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Chapter 3

Why were the Japanese so successful?
Why were the Allies so Ineffective?
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Where did all that come from?
• Since the opening Japan had fought 3 wars against bigger, richer countries:

• She  had won, in her view due to the spirit of Bushido, superior skill and refined technique.
• In all three cases the enemy, after his  army and navy had been defeated, negotiated peace with territorial concessions.

• The Japanese military in the thirties were characterised by:
• Political assassinations and attempted coups at home and
• flagrant insubordination and appalling atrocities overseas.

• They had got themselves into a war in China that they had been unable to finish off.
• There were Precedents for

• Surprise torpedo attacks before the declaration of war, in the Russo Japanese war, and for 
• aerial torpedo attacks on a fleet in harbour in the British attack on the Italians at Taranto, and for
• large scale long distance air attacks on military and civilian targets, by the Japanese in the ongoing war in China.

• After years of feeble protests and flabby sanctions Roosevelt froze Japanese assets on July 26th 1941, in 
response to the move to Saigon. This had the effect of cutting off Japan’s oil supplies.

• There were no obvious American interests immediately at stake.
• The Americans may have underestimated the seriousness with which the Japanese would view the threat to their oil supplies.
• Possibly the Tripartite pact in September 1940 and the Soviet Japanese Neutrality pact in April 1941 convinced Roosevelt that 

war against Japan was inevitable so action to limit Japanese strength and resources was now required.

• On 31st July 1941 the Japanese Ambassador in Berlin was instructed to explain to Hitler why Japan was 
moving south instead of against Russia.

• The military finally took complete control of the government on 18th October 1941 when Tojo became Prime 
Minister.

• Why were the Japanese so successful? Why were the Allies so ineffective?
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1919 Australian Defence Planning
• After the first world war it was accepted that the defence of 

the Empire depended on the British Navy.

• The Australian Government asked the Admiralty  for an 
expert to report on naval defence. Admiral of the Fleet Lord 
Jellicoe arrived in Australia in May 1919.

• His report in August 1919, laid great stress upon close 
collaboration with the Royal Navy. Jellicoe envisaged the 
creation of a large Far Eastern Imperial Fleet, including battle 
ships and aircraft carriers, and the establishment of a major 
base at Singapore.

• Summing up the naval situation in the Far East Jellicoe said:
• a rising tide of ill-feeling against Britain—which was evident 

during the war—was reported in Japan, and 
• that danger of invasion of Australia would exist as long as the 

White Australia policy remained in force, and
• Japan had ordered eight modern battleships, whereas Britain 

was building no battleships, and had none in existence quite 
equal in power, ship for ship, to the Japanese forces, and 

• If Japan were to declare war she would probably do so by 
means of a sudden surprise attack, similar to her attack on Port 
Arthur in the Russo-Japanese war. 

• Jellicoe proposed construction of an Australian fleet including 
two battle cruisers and an aircraft carrier.

• Nothing was done to carry out any of the recommendations 
except maintaining close collaboration with the Royal Navy.  
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1921 Naval limitation treaties
• The Anglo Japanese Alliance was replaced by the Four Power Treaty and the Washington Treaty.

• The Washington Treaty on the limitation of naval armaments in 1921 
• established capital ship and aircraft carrier ratios for Britain USA and Japan on a 5 :5 :3 ratio. France and Italy 

were each allotted one third of the quota for Britain or America. 
• All capital ship building programs were abandoned, and a ten-year moratorium before commencing 

replacement building was agreed. 
• The British Empire, the United States, and Japan, also agreed not to construct new fortifications or naval bases 

in the Pacific, except on their own mainlands, Singapore and the Hawaiian Islands.

• This was a conference of the victorious allies, after the central powers had been defeated and 
their fleets scuttled. 

• Britain had ceased construction of capital ships at the end of the war but both the United States 
and Japan had major building programs in hand, started in 1916. Without the treaty by 1924 
Britain would possess only fourteen first-class battleships to twenty one for America, and sixteen 
for Japan.

• Britain, impoverished by WW1, could not afford to match the American and Japanese building 
programs, so was happy to have them stopped even though it meant accepting parity with 
America, instead of the two power standard which was applied when Britain really did rule the 
waves.

• Following the Washington treaty the Australian government reduced their defence forces by 50%. 
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Singapore Naval Base
• In 1923, with Japanese power growing in the Far 

East, the Conservative government in London 
decided to create a naval base in Singapore.  

• Ramsay MacDonald condemned the project as a 
‘wild and wanton escapade’ and when the Labour 
Party came briefly to power in 1924 work was 
stopped. 

• Work started again when the Conservatives 
regained office, but was suspended by the Labour 
administration in 1929 in the cause of international 
disarmament. 

• Japanese aggression in the 1930s caused work to 
be restarted and speeded up. 

• The base was at last formally opened in 1938 at a 
ceremony attended by 11,000 people. 

• The King George VI dry dock was big enough to take the 
largest ships in existence and

• Singapore was provided with airfields, heavy artillery 
and anti-aircraft batteries, as well as a battalion of 
infantry as a garrison. 

• The Sydney Morning Herald hailed it as ‘the Gibraltar of 
the East’ and a ‘bastion of British might’.

• But no British fleet was based at Singapore.

The troopship RMS Queen Mary in Singapore 
Graving Dock, August 1940
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Depression and Disarmament
• In May 1929 in England Ramsay MacDonald became Prime 

Minister for the second time. He had been a pacifist in 1914-18 
and was a leader in the international disarmament movement.

• In October 1929 share prices in New York began to collapse 
and soon the entire world was suffering an acute trade 
depression.

• The United States, Japan, France, Italy, and the British 
nations—met in January 1930. In the resulting London Naval 
Treaty, 

• the Washington Treaty limitations were extended, and cruisers, 
destroyers and submarines were brought within treaty restrictions. 

• The parties agreed to defer until 1936 the replacement of capital 
ships. 

• The British Commonwealth, the United States and Japan, undertook 
to reduce at once their capital ships in numbers to 15-15-9 
respectively. 

• The treaty was to remain in force until 31st December 1936. The aim 
had been economy and security. 

• Further significant reductions were made in defence spending 
in Britain and Australia in 1930, driven by revenue collapse and 
encouraged by the London Treaty. 

Ramsay MacDonald
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German Rearmament

• A pamphlet Japan and the Defence of Australia, published in 1935 
• noted the decline of British naval power and the danger of war in Europe, 
• considered it improbable that British naval aid would be available to Australia either immediately or 

eventually. 
• This led to warnings not to put a nation's trust in navies, but to rely on land forces and aircraft.

• In June 1935 Germany proposed a naval agreement with Britain on the basis of a strength 35% of 
that of the British Fleet. 
• This offer was accepted by the British Government on Admiralty advice.
• The treaty had the effect of authorising Germany to build to her utmost capacity for some years to come 
• and to build larger ships than Britain which was still adhering to the 35,000 ton limit on battleships.
• This treaty validated construction of a fleet much bigger than the limits established by the Treaty of 

Versailles.

• There were important implications for Australia in this treaty.
• As Mr Churchill pointed out at the time, 
• as one result of Germany's naval building the British battle fleet would be "largely anchored to the North Sea . 

. . 
• that means to say the whole position in the Far East has been very gravely altered.”
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British Rearmament
• On 31st December 1936, the Washington 

and London Treaties expired and all 
countries were free to rebuild and expand 
their navies.

• In Britain the value of the capital ship in 
the face of air attack was exhaustively 
examined by a committee, which 
produced a report strongly and 
unanimously in support of the battleship, 
thus enabling the Admiralty to proceed 
with its battleship building program.

• the First Sea Lord, Lord Chatfield, said: 
• “If we rebuild the battle fleet … and then 

war comes and the airmen are right, and all 
our battleships are rapidly destroyed by air 
attack, our money will have been largely 
thrown away. 

• But if we do not rebuild it and war comes, 
and the airmen are wrong and our airmen 
cannot destroy the enemy's capital ships, 
and they are left to … destroy our convoys, 
then we shall lose the British Empire.”

Admiral Chatfield, 
First Sea Lord 1933 – 1938 
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Local Aircraft Manufacture
• By March 1936 £1,700,000 worth of aircraft had been ordered 

from Britain for the R.A.A.F., but the R.A.F. expansion program 
was absorbing all the production of the British aircraft industry 
and .. it was unlikely that any further aircraft would be available 
from Britain "for a considerable time".

• Parkhill, in September 1936, said that it was "absolutely 
essential" that the Commonwealth should build its own aircraft. 

• In October 1936 the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation was 
formed and selected the NA-33, made by North American 
Aircraft, as the first aircraft to build in Australia. 

• The chief reason for the corporation's preference was that both 
the airframe and the engine were comparatively simple and 
presented no great construction problems. 

• Acceptance of an American design drew one or two mild protests 
in Parliament about keeping aircraft construction "within the 
Empire", but 

• the project was approved, and planning began for production of 
the NA-33 which, was to be known as the Wirraway.

• The government announced in January 1937 that 40 Wirraways
had been ordered at a "very satisfactory" price in relation to 
that for imported machines of similar type.

• Additional Wirraways were ordered in 29th September and 
November 1938.

• The first Wirraway started test flying in  March 1939 and the 
R.A.A.F. took delivery of its first Wirraway on 10th July 1939.

• In March 1939 a mission, sent to Australia at the suggestion of 
the British Government, recommended that Beaufort bombers 
should be built in Australia for both the R.A.F. and R.A.A.F. CAC Wirraway
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Aircraft Shortages
• To overcome the grave lack of aircraft the 

Government placed an order for 50 Lockheed 
Hudsons for early delivery from the United States 
but a proposal that Lockheed should be invited to 
establish a factory in Australia was rejected.(Nov 
38)

• As a result of the Prime Minister’s personal 
representations to the British Prime Minister, for 
the earliest possible delivery of twin-engined
general reconnaissance aircraft, the British 
Government was lending Australia a number of 
Avro Ansons as an interim measure. These would 
be in addition to the 50 Hudsons. (Dec 38)

• In March 1939 a mission, sent to Australia at the 
suggestion of the British Government, 
recommended that Beaufort bombers should be 
built in Australia for both the R.A.F. and R.A.A.F. 

• Space available in State Government railway workshops 
should be used for the manufacture of certain 
components and that others be made by sub-
contractors in private industry. 

• The assembly of the aircraft should be undertaken in 
two main workshops, one in Sydney and the other in 
Melbourne.

Lockheed Hudsons

Avro Anson
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1938 Australian Defence
• An Australian government briefing in 1937 concluded:

• the League of Nations is not capable of maintaining peace,
• the United States remains at heart isolationist, and
• "Empire security demands … that no situation shall be allowed to arise in which Germany, Japan, and a power, such as Italy, 

on the main route between the two, are simultaneously hostile".

• On 27th April 1938, the Prime Minister said "the British Government has decided that it is necessary to revise 
the British defence policy, and to accelerate the various programmes. The Commonwealth Government is in 
accord with this decision”

• Summarising the whole plan, the Prime Minister said: 
• The scheme of Australian defence is related to a wider pattern of Empire defence, and its fundamental basis is Empire sea power and 

the Singapore Naval Base.

• The programme provided more than double the sum spent in the previous three years.
• The air force would get 9 more squadrons, to make a total of 17, but the only aircraft definitely available was the Wirraway.  

• The Government invited Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sir Edward Ellington to make a report on the RAAF.
Soon after he arrived the press quoted him as making two sweeping comments: 

• that Australia's first line of defence lay in England—Japan could never attack Australia without overcoming British power, 
adding that local defence, though necessary, was of secondary importance, and

• that Australia was safe from attack by air except by seaborne aircraft which would not be effective under present conditions.

• In July 1938 Ellington submitted his report. "I understand," he wrote, "that it is intended to use the Wirraway
in replacement of the Demon as a fighter-bomber. I consider that the Wirraway should be regarded as a 
temporary expedient . . . it can only be regarded as an advanced training aircraft.“ 

• In November 1938, after the Munich crisis, Lyons announced that the defence programme should be 
accelerated and extended with a further 45% increase in expenditure. The program included an air base at 
Port Moresby and an extra squadron for the RAAF.
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1938 Crisis in Europe
• Austria was invaded and annexed by Nazi Germany on 12 March 1938. 

The union of Germany and Austria was prohibited by the Versailles 
treaty.

• On 24 April, at Hitler’s urging, ethnic (Sudeten) Germans in 
Czechoslovakia issued a series of demands on the Czech government. 
The Czech government was willing to accept some but not all the 
demands.

• Hitler fomented violent unrest in Czechoslovakia and threatened 
invasion to protect the Sudeten Germans.

• The French, who had an alliance with the Czechs, and the British, who 
did not, were concerned to avoid a European war. They pressured the 
Czechs to accede to German demands.

• In an attempt to avoid war Chamberlain flew to Germany and 
accepted all of Hitler’s demands but Hitler then demanded the 
complete liquidation of Czechoslovakia and threatened invasion within 
the week.

• A deal was reached and on 30 September 1938, Hitler, Chamberlain, 
Mussolini and Daladier signed the Munich Agreement. The German 
army was to complete the occupation of the Sudetenland by 10 
October, and an international commission would decide the future of 
other disputed areas.

• Czechoslovakia was informed by Britain and France that it could either 
resist Nazi Germany alone or submit to the prescribed annexations. 

• Later that day Chamberlain went to Hitler and asked him to sign a 
peace treaty between the United Kingdom and Germany. After Hitler's 
interpreter translated it for him, he happily agreed. On his return to 
Britain, Chamberlain delivered his infamous "peace for our time" 
speech to crowds in London. 

• On 5th October, in parliament, the Prime Minister (Lyons) expressed 
the appreciation of the people of Australia of "the great services 
rendered by Mr Chamberlain, President Roosevelt, and Signor 
Mussolini to the cause of peace.”

Chamberlain, Daladier, Hitler, Mussolini and Ciano.
Before signing the Munich Agreement 30 September 1938
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1939 – War in Europe
• 14th March: Germany invaded the remains of 

Czechoslovakia. 

• The British Prime Minister, Mr Chamberlain, expressed the 
British resolution to oppose attempts to use the threat of 
force to oblige independent states to yield up their 
independence.

• 31st March: Britain and France guaranteed "all support in 
their power" to Poland in the event of any threat to that 
country's independence. They also accepted military 
commitments to Rumania and Greece.

• 7th April: Italian forces invaded and quickly subjugated 
Albania.

• 23rd August: Germany signed a pact of non-aggression with 
Soviet Russia. 

• 1st September: Polish cities were bombed and German 
troops crossed the frontier.

• 3rd September: A British ultimatum to Hitler expired at 8 p.m. 
Eastern Australian time. At 8 p.m. short-wave wireless 
listeners throughout Australia heard the announcement by 
Chamberlain that Great Britain was at war with Germany.

• At 9.15 p.m. Mr Menzies announced:
• “It is my melancholy duty to inform you officially 

that … Great Britain has declared war upon 
Germany and that, as a result, Australia is also at 
war.”

Hitler watching German soldiers marching into Poland
September 1939.
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1939 Australian Defence Strategy
• October 1939: The Chiefs of Staff advised the War 

Cabinet that if Japan was friendly the A.I.F could be 
sent overseas. If Japan was hostile, no troops could 
be sent out of Australia except to reinforce Far 
Eastern garrisons "as a measure of Australian 
defence.“

• This was the beginning of two years of tug of war 
between a prudent desire to retain forces and 
weapons in Australia, for Australian defence 
against Japan, and the clamant need to find every 
man and gun to prevent Britain being beaten by 
the Germans.

• 15 November: It was announced that compulsory 
training for home service would be introduced on 
1st January but that there would be no conscription 
for service outside Australia and its territories. 

• 28 November: Cabinet decided that a division of 
the AIF (6th) could go overseas but no artillery 
should go with them.  

• 22 December: Cabinet decided that 24 field guns 
and 256 Lewis guns should be sent with the 
Division, but they should be returned as soon as 
they could be replaced by Britain.

18 pounder field gun
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1940 The War in Europe
• 9th April 1940: Germany invaded Denmark and Norway. From the 15th to the 19th British troops landed at 

Narvik, and near Trondheim.

• Within four weeks it was clear that the forces in Norway would have to be evacuated with the loss of all 
heavy equipment.

• 10th May: Germany invaded the Low Countries and France. 

• 15th May: the Dutch surrendered. 

• 21st May: the British and French Armies as well as the Belgians were in full retreat.

• 28th May: Belgium capitulated and the British Expeditionary Force was being embarked at Dunkirk.

• The British had sent to France every division that they had been able to equip. The survivors had returned to 
England with, at best, the weapons that they could carry in their hands. All guns, tanks, vehicles and other 
heavy equipment had been left behind.

• After Dunkirk the British gave first priority to sending "whatever trained and equipped troops we had" back 
to France. Three new divisions, including the Canadian division, were sent into France. Their equipment was 
also lost.

• 10th June: Italy declared war on France and Britain and invaded France.

• 21st June: France signed an armistice.

• One third of the tanks used by the German armoured divisions in the invasion of France had originated in 
Czech factories. 
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1939 and 1940 The British Naval War
• Sept 39 Aircraft Carrier Courageous

• Sunk by a U boat while on submarine hunting patrol off the coast of Ireland.

• Oct 39 Battleship Royal Oak
• Sunk by a U boat while at anchor in the Home Fleet’s base at Scapa Flow.

• Dec 39 Battleship Nelson
• Mined outside Loch Ewe, to which the Home Fleet had been withdrawn while the defences of 

Scapa Flow were brought up to scratch. U/S 7 months.

• June 40 Aircraft carrier Glorious
• Sunk by German Battlecruisers while withdrawing aircraft from Norway.

• Losses to date 2 out of 15 battleships and 2 out of 7 aircraft carriers. An initial 3 
to 2 advantage over the Japanese is eroded by losses and by the Japanese 
building bigger ships earlier and faster than the British.

• June 40 The British lost the French fleet as an ally, possibly to be taken over by 
Germany, and gained the Italian fleet as an enemy.

• June 40 The Germans acquired the whole west coast of France for U boat bases.
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1940 Australian Defence Strategy
• The Chief of the General Staff, recommended that another division (7th) be raised and sent 

overseas. 
• “It is apparent that the safety of the Empire and of Australia depends on the defeat of Germany.”

• On 28th February the War Cabinet decided to form the new division. It was decided to equip the 
7th Division with rifles, Vickers guns and carriers in Australia, but that it should receive its 
remaining weapons and vehicles from British sources when it was overseas.

• The War Cabinet made a number of decisions to raise more forces and provide more assistance to 
Britain. 
• January to send to Britain 10 million rounds of .303 ammunition at once and thereafter 5 million a month.
• 22nd May it approved the formation of a third division of the A.I.F., to be numbered the 8th, although, at that 

time, only 6,000 men had been enlisted for the 7th Division.
• 22nd May to send 280,000 rounds of artillery ammunition to Britain from local stocks and to release two  RN 

cruisers, scheduled to come to Australia, for use elsewhere.
• 28th May to release to the British 49  Hudson aircraft which Australia had on order from the United States and 

to dispatch an Australian squadron of Hudsons to Singapore to replace an RAF Blenheim squadron for service 
elsewhere.

• 3rd June that the 8 inch gun cruisers Australia and Canberra could be released from the Australian station to 
the Admiralty.

• 25th June that Westralia and Parramatta could be released from the Australian station to the Admiralty. 
Westralia, sailed from Fremantle for Colombo the same day. Parramatta followed on the 29th of June.

• It was also decided to send a second squadron of Hudsons and a squadron of Wirraways to Singapore to 
relieve R.A.F. units.
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1940 Australian Defence Strategy
• A War Cabinet meeting on 12th June raised the question "should we  continue to rely on the pre-war 

undertaking that a British squadron of capital ships would proceed to Singapore immediately on hostile 
action in the Pacific" 

• a cable was dispatched to the British Government asking as a matter" of the greatest possible urgency“ for information 
covering the probable alternatives with which the Empire might be confronted, to enable Australia to review her policy on 
local defence and Empire cooperation, and to decide on the measures to give effect to it.

• 16th June: The Government decided to raise a larger militia home defence force. The militia had fallen to 
60,500, as the result of enlistment of its members in the AIF, and it was proposed to find an additional 
140,000 men by calling up four more quotas under the Defence Act (75,000 men), by voluntary enlistment 
(30,000), and by calling up the Militia Reserve.

• A War Cabinet on 18th June reviewed the situation in the Far East after the fall of France, and whether 
Australia could do anything to keep Japan out of New Caledonia. General White the Chief of the General 
Staff said that Japan's attack would be against British naval forces and bases and, with their defeat Japan 
would bring the Commonwealth to terms by the exercise of sea power alone, without the need for invasion.

• The crisis of the fall of France brought a rush of recruits to the A.I.F.   By 25th June volunteers already 
exceeded the requirements of the 7th and 8th Divisions and corps troops. However none of the divisions 
was properly equipped and could not be fully equipped from Australian production.

• At the beginning of December, the Australian Government's offer to send a brigade group to Malaya if 
necessary was gratefully accepted by Mr Churchill, who added that the Australian force would be relieved in 
May 1941 by the equivalent of a division from India. Arrangements were made for the 22nd Infantry Brigade 
and attached troops, 5,850 all ranks, to embark for Malaya early in February.
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1940 Australian Strategy
• The opinion of the Australian Department of External 

Affairs in a submission of 9th July was that the United 
States would not come into war if Japan attacked 
Australia.

• A communication from Mr Churchill dated 11th August 
stated:

• “If … Japan set about invading Australia or New Zealand on a 
large scale, I have the explicit authority of the Cabinet to 
assure you that we should then cut our losses in the 
Mediterranean and sacrifice every interest, except only the 
defence and feeding of this Island, on which all depends, and 
would proceed in good time to your aid with a fleet able to 
give battle to any Japanese force which could be placed in 
Australian waters.”

• The Australian Chiefs of Staff, on 23rd August, reached 
the conclusion that: 

• “in view of the assurance given by the British Prime Minister 
the dominant factor in regard to the defence of Australia was 
still the security of the naval base at Singapore and its 
availability for use by the main fleet.”

• On 23rd Sept the war cabinet, despite the advice above, 
decided, at the request of the UK, to send the 7th

division equipped by Australia to the Middle East and to 
form a fourth division of the AIF (the 9th) with the 
intention that it, too, should serve in the Middle East.  
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1940 New Caledonia

HMAS Adelaide

Dumont
D’Urville

• The French in the New Hebrides supported De Gaulle and 
his Free French movement.

• When the Conseil-General of New Caledonia passed a 
resolution in favour of continuing the war, Menzies offered 
to provide trade and economic support.   

• Early in August the Vichy government announced that a 
French Colony which continued to fight was guilty of 
treason. The French sloop Dumont d'Urville was ordered by 
Vichy to New Caledonia.

• On 30th August Vichy ordered the Governor replaced by the 
military commandant.

• Arrangements were made for Sautot, the Gaullist 
commissioner from Vila,  to travel to Noumea escorted by 
HMAS Adelaide.

• The Free French in Noumea demonstrated, Sautot arrived 
and drove to the Governor's office, at the head of an 
enthusiastic crowd singing the Marseillaise, produced de 
Gaulle's telegram and called on Colonel Denis to quit.

• By the evening De Gaulle’s Governor was in occupation of 
the government offices and Denis was under arrest.

• On the 24th the commander of Dumont d'Urville agreed to 
leave New Caledonia by the 25th and sail for Saigon.
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1940 New Caledonia
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1940 American Intervention in favour of Britain
• The demands on the US aircraft industry grew prodigiously. 

Britain had ordered 14,000 aircraft, while the Air Corps’ 
program called for 21,470 tactical and training aircraft by 1st 
April 1942. British needs were accepted as most urgent and on 
23rd July 1940 it was decided that the U.S.A.A.F. should defer 
delivery of 8,586 aircraft in favour of the R.A.F.

• On 13 September a Joint Aircraft Committee was formed in 
Washington with representation from the Air Corps, the US 
Navy and the British to allocate aircraft production between 
the three services. 

• Early in September 1940, an Anglo-American agreement to 
lease to the United States sea and air bases in Newfoundland, 
and the Caribbean in exchange for fifty over-age destroyers was 
announced.

• In the light of the German and Japanese victories in June and 
July, Congress passed the Selective Service Bill in September 
1940, rendering some 16,500,000 Americans liable to service. 
900,000 draftees were to serve for only 12 months.

• A schedule for the allocation of aircraft promulgated by 
General Arnold on 29 October 1941  made available 4,189 
tactical planes to the AAF, 6,634 to Great Britain, 1,835 to the 
Soviet Union, 407 to China, and 109 to other nations.

General “Hap” Arnold 
Chief of the Army Air Forces
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1940 American Air Build up

• In February 1940 the Air Corps completed plans for the installation of leak-
proof tanks, protective armor, and greater armament, even at the expense 
of speed and useful load.

• The 1939 Air Corps objective of 5,500 planes was soon raised to 10,000. 
Then on 16 May 1940, with the extension of the war in western Europe, 
President Roosevelt called for an annual output of 50,000 aircraft and a 
total Army and Navy strength of 50,000.

• The total number of Air Corps personnel jumped from 20,503 on 1 July 
1939 to 152,569 just two years later, and the rate of expansion was rapidly 
increasing.

• The whole story of the Air Corps activity in the period 1939-41 was a race 
against time in a desperate effort to overtake Axis air forces which had long 
been on a war basis, while also supplying aircraft to keep the British in the 
war.
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1940 Australian Air Defence
• The Air Board was under pressure from the War Cabinet to control 

expenditure. 

• The British Government was supplying Australia with large numbers 
of Ansons and Fairey Battles for the EATS. It was claimed these 
aircraft could be diverted from training to service use if 
circumstances demanded it.

• Late in December 1939 it was therefore decided that the order for 
Beauforts from Britain could be reduced from 80 to 14. The 
deficiency could be made up later from local production.

• These tendencies recur until the enemy reached the gate.
• Penny pinching
• Schemes to develop Australian manufacturing industry regardless of 

resulting delays in weapon deliveries.
• A preference for British advice and designs despite better quality and 

availability from America.

• Menzies on 29 Feb 1940, claimed that the EATS would mean that 
Australia's air strength would be increased seven times. This 
referred to 591 Avro Ansons and 336 Fairey Battles to be provided 
by Britain as training aircraft but which were "considered capable of 
holding their own against any seaborne aircraft likely to be brought 
against them in Australian waters".

• In May 1940 the British Government embargoed the export of 
aircraft materials and equipment. 

• This seriously affected Beaufort production which had planned to 
import British engines until they could be built in Australia. 

• The problem was solved by switching to the Pratt and Whitney twin-
row Wasp engine. But the change to more powerful engines enforced 
extensive modification of the aircraft. 

Avro Anson

Fairey Battle
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1940 American Naval Build up
• During the naval treaties the US navy had been reduced well below 

the strength permitted by the treaties. 

• In 1933 a substantial building program was financed by funds 
granted to the president to provide employment during the 
depression. This modernised the navy without increasing its size. 
USS Yorktown and Enterprise were built under this program.

• An act in May, 1938, was the first step taken to increase the US Navy 
above the strength permitted by the Treaties. This increased the 
number of warships in the Navy by approximately 23 percent and 
increased the number of airplanes from 2,050 to 3,000.

• In 1938 Congress legislated to increase the officer strength of the 
Navy and Marine Corps and authorized the enrolment of an 
unlimited number of officers and men in the Naval Reserve.

• On July 19, 1940, the Vinson-Walsh Act (the Two-Ocean Navy Act) 
increased the authorized strength of the Navy by 70 percent in 
combatant ships and authorized the building of 100,000 tons of 
auxiliary vessels, and the expenditure of $300,000,000 to construct 
miscellaneous craft, munitions and facilities.

• Early in 1941, Congress authorized an increase of 75 percent in the 
authorized strength of the Navy and Marine Corps. 

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



1941 Pacific Strategy
• In an interview between President Roosevelt 

and the British Ambassador on 8th February, 
reported to Canberra.  Roosevelt, said that, 
• even if the United States were to be involved in 

the war with Japan, he felt that to fight an active 
war in the Pacific would mean a dangerous 
diversion of forces and material from the main 
theatre of operations which, in his view, was the 
Atlantic and Britain. 

• He thought they would have to fight a "holding 
war" in the Pacific. 

• From January to March secret Anglo-
American staff talks had been held in 
Washington resulting in an agreement 
between the service staffs for Anglo-
American cooperation short of war, and for 
full cooperation when and if Axis aggression 
forced the United States into war. 
• Fundamental to this agreement was the 

American basic strategy of beating Hitler first.
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Reinforcement of the Philippines
• On 26th July 1941 Roosevelt ordered that the Philippine Army be embodied in the American Army and 

appointed General Douglas MacArthur, hitherto military adviser to the Philippine Commonwealth, to be 
commander of the United States Army Forces in the Far East.

• The US Secretary of War approved a plan, early in August, for the dispatch of modern aircraft to the 
Philippines as soon as they became available. 

• Previously it had been accepted that Manila would not be defended if the Philippines were attacked but that the American 
forces on the island of Luzon would withdraw to Bataan, there to hold out, it was hoped, with the aid of the harbour's forts,
until aid could reach them.

• The notion that the Philippines could be defended, in spite of all the considerations that had led the 
planners so often to reject the idea, grew out of a new approach to operations in the western Pacific, 
involving the use of long-range Army bombers to neutralize Japanese offensive capabilities . . . a fairly strong 
bomber force might be built up in the Philippines by early 1942 to take the place of the strong naval forces 
that neither the U.S. or Royal Navies, were willing to commit to the support of the Philippines. 

• The man chiefly responsible for this radical change in this strategy was General MacArthur who, was so 
optimistic about the increasing strength of the forces he commanded that he believed an invasion force 
could be met and defeated on the beaches.

• On the morning of 5 September the 14th Bombardment Squadron (H) , consisting of nine B- I7D’s and 
seventy-five crew members under the command of Maj. Emmett O’Donnell, Jr., took off from Hickam Field, 
in Hawaii, and headed for the Philippines, which they reached on the 12th, via Midway, Wake, Port Moresby 
and Darwin.

• Between September and December two tank battalions, some artillery and 35 Flying Fortresses reached the 
Philippines. By December MacArthur's troops included about 100,000 men of the partially-trained Philippine 
Army.
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Reinforcement of the Philippines
• The 27th Bombardment Group had been in the Philippines since 20 November, but was 

still awaiting the arrival of its 52 Douglas A24 aircraft, which were en route in a convoy of 
seven vessels escorted by the USS Pensacola. 

• The Pensacola convoy was loaded to capacity with materiel and troops for the 
Philippines. In addition to the A-24s, the vessels carried 18 P-40s and 340 motor vehicles, 
four dozen 75-mm. guns, more than 3,500,000 rounds of ammunition, over 600 tons of 
bombs, and 9,000 drums of aviation fuel. 

• 2,500 men of the AAF, including the ground echelon of the 7th Bombardment Group, and 
some 2,000 additional troops, including 2 regiments of field artillery, were on board. 
Directed to take a southwest course instead of the normal course through the Japanese-
mandated islands, the convoy had swung south on leaving Honolulu on 29 November. On 
6 December the convoy was still a considerable distance from its destination.

• Farther north 500 miles out from San Francisco, the Garfield and Johnson were en route 
to the Philippines with the remaining squadrons of the 35th Pursuit Group and a number 
of other units and stores of supplies and equipment.

• On 6 December, the 557th Aircraft Warning Battalion arrived at the San Francisco port of 
embarkation for shipment to the Philippines.

• The 21st and 34th fighter Squadrons had arrived in the Philippines in late November. On 
7 December the 21st was assigned eighteen hastily assembled P-40E’s and the 34th took 
up its duties with P-35’s, which had an average flying time close to 500 hours.
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Original Plan for the Philippines
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Original B17 route to the Philippines through the Japanese mandates
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1941 American Reinforcement of Pacific
• In July 1941 SCR – 270-B mobile radar sets began arriving on Oahu. The Signal Corp started assembling them and learning how to 

operate them. It was planned to install six sets around Oahu, capable of detecting planes at a distance of 130 miles. Henry Stimson, the 
Secretary of War, had taken a personnel interest in expediting the delivery of this equipment to Hawaii and required reports on its 
installation and testing.

• President Roosevelt asked the U.S. Congress to extend the term of duty for the draftees, scheduled to expire in October, beyond twelve 
months to a total of eighteen months, plus any additional time that he could deem necessary for national security. On August 12, the 
United States House of Representatives approved the extension by a single vote.

• On 7 November 1941 President Roosevelt orders all American river gunboats and the 1,200 men of the 4th Marines to leave China for 
the Philippines. The order says war between Japan and the United States is very close.

• General Arnold signalled the commander of the Hawaiian Air Force on 1st December, saying, "We must get every B-17 available to the 
Philippines as soon as possible.“

• USS Enterprise delivered Marine fighter squadron 221 to Wake Island early on 4th December. Enterprise and her task force, commanded 
by Vice Admiral Halsey, then set course back to Pearl Harbor.

• On 4 December, General Brereton directed that immediate steps be taken to move two squadrons with their sixteen B-17s, plus a limited 
number of B-18s for use as air transport, to Del Monte under a plan to have the bombers stage through Clark Field for operations in the 
event of hostilities.

• Native labor and local commercial companies assisted in rushing completion of minimum facilities (at Del Monte), but no more than the 
bare minimum had been provided when the first B-17 moved down from Clark on 5 December. Only one radio capable of 
communication between Mindanao and Luzon had been set up, and maintenance facilities were practically non-existent.

• On 6 December General Arnold arrived at Hamilton Field in San Francisco for a personal inspection of preparations for the departure of 
the 38th and 88th Reconnaissance Squadrons to Hawaii on the first leg of a flight to the Philippines. That evening, thirteen B-17s of the 
two squadrons took off from Hamilton and headed for Oahu, with instructions to push through to the Philippines as quickly as possible.
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Dispersal of B17s to Del Monte
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Trans Pacific Air Route

• In February 1941 the US War Department had no plans for the movement of long-range aircraft 
to the Far East, and declared that it could see no need for them, and that it regarded as 
inadvisable the establishment of air bases in the Pacific islands which might possibly fall into the 
hands of the enemy.

• A presidential letter of 3 October authorized the Secretary of War to “deliver aircraft to any 
territory subject to the jurisdiction of the United States, to any territory within the Western 
Hemisphere, to the Netherlands East Indies and Australia” and to construct the facilities needed 
for effecting such delivery.

• The Army immediately set about constructing the airfields required. The commanding general of 
the Hawaiian Department was given responsibility for implementing the project. 

• Investigations showed that at least one 5,000-foot runway in the direction of the prevailing wind 
could be prepared by 15 January 1942 at four sites: Christmas, Canton, Suva in the Fiji Islands, and 
Townsville.

• In New Caledonia, representatives of the Hawaiian Department negotiated for improvement of 
airfields which could be used on the South Pacific route.

• From Hawaii on 6 December General Short sent a message of re- assurance to General Arnold 
regarding preparations along the South Pacific air route, declaring that “we are striving very hard 
to make good our promise of having one runway at all fields so that we can use the route by I5 
January.”
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New Trans Pacific route
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Trans Pacific Air Route
• The Australian War Cabinet on 18th October received a request from the United States to establish an air route 

between the Hawaiian and Philippine Islands and requesting the cooperation of the Australian Government in 
providing air bases at Rabaul, Port Moresby, Rockhampton and Darwin and offering American financial and 
technical aid.

• The War Cabinet welcomed the proposal and granted blanket authority to the War Department and its officers 
to undertake surveys and for the entry of construction parties to selected sites.

• The United States asked, too, that certain Australian aerodromes might be used for training of American 
personnel and for the storage of spare parts, fuel and bombs. Communication facilities were also requested.

• General Lewis Brereton the new commander of the AAF in the Philippines reached MacArthur's headquarters 
on 3rd November.

• Early in November Brereton left Manila by air to survey the air ferry route between Australia and the 
Philippines. He stopped at Bachelor, Darwin, Townsville, Port Moresby and Rabaul and reviewed airfields and 
plans with local RAAF officers.

• Brereton then left his Fortress at Brisbane, because there were no fields south of there big enough to take a 
B17, and went on to Melbourne. For three days and nights he conferred almost continuously with Burnett and 
senior RAAF officers, the General Staff and the navy. An agreement was produced outlining the projects to be 
undertaken and authorising the work to be done.

• The project had three objectives. 
• The immediate establishment of aerodromes for the ferry route to Darwin.
• Preparations for the unloading of American fighter aircraft at Townsville and Brisbane and for intermediate landing fields across 

the continent, the route to be Brisbane, Townsville, Cloncurry, Daly Waters and Darwin
• and provision of airfields to accommodate, for tactical operations and training, an American air force comprising 50 per cent of

the strength assigned to the U.S.F.E.A.F. 
The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 36



1941 British / Australian Losses
• The CinC Middle East, was directed in February 1941 to send the largest 

possible army and air forces to assist the Greeks against a German attack 
through Bulgaria.

• The British force to be despatched to Greece by 11th May, was three 
divisions, an armoured brigade and an independent brigade group. Two of 
the three divisions were to be Australian and the third the New Zealand 
division, which were the only divisions available.

• On 6th April the German attack on Greece began, while the 6th Division was 
still arriving and before the 7th had embarked.' Before the end of the 
month the campaign was over. Of the total of 57,660 British, New Zealand, 
Polish and Australians sent to Greece, about 15,000 were killed or captured 
and all guns, transport and heavy equipment were lost.

• In the last ten days of May, Crete, where many of the survivors of the Greek 
campaign had been grouped, was overwhelmed and 13,000 more British, 
New Zealanders and Australians were killed or taken prisoner, about 14,500 
of the force being evacuated. 

• In Greece and Crete Australians killed, wounded, missing and prisoners of 
war totalled 6,727. 
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1941 the British Naval War
• May Battlecruiser Hood

• Sunk by the Bismark in the Atlantic

• May Battleship Warspite
• Damaged by German bombers off Crete – U/S 7 months

• May Aircraft Carrier Formidable
• Damaged by German bombers off Crete – U/S 8 months

• Nov Aircraft Carrier Ark Royal
• Sunk by a U boat in the Western Mediterranean

• Nov Battleship Barham
• Sunk by a U boat in the Eastern Mediterranean

• At the beginning of December the fleet is reduced to 13 battleships 
and 6 aircraft carriers with a complement of 180 aircraft.
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1941 Efforts to Reinforce Malaya

• The Chiefs of Staff in London reviewed the forces available in Malaya, and on 8th January 
reported that although 586 would be ideal, 336 aircraft would give a fair degree of 
security; and in any event no more could be provided before the end of 1941. They 
would try to form five fighter squadrons for the Far East during the year. (There were 
then no modern fighters there.) They accepted the requirement for 26 battalions and 
indicated that this total would be reached by June.

• On 13th January Mr Churchill minuted the Chiefs of Staff that: “the political situation in 
the Far East does not seem to require, and the strength of our Air Force by no means 
warrants, the maintenance of such large forces in the Far East at this time.”

• British, Dutch and Australian representatives met in the last week of February, and drew 
up an agreement, without commitment to (by?) their governments, for mutual 
reinforcements in the event of aggression. Australia would provide troops and an air 
striking force at Darwin to reinforce Ambon and Koepang if required.

• Brooke-Popham was instructed "Avoidance of war with Japan is the basis of Far Eastern 
policy and provocation must be rigidly avoided.“

• On 2nd February the 22nd Brigade AIF boarded the 81,000-ton Queen Mary in Sydney. 
They landed at Singapore on 18 February. In March and April the 9th Indian division 
arrived in Singapore, but it consisted of only two brigades (the third having been sent at 
the last moment to Iraq) and had no artillery. 
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1941 Efforts to Reinforce Malaya
• The Australian War Cabinet decided on 10th June that a United Kingdom 

suggestion that two additional infantry brigades be sent to Malaya could not be 
considered apart from a complete review of the manpower situation.

• On 10th June the British Chiefs of Staff stated that; The majority of the 450 shore-
based aircraft which the Japanese can marshal against us are of obsolete types . . 
. and we have no reason to believe that Japanese standards are even comparable 
with those of the Italians . . . .We fully realise that our air strength in the Far East 
is below that necessary for reasonable security in the absence of a fleet, but we 
do not consider that, in the present situation, we are running more serious risks 
there than elsewhere.

• The arrival of Brewster Buffalo fighters from the United States in February 1941 
had eased the problem of lack of fighter planes somewhat. Altogether 167 
Buffaloes were received and by the end of May the formation of four squadrons 
armed with these aircraft had been authorised. 

• On 15th August the 27th Brigade AIF, with some eight months' training behind it, 
arrived in Singapore. Having embarked at Sydney and Melbourne in late July.

• Malaya Command planned Operation Matador to counteract a Japanese landing 
on the Kra Isthmus. It was to be put into action as soon as an attack was 
imminent. If an enemy attacked or was invited into Siam, troops under British 
command would rush to Singora and defend it against a seaborne attack. 
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1941 Australian Defence
• In February the War Cabinet, advised by the chiefs of staff and Brooke Popham, decided  

• that the 8th Division, instead of joining the Australian Corps in the Middle East as had been 
intended, be retained for use in the Australian area and East Asia. 

• to send one A.I.F. battalion to Rabaul. 
• and to hold two other such groups ready to go to Timor and Ambon when war became an 

immediate threat.  
• to move one A.I.F. infantry brigade group, to the Darwin-Alice Springs area. These, with units 

already at Darwin, could provide one battalion for Timor and one brigade group for the Darwin 
area, as well as coast and anti-aircraft units. 

• to distribute one militia battalion between Port Moresby and Thursday Island; 
• and decided to raise two reserve motor transport companies and one motor ambulance unit for 

service in Malaya, to overcome a shortage of drivers there which Brooke-Popham had mentioned.

• The latest intelligence on the performance of Japanese carrier aircraft was given to the War Cabinet by 
the Minister for Air in January . 
• Of chief interest was a new naval single-seater fighter. Its armament was said to be two 20-mm cannon and 

two 7.7-mm machine-guns and its top speed was given as 300 miles an hour. 
• The Minister for the Army referred to the impression that the Wirraway would generally be able to counter 

Japanese seaborne aircraft. This information suggested that the Wirraway would not be able to compete with 
them. 

• Burnett, the CAS, who was present, replied that he thought the high-powered Japanese aircraft referred to 
would be relatively few in number. Having regard to the type of Japanese aircraft that would be used in an 
attack on Australia he believed that the Wirraway would be able to make "quite a good show". It was an 
obsolete type, but it had some fighting value.
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1941 Australian Defence
• Neither Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation or Government aircraft factories had achieved their 

scheduled deliveries. The delays were blamed on failures of deliveries of tools, materials and 
components from overseas due to failures of suppliers and the sinking of ships by enemy action. An 
increase from 180 to 270 in the number of Beauforts to be built in Australia was approved by the War 
Cabinet on 12th February 1941.

• In February 1941, No. 7 Infantry Training Centre was established at Foster. Volunteers were called for 
and every six weeks, enough officers and N.C.O.s were trained to staff one Australian and one New 
Zealand independent company.

• By the second quarter of 1941 the 32-squadron plan was being advanced again. The Air Board detailed 
the aircraft required for the program, which did not include any single seat fighters.

• The Beaufighter, a fast, twin-engined, long-range "intruder" aircraft had been ordered after the War 
Cabinet had noted (9th May 1941) that it "appeared to be the only type of aircraft meeting the 
Australian Air Staff's needs for a high performance, two-seater fighter".

• The Hudson order was increased from 52 to 146 because these aeroplanes might be obtained earlier 
than the Australian-made Beauforts. The War Cabinet approved this order on 20th May when it also 
approved orders for 243 general purpose two-seater Brewster Buffaloes from the United States and 54  
Beaufighters, 12 to be delivered by December 1941 the remainder in instalments by March 1942.

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

• 11th June in response to a request from Brooke-Popham it was decided that the 27th Brigade, then at 
Bathurst in New South Wales, should go to Malaya.
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Australian reinforcements
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RAAF

• The types of aircraft selected for 
air force roles in July 39 were: 

• general reconnaissance—
Beaufort with Taurus engine; 

• general purpose and 
intermediate training—
Wirraway; 

• fighters—Beaufighter; 

• flying-boats Sunderlands; 

• fleet cooperation—Seagull V, 

• In response to repeated British 
advice no single seat fighters 
had been thought necessary.

• Only the Wirraways had been 
delivered by December 1941.
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1941 American Support for Britain

• Britain's dollar supply was dwindling rapidly and 
loans by the United States to foreign powers for 
the purchase of weapons were prohibited. 
Roosevelt, in an address to Congress on 6th 
January, provided the answer: Lend-Lease.

• The Lend-Lease Bill, which allowed Britain to 
obtain the supplies needed from the US without 
payment, was passed on 11th March and the 
President spoke of "the end of compromise with 
tyranny" and promised aid until victory. 

• Lend-Lease also provided supplies to China, but 
they were limited by the delivery capacity of the 
Burma road.

• President Roosevelt and Churchill, met at sea, off 
Newfoundland. 

• They drafted a statement known as the Atlantic Charter. 
It detailed the goals and aims of the two countries 
concerning the war and the post-war world. 

• The Charter made clear that America was supporting 
Britain in the war. 

• It focused on the peace that would follow the war, not 
specific American involvement.

On board Prince of Wales August 1941 
Roosevelt and Churchill (seated) 

King and Marshall (standing)
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The Fleet for Singapore
• The Admiralty aimed to build up a force in Ceylon of the two Nelson Class battleships, the battlecruiser Renown and the small

aircraft carrier Hermes by the beginning of 1942 with the aircraft carrier Ark Royal to follow by April 1942. Meantime the four R 
class battleships would be sent to the Indian Ocean as escorts for troop convoys.

• On 25th August Churchill minuted the First Sea Lord with a counter proposal to send a King George V class battleship (one of the 
three new British battleships), a battle cruiser and a fast aircraft carrier to show themselves in the triangle Aden – Singapore –
Capetown by the end of October. In arguing for this plan he makes it clear that he wants to be able to tell the Americans and the 
Australians that this will be done. 

• He attacked the plan to send the R class ships to the Indian ocean saying they would be easy prey to modern Japanese vessels as 
they could neither fight nor run.

• On 28th August the First Sea Lord replied to Churchill. He argued 
• the primacy of the Atlantic area and the threat from the German battleship Tirpitz, 
• an overall shortage of battleships due to battle damage and refits delayed while Germany had two battleships, 
• that the two Nelsons and the R class would form the most homogeneous fleet as regards speed (they are all slow), 
• it is impossible to form an Eastern fleet now due to a lack of cruisers and destroyers. 
• that the situation with aircraft carriers was also unsatisfactory due to battle damage and delayed refits and
• that the R Class ships were being sent to the Indian Ocean to keep them in waters where they will be free from air and submarine attack. 

• He closed by saying that as long as war had not broken out the Nelsons and Renown could be sent to Singapore in the first instance 
to maximise the deterrent effect but that if war did eventuate they would have to retire to Ceylon.

• Churchill replied the following day, 29th August, attacking the proposal to “create in the Indian Ocean a fleet considerable in 
numbers, costly in maintenance and manpower, but consisting entirely of slow obsolescent, or unmodified ships which can neither 
fight a fleet action with the main Japanese force nor act as a deterrent upon his modern fast heavy ships, if used singly or in pairs 
as raiders.” And describing the R class ships if faced with a fast modern battleship attacking a convoy as “floating coffins”

• On the 26th October Mr Churchill telegraphed Curtin telling of the intention to build up an Eastern Fleet by the end of the year:

• In the interval (he said) in order further to deter Japan, we are sending forthwith our newest battleship, Prince of Wales, to join 
Repulse in Indian Ocean. This is done in spite of protests from the CinC Home Fleet, and is a serious risk for us to run. In addition 
the four "R" battleships are being moved as they become ready to eastern waters.   
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The Fleet for Singapore
• On the 24th October 1941 Admiral Phillips was appointed CinC, 

Eastern Fleet. As VCNS he had been in close touch with the war 
at sea. But he had no actual personal experience of that war, 
especially of air attacks on warships. 

• Admiral Andrew Cunningham, CinC Mediterranean and the most 
experienced and successful British Admiral of the war, asked 
“What on earth is Phillips going to the Far East squadron for? He 
hardly knows one end of a ship from the other.”

• The Prince of Wales sailed on 25th October.

• The Admiralty, aware of the deteriorating situation vis-a-vis 
Japan, on the 1st December cabled to Phillips suggesting that 
the ships might be sent away from Singapore.

• Prince of Wales and Repulse and four destroyers reached 
Singapore on the 2nd December.

• The Melbourne Age reported on the 4th:
• The Singapore "Free Press," commenting on the arrival of the British 

fleet, says It shatters the hopes of an unopposed Japanese naval 
advance southwards, and fulfils the Admiralty's intention ever since the 
base was planned in 1921, The completion of the naval base scheme at 
the psychological moment will have a tremendous effect on the morale 
of Asiatics and Europeans throughout the Far East. "The navy is here. 
Mr. Churchill's promise has been amply fulfilled," adds the journal. 

Admiral Sir Tom Phillips (right), 
and his chief of staff, Rear 

Admiral Palliser on the quayside 
at Singapore naval base, 

2nd December 1941
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The Fleet for Singapore

• Admiral Phillips flew to Manila, where he arrived on the 5th December for 
discussions with Admiral Hart and General MacArthur. 

• On the 5th December Repulse, screened by the destroyers Tenedos and Vampire, 
sailed for Darwin.

• Prince of Wales, however, required a few days to make good defects. 

• At Kota Bharu, (No1 squadron) as at other airfields in northern Malaya, the 
monsoon deluge had turned the airfield into a morass so that for two days, 4th 
and 5th December, all aircraft were grounded. Meanwhile the searches by 
Hudsons of No. 8 Squadron and the Dutch Catalinas produced no information.

• Admiral Phillips returned on the morning of the 7th from Manila. His conference 
in Manila had been ended abruptly by news that a large Japanese convoy was on 
its way from Camranh Bay towards the Gulf of Siam. As Phillips was leaving for 
Singapore because of this situation, Hart told him that he had just ordered four of 
his destroyers, then at Balikpapan, to join Phillips' force.

• Repulse, had been recalled from its intended voyage to Australia and reached 
Singapore on the 7th December.

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 48



Warnings and what became of them
• The US Ambassador in Tokyo cabled Hull on 27th January 1941 that there 

was talk in Tokyo that a surprise mass attack on Pearl Harbour was planned 
by the Japanese military forces in case of "trouble" between Japan and the 
United States. This was passed on to the War and Navy Departments. 

• On 7th February General Marshall, Chief of Staff US Army, wrote to General 
Short, Commanding General Hawaiian Department, “My impression of the 
Hawaiian problem is that if no serious harm is done us during the first six 
hours of known hostilities, thereafter the existing defences would 
discourage an enemy against the hazard of an attack. 
• The risk of sabotage, and the risk involved in a surprise raid by air and submarine, 

constitute the real perils of the situation.”

• On 5th March General Marshall wrote to General Short, “I would appreciate
• your early review of the situation in the Hawaiian Department with regard to 

defence from air attack. The establishment of a satisfactory system of coordinating 
all means available to this end is a matter of first priority.”
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Warnings and what became of them
• On 27 November 1941 the War Department sent the following message to Army commanders in the Philippines, Hawaii and Western 

Defence Command: 

• Negotiations with Japan appear to be terminated to all practical purposes with only the barest possibilities that the Japanese 
government might come back and offer to continue. Japanese future action unpredictable but hostile action possible at any moment. 
If hostilities cannot, repeat cannot, be avoided the United States desires that Japan commit the first overt act. This policy should not, 
repeat not, be construed as restricting you to a course of action that might jeopardize your defence. Prior to hostile Japanese action 
you are directed to undertake such reconnaissance and other measures as you deem necessary but these measures should be carried 
out so as not, repeat not, to alarm civil population or disclose intent. Report measures taken. Should hostilities occur you will carry 
out the tasks assigned in RAINBOW 5 so far as they pertain to Japan. Limit dissemination of this highly secret information to minimum 
essential officers.

• The standard operating procedure of the army  Hawaiian Department outlined three alerts: 
• the first required defense against acts of sabotage and uprising within the islands; 
• the second called for security against attacks from hostile subsurface, surface, and air forces, in addition to defense against acts of 

sabotage; and 
• the third provided for occupation of all field positions by all units, in preparation for the maximum defense of Hawaii. 

• Within half an hour of receipt of the warning from the War Department, and after consulting only with his chief of staff, General 
Short, commander of the army  Hawaiian Department, ordered Alert No. 1 into operation and notified the War Department of his 
action. 

• Aircraft were concentrated in hangars or in open spaces nearby, and extra guards were placed about the aircraft and military 
installations.

• Aircraft were defueled with an allowance of four hours’ notice to make them ready for flight.
• Ammunition not needed for immediate training was boxed and stored in central locations difficult for an enemy to reach and destroy.

• Earthen bunkers had been built all around Wheeler field where 125 fighters could be dispersed and protected against air attack. 
Colonel Flood the base commander asked if he could keep the fighters dispersed but General Short disapproved the request.

• The air warning system was not manned under alert No 1. The radar units operated for training purposes from 04.00 to 07.00 every
day, under the control of the Signal Corps. The aircraft plotters manned the Information Center during that time to record reports 
from the radars but no director or aircraft controller was on duty.
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Warnings and what became of them
• During the week preceding 6th December, the entire 

Hawaiian army command had engaged in a full scale 
exercise for seven consecutive days. Army units 
deployed, antiaircraft units drew ammunition and 
set up stations all over the island, and the Hawaiian 
Air Force armed aircraft and dispersed them to 
protective revetments. The air warning centre was 
fully operational and launched aircraft against 
simulated attacking targets.

• General Short considered this exercise a great 
success. After it finished on 6th December, personnel 
returned to barracks, cleaned and repaired the guns 
and equipment, removed the ammunition and 
repacked it in storage containers and returned the 
aircraft to their main bases to be reparked close 
together because Alert One was still in effect. 

• At Wheeler field, the main fighter base in Hawaii, 
ammunition was not only removed from planes, it 
was also removed from the belts so it could be 
boxed and stored in a central location.  

• After this the troops were given the rest of the day 
off and told to report to work Monday. 

General Short
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Warnings and what became of them

• The Hawaiian air warning system (AWS), 
consisted of radar units, an air warning 
center, and the 14th Pursuit Wing at 
Wheeler. The air warning center contained 
an information center, fighter director, and 
an aircraft/ antiaircraft weapon control 
system.

• In an exercise on 12 November 1941, the 
Navy launched a simulated strike from a 
carrier 80 miles out to sea. The radar 
stations easily picked up the attackers, the 
centre quickly identified them as enemy 
aircraft, and within six minutes interceptor 
aircraft were airborne and met the attacking 
force 30 miles from the island. 

• Under the alert in force on 7th December, 
against sabotage with no external threat, 
the AWS was only manned to train radar 
operators and the plotters in the 
information centre.

Boxes crossed out were not required to 
be manned under the alert in effect on 

7th December
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Warnings and what became of them
• On 19th October US codebreakers deciphered an intercepted radio message from Tokyo to its Honolulu Consulate, sent on 24th September, requesting 

regular detailed information about the location, within Pearl Harbor, of individual major ships.

• On 27th November Admiral Stark signalled the commanders of the Pacific and Asiatic fleets:

• “This dispatch is to be considered a war warning. Negotiations with Japan looking towards stabilization of conditions in the Pacific have ceased. An 
aggressive move by Japan is expected within the next few days. The number and equipment of Japanese troops and the organisation of naval task 
forces indicates an amphibious expedition against either the Philippines, Thai or Kra Peninsular or possibly Borneo. Execute appropriate defensive 
deployment preparatory to carrying out the tasks assigned in WPL 46.”

• the Navy (which had over 60 long-range PBY Flying Boats) accepted the responsibility for long -range reconnaissance in the Hawaii area. Admiral 
Kimmel had decided that he needed the flying boats to provide long-range coverage in the areas where he planned to operate the fleet during war. If 
used to patrol the Hawaiian area, he reasoned, they would deteriorate and not be available when the actual war began. Admiral Kimmel then took a 
calculated risk, based on the belief that the nearest Japanese possessions capable of supporting a full scale attack on Hawaii were located south of 
the islands, and began using a minimum number of flying boats for anti –submarine patrol only in that direction.

• Arrangements between the Navy and Army called for the Navy to go to the Air Force for assistance if the Navy was unable to provide the 
reconnaissance coverage necessary. The Navy never exercised this option, since it believed that an attack on Hawaii could not occur without some 
warning.

• In Conference with Commander Layton, Pacific Fleet Intelligence Officer, on December 2nd Admiral Kimmel asked:
• “What? You don’t know where Carrier Divisions 1 and 2 are!”

• Layton: “No sir, I do not. I think they are in Japanese home waters, but I do not know where they are. The rest of these units, I feel pretty confident of their location.”

• Kimmel: “Do you mean to say that they could be rounding Diamond Head and you wouldn’t know it”

• Layton: “I hope they would be sighted before now.”

• Robert Shivers, agent-in-charge FBI, Hawaii, intercepted a phone call from the Japanese Consulate in Honolulu on 3rd December, in which the cook at 
the Consulate stated that the Consul was burning all his important papers. Shivers immediately forwarded this information to intelligence officers of 
the Army Hawaiian Department and the 14th Naval District. The Navy passed the information on to Washington, who advised that the Japanese 
embassies in London and Washington were also burning papers.
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Warnings and what became of them
• On 6th December three Hudsons from No. 1 Squadron managed to 

get off the water-soaked runway at Kota Bharu to fly searches. 
• At 12.15 p.m. Flight Lieutenant Ramshaw, sighted three Japanese vessels—a 

motor ship, a minelayer and a minesweeper, he decided—185 miles from 
Kota Bharu, on a bearing of 052 degrees and a course of 340 degrees. 

• A quarter of an hour later Ramshaw recorded a second sighting; of one 
battleship, 5 cruisers, 7 destroyers and 22 transports, 265 miles from Kota 
Bharu, steering due west towards it. 
• As Ramshaw and his crew were checking this force they saw a float-plane catapulted 

from one of the warships. The pilot took cover in the clouds and signalled his news to 
base.

• At 12.45 p.m., Flight Lieutenant Emerton, reported sighting a comparably 
large force bearing 072 degrees, 360 miles from Kota Bharu and on the same 
course as that reported by Ramshaw.

The War in the Pacific - The First Six Months ©Jerry McBrien 54



Convoy Sightings 6 December and Cam Ranh Bay
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Warnings and what became of them
• Brooke-Popham consulted Layton and 

Phillips’ Chief of Staff, Rear-Admiral 
Palliser on the night of the 6th. They 
concluded that probably the expedition 
would follow the course of the vessels 
first observed, and anchor at Koh Rong
on the west coast of Indo-China. 

• No word had been received of an actual 
breakdown of the Washington talks, 
and this Japanese move might be 
another step towards, yet not into, 
Thailand, in the war of nerves in which 
Japan was engaged.

• Brooke-Popham decided that he would 
not be justified in ordering "Matador" 
on this information, but orders were 
issued to bring all forces to the highest, 
degree of readiness. Air Chief Marshall Brooke Popham 

and General Wavell
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Warnings and what became of them
• All available aircraft continued the 

reconnaissance on the 7th but the crews were 
defeated by the heavy monsoon weather until 
mid afternoon.

• From 3.45 p.m. to 6.48 pm Hudsons reported 
three sightings of convoys, one of which fired at 
the aircraft, all of which could be consistent with 
landings in Thailand.

• Percival said that if the Japanese were headed 
for Singora, it was unlikely that they could be 
forestalled by Operation MATADOR. He therefore 
held that the operation would be unsound. 

• At a conference at with Brooke-Popham, Phillips, 
and Percival, it was decided not to order 
MATADOR that night, but to be ready to put it 
into effect at dawn.

• The troops of the 11th Indian Division had been 
standing by at half an hour's notice in drenching 
rain since the afternoon of 6th December. The 
division was disposed, with three battalions 
beside trains, two in camp with their trucks 
loaded, and one forward near the frontier. There 
they remained waiting for the morning’s orders General Percival

GOC Malaya
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Matador: Singora and convoy sightings
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Warnings and what became of them
• 02.30  Washington (11.30 Sunday)

• Marshall returns to the office, reads the final part of the note and drafts warning message.

• 03.00 Washington (12.00 Sunday)

• Stark sees no need to issue further warnings but Marshall sends following warning for 
transmission to Pacific commands.
• “The Japanese are presenting at 1 p.m. Eastern Standard time today what amounts to an ultimatum. Also they 

are under orders to destroy their code machine immediately. Just what significance the hour set may have we 
do not know, but be on the alert accordingly.”

• Marshall twice requests and finally receives assurances that all addressees will receive the 
message before 1pm EST.

• War department radio had been unable to reach Pearl Harbor that morning. So the message 
centre sent this warning by commercial cable.
• By Western Union to San Francisco, then
• By RCA commercial radio to Honolulu.

• It reached San Francisco at 12.17 pm EST.

• Was received in Honolulu at 1.03 pm EST (7.33 am local).

• But the teletype link from RCA to Fort Shafter was not operating.

• So the message was carried by a boy on a bicycle. He took shelter from the air raid and did not 
arrive until 11.45 am local. 
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Outcome
• 07.57 at Pearl Harbour (04.27 

Melbourne): 14th Naval District 
broadcasts "Air raid Pearl Harbour—this 
is no drill."

• In England, Churchill heard about the 
Pearl Harbour attack on the BBC news, 
apparently news of the attack on Malaya 
had not reached him at that time.

• He phoned Roosevelt to confirm that 
the Americans had been attacked. 

• Then went to bed and slept the sleep of 
the saved and thankful.

USS Arizona
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