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Situation Report 16th January
• Many Allied Battleships have been destroyed but the American aircraft carriers were not at 

Pearl Harbour during the attack and remain at sea.

• Allied air-forces in Hawaii, the Philippines and Malaya have been substantially destroyed. The 
performance of Japanese aircraft and the skill of their pilots has been a great and unpleasant 
surprise everywhere. The Japanese have now extended their air war to attacks on New Guinea 
and the Dutch East Indies.

• Allied aircraft and American submarines, even in the most favourable tactical situations, have 
been ineffective.

• The US Navy and the Pacific Fleet are now under new management. Ships and aircraft have 
been transferred from the Atlantic but the losses at Pearl Harbour forced the Navy to adopt a 
temporary defensive role, to retain what America held in the Pacific as a base for future 
offensives and to secure communications along the lines West Coast/Panama-Pearl Harbour-
Fiji-New Caledonia-Australia/New Zealand. 

• All the allies are scraping the bottom of the barrel for forces and transport to quickly reinforce 
the Far East. Enormous losses of equipment in fighting the Germans, the clamant needs for the 
battles in Russia and the Middle East and huge losses of shipping to the U boats have left the 
cupboard pretty bare.

• Reinforcements for the Philippines, at sea when the war broke out, have reached Australia. The 
Japanese blockade is preventing them reaching the Philippines.

• Reinforcements for Malaya and Burma are starting to come in but the distances involved and 
the shipping required means that the build up will take months not weeks. 
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Situation Report 16th January
• Australia has established a line of reconnaissance posts through the islands to its north with which to 

detect approaching enemy forces, but has no effective naval or air-forces to resist a Japanese attack if 
detected. Australian troops have been sent to Ambon and Timor. Port Moresby is being reinforced with 
ground troops and an independent company has been sent to garrison New Caledonia. New Zealand has 
installed a strong garrison in Fiji. The Americans are sending garrisons to Samoa and the other islands in 
the communications line back to Hawaii. None of these garrisons except possibly Port Moresby, could be 
supplied, reinforced or withdrawn if attacked by a Japanese aircraft carrier taskforce. 

• Australia is building up its home defence army, while reinforcing its army and air-force in Malaya. Two 
AIF divisions in the Middle East are being brought back to reinforce the Far East. 

• Australian forces in New Guinea, the NEI and Malaya, Commanders in Malaya and the Philippines and 
the Australian Government are all calling loudly for reinforcements, particularly of fighter aircraft.

• In Washington the new allies, USA and Britain, meeting to establish joint machinery for directing the war 
effort approved the basic Anglo-American strategy.
• Germany was declared the chief enemy, the Atlantic and Europe the areas in which the principal efforts should be 

applied.
• In the Pacific positions should only be defended to “safeguard vital interests and deny Japan access to needed raw 

materials.”

• But it is now recognised in London and Washington that reinforcements of about 6 divisions and 
significant airforces will be required to hold the Malay Barrier.

• President Roosevelt has promised enormous and early increases in American weapons production, 
particularly aircraft, which provides promise for the future if the present can be survived.

• Unified Command of Allied forces in South East Asia has been established under General Wavell but the 
Australian Government has no involvement in determining his strategic instructions. 
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Situation report Malaya -16th January
• The 11th Indian Division after a month of fighting and withdrawing while confronting 

the main Japanese thrust had been effectively destroyed at Slim River.
• The defence has now been taken over by Westforce with General Bennett in 

command.
• Westforce consists of

• One Brigade of the 8th Division AIF, which had not been in action before.
• Two Brigades of the 9th Indian Division, which had been in action on the east coast since the 

war broke out.
• The 45th Indian brigade, mobilised in August 1941 and arrived in Malaya only in December.

• Westforce has been tasked with holding the line Muar - Segamat
• On the main road 2/30 battalion AIF ambushed leading Japanese troops at Gemas 

and retired as planned on the main Westforce position around Segamat.
• In the coastal area to the west the 45th Indian Brigade Group was covering the main 

coast road at Muar. Japanese forces reached the Muar River on the 15th.
• The airforce has withdrawn from the mainland onto Singapore island and has no 

remaining capacity to assist the army.
• The navy has been unable to prevent Japanese forces advancing down the west coast 

in captured boats.
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The Wavell Plan 10th January
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16th January - Muar
• Two battalions of the 45th brigade had been placed 

along the Sungei Muar's winding course. The 
battalions were the

• 4/9th Jats, with three companies south of the river 
and fighting patrols north of the river; and the

• 7/6th Rajputana Rifles, from Jorak to the mouth of 
the river, with two companies north of it. 

• The sectors were of fifteen and nine miles 
respectively. 

• The 5/18th Royal Garhwal were in reserve based 
on Bakri, with a company forward at Simpang
Jeram on the inland road from Muar, and a 
detachment south of Parit Jawa, where another 
road came in from the coast to Bakri.

• The brigade was supported by the 65th Australian 
Battery (Major Julius) of the 2/15th Field 
Regiment.

• The disposition of two companies of the Rajputana 
Rifles on the far side of the river no doubt reflected 
Bennett's policy of "aggressive defence" and his 
enthusiasm for ambushing the enemy.
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16th January - Muar • As there were no bridges in the vicinity of 
Muar and all boats thought likely to be 
useful to the enemy had been removed 
from the northern bank, the river 
presented a difficult obstacle, and 

• 800 rounds of harassing fire during the 
night by a troop of the Australian gunners 
were a further deterrent. 

• The Japanese nevertheless made rapid 
progress on the 16th January. 

• Two guns under Lieutenant Withycombe
were at one stage during the afternoon 
blazing over open sights from a position 
on the southern bank at landing craft 
which appeared at the mouth of the river. 
Although these withdrew, enemy troops 
had made a crossing upstream. 

• The Rajput company east of Muar was 
attacked, and 
• though the flanking company on the 

downstream side was sent to its aid, 
• a company of Japanese reached the 

township from the east and overwhelmed 
battalion headquarters. 

The Muar ferry crossing, looking south-east. The 
45th Indian Brigade, on the left flank of
Westforce, was disposed along 24 miles of river 
front, with detachments forward of the river.
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16th January - Muar
• Both the Rajput companies north of the river had 

been lost, and few men of the other two 
companies got back. 

• During the night the remnant of the battalion withdrew 
down' the coast to Parit Jawa, and then to Bakri. 

• The Rajput commander, his second-in-command, and 
all his company commanders had been killed or were 
missing.

• Gunners under Lieutenant McLeod on their way to 
the advanced headquarters of the 5/18th Royal 
Garhwal at Simpang Jeram had been ambushed 
near the headquarters early on the 16th, and one 
gun and three men were lost. 

• The Garhwalis were attacked the same day, soon 
after 11 a.m., and moved off the road into the 
shelter of rubber trees. 

• Close fighting followed, in which hand grenades and 
bayonets were used; but 

• after a costly and unsuccessful counter-attack at 1 p.m. 
a withdrawal was ordered. 

• By this time the officer commanding the force was 
among the killed. Communications to the rear had 
failed soon after the attack opened.
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16th January - Muar
• The 4/9th Jats on the right were not attacked, but having 

discovered that the enemy had crossed the river their 
commander withdrew the forward companies and 
concentrated on the road from Panchor to Muar. 

• The Australian battery stuck to its task at Muar until 8.30 
p.m., then made for Bakri by the coast road through Parit
Jawa. 

• The Japanese were then free to continue their advance by 
both this road and the one through Simpang Jeram.

• Bakri, headquarters of the 45th Indian Brigade, and only 30 
miles from the trunk road at Yong Peng, was now threatened. 

• Still worse, Japanese were reported late on 16th January to 
have landed south-west of the town of Batu Pahat and to 
have moved inland. They were thus a threat to the 45th 
Brigade from its rear, and to Westforce communications. 

• Because of the collapse of resistance on the Muar, Bennett 
decided on the evening of 16th January to send his reserve 
battalion, the 2/29th (Lieut-Colonel Robertson) to reinforce 
the Muar front instead of using it as he had planned to 
relieve the 2/30th after its action at Gemas.

• Unaware of the extent of the enemy forces in the Muar area, 
he directed that it should be used to counter-attack towards 
Muar, and gave it a troop of 2/4th Australian Anti-Tank 
Regiment and one of armoured cars from the Loyals for what 
he considered good measure. He said that his information 
was that Muar had been taken with a force of about 200 
men. 
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He emphasised that the Muar-Yong Peng road was 
vital, and that should the enemy be encountered in 
strength it must be held for seven days to enable the 
forces north of Yong Peng to be withdrawn.



17th January – Air, Singapore

• Four Buffaloes from No. 21/453 made a strafing reconnaissance over Gemas on the 17th, while 6 escorted 
14 Vildebeestes in a bombing attack on barges and other targets in the Malacca area where, since there was 
no air opposition, the fighters joined in with gunfire. 

• As they were returning to their base 3 of the Vildebeestes were attacked by 3 enemy fighters. 
• Flying Officers Grace and Vanderfield and Sergeant Clare, three of the Buffalo pilots, counter-attacked and probably 

destroyed all 3 Japanese fighters without loss 
• though the need to maintain cover over the Vildebeeste formation prevented them from confirming the enemy's loss.

• On the 17th R.A.A.F. Station, Sembawang, had its first experience of a major pattern bombing attack. For the 
attacks on Singapore Island the enemy had increased the strength of their formations to 21, 24 or 27, and 
even 54 bombers with fighter escort. 

• These flew in V formation at altitudes between 16,000 feet and 25,000 feet, and the pattern technique now preferred to the 
bombing of specific targets had devastating effects on the aerodromes. 

• Seletar and Tengah airfields had been attacked from the outset, but for some reason Sembawang was not attacked until the 
17th. 

• 27 bombers attacked. Station headquarters, operations room, hospital, stores, barracks, messes, kitchens and hangars all 
received hits. Water, power, light and telephone services were disrupted and many craters were made in the aerodrome and 
main roadway. 

• Three Buffaloes and three Hudsons were destroyed and others damaged. 
• Casualties among the squadrons and station staff were very light because the station's system of slit trenches was good.

• On the 17th also at Seletar 2 Catalinas were burned at their moorings and 2 others damaged and at Tengah 6 
Blenheims were damaged. 
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17th January - Malaya
• General Percival extended III Corps' 

responsibilities to the trunk road from Ayer 
Hitam to Yong Peng and thence to Batu
Pahat, and ordered the newly-arrived 53rd 
Brigade Group to the Ayer Hitam area. 

• The 6/Norfolk was sent to hold the defile 
between Bukit Pelandok on the south and 
Bukit Belah on the north. 

• The 2/Cambridgeshire went to relieve the 
garrison at Batu Pahat.

• At a conference between Percival, Bennett, 
and Key at noon on 17th January, Percival 
ordered that the 2/19th Australian Battalion 
(of 22nd Brigade) at Jemaluang (close to the 
east coast) be relieved immediately by the 
5/Norfolk and go to Muar.

• Because of the inexperience of the 
5/Norfolk, Lieut-Colonel Anderson, 
commanding the 2/19th Battalion, left his 
second-in-command, Major Oakes,  with 
three other officers and several N.C.O's to 
help the newcomers to take over their 
positions.

Segamat
During the afternoon of the 17th the Japanese flanking 
movements pressed the southern flank of the 2/30th, 
which was withdrawn during the night to an eastward 
position, nearer Batu Anam. 

6/Norfolk

2/Cambridge

45 Indian Brigade
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17th January - Muar
• Brigadier Duncan (45th Brigade) had been ordered 

by Bennett to clear the Muar area of the enemy as 
soon as possible. Duncan had allocated defensive 
positions about a mile from Bakri on both the 
Muar and Parit Jawa roads, and planned to launch 
counter - attacks once the isolated 4/9th Jats had 
come in and the Australians had arrived. 

• When the 2/29th got to Bakri during the afternoon 
of the 17th the position on the Muar road was held 
by the 5/18th Garhwal, but it was to move by night 
to Parit Jawa.

• After interviewing Duncan and Major Julius of the 
65th Battery, Robertson decided to rest his men 
during the early part of the night about a mile and 
a half forward of Bakri, and then to attempt to 
capture Simpang Jeram at daylight on the 18th. 

• An armoured car sent forward to reconnoitre 
returned with the information that it had been 
fired upon at a Japanese road-block about two 
miles forward of the battalion’s position. A patrol 
clash followed this incident, and by 7 p.m. the 
forward troops were under heavy mortar fire. 

• A small force of Japanese then arrived, and in the 
darkness, hand grenades and bayonets were used 
in disposing of them.

6/Norfolk

2/Cambridge

The Garhwalis were nearing Parit Jawa village when 
they were ambushed and dispersed. Only some 400 
men straggled back to a position on the Parit Jawa 
road a mile from Bakri held by remnants of the 7/6th 
Rajputana Rifles. 
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17/18th January

• on 17th January a Japanese submarine 
was sunk off the western entrance to 
Sunda Strait by the destroyer Jupiter.

• On the 18th of January HMAS Ballarat, 
Wollongong and Toowoomba arrived at 
Batavia to join the Australian corvettes of 
the 21st Auxiliary Minesweeping Group.

• During the last days of January they 
carried out extensive sweeping 
operations in Banka, Berhala, and Durian 
Straits. 

• By this time Japanese aircraft were 
ranging well south, and the corvettes 
were under air attack on occasion, though 
without suffering damage or casualties. HMAS Ballarat

A Bathurst class corvette built at Williamstown. 
launched 10 December 1940 commissioned 30 

August 1941. One of 60 ships of this class built in 
Australian shipyards during the war.
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21st Auxiliary Minesweeping Group

• Japanese occupation of the 
airfields in Northern Malaya had 
closed off the northern 
approach to Singapore through 
the Malacca Strait.

• The approach now was from the 
south via Sunda, Banka, Berhala, 
and Durian Straits. 
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18th January
• Air

• Singapore

• Next day (18th) the naval base and docks were heavily attacked. 2 enemy aircraft were shot down and perhaps 6 damaged at the 
cost of 8 Buffaloes.

• On the 18th Flying Officer Sproule, one of four Buffalo pilots from No. 21/453 Squadron who had escorted 6 Blenheims to attack 
road and rail traffic in the Gemas area, shot down an enemy fighter. 

• Later in the same day 2 more aircraft from No. 21/453 accompanied 3 of No. 8 Squadron's Hudsons to seek out an enemy ship 
reported off the coast near the mouth of the Muar River. The ship could not be found but a strong force of Zeros was encountered. 
Sergeant Chapman was shot down and one of the Hudsons failed to return. Sergeant Parsons possibly shot down one of the Zeros.

• On 18th January, aircraft serviceability in Malaya was 74 bombers and general reconnaissance aircraft, and 28 fighters, all based on 
Singapore Island. The Japanese, it was estimated, already had 250 bombers and 150 fighters based on the peninsula.

• Ambon

• Six Hudsons attempted to attack enemy transports off the Celebes coast about 20 miles south of Kema on the night of 18th 
January, but bad weather hindered the operation and prevented any observation of its result. A Hudson from No. 13 Squadron, 
captained by Flight Lieutenant Willing, did not return from a later reconnaissance flight over the Kema area.

• Burma

• Burma's first fighter reinforcements—Nos. 17, 135 and 136 Hurricane Squadrons—had begun to arrive at intervals in the second 
half of January. The pilots had been flown to Egypt from where most of them, in aircraft issued to them there and fitted with long-
range tanks, made the long flight to Burma with a Blenheim bomber for navigation escort. Those pilots not issued with aircraft 
were ferried to Rangoon by flying-boat and arrived at Mingaladon on the 18th to find a handful of other pilots sharing between 
them the only three serviceable Hurricanes.
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18th January - Muar
• About midnight Julius reported to Robertson the withdrawal of the 

Garhwalis from the Parit Jawa area, and asked for protection for his 
guns. Robertson consequently sent Captain Sumner’s company of the 
2/29th to a position covering the junction at Bakri of the Parit Jawa
and Muar roads. 

• A troop of the gunners, however, came under counter-battery fire 
about 1 a.m. on 18th January. The fire was so intense and accurate 
that one of the guns was disabled, an ammunition trailer was set on 
fire by direct hits, and the troop had to withdraw.

• Five Japanese light tanks approached the 2/29th’s position frontally at 
6.45 a.m.. 

• An anti-tank gun was sited at each end of a cutting through which the 
Muar road ran. Solid armour-piercing shells were used against the 
tanks, but it was found that these went straight through them and out 
the far side. 

• The tanks continued to advance, firing as they came. The leading tank 
was level with the foremost anti-tank gun when the gun sergeant 
(Thornton) turned his back on the other tanks, and fired high-
explosive shells into the first three as they went down the road. 

• When the other tanks entered the battalion perimeter they came 
under fire of the rear gun also. All were disabled. 

• Although he was wounded in the engagement, Thornton prepared his 
gun for further action. 

• Soon three more tanks approached the position. Still the anti-tank 
guns were sending a stream of shells into them. At last they were 
immobilised but continued firing in all directions; until one by one 
they were smashed, set on fire, and rendered useless and 
uninhabitable.

• Those of their crews who had survived the shell fire were finished off 
by bullets and grenades.

The company in the left forward position then came under heavy 
automatic fire and sniping from the branches of trees by Japanese 
who apparently had infiltrated during the night. First one, then two 
more carriers came forward, and though their armour failed to resist 
Japanese bullets and nearly every man in them was wounded, they 
silenced the enemy machine-guns.
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18th January - Muar
• Anderson and his 2/19th Battalion, 700 strong, 

were met at Yong Peng by Bennett's senior staff 
officer, and joined by a troop of British anti-tank 
guns. Anderson, and others went ahead to 45th 
Brigade headquarters. 

• Brigadier Duncan had ordered the Jats into Bakri as 
soon as possible by an estate road which joined the 
road to Bakri near the 2/29th Battalion 's position. It 
was decided to deploy the 2/19th to add depth to 
the position and, when the Jats came in, to take the 
offensive. 

• Having left a platoon to guard the bridge over the 
Sungei Simpang Kiri at Parit Sulong, the 2/19th 
Battalion reached Bakri during the morning of 18th 
January and deployed in the village and in positions 
near by on the roads to Parit Jawa and Muar, 
covered by guns of the 65th Battery.

• At midday an armoured car patrol sent from Bakri 
towards the 2/29th Battalion position encountered 
a road-block, and was fired on from both sides of 
the road.

• As Robertson had been promised that Sumner's 
company would be returned to him, it was sent 
with carrier, armoured car, and mortar support, to 
dispose of the block and rejoin his battalion. Its 
initial attack failed but eventually, with the aid of 
two platoons of the 2/19th, Sumner's company got 
through, leaving the road free of obstruction. 

6/Norfolk

2/Cambridge

Platoon of 2/19th

2/29th

2/19th
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• The company found Major Olliff now in command, for 
Robertson had been killed. 

• Trucks which came through with Sumner's company were 
sent back to Bakri carrying wounded.



18th January - Muar
• A Jats officer reached Bakri at 4 p.m, and reported to Duncan 

that his battalion was six miles north-west of the village. By 5 
p.m. Bakri and the 2/19th Battalion's positions were under 
shell fire, but nothing had been done to bring the Jats in. 

• Anderson, chafing under the delay, realised that the Jats now 
could not arrive in time for his battalion to take the offensive 
that day. He offered a jungle-trained Australian patrol to 
escort the Jats officer, but finally, as enemy patrols had been 
reported on the route he was to take, the officer's departure 
was delayed until early next morning.

• Duncan recalled to the brigade perimeter for the night those 
of the Rajputs and Garhwalis who were able to return. They 
had with them only two British officers, many had lost their 
equipment, and they were in poor condition for further 
fighting. 

• A British field battery allotted to the 2/19th reported to 
Anderson during the night, but, on the ground that further 
artillery would be a drain on manpower for escort duties, it 
was ordered to rejoin the main body of Westforce. This left 
artillery tasks to the 65th Australian Battery which had 
resisted the initial attack on Muar. By midnight of 18/19th the 
battery had fired 4,795 rounds.

• Bayonets and grenades were again successfully used in 
dealing with two attacks on the 2/29th Battalion 's left 
forward troops as they were about to withdraw into night 
perimeter.
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18th January - Segamat
• Next day (18th) the invaders increased their 

artillery fire on Batu Anam and concentrated their 
infantry activities against the 1/13th Frontier Force 
Rifles astride the main road and railway there. 

• Late in the afternoon they overran the battalion's 
forward positions and two guns of the 16th 
Australian Anti-Tank Battery were lost. 

• Repeated Japanese air attacks were made on 
townships from Batu Anam to Yong Peng, and on 
the road between Gemas and Labis.

• General Bennett, his concern growing at the 
possibility of his force being cut off, on the 
afternoon of 18th January, requested approval for a 
withdrawal behind the Sungei Segamat
preparatory to consolidation farther back. 

• General Percival, who now had reports of the 
Japanese Guards Division being in the Muar area 
and Japanese patrols north and south of Batu
Pahat, approved. 

• As ordered by Bennett, the withdrawal from 
Segamat consisted of leap-frogging moves by his 
27th Brigade and the 9th Indian Division to a new 
line covering the trunk road and the railway at 
Labis, about 25 miles north of Yong Peng.
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19th January - Command
• Government

• In a telegram from Dominions Office, 19 Jan 1942. Churchill offered 
• to create in London a Far Eastern Council, composed of representatives of the United Kingdom, Australia, New 

Zealand and the Netherlands, to "focus and formulate the views" of these countries for presentation to Roosevelt 
and to receive Roosevelt's views in turn, and expressed the view that this would ensure the full and continuous 
association of the Australian, New Zealand and Netherlands Governments with the whole conduct of the war against 
Japan.

• Command

• Wavell’s view of the future was reflected in a cable he sent to Percival on 19th January:
• You must think out the problem of how to withdraw from the mainland should withdrawal become necessary and 

how to prolong resistance on the Island. ... Your preparations must, of course, be kept entirely secret.

• Reporting to Churchill, Wavell said that 
• the number of troops required to hold the island probably was as great as or greater than the number required to 

defend Johore. "I must warn you," he added . . . "that I doubt whether island can be held for long once Johore is 
lost."

• Churchill ordered the Chiefs of Staff in London on 19th January
• that a plan be made at once to do the best possible while the battle of Johore was going forward, and he went into 

extensive detail of what he considered the plan should comprise: 
• “The entire male population should be employed upon constructing defence works. The most rigorous compulsion is 

to be used, up to the limit where picks and shovels are available….the whole island must be fought for until every 
single unit and every single strong point has been separately destroyed. Finally, the city of Singapore must be 
converted into a citadel and defended to the death. No surrender can be contemplated.” 
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19th January - Air
• On the 19th the situation at Muar was so 

disturbing that all possible air support was 
dispatched to aid ground troops. 

• The first air operation of the day was an attack on 
enemy positions and barges on the Muar River by 
four Glenn Martin bombers and five Wirraways
escorted by 8 Buffaloes from No. 21/453 Squadron. 

• While the Glenn Martins bombed the Japanese 
headquarters, the Wirraways attacked launches 
and troop-laden barges they were towing across 
the river. 

• As the attack began a strong force of enemy 
fighters retaliated. The Buffalo pilots engaged them 
and in the battle that followed Sergeant Parsons 
was killed when his aircraft was shot down. 

• All 4 Glenn Martins were also shot down as was 
one Wirraway, the pilot and observer of which 
parachuted safely and were brought in by an A.I.F. 
patrol. 

• When 3 enemy fighters were about to dive on the 
Wirraways, Flight Lieutenant Kirkman put his 
Buffalo into a dive and shot one of them down. 
Kinninmont, Vanderfield and Sergeant Gorringe 
also each claimed an enemy fighter shot down. 

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 21

The success of the Buffalo pilots was due in some 
measure to their use of cloud cover to elude the 
more manoeuvrable Zeros, emerging again to take 
advantage of surprise attack.
The Wirraways involved were from the operational 
training unit which had been reclassified as a combat 
unit. 



19th January - Air
• That night (19th) 9 Vildebeestes bombed 

the Kuala Lumpur airfield where Buffaloes 
from No. 488 Squadron had sighted about 
20 enemy fighters on the ground;

• American Flying Fortresses from Sumatra 
also bombed this field.

• On 19th January nine Flying Fortresses of 
No. 7 Bombardment Group based at 
Malang in eastern Java had flown to Del 
Monte with the objects of bombing 
targets on the way there and back, taking 
some ammunition into Mindanao, and 
bringing home some men of the veteran 
No. 19 Group. 

• Three crews turned back but the 
remainder arrived safely at Del Monte 
and then brought back to Malang 23 of 
the group’s officers.

Vickers Vildebeest
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19th January – Land, Muar
• Because of the danger to Batu Pahat, General Key 

early on 19th January ordered the 15th Brigade 
(Brigadier Challen) to defend the township,

• and reinforced the garrison with the British 
Battalion. 

• He moved the 5/Norfolk of the 53rd Brigade, from 
Jemaluang, to Ayer Hitam. 

• With the 2/Cambridgeshire at Batu Pahat

• the 53rd brigade then had only the 6/Norfolk to hold 
the Bukit Pelandok defile, now threatened by the 
Japanese move inland from near Batu Pahat. 

• Key therefore ordered the 3/16th Punjab (about half 
strength) to its aid.

• At a conference with Heath, Bennett and Key during 
the afternoon of the 19th, Percival decided that

• the 53rd Brigade should be further reinforced by 
the 2/Loyals (a battalion which had not left 
Singapore Island throughout its training in 
Malaya); 

• that the 45th Brigade should be withdrawn 
through the 53rd Brigade to west of Yong Peng; 
and 

• that the withdrawal from Segamat should 
continue.

5/Norfolk
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19th January – Land, Bakri

• Brigadier Duncan planned an attack along the road from Bakri to 
Muar during the morning by "A" Company of the 2/19th Battalion, to 
allow the Jats to come in and to test the strength of the enemy. 
• The company, which occupied a rubber-planted ridge to the left and forward 

of battalion headquarters, was relieved by a section of carriers, and 
assembled for its task, but was kept waiting for the anti-tank gun support. 

• Heavy firing from the carriers was heard at 8 a.m., and they were driven from 
the ridge under strong attack by a force which apparently had been deployed 
from the Parit Jawa road east of B company.

• Anderson quickly sent two A Coy platoons into the fight—one  to make a 
frontal attack, while the other moved along the ridge against the enemy's 
right flank. 

• When the attack had been launched, B company was moved back, parallel 
with the road, towards the ridge, to come in on the enemy's rear. These 
tactics caught the assailants on the wrong foot.
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19th January – Land, Bakri
• One of B coy platoon commanders, recorded that the Japanese "literally ran round in 

circles”. 
• Lieutenant Reynolds was standing among a litter of dead around a gun position when one of the 

prostrate figures partly raised himself, with a grenade in one hand. Reynolds shot him, but was hit 
under the right arm and on the head when the grenade exploded. He urged his men on as he fell 
close to another badly-wounded Japanese.

• “I saw him pushing his rifle laboriously towards me so I picked up my pistol from under me and 
with my left hand took careful aim and pulled the trigger for all my worth, but it would not fire. I 
can tell you I was extremely annoyed. Luckily my batman saw the Jap up to his tricks, so he shot 
him. 

• After dressing Reynolds' wounds, his batman was attacked by two Japanese wearing only short 
trousers. He disposed of them with two shots fired from his hip, and Reynolds was able to make 
his way to an aid post. 

• The third platoon of A company was thrown in against the Japanese right flank, to 
complete their confusion. It joined B company in a bayonet charge and hand-to-hand 
fighting. The Japanese were routed, leaving some 140 dead, as against ten Australians 
killed and fifteen wounded, most of them in A company.

• During the action, the battalion's transport sergeant (sgt Meal) brought news that the 
transport, behind Bakri on the road to Parit Sulong, had been suddenly attacked by 400 
to 500 Japanese, who apparently had come from the direction of Parit Jawa. They were 
establishing a road-block, and Meal had been seriously wounded in getting through.

• A section of carriers was sent to force a way through to the transport, but was unable to 
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19th January – Land, Bakri
• At 10.00 am Japanese aircraft scored 

a direct hit on brigade headquarters. 
Brigadier Duncan was stunned and 
Major Julius, commander of the 65th 
Battery, was killed. All Duncan's staff, 
except the acting brigade major, were 
killed or wounded and all copies of 
the brigade to Westforce signals 
cipher were destroyed, causing delay 
in re-establishing signals 
communication. 

• At the brigade major's request, Lieut-
Colonel Anderson of the 2/19th took 
command of the brigade. 
Responsibility was thus thrust upon 
this Australian battalion commander 
for a brigade which but for the 
missing Jats had practically ceased to 
exist except as a liability.
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communication, the 2/29th must be speedily withdrawn to a 
position behind Bakri road junction, and the front confined to 
the one road leading from there back to Yong Peng.



19th January – Land, Bakri
• He contemplated another stand at Parit

Sulong if further withdrawal became 
necessary. Parit Sulong lay behind eight 
miles of straight causeway through 
swampy soil devoid of cover, and three 
miles of road nearest the village lined with 
rubber trees. If the force could gain the 
shelter of the rubber, it might concentrate 
fire on enemy troops coming along the 
causeway.

• However the Jats had not arrived at Bakri, 
and, rather than abandon them, Anderson 
decided to delay withdrawal of the 2/29th 
Battalion for the time being.

• The further delay resulted in his 
companies becoming fully committed as 
the morning of the 19th wore on meeting 
threats from the south and north-west. 
Keegan's company (B) was again heavily 
attacked, but with the assistance of Bren 
carriers and Indian mortars, it drove the 
Japanese off and inflicted further 
substantial losses.

• Some of the Jats reached the 2/29th's position early in the afternoon. 
They had lost contact with their transport. Part of the Jats battalion 
detoured by a track through swamp past the position and others were 
cut off and decided to make for Yong Peng by the shortest route. Those 
of the Jats who mustered at Bakri numbered six officers and about 200 
men. Their commander, Lieut-Colonel Williams, had been killed.
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19th January – Land
• Bakri

• Olliff (2/29th) was ordered to disengage from the enemy at 
6.30 p.m., and an artillery barrage to assist his battalion's 
withdrawal was arranged. 

• Such reserves as Anderson possessed were sent to help resist 
attacks, which had reached serious proportions, on his 
companies. 

• After he had sized up the condition of the Jats, and when the 
rest of them failed to arrive, Anderson decided that 
endeavours to assist HQ company, guarding the transport, 
would have to wait until next morning.

• Japanese machine-gunners were beaten off the right flank of 
the 2/29th Battalion after the Jats had appeared. An attack in 
force on the left flank followed, but the Australians chased 
the enemy some hundreds of yards in a counter-attack. In the 
course of the battalion’s withdrawal Olliff and others were 
killed, and contact was lost with the leading company, which 
came under heavy machine-gun fire while crossing open 
ground.

• The main body of the battalion swung east, and reached 
Bakri with relatively few casualties but over 150 had lost 
contact and were still missing.

• At Bakri that night (19th) Captain Maher, took command of 
the 2/29th battalion, comprising seven officers and 190 
others, and Lieutenant Rossi took command of the 65th 
Battery. The battalion moved into the 2/19th Battalion's 
perimeter, on the Parit Sulong side of Bakri.

Batu Pelandok
• The two forward companies of the 6/Norfolk at the Bukit 

Pelandok defile had been surprised and forced back during the 
day by Japanese who had come in from the coast, and who 
thereupon gained control of the road to Bakri at that point. 

• Brigadier Duke of the 53rd Brigade ordered a counter-attack at 
dawn next day.

Segamat
• The withdrawal from the Segamat sector on 19th January, was 

complicated by minor Japanese infiltrations; but serious 
infiltration was prevented.

Burma
• Japanese entered Tavoy on the 19th. 

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



20th January
• Government

• Page's message did not evoke any effective decision. On the 20th, in Canberra, a 
message was drafted, still not containing any clear direction, but this message 
never reached Rabaul. It reached Lae but had only been partly deciphered when 
the Japanese attacked that town too. 

• The opportunity that might have been taken to evacuate the remaining civilians 
by a freighter then in the harbour had been lost. Even as late as the 22nd more 
passengers might have been evacuated by yet another available ship if any clear 
directions had been received.

• In the government in Canberra, Papua and New Guinea affairs were handled in an 
obscure branch of the Prime Minister's Department, staffed by only eight or nine 
officers, including clerks, typists and a messenger.

• Command

• Churchill cabled to Wavell on the 20th:

• I want to make it absolutely clear that I expect every inch of ground to be 
defended, every scrap of material or defences to be blown to pieces to prevent 
capture by the enemy, and no question of surrender to be entertained until after 
protracted fighting among the ruins of Singapore City.
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20th January
• Sea

• USS Edsall and Alden were escorting the oiler Trinity to 
Darwin from Thursday Island, when, at 6.30 a.m. on 20th 
January, about 60 miles west of Darwin, a Japanese 
submarine was sighted and attacked. 

• The N.O.I.C. at Darwin ordered the corvettes Deloraine, 
Katoomba and Lithgow, to help in the attack. 

• At 1.35 p.m., as Deloraine was nearing the submarine’s 
reported position, she was attacked by a submerged 
submarine whose torpedo she evaded. 

• Having secured a good asdic contact, Deloraine carried out a 
series of depth charge attacks (resulting in the appearance of 
large oil and air bubbles) until 3 p.m., when her outfit of 
twenty depth charges was expended. 

• At 4.20 p.m. Lithgow joined her, and at 6 p.m. Katoomba. 
Deloraine returned to Darwin to get more depth charges. 

• At 3.5 a.m. on the 21st January, when rejoining the other two 
ships with another fifteen depth charges, Deloraine got a firm 
submarine contact and at once attacked. Katoomba joined 
her at 3.56 a.m. and from then on until her remaining depth 
charges were all used, Deloraine carried out a series of 
attacks. 

• A.C.H. Darwin reported that there was good reason to believe 
that three submarines had been destroyed—two by 
Deloraine and one by Katoomba. 

HMAS Deloraine 
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20th January - Malaya
• Segamat

• At night the 9th Indian Division was withdrawn through the 27th Australian Brigade, which had been 
withdrawn behind the Sungei Segamat. 

• The movement was hampered by the township of Segamat having caught fire as a result of an Australian 
officer's attempt to prevent foodstuffs falling into Japanese hands; but the men plunged through the heat and 
showering sparks, and at dawn on 20th January had reached the Tenang area, midway between Segamat and 
Labis.

• Muar

• In an attempt to recapture the Bukit Pelandok defile, two companies of the 3/16th Punjab led by the battalion 
commander, Lieut-Colonel Moorhead, set out at 4 a.m. on 20th January to reach a company of the 6/Norfolk 
which had retained its position on the northern slopes of Bukit Belah, overlooking from the north the road to 
Parit Sulong. Another company of the Punjabis moved to occupy a height about 500 yards farther north, and 
did so unopposed. 

• It was intended that upon completion of these moves the Norfolks, assisted by covering fire from the Punjabis, 
should recapture Bukit Pelandok. 

• The two companies were mistaken for Japanese, however, and fired on by the Norfolks. As soon as this had 
been stopped, Japanese blazed at the troops from near-by concealment. Moorhead was killed and his men and 
the Norfolks were driven off the feature. 

• So serious were the losses that despite the urgent need to clear the road to Bakri, Brigadier Duke (53rd Brigade) 
decided that he would have to wait for the Loyals before attacking again.

• A Norfolk detachment which had relieved an Australian platoon at the Parit Sulong bridge, having been without 
rations since the 18th, and thinking that it had been cut off, left the bridge during the morning of the 20th and 
set off across country to Batu Pahat. The Japanese then established themselves at the bridge, blocking 
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20th January - Bakri
• Bakri

• With his force hemmed in at Bakri, Anderson 
had given orders before daylight on the 20th 
for a five-mile withdrawal towards Parit
Sulong by nightfall, to the edge of the open 
swampland where further passage in daylight 
would expose it to air attack. 

• The force was now organised as a battalion of 
five companies, with two companies of Jats
and a composite force of Rajputs and 
Garhwalis attached. 
• The advance-guard was Captain Keegan 's 

company, followed on the right of the road by 
Captain Beverley's and on the left by Captain 
Westbrook's

• The body of the column included transport, 
guns, Indian troops, and Captain Snelling 's 
company of the 2/19th (in reserve). 

• The rearguard, commanded by Captain Hughes, 
comprised the 2/29th's "B" Company and two 
companies of Jats. 

• One anti-tank gun was posted at each end of the 
column, and all gunners without guns served as 
infantry.
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20th January - Bakri
• Keegan's company moved off at 7 a.m., but was held up at a 

swamp defile by Japanese dug in on a slight rise south of the 
road, and by a roadblock. 

• The company fought vigorously, and Lieutenant Ibbott, a 36 year 
old farmer from Cootamundra,  led a gallant flank attack in 
which he and three of his men reached the Japanese trenches 
before they were killed. 

• The delay imposed by the Japanese was serious, however, for 
the force had not gained sufficient room, and being so bunched 
together was very vulnerable to air or artillery attack. 

• The fact that Keegan's company was so close to the enemy 
prevented it being given supporting fire. Anderson therefore 
decided that a rapid and spirited assault was necessary to gain 
space, and ordered Beverley to lead his men singing into battle. 
This he did, and the company advanced singing Waltzing 
Matilda.

• The company drove the Japanese from its front, reached the 
area, now abandoned, where the 2/19th's transport had been, 
and then attacked the enemy from the rear.

• The halted column now came under shell fire. Keegan's 
company again attacked, and in a final assault, led by Anderson, 
the Japanese were routed and their road-block was destroyed. 

• Anderson himself put two machine-gun posts out of action with 
grenades, which he always carried, and shot two Japanese with 
his pistol.

Lieut-Colonel C. G. W. Anderson,
commander of the 2/19th Battalion.
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20th January - Bakri
• Beverley's company now became the advance-guard as the force forged slowly ahead through the 

former transport harbour, where bodies and disabled vehicles gave evidence of a prolonged 
struggle.

• Anderson's column encountered another and stronger block soon after midday on the 20th, 
comprised of some of the battalion’s own vehicles reinforced by tree-trunks, and with troops, 
estimated at two companies or more, with six heavy machine-guns, entrenched on a slight ridge 
beside it.

• Beverley's advance-guard became closely engaged. The rear of the column was now being 
pressed by the main body of the enemy. 

• Westbrook's "D" Company was brought in on Beverley's left flank. Shells again burst among the 
closely-packed transport, by now increasingly occupied by wounded men and the rearguard gave 
ground. 

• Four trucks were lost before Brigadier Duncan rallied his men and led a counter-attack by Jats and 
Australians. The trucks were recaptured, but Duncan was killed.

• Anderson decided to use his reserve company (Captain Snelling) to add momentum to the 
assault. Under cover of a small rise, Anderson addressed the company, directing them through 
Beverley's company, on the right, as he considered their best chance of success lay in this 
direction. 

• Leading the assault, Snelling had his thigh shattered, but the Japanese were routed, many at the 
point of the bayonet. His company pursued the enemy along the road while the block was being 
removed under fire from snipers.
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20th January - Bakri
• The number of wounded with the convoy now 

became a serious problem. “During each halt more 
wounded fellows would be brought in and placed 
on the vehicles; sometimes lifeless-looking bundles 
being carried by their mates, others being helped 
along. 

• Each time a few words as to how it happened, and 
always it was while they were doing a job, 
somewhere, perhaps in front or along the sides, or 
in the rear, as all the time the enemy surrounded 
the column. . . .

• Overhead always circling were enemy aircraft 
which often added their lot, by bombs or machine-
guns, to the efforts of their ground forces. . . .

• Very often a bullet or a shell splinter would find its 
way to our truck. . . . On one occasion a burst of 
machine-gun bullets tore a line of holes along the 
off side of the vehicle. I heard a peculiar grunt 
beside me, and looking round saw that the poor 
fellow sitting there, already badly wounded, had 
been killed. His body slumped forward, revealing a 
fresh blood patch where a bullet had entered his 
back.

Key instructed Duke (53rd Brigade) during the afternoon (of 20th) to 
make a further attempt to clear the road to Parit Sulong. On Duke 
representing that the troops hitherto employed were not in 
condition to attack, Key agreed that the 2/Loyals, who had been 
continuously on the move for three days and nights and had not yet 
fully assembled in the brigade area, be used with artillery support as 
early as possible next day.

Midnight 20th/21st
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20th January - Strategy
• On the 20th Percival, instructed Bennett to withdraw the 27th Brigade to Yong Peng instead of 

halting it near Labis as had been planned. 

• The same day (20th) General Percival sent Generals Heath, Bennett, and Simmons (Singapore 
Fortress Commander) a "secret and personal" letter, with instructions that it should be shown 
only to such senior staff officers and column commanders as they might think should see it. 
• In this Percival said that his present intention was to fight for the line Mersing-Kluang -Batu Pahat, which 

protected three important airfields, and on which the air observation system was based. He outlined a plan, 
however, to come into operation if withdrawal south of this line to Singapore Island became necessary. … 

• there would be three columns—Eastforce, Westforce, and 11th Indian Division—falling back respectively on 
the Mersing road, the trunk road, and the west coast road to Johore Bahru. The movements of the columns 
would be coordinated by the III Corps, which would establish a bridgehead covering Johore Bahru through 
which they would pass on to the island. Selected positions would be occupied on each road, and ambushes 
laid between them. The positions and sites were to be reconnoitred and selected immediately.

• Also on 20th January Wavell again visited Singapore. 
• He found that despite his instructions for preparation of defences in the northern part of Singapore Island, 

very little had been done. He told Percival to endeavour to hold the enemy on the mainland until further 
reinforcements arrived; but to make every preparation for defence of the island. 

• He ordered that the 18th British Division, as the freshest and strongest formation, be assigned to the part of 
the island most likely to be attacked; that the 8th Australian Division be given the next most dangerous sector; 
and that the two Indian divisions, when they had been re-formed, be used as a reserve. Percival contended 
that the main attack would be on the north-east of the island and favoured placing the 18th Division there, 
and the Australians in the north-west. 

• Although Wavell thought this attack would be on the north-west—in the path of the enemy's main advance 
down the peninsula—he accepted Percival’s judgment on the ground that he was the commander responsible 
for results.
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20th January – Air, Malaya
• On the 20th six Buffaloes swept over the Muar-Gemas 

area escorting two Albacores from No. 36 Squadron, in 
response to an army signal which reported that troops 
were being heavily dive-bombed. The Buffaloes 
encountered six Japanese bombers, one of which they 
shot down. The remainder jettisoned their bombs and 
gained sufficient speed for evasion. 

• Kuala Lumpur was again bombed and machine-gunned 
that evening by seven Blenheims which returned to claim 
the destruction of more than 20 enemy fighters on the 
ground. 

• At the same time 6 Hudsons attacked Kuantan and 

• later that night both airfields were bombed again, each 
by 12 Vildebeestes.

• On the 20th the main ground staff of the two Australian 
Hudson squadrons and of No. 34 Squadron R.A.F. 
embarked in the steamer Kedah, at Singapore naval base, 
for Palembang. On the first night at sea engine failure 
made it necessary to heave to, so that repairs could be 
made. 

• January 20th was a day of great excitement and rejoicing 
in Singapore. The Hurricanes went into combat over the 
city for the first time. Twenty seven enemy bombers 
came over unescorted. The Hurricanes shot down 8 
without loss to themselves.

Hurricane IID showing Vokes tropical filter and RAF 
desert camouflage in 1942.
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20th January – Air, Rabaul
• At 12.14 p.m. on 20th January, Page the coastwatcher on Tabar, signalled that 20 enemy 

aircraft were heading for Rabaul. 

• About half an hour later the raid began. The 20 aircraft sighted from Tabar were quickly 
joined by a force of 33 bombers coming in from the west, which were not seen until they 
were almost over the town area. Only five minutes later watchers on Duke of York Island 
reported another 50 aircraft approaching – single engine level bombers and dive 
bombers with a fighter escort.

• Two Wirraways, were on patrol. At the first sighting six more Wirraways took off. One 
suffered an engine failure on take off and crashed injuring both crew and writing off the 
aircraft. The remaining seven aircraft attempted to attack the Japanese bombers but 
were intercepted by the zeros. Three Wirraways were shot down and the crews killed, 
two were damaged and the crews wounded but managed to crash land, the remaining 
two managed to evade the zeros and land safe. It was all over in ten minutes.

• With no air opposition left, the Japanese formations continued to blast the base, striking 
at the shipping in Simpson Harbour, the wharf area and the two airfields. High-level 
bombing was followed by low-level fighter sweeps and then the dive bombers came in. 
The anti-aircraft guns retaliated to the best of their ability, the crew of one claiming a 
bomber shot down.

• Buildings at Vunakanau were severely damaged and in the harbour two ships were sunk. 
One of the Wirraways that had crash landed, was attacked by fighters until it burst into 
flames and was destroyed. 
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20th January – Air, Rabaul
• Lerew then signalled:

• “Waves of enemy fighters shot down Wirraways. 
• Waves of bombers attacking aerodromes. Over one hundred aircraft seen so far. 
• Sending A16-38 [a Hudson that had been under repair] to Moresby with casualties. 
• Two Wirraways useless defence. 
• Will you now please send some fighters?”

• North-Eastern Area Headquarters replied:
• "Regret inability to supply fighters. If we had them you would get them"

• He signalled back:
• “Wirraways and Hudsons cannot be operated in this area without great loss and 

sacrifice of skilled personnel and aircraft…. As fighters cannot be obtained only one 
course if services of trained personnel valued.”

• Only 3 undamaged aircraft remained—2 Wirraways and one Hudson. 
Lerew therefore began to withdraw to Vunakanau what forces and 
equipment he had left at Lakunai .
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20th January - Air
• Timor Sea

• No. 2 Squadron at this time had aircraft at 
Darwin, where all major maintenance had to 
be done, at the Penfui base on Timor, and at 
the advanced operational base at Namlea on 
the island of Buru, where one flight was 
operating under the control of A.C.H. Halong. 

• On 20th January a Hudson, heavily laden with 
stores and men for Namlea, stalled on take-
off from Penfui and crashed. The pilot, Flight 
Lieutenant Cuming, and nine others in the 
aircraft, including a party of ground staff for 
the advanced base, were all killed.

• No 13 Squadron had aircraft at Laha on 
Ambon and at Babo in Dutch New Guinea.

• Reinforcements

• The War Cabinet agreed that an order should 
be placed in the United States for nine more 
Catalinas and sought the good offices of the 
British Government to hasten delivery. 
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RAAF Hudson Squadrons in NEI
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21st January
• Government

• On 21st January the war cabinet considered the 19th January proposal from the Dominions Office for a Far 
Eastern Council in London, which the advisory War Council had rejected. 

• The War Cabinet decided to reply that they disagreed with the proposal. 
• The proposed Council would be purely advisory, and quite out of keeping with Australia's vital and primary interest in the 

Pacific. 
• It was desired that an accredited representative of the Australian Government should have the right to be heard in the 

British War Council in the formulation and direction of policy, and 
• that a Pacific War Council be established at Washington, comprising representatives of the United Kingdom, the United 

States, Australia, China, the Netherlands and New Zealand; this body to be a council of action for the higher direction of the 
war in the Pacific.

• Under pressure from concerned cabinet colleagues, Curtin was prevailed upon to take a recuperative break 
in Perth leaving Melbourne by train on 21 January. 

• Strategy

• Churchill asked his Chiefs of Staff, on 21st January, “what is the value of Singapore [to the Japanese] above 
the many harbours in the south-west Pacific if all … demolitions are thoroughly carried out?” 

• On the other hand, the loss of Burma would be very grievous. It would cut us off from the Chinese, whose troops have been 
the most successful of those yet engaged against the Japanese. We may, by muddling things and hesitating to take an ugly 
decision, lose both Singapore and the Burma Road. 

• Obviously the decision depends upon how long the defence of Singapore Island can be maintained. If it is only for a few 
weeks, it is certainly not worth losing all our reinforcements and aircraft.

• [Moreover] one must consider that the fall of Singapore, accompanied as it will be by the fall of Corregidor, will be a 
tremendous shock to India, which only the arrival of powerful forces and successful action on the Burma front can sustain.
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21st January - Air
• New Guinea

• On 21st January Kavieng was attacked soon 
after 7 a.m. by about sixty Japanese aircraft, 
including bombers, dive bombers and 
fighters. The Japanese concentrated their 
attack on the town, gun positions and the 
airfield. The aircraft were met by brisk fire 
and the defenders accounted for four planes 
and damaged others during the air attacks. 

• The Induna Star cast her moorings and was 
attempting to reach the comparative safety of 
Albatross Channel when she was attacked by 
six aircraft. The ship's Bren gun team under 
Corporal Reed put up a stout defence, during 
which six of the team were wounded, two 
mortally, but control of the vessel was lost 
and she ran on a reef about two miles south 
of Kavieng. 

• By 9 o'clock the aircraft had gone. Soon 
afterwards the captain of the Induna Star 
arrived at Kavieng in a canoe to report the 
beaching of his ship. He was ordered to return 
and attempt to bring it back to the wharf.

MV Induna Star
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21st January - Air
• The same day (21st) watchers at Madang reported more than 70 enemy aircraft—

bombers with fighter escort—flying south-eastward. This formation divided into three 
groups which attacked Lae, Bulolo and Salamaua. 

• The forces attacking Salamaua were estimated at 50 aircraft. 

• The high level bombing of Salamaua was followed by low-level fighter sweeps. Several 
commercial aircraft and a Hudson of No. 24 Squadron, grounded for repairs, were 
destroyed on the airfield, as were most of the buildings.

• At Lae the attack was made by about 26 aircraft which spent about 40 minutes over the 
area. Civil airline workshops and stores, the town's power plant, and 6 aircraft on the 
ground were destroyed. Houses and public buildings were attacked by fighters but there 
were no casualties and the airfield runway was not damaged.

• The enemy also attacked Madang and Wau. At Madang a copra store was burned down 
and other buildings damaged.

• Five unescorted bombers scored hits on the commercial airline buildings at Wau, and 
one bomb hit the town's cinema. Since they had no opposition the bombers then flew 
low and fired their guns into rows of houses occupied by the native employees of a gold 
sluicing company, presumably mistaking them for military barracks.

• The airfield at Bulolo was machine-gunned by five fighters.
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Japanese Air Strikes on 
New Guinea 20/21 January
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21st January - Air
• New Guinea

• A No. 11 Squadron Catalina, captained by Lieutenant 
Hutchinson USN, was on patrol between Samarai
and Lae.  When Salamaua reported to Port Moresby 
that enemy fighters were over that base. The Port 
Moresby operator was about to send a warning to 
Hutchinson when he received one from him 
instead—"Being attacked by five fighters." Followed 
by “On fire” There was no further signal and the 
aircraft failed to return.

• A No. 20 Squadron Catalina was on reconnaissance 
when its crew sighted 4 enemy cruisers 65 miles 
south-west of Kavieng steaming towards Rabaul. 
Their signal added that they were within range of 
the warships' anti - aircraft fire. This message was 
received at Port Moresby at 12.41 p.m. At 2.16 p.m. 
the pilot, Flight Lieutenant Thompson, was ordered 
to proceed to Salamaua. About half an hour later a 
signal was received from the aircraft stating only, 
"Rudder gone." The aircraft failed to return.

• A later message stated that the cruisers were 
accompanied by "other vessels". 
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21st January - Air
• At 4.30 p.m. Lerew received a signal ordering that 

all available aircraft were to attack these ships. "All 
available aircraft" added up to the single Hudson 
and possibly a damaged Wirraway at Lakunai
which might be made serviceable.

• About 100 natives were required to extract the last 
Hudson from its camouflaged dispersal point over 
the waterlogged taxiways. With this delay, night 
fell before the convoy could be found. The 
composition of the enemy force was now reported 
to be 2 aircraft carriers, 3 or 4 cruisers, a number 
of destroyers and between 5 and 7 transports.

• 5 Catalinas were detailed for a night attack 
(21st/22nd). One aircraft was damaged in take-off 
and could not proceed. The other 4, two from Port 
Moresby, one from Gizo and one from Tulagi
searched the area in darkness and bad weather 
without result.

• NEI

• On the 21st 2 Japanese flying-boats attacked 
antiaircraft positions at Laha with machine-gun 
fire, and 4 enemy fighters followed in and strafed 
and put out of action the Essanne radio station.
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21st January – New Guinea
• Rabaul

• In the afternoon of 21st January Carr, the battalion commander, was 
called to Area Headquarters, where Colonel Scanlan, commander "New 
Guinea Area”, informed him that he expected the cruisers to be near 
Rabaul about 10 o'clock that night, and that he did not intend to allow 
the troops "to be massacred by naval gunfire". He ordered Carr to move 
all troops from Malaguna camp, which lay in an exposed position to 
Raluana. All other companies were to be prepared for immediate 
movement. Scanlan added that the troops were to be told that it was "an 
exercise only “

• Kavieng

• Major Wilson concluded that his positions at Kavieng would be untenable 
should landings be made simultaneously at Panapai and the western 
beaches. He decided to move his men from the area except for a few 
troops required for demolitions in the town.  

• At 11 a.m. the Induna Star returned, leaking badly and considered 
unseaworthy by her skipper. However, since she represented the 
Independent Company's only means of escape a month's rations were 
taken aboard and the crew was ordered to take the ship to Kaut Harbour, 
patch the hull, and await orders. 

• During the afternoon the men were moved on foot to camps overlooking 
the harbour. 

• At the civil hospital the wounded had begun to arrive and Captain 
Bristow, ably assisted by Sister Maye of the Administration's nursing 
service, was operating. After consulting them Wilson decided that the 
seriously wounded should be sent to the near-by Lamacott Mission 
under the sister's care. 
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• NEI

• An invasion force was sighted by Allied reconnaissance aircraft on 21st January between Tarakan 
and Balikpapan, (a report described it as fifteen warships and thirty-eight transports) 

• Eight submarines—six American from Surabaya, Pickerel, Porpoise, Saury, Spearfish, Sturgeon and 
S 40 and two Dutch, K 18 and K14—were sent to Macassar Strait; and

• Task Force 5 (then consisting of Boise (flag), Marblehead, and destroyers John D. Ford, Pope, 
Parrott and Paul Jones) which was refuelling at Koepang, was ordered to make a night attack on 
the convoy. 

• Rear-Admiral Glassford took his ships to sea forthwith, and set course for the Strait of Macassar 
via Sape Strait between the islands of Sumbawa and Flores. 

• Passing through Sape Strait Boise struck an uncharted rock and holed her bottom. Glassford sent 
her to Tjilatjap for inspection, 

• shifted his flag to Marblehead (which could only steam at 15 knots owing to engine trouble) and 

• sent the four destroyers on ahead to attack, after arranging a post-attack rendezvous position 
ninety miles south of Balikpapan, where Marblehead could cover the destroyers’ withdrawal. 

21st January - Sea
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Taskforce 5 and the invasion of Balikpapan
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21st January – Malaya, Muar
• Anderson’s Column

• Darkness fell upon the battered and weary column, and it moved on, through the open country it had had to avoid in daylight. By 
midnight (20/21st), Anderson had learned that an Indian soldier had reached the column with a report that Parit Sulong was now 
held by Japanese. 

• Two dispatch riders sent to investigate found the village looted, were challenged in an unknown tongue at the bridge, and quickly 
raced back. Thus, when it had seemed that the column had fought its way to freedom, another struggle had to be faced.

• Making the most of the cover of darkness, the force came to the end of the open country, and was halted in the shelter of rubber
trees at 2 a.m. on 21st January. A detachment led by Sergeant Lloyd Davies, sent to reconnoitre the bridge at Parit Sulong, was 
attacked there, and returned at 7.15. 

• Although two Malays who had been encountered insisted that the bridge was held by the Sultan of Johore's men, Anderson 
disbelieved their report, and deployed his forward companies through the trees.

• Soon, after its night-long trek, the column had to fight again. The leading men met rapid fire, and were charged by 120 Japanese, 
whom they halted and held in the open by means of a flank attack.

• While Japanese heavy tanks came up to the rear of the column, where they were stopped by a section of 25-pounders of the 65th 
Battery under Sergeant Barton, carriers came forward and disposed of the frontal assault.

• The head of the column, now comprising Keegan's and Beverley's companies, reached the outskirts of Parit Sulong about 9.30 
a.m., only to find that houses and other vantage points had been turned into Japanese machine-gun nests. The rear of the column 
(Maher's and Westbrook’s companies) was being increasingly assailed by tanks and mechanised infantry. 

• Between the head and rear of the column there was now a distance of only 1,200 to 1,500 yards. Aircraft were swooping down 
and spattering it with bullets. Wireless communication with Westforce had failed during the night, but was re-established by the 
signallers despite the inferno in which they were working.

• At 11 a.m. Indian troops, led by Major R. Anderson, were ordered to attack the village (Parit Sulong) from the west. Coming under 
heavy fire they swung wide, but got round to the north bank of the Simpang Kiri west of the bridge, and exchanged fire with 
Japanese across the water. 

• Keegan's and Beverley 's companies were held up until, with the aid of Pickup's carriers, which soon after midday engaged the
enemy machine-guns at point-blank range, the companies managed to thrust through the village and also reach the north bank. 
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21st January – Malaya, Muar
• Beverley was now sent to investigate the possibility of 

attacking the bridge, but as the afternoon wore on, and 
pressure from the rear increased, Anderson decided that the 
column’s remaining resources, especially of mortar bombs, 
were insufficient for attack with any real chance of success. 

• Air strafing increased, and soon after 4 p.m. bombs added 
many more casualties.

• During the late afternoon and until after dark, the rear of the 
column was under intense fire. 

• In a lull which followed, the rumble of approaching tanks was 
heard, and Lieutenant Ross and Sergeant Tate ran to a gun 
already set up in position on the road. In the darkness they 
couldn’t find the ammunition, but found some grenades. 
Armed with these, they jumped into the ditches lining the 
road and made towards the tanks. 

• Forty yards from the gun using grenades they managed to 
stop the leading tank. Racing back to the gun, they found its 
crew in position, and though the tank could not be seen at 
this distance the gun was aimed at where Ross and Tate had 
encountered it. The first shot hit the target, and after some 
more shots it burst into flames, forming a road-block behind 
which the gunners continued to fire on the enemy armour.

• The column had had little food for two days, and its mortar 
and artillery ammunition was almost exhausted. Anderson 
therefore sent a message to Bennett asking that if possible 
aircraft be used at dawn to bomb the approaches to the far 
end of the bridge, and to drop food and morphia. 

• As the cipher books used by the signallers in the Muar area 
had been destroyed, he received a reply "Look up at 
sparrowfart”

The Parit Sulong bridge towards which the 2/19th and 2/29th 
Battalions fought their way. 
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21st January – Malaya, Muar
• At 5 p.m. the medical officers of the two Australian 

battalions, Captain Cahill (2/19th) and Captain Brand (2/29th) 
suggested to Anderson that the Japanese be asked to let 
through two ambulances carrying men who were dying for 
lack of treatment. 

• Anderson considered the chance remote, but agreed to the 
suggestion with the proviso that the men sent forward 
should be only those whose condition the doctors considered 
hopeless.

• At 10 p.m. a volunteer driver of one of the ambulances 
returned with news that the commander of the Japanese at 
the bridge had demanded the surrender of the column, 
offering to take care of the wounded in that event. 

• He had ordered the ambulances to remain on the bridge 
approach to act as a road-block, covered by machine-guns 
which would be fired if they attempted to move. Anderson 
refused the Japanese demand.

• After dark Lieutenant Austin, gravely wounded in the neck 
and shoulder, and a driver, also wounded, released the brakes 
of each vehicle, rolled them down the slope away from the 
bridge, and then amid the din of battle drove them back to 
the perimeter.

• Throughout the night, they and the rest of the column were 
assailed by the fire of tanks, artillery, and machine-guns.

The Parit Sulong bridge showing the slopes that the ambulances wer
rolled down.

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



21st January - Malaya
• Bukit Pelandok

• The 21st was a day of continued and exasperating delays by 
the 53rd Brigade—arising it seemed to Australian officers 
from failure to realise the urgency of the situation, and no 
doubt largely from the brigade's lack of training and 
experience for the task it was set.

• An attack to recover the defile at Bukit Pelandok had been 
ordered by Key on the afternoon of 20th January. Absent 
action, stated to be due to faulty transmission of the order by 
a liaison officer, the order was repeated by Bennet and 
communicated by a staff officer at noon on the 21st

(subsequent to a rearrangement of the commands) and 
reiterated with an order for immediate action at 16.00. 
Action was repeatedly deferred from early on the 21st, finally 
until 06.00 on the 22nd.

• Segamat

• The withdrawal from Segamat had continued, with little 
pressure from the enemy. Soon after dawn on 21st January 
the 27th Brigade took up positions covering the junction at 
Yong Peng of the road from Muar. 

• Mersing

• On the East coast of Malaya patrols reported a gradual enemy 
approach to Mersing on the 20th and 21st January, and the 
2/20th Battalion area was under frequent air attack.

Midnight 21st/22nd

6 Norfolk
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21st January - Air
• Singapore

• On the 21st Japanese bombers were back with a 
strong escort of Zeros, after the losses they 
suffered on the 20th. The zeros shot down 5 
Hurricanes without loss to themselves. Thereafter 
the Hurricane pilots were almost always at a 
disadvantage.

• The Hurricanes were a great improvement on the 
Buffaloes but they still were not equal in all-round 
performance to the Zeros. 

• The type received—the Hurricane II—had been 
intended for service in the Middle East and was 
fitted with a desert air intake filter which deprived 
it of about 30 miles an hour in speed. 

• At an altitude of 20,000 feet and higher the 
Hurricane had an advantage over the Zero in both 
speed and climb. It could also dive at higher speed, 
but the Zero always held an advantage in 
manoeuvrability, and the Japanese soon learned to 
attack at lower altitudes. The Hurricane pilots 
quickly learned that "dog-fighting" did not pay. 

• The enemy's greatest advantage, however, was 
numerical.

Mitsubishi A6M "Zeros"
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22nd January
• Government

• Sir Earle Page, who was in London as Special 
Representative of the Australian Government, 
cabled that the British Defence Committee 
had been considering the abandonment of 
Malaya and Singapore, and concentration on 
the defence of Burma and keeping open the 
Burma Road to China.

• Page had not been consulted, but "by some 
means or other" had been shown a copy of a 
minute on the subject sent by Churchill to the 
British Chiefs of Staff.

• Sea

• The transport Koolama escorted by H.M.A.S.
Warrego, reached Ambon with supplies and 
more reinforcements.

Sir Earle Page, the leader of the Country 
Party from 1921 to 1939 and the 11th 
Prime Minister of Australia, holding office 
for 19 days after the death of Joseph Lyons 
in 1939.
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22nd January
• Land

• Bataan

• The attackers' nightly raids and infiltration 
tactics became more frequent and 
extensive and the position of General 
Wainwright's I Corps was deemed 
indefensible, and the Abucay-Mauban 
Line was abandoned on 22 January.

• After thirteen days of fierce fighting (22nd) 
the weary defenders of Bataan withdrew 
to a line 12 miles from the tip of the 
peninsula.

• Burma

• On the 22nd the General Officer 
Commanding, Burma, reported that he 
could not guarantee the safety of the 
country with the forces available.
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22nd January – Malaya, Muar
• The Loyals were in position before dawn on 22nd January for their delayed attack 

on Bukit Payong, but Brigadier Duke insisted on further testing of the range of his 
artillery preparatory to opening up a barrage to cover the operation. As the 
ranging shots fell short, he ordered further postponement of the attack until 9 
a.m. All prospect of taking the Japanese by surprise now had been lost, and the 
troops on the start-line were heavily attacked from the air. Brigadier Duke then 
decided to cancel the operation and reorganise into a defensive position. This 
decision was made after reference to H.Q. Westforce.

• Early on the 22nd—during a brief period while Japanese aircraft were absent 
from the scene—two cumbersome planes came over, dropped the food and 
morphia, Anderson had asked for, and went off after releasing bombs upon the 
Japanese at the far end of the bridge (two Albacores escorted by three buffaloes). 
Anderson decided, however, that the effect of the bombing had been insufficient 
to make it practicable to cross the river.

• Enemy tanks were again active, and made a flank attack supported by infantry. 
The number of casualties became so great that the column would be unable to 
fight much longer. As a last bid, when relief failed and hope was fading, Anderson 
ordered Beverley's company to test the resistance at the bridge. The response by 
the Japanese convinced Anderson that no chance of success lay in this direction. 
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22nd January – Malaya, Muar
• At 9 a.m., when the column faced annihilation if it remained where it was, he ordered 

destruction of carriers, guns, and transport, and withdrawal eastward through swamps 
and jungle by all capable of attempting it.

• By 10 a.m. an orderly withdrawal from Parit Sulong had been made.

• Another heavy loss, amounting to a brigade and a large part of two Australian battalions, 
had been inflicted on the defenders of Malaya. 

• Percival reported:

• “The Battle of Muar was one of the epics of the Malayan campaign. Our little force by 
dogged resistance had held up a division of the Japanese Imperial Guards attacking with 
all the advantages of air and tank support for nearly a week, and in doing so had saved 
the Segamat force from encirclement and probable annihilation.” 

• Anderson judged:

• “The well-trained Australian units showed a complete moral ascendancy of the enemy. 
They outmatched the Japs in bushcraft and fire control, where the enemy's faults of 
bunching together and noisy shouting disclosed their dispositions and enabled the 
Australians to inflict heavy casualties at small cost to themselves. When the enemy was 
trapped they fought most gamely. In hand-to-hand fighting they made a very poor 
showing against the superior spirit and training of the A.I.F.”
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