordering Adams to follow. 
• At that point Adams succeeded in contacting the ship and requested the lead from his section leader. 
• The FDO ordered him to fly a box so that he could be identified on radar and get directed back to the ship. 

• McCuskey decided that Adams was disoriented and insisted on taking the lead back and lead the 
way to Guadalcanal and crash landed on the beach. 
• Despite the instructions of the FDO Adams went “by the book” and followed his section leader. 

• Adams, already an acknowledged expert on ditching Wildcats, with the scars and chipped teeth to 
prove it, now extended his repertoire to crash landing on beaches.   
• Two valuable fighters had been lost due to poor radios and poor preparation. 
• The destroyer Hammann, which had hauled Adams on board when he ditched on 1 April, steamed north for 

40 miles and recovered the pilots from the beach at considerable risk to its boat crew.
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4 May – Air Reconnaissance Coral Sea
• On 4th May the crews of Allied reconnaissance aircraft reported a concentration of "19 enemy transports 

with attendant warships" in Simpson Harbour, Rabaul.

• That day the crew of a Mitchell of No. 90 Squadron reported having sighted a Japanese aircraft carrier and 
two heavy cruisers.  

• Contact with this force was lost when the Mitchell was driven off by a swarm of enemy fighters. 

• In the same area, over the Coral Sea to the south of Bougainville, the crew of an R.A.A.F. Catalina captained 
by Flying Officer Norman signalled that they were being attacked. 

• No further word was received from the flying-boat, which failed to return.

• Next another Mitchell crew reported the sighting of an enemy aircraft carrier to the south of Bougainville.
• They shadowed it for more than an hour, transmitting a homing radio signal in the hope that a striking force of Flying 

Fortresses might follow it direct to the target, but there was no response.

• A Catalina crew of No. 11 Squadron captained by Flight Lieutenant Fader, also reported an enemy force in 
this area where Norman had been lost. 

• They described it as "probably two heavy cruisers and a seaplane tender". 

• The crew of another Catalina of No. 20 Squadron commanded by Squadron Leader Atkinson reported 
• "a sea - plane carrier of about 7,000 tons" to the north-east of Rossel Island in the Louisiade Archipelago and two merchant 

ships to the south-east of the carrier's position.

• Further to the east the crew of a Mitchell sighted an aircraft carrier and two heavy cruisers off the south 
coast of Guadalcanal.
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Catalina v Zero

Consolidated PBY-5A Catalina
Max speed 315 kph
Service ceiling 15,800 ft
Rate of climb 1,000 ft/min
Crew 9

Mitsubishi A6M2 Zero
Max speed 530 kph
Service ceiling 32,800 ft 
Rate of climb 3,100 ft/min
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4 May - Coral sea

Movements 1 to 4 May
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• At 5 pm, Fletcher, having recovered his 
aircraft, set off south again, leaving 
Hammann to follow after picking up the 
two pilots.

• Bill Leonard, the fighter division leader, 
attached a surprisingly accurate sketch 
of the Japanese floatplane to his 
report.

• In endorsing the report of the day’s 
operations Nimitz wrote “The Tulagi 
operation was certainly disappointing in 
terms of ammunition expended to 
results obtained” and emphasised “the 
necessity for target practice at every 
opportunity”

Seaplane carrier

Aircraft carrier
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5 May
• Corregidor
• On 5th May Corregidor sustained 

"the most terrific pounding" they 
had yet received. "There was a 
steady roar from Bataan and a 
mightier noise on Corregidor." 

• Burma
• On the evening of 5 May Burma 

Corps withdrew northwards from 
Ye-U.

• New Caledonia
• on 5th May the American SS John 

Adams (7,180 tons) was torpedoed 
off New Caledonia. She was set on 
fire and blew up the next day.
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John Adams 
torpedoed
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Fighter Direction
• In 1941 the carriers had been equipped with CXAM-1 model radars, which would detect 

and display the bearing and range of aircraft roughly within an 80 mile radius. 
• They gave no direct information about altitude but because the radar waves were line of sight, 

targets at high altitude could be detected further out than those at lower altitude

• The radar did not give a visual display of the situation. 
• Bearing and range had to be manually entered on a 360 degree polar plot. 
• The flight path of a contact emerged from a series of position plots on the chart.

• An unidentified contact or “bogey” having been detected and plotted the FDO (Fighter 
Direction Officer) gave course, speed and altitude orders to selected fighter elements to 
bring the fighters into visual contact ahead of the bogey.

• Handicapping the FDO’s efforts was the primitive nature of fighter radios and the IFF 
(Identification Friend or Foe) gear. 
• The radios were only medium high frequency which risked enemy monitoring. The FDO had to 

hold his radio traffic to a minimum for fear of revealing his position to the enemy. 
• Only a few aircraft had IFF as yet. The absence or malfunction of IFF meant that the FD plot was 

often swamped with “bogeys”.

• The absence of fixed landmarks at sea and the fact that the carriers were moving and 
frequently changed course during air operations made the tasks of both FDO and fighter 
pilot more complex than in land based air defence. 

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 39



5 May – Coral Sea
• At 07.50 on 5 May Yorktown’s radar detected a bogey bearing 252 

degrees distance 30 miles. 
• No CAP fighters had yet taken off  so Buckmaster scrambled 4 Wildcats from 

McCormack’s division. 

• Loath to break radio silence, Pederson, the FDO, gave McCormack a course to 
steer before he took off, telling him to head out on 275 degrees (M) at 2,000 
feet for 25 miles. 

• At the end of this navigation leg McCormack found a Japanese four engine 
flying boat and shot it down in flames, the action taking less than 30 seconds.
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5 May – Coral Sea
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Grumman Wildcat Kawanishi H6K flying boat,
Allied reporting name Mavis.
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5 May - Coral sea
• At 8.16 a.m. on 5th May 

Fletcher met the others—
including Crace and Task 
Force 44—in latitude 15 
degrees south, longitude 160 
degrees east, 320 miles south 
of Guadalcanal; and the 
combined fleet began fuelling 
from Neosho.

Movements 1 to 5 May
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5 May - Coral sea
• On 5 May Fletcher received special 

intelligence briefings from CinCPac. 
• One message placed the Japanese 

fleet carriers far to the north near 
Bougainville. 

• Another indicated the enemy flattops 
were expected to approach Moresby, 
likely from the south east, and launch 
a strike on either X-3 or X-2 day. 

• CinCPac had good reason to believe 
that X Day, thought to be the landing 
date against Port Moresby, was 10 
May. 

• Fletcher planned to complete his 
fuelling on the 6th then head 
northwest to the Louisiades to 
offer battle on the 7th. 

Movements 1 to 5 May
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JIC 5 May -
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The seizure of the island by the British from the Vichy French was to deny use of Madagascar's ports to the 
Japanese Navy and to prevent the loss or impairment of the Allied supply lines through the Indian Ocean to 
forces in the Middle East and India. It began with Operation Ironclad, the seizure of the port of Diego Suarez 
near the northern tip of the island, on 5 May 1942.
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6 May

• Government

• In Australia the Government, on 6th May 1942, invested General MacArthur with 
wide powers in the control of publicity and publicity censorship of all matters 
relating to operations.

• Washington

• On 6th May the US Army reports to the War Department that the Chief of 
Ordnance has been directed to ship approximately one hundred sixty 40 mm 
antiaircraft guns to Australia.

• Port Moresby

• Brig Gen Scanlon had arrived in Port Moresby and modified the tactics of the 
fighter aircraft. 
• Due to excessive losses during the earlier attacks, strafing raids on Lae and Salamaua were 

abandoned, as were bomber escort missions to those targets because of inadequate fuel 
capacity. 

• Scanlon limited AAF fighter operations to patrols and interceptions in the vicinity of Port 
Moresby.
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6 May
• Corregidor

• The night of 5/6 May Japanese troops landed 
on Corregidor. 
• Though they fell into confusion during their 

approach and were met with stout resistance at 
some points, by morning the landing had 
succeeded.

• Wainwright decided on the morning of the 6th 
that further resistance would result in a 
wholesale slaughter of his men, particularly 
1,000 who were lying wounded and helpless. 

• He sent a message to President Roosevelt that 
he was going to meet the Japanese commander 
to arrange for the surrender of the fortified 
islands in Manila Bay

• Wainwright made desperate efforts to avoid 
the surrender of the troops in the south but 
the Japanese refused to treat with him except 
as the overall commander in the Philippines.

• Late that night Wainwright told the local 
Japanese commander that he would 
surrender all the forces in the Philippines.

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

Victorious Japanese troops on Hearn Battery

46



6 May

• Burma

• On 6th May General Stilwell 
reports that he is heading west 
for Imphal and with a party of 
one hundred is now on foot fifty 
miles west of Indaw. 
• He states control in this area has 

passed entirely to small units,

• and he believes further radio 
messages will not be possible in 
the immediate future.

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

Stilwell marches out of Burma, May 1942
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6 May

• Central Pacific

• Despite the operations in train in the Coral Sea, traffic analysis did not 
detect any major enemy units rushing southwards to join the battle. 

• On May 6 the CinCPac Intelligence Bulletin stated: “While the 
Japanese offensive in SOPAC continues it is noted that they now have 
sufficient force in the Central Pacific to raid in the Central and North 
Pacific areas.”

• South Pacific - Air strike

• At 10.30 four B17s from Cloncurry attacked an aircraft carrier 60 miles 
south of Bougainville. They scored no hits and suffered no losses.
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B17 v Zero

Mitsubishi A6M2 Zero
Max speed 530 kph
Service ceiling 32,800 ft 
Rate of climb 3,100 ft/minBoeing B17

Max speed 462 kph
Service ceiling 35,000 ft
Rate of climb 900 ft/min
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6 May – Coral Sea
• Air Reconnaissance

• On the 6th (May) an R.A.A.F. Catalina 
commanded by Squadron Leader 
Hemsworth, reported the sighting of 
two enemy destroyers to the south-east 
of Misima Island in the Louisiade 
Archipelago. 
• Almost immediately afterwards they 

signalled that they were being attacked 
by enemy fighters.

• As with Norman's crew two days before, 
no further signals were received and the 
Catalina did not return.

• That afternoon the crew of a Hudson 
from No. 32 Squadron, captained by 
Pilot Officer Pennycuick, reported 
• an aircraft carrier with one large 

transport and two destroyers off Misima 
and, 

• later, four destroyers and three merchant 
ships in the same area. 

• An attempt was made to strike at the 
enemy ships and three Fortresses 
attacked that afternoon but without 
success. The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien

B17s 
attack carrier

Hudson 
sights carrier
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Enemy Forces

• The enemy fast carriers, known to be in the area, Shokaku and Zuikaku, 
were the most modern in the Japanese fleet.
• They had participated in the raid on Pearl Harbour with four other carriers,
• They had destroyed the defences of Rabaul to prepare for its invasion, and 
• They had taken part, with three other carriers in the raids on Ceylon where the 

Japanese carrier pilots had sunk all the warships they had found, and had sunk them 
while they were manoeuvring at maximum speed in the open sea.

• The Japanese land based twin engine bombers at Rabaul were similar to, 
but later models than, the ones that had torpedoed and sunk Prince of 
Wales and Repulse while manoeuvring at speed in the open sea. 
• Prince of Wales being the best armed and best armoured ship that the British had.

• Japanese cruisers and destroyers had proven superior to equivalent Allied 
ships at every engagement to date, except Balikpapan where neither side 
were very effective.
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Allied Forces
• Yorktown and Lexington were among the best the US had:

• Yorktown had raided in the Marshalls without encountering significant 
Japanese forces,

• Lexington had defended against a significant bombing attack on 20 February, 
but two bombers had come perilously close to hitting the ship,

• Both carriers had attacked the landings at Lae and Salamaua, sinking some 
transports but failing to sink any warships and

• Yorktown had sunk some small warships at Tulagi but the return was poor for 
the ammunition expended.

• The Allied land based air forces had shown no indications that they 
would be able to sink ships at sea.

• Enterprise and Hornet were en route to the Coral Sea but would not 
arrive in time to intervene against a landing at Port Moresby planned 
for 10 May.

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 53



US Carriers’ aircraft 6 May

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

Douglas TBD-1 Torpedo bomber Max speed 206 mphDouglas SBD Dauntless max speed 255 mph
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US Carriers’ aircraft strength 6 May

• Lexington

• VF2 – Wildcat F4F-3 19

• VB2 – SBD 18

• VS2 – SBD 17

• VT2 – TBD 12 

• Yorktown

• VF42 – Wildcat F4F-3 17

• VB5 – SBD 18

• VS5 – SBD 17

• VT5 – TBD 10

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

• The Wildcat fighters have to be allocated between defence of the task force and escort of the 
bombers.

• SBDs have to be allocated between search to find the enemy and attack to sink him. SBDs are 
sometimes also allocated to close defence of the carriers against torpedo bombers.

• TBDs are only used for torpedo bombing. The torpedoes must be dropped from an altitude of 
100 feet and a speed of 110mph. 
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6 May – Coral Sea
• Carrier Task Force

• Fletcher continued fuelling his 
taskforce from Neosho until

• 19.30 when he detached the 
oiler, escorted by the 
destroyer Sims, to head south, 
out of the way, to the next 
fuelling rendezvous at 16 
south 158 east. 

• He then turned north west to 
be within striking distance of a 
Port Moresby invasion force 
by first light on May 7. 
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