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Abstract

A perspective of the strategic and military impact that RAAF Base Darwin and its
satellite airfields in the Northern Territory had within the period 1937 to 1942
encompasses a number of key areas. These range from initial proposals to construct
these new airfields, to the plans for their strategic military use after the failure of the
Singapore Strategy; labour shortages and tin ion unrest; political naivety and
government inter-departmental rivalries and jealousies (both local and federal); the
use of the base by foreign powers such as the United States and the Netherlands; to
the effects of the first military raids on Australian soil and the subsequent retaliatory
operations launched from it; increases in spending and infrastructure (though much of
this was belated); the associated problems faced in regards to the above, and finally,
the amendments that had to be made both during and after the raids on Darwin by
political and military thinkers, in consideration of defensive response.

Though much has been written regarding the bombing raids on the environments of
Darwin and the RAAF base itself, the intent of this thesis is to provide an insight into
the strategic importance of RAAF Station Darwin and the varying influences that
affected units, local and foreign, assigned to the above during the period 1937 to
1942. As well, the foundations laid in regards to the history of the RAAF in Darwin
and its satellite bases during this era, can be seen as part of a new' social and
economic history of Darwin itself.
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Introduction

RAAF Station Darwin was born out of a need to provide northern defence
infastructure and capability during the post-depression period, when realisation that a
military threat from a neighbour in the Asia-Pacific region was becoming apparent.
Fear of a perceived danger from the Japanese (the origins of which can be traced back
to the late nineteenth century) began to re-emerge in Australia following Japan's preemptive conquest of the former German territories of the Caroline, Mariana and
Marshall group of islands in the Pacific region during 1914 and 1915. Japan had
entered the First World War as an ally of Britain and America, but it took until her
massive industrialisation program, naval build-up and occupation of Manchuria in
1932, before Australia's elected officials and military defence planners awoke from
their post-Depression lethargic state and decided to provide urgent funding for the
expansion of Australia's military forces, particularly the Royal Australian Air Force.

Australia's connections to Britain and the irnperial ties' at that time, governed the
way successive governments funded the military. A belief that British naval power
and in particular the Singapore Strategy, would and could prevent such invasion
attempts was the core of military planning and the reason wily the growth of air
power was stymied and the RAAF delegated to a position of being subservient to her
two sister services. That the doctrine of the Singapore Strategy would count for
nought if the British either had to fight a simultaneous war on the other side of the
world or in such a place whereby it would be impossible to provide naval support to
Australia, was probably discussed in some detail by defence planners in Britain and
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Australia, yet never acted upon sufficiently. The line of thinking endemic in so many
military planners of the time, was one so entrenched in the belief of the good old
days of battleships', that they truly believed no other force was capable of offering a
threat by any other means: Per se, no other type of naval hjp could offer an
immediate threat. Had other options been considered, it logically should have
followed that air power, with aircraft capable of greater speed, cruising range and the
ability to be used offensively or defensively, could provide the first measure. As
Australian Prime Minister Curtin stated upon hearing of Sir Winston Churchill's
remark that Singapore could not be regarded as a threat to Japan due to its
geographical location:

How can Singapore be so far away from the Yellow Sea as not to be able to hurt
it and be a thousand miles further away from Sydney and yet be able to protect
it?

Air Marshal Sir John Salmond of the Royal Air Force was appointed by the
Australian Government in 1928, to submit a report on modernising the fledging Royal
Australian Air Force, The report highlighted the change in strategic thinking whereby
ship-based strategy was gradually being replaced by one of land-based strategy. With
aircraft to be used in a offensive role, this in itself provided impetus for a new airbase
to be established in Darwin. Submissions for the development, planning and
construction of RAAF Station Darwin came shortly after a visit to the area by Chief
of the General Staff, Major General J. Lavarack in 1936, who was in Darwin to warn
the appropriate authorities of suspected subversive activities by Japanese pearlers in

Curtin, J., quoted in Sydney Morning Herald, 1 June 1937.

our northern waters and to review the defence arrangements that had been in place at

that time. This visit may have provided the initial momentum for the establishment of
a new base. Lavarack commented that:

The Japanese military forces were well equipped and trained and were based
in secret locations among the Caroline Islands only 1,585 miles from Australia.

And that what was needed was:

Perhaps the increase in the air force vote from $25 million to $44 million, and
the raising of its planned strength from the Salmond-recommended 17
squadrons to 18 equipped with 212 first-line aircraft.2

Lavarack submitted a report of his visit and recommendations to his superiors in
Canberra, which included advocating the upgrading of Darwin's defence facilities. It
does follow however, that a visit from Colonel Sturdee of the General Staff (who was
to become Chief of the General Staffjust five years later) earlier in 1937, as well as
this visit by Lavarack, gave impetus towards increased funding for modernising the
RAAF and increasing its defensive capability in the north. Planning for the strategic
and operational capability of the RAAF in the Northern Territory would cover many
areas and obstacles; primarily the allocation and funding of finances, logistical resupply, use of civilian and union labour and which RAAF units and types of aircraft
would be located in the Top End. The need for improved communications, increases

2

Laverack, quoted in J. McCarthy, Australia and imperial Defènce1918-39; A Study in Air and Sea
Power, 1Jniversit of Queensland Press. 1976. p. 83.
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in fuel and oil reserves, as well as an upgrade of water, cold storage and electricity
supplies would prove necessary before any strategic use of Darwin RAAF Station was
possible or prior to the allotment of an Area of Operations. Problems would also be
faced in regards to defensive measures, a possible need to construct satellite airfields
and consideration of the social effects upon the local community with any increase in
numbers of military personnel.

This thesis concentrates on the period 22 January 1937, when first reports of plans for
the construction of a new air force base began appearing in the Northern Standard
newspaper, until 31 December 1942. To provide the framework of the re-structuring
of the RAAF and acquisition and build-up of Australia's northern defences, it has
been necessary to examine historical works relating to the interwar period, to give the
reader a sense of the political and military interactions of the time. Williams' These
Are The Facts, provided vital information as to the decision by the Hughes
Government to form the RAAF as an separate entity, the opposition to such and the
latter Menzies' Government decision to keep alive the imperial influence, by placing
in] 939, English military officers as respective heads of Australia's Army, Navy and
Air Force. McCarthy's Australia and Imperial Defence 1918-39, was examined by
the author in a bid to understand how Australian defence policy between the wars was
conducted, especially in regards to the reliance on British naval power, whilst Cabinet
21 Series from the Public Records Office in London gave a British view on the Anglo
-

Australian defence policies of the time.

The need to understand the particular strategies and doctrines of the RAAF during the
inter-war period, resulted in a study of A. Stephen's Power Plus Attitude, as well as

13

papers from Williams, Salmond, Hankey and Ellington. Coulthard-Clarke's Third
Brother, Gillison's Royal Australian Air Force

-

1939-1942, Angell's The Defence of

the Empire and Robertson. J, and McCarthy. J, (ed), Australian War Strategy 19391945, gave insight to how decisions were made by military planners in Britain and
Australia in relation to imperial defence. Study of Hamill's work The Strategic
Illusion, provided an important learning, concerning the formulation of the policy of
the Singapore strategy. A policy that was most certainly doomed from the outset and
one that had little chance of ever being effective. Had money been allocated for
increasing the defence capability of Darwin (including a new airbase), due in main to
its geographical location and deep-water harbour, plus the fact that Darwin had been
constantly used by visiting British warships to revictual, I consider such a diverse and
different strategy would have perhaps been a lot more successful.

Examination of N.A.A and A.W.M archival material from Series A705, A 877,
A5954, A7265 and the Sheddon Papers, provided information in respect to
correspondence between military and government officials, the acquisition of land for
the construction of RAAF Station Darwin, funding for buildings at both Darwin and
Batchelor aerodromes and associated contracts. Myriam Omar's definitive work The
Logistic Support of the RAAF and Associated Activities in the Northern Area of
Operations During World War 11

-

1939-1945, was immensely informative in

detailing supply problems, infrastructure and civilian works carried out in the
Northern Territory between 1937 and 1942.

Robert Raynor's manuscript Darwin and Northern Territory Force was examined, as
it provided a concise history of all Army units posted in the Northern Territory prior
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to the first air raids, as well as those that followed later. Alford's Darwin's Air War
plus Series 1199, 7679 and 7689 from the Historical Section of Maxwell Air Force
Base, provided details regarding ABDA, FEAF and ABDACOM Headquarters in the
Northern Territory, while the ten volume series from the Historical Records Section
RAAF, gave details of all Australian air force units stationed in the North-Western
Area between 1937-1942.

Alan Powell's The Shadow 's Edge, 'Lowe Report', Abbott's Australia's Frontier
Province and Lockwood's Australia's Pearl Harbour, provided an insight into the
tensions that were apparent between the Administrator, local government
departments, civilians and the military and into the reaction of the populace during
and after the first air raids, the subsequent inquiry and the cover-up that followed.
Various operational unit logbooks, journals and newspapers provided further
information relevant to this thesis, however, very few published works concerning the
topic of this thesis, are available. New primary sources concerning land acquisition
for RAAF Station Darwin, Sqn Ldr Wiggen's handwritten reports and documents
from the Research Division of Maxwell Air Force Base in respect to the establishment
of FEAF Headquarters in Darwin, were accessed.

This thesis ends with the year 1942. Although further air raid attacks in the Northern
Territory were conducted by the Japanese military as late as November 1943, until
this time no 'Imperial' influence was present in the Northern Territory. From the
beginning of 1943, offensive air warfare operations from Northern Territory bases
became dominant over defence. British presence, in the form of three Spitfire fighter
squadrons, (though two of these squadrons were Australian) did not arrive until
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January the following year, therefore forming a part of another chapter in the history
of the Northern Territory and 52 Operational Base Unit Darwin as the RAAF Station
was then known.

In researching the thesis, it was necessary to access archival material from sources in
Australia, England and the United States, as these countries figured predominately in
early 20th century Australian political and military planning. As well, numerous
published works dealing with that particular period were studied and in many
instances, references were used and acknowledged. This was necessary in providing
an informed background to the period of the thesis, which covers the formation of the
RAAF in 1921, the direction of it during the inter-war years and the response from it
following the first raids on Darwin. The first chapter provides an insight into the
revelance of how British imperial influence' swayed Australian military and political
thinkers and the part it played within these spheres. The second chapter deals with the
acquisition of land for a new RAAF airfield, the logistical problems involved securing
manpower and funding to construct the new base and the obstacles presented by
weather, distance and unions.

Chapter Three concerns passive and active defense measures in place in Darwin prior
to the first air raids. These include the formation of ARP and DDCC groups and the
posting and re-equipping of RAAF Squadrons from interstate to provide forward
reconnaisance. Ultimately these squadrons were to be used in both defensive and
offensive roles. Measures for the evacuation of civilians and reinforcing of supply
routes are also dealt with. The establishment of FEAF Headquarters in Darwin and
the roles played by ABDA, ABDACOM and USAFIA are covered in chapter four.

As well, the arrival of USAAF units to Darwin and Batchelor and the transfer of Nos
2 and 13 Squadrons to Java. The initial air raids on Darwin and the damage inflicted
to RAAF Station Darwin and its infrastructure, is covered in chapter five. The
reaction by both the military and civilian populace, as well as the eventual inquiry
into the above, is covered also. Chapter Six demonstrates the rapid expansion of
RAAF infrastructure in Darwin and throughout the Northern Territory that followed
the first attacks. These included roadside airstrips for the dispersal of fighters,
purpose-built bases able to accommodate heavy bombers such as the B17, B.24 and
B.25 and the formation of RAAF Mobile Works Units, to undertake the above work
in conjunction with American engineering units. The conclusion will summarise the
thesis content and justify the topic.

The intent of this thesis is to contribute to our understanding of Darwin at war.
Though previous published works have touched on various aspects of this topic, none
have pulled it together as I have done. Using primary sources previously unavailable,
this thesis now provides a new understanding of the significance of RAAF Station
Darwin at that time.
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Chapter One
Organisation & Re—structuring

In 1923, an Imperial Conference was enacted to strengthen the defence ties between
Australia and the United Kingdom (at no cost to Australia, as opposed to the Colonial
Conference of 1887) and to plan for contingencies in the event of future conflict. The
decisions taken at this and subsequent meetings between Britain and Australia, were
to play major roles in highlighting the military inadequacies and deficiencies that
faced northern Australia and the Southeast Asia region at the onset of hostilities with
Japan. First and foremost was the belief of military planners that the might of the
British Royal Navy would, and could, hold sway in the event that the coastal environs
of northern Australia or for that matter, the country as a whole be threatened with
invasion. When Australian and New Zealand officials at the 1937 Imperial
Conference raised concerns about the ability of the British navy to protect our
coastlines, Angell stated:

If Japan should invade Australia, the Commonwealth as a whole would stand
for the defence of that particular member. The British Navy is an instrument
of Australia's defence.'

Though this line of reasoning was carried on by defence planners throughout the postwar and depression years and right up till 1941 when the capital ships Prince ojWaies

Angell. N, The Defence of the Empire, Heinernann, (London, 1937), pp. 29 30.
-
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and Repulse were sunk by Japanese aircraft, there were detractors. As far back as
1887, magazines, namely Bulletin, Boomerang and Republican, all voiced dissent.
They represented republicans and Australian nationalists who argued that
complacency shown by both the government and opposition parties in respect to
Australia's isolation and reliance on Britain in time of conflict, would result in
Australia itself not being "tolerably secure against the results of wars into which
England may drag us unless we go to work and become ready to defend ourselves."2

In 1905, the National Defence League had voiced concerns over a lack of".. military
defence against Japanese invasion."3 The point became clearer after the distribution
of former German colonies in the aftermath of the First World War, whereby New
Guinea came under Australian control and the Caroline, Marshall and Mariana group
of islands under Japanese rule. The distribution of these islands provided Japan with
the opportunity to secure bases for the deployment of various types of land and
carrier-based aircraft. They were the only nation at the time to heed the doctrine of
General William Mitchell in so much that:

Aircraft were capable of attacking and sinking any type of ship, thus any
invasion force could be destroyed before it reached a landing point. It followed
that armies and navies

-

except for a submarine arm

-

would eventually become

obsolete; the prime weapon worth developing, therefore, was air power.4

2

Boomerang, 4 Februar) 1888, Quoted in McCarth\, J. .-iustrolia and Imperial Deft nce 19 18-39. p.2.
Gow. N, The Formulation of Australian Defence 1'olicy 1918— 1923', M.A. Thesis, University of
Western Australia, 1972, pp. 5-6.
4 Mitchell, quoted in Gillison. D, Royal .lustralion .-lir Force
1939-1942, Griflèn Press, Adelaide,
1962, p. 5
-
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Mitchell's detractors failed to take heed of the industrial expansion and naval buildup of countries such as Japan, Italy, Germany and America.

At the Australian Government's behest, the British Admiralty had appointed Admiral
of the Fleet, Viscount Jellicoe of Scapa, to conduct an appraisal of possible future
conflict in Australia's region and his report was tabled in the Australian Parliament in
1919. One particular section titled Future Possibilities of the Use ofAircraji Against
Ships and Submarines

.,

demonstrated a keen insight and informed intelligence when

dealing with issues such as bombing effectiveness, aircraft performance, weapons and
anti-aircraft fire, technical developments and the effect on air operations in regards to
weather. His deduction, was that there was an extreme danger posed to existing and
future naval vessels by the use of aircraft in an attacking role. As McCarthy says:

At this time, Japan's navy ranked third in world terms... (Jellicoe) saw the
future course of Japanese planning to include an invasion of Australia, the
seizure of New Guinea or the Dutch East Indies, a decisive sea action and
concurrent thrusts at the British bases of Hong Kong and Singapore.6

1-lowever, this report was dismissed by the Admiralty.

Since 1919, concerns had arisen about the risk of a naval threat from the north and the
ability of our military to defend our northern coastline. Successive reports had been
initiated at the Australian Government's request and had been submitted and tabled in

ADSC, Report of Admiral of the Fleet, Viscount Jellicoe of Scapa', on Naval Mission to Australia,
May-August 1919.
b
McCarthy. p. 8.

20

Parliament. These reports ranged in scope from Lord Jellicoe's 1919 report to the
then RAAF Chief of StafL Air Commodore Williams' 1925 account of the need for
defensive measures (both naval and air), in our northern parts of the country so as to
prevent any naval invasion attempt and Salmond's report on modernising the RAAF
in 1928. When the report was released, Salmond was quick to point out that though
there was a lot of work to do in relation to improving the administrative and
organisational side of the RAAF, "...the Force is established on a firm basis and has
been developed along sound lines..."7 It was not until the tabling in Parliament on
16 July 1938, of the report by Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sir Edward Ellington,
in fact, that any serious credence was given to the further expansion of the RAAF.
Ellington was invited by the Australian government to submit a report detailing the
future requirements of the air force, especially in regards to offensive capabilities and
structural requirements. This report paralled comments made by him two years
previously, in so much that he was of the view that:

"the specialisation of aircraft for units 'ancillary to land and sea forces' was
unacceptable if it reduced the effectiveness of those aircraft in 'purely air
operations'

,,,8

Of notable interest is the subsequent failure of Parliament to recognise the future
threat posed by Japan at that time. In this regard, the British Admiralty had advised
Australia that "the Pacific promised to be the future main theatre of operations.

"

Salmond, quoted in Air Marshal Sir Richard Williams, These .1re J'acts, Australian War Memorial
and Australian Government Printing Service, Artarmon, Sydney, 1977, p. 185.
Stephens. A, /'ower P/us Altitude, AGPS, Canberra, 1992, p. 47.
Cooperation of the Dominions and Colonies in the System of Imperial De0nce', Admiralty,
November 1919.
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This point was reviewed with alacrity after the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in
1932 and it may be seen as naivety on the part of military defence planners in both
Australia and the United Kingdom to disregard the coming advent of air power and
the leaps forward made by Japan, especially with fighter, dive bombing and torpedo
types of aircraft.

When a new Air Board had been formed in 1920, the strategic implications of
Australia's geography and the use of air power within that realm, had been discussed
in their first paper submitted in February of that year. The air force was to be
subservient to the needs of the other two services. Two matters motivated this line of
thought. The first was the realisation of the limited capacity of an aircraft's operating
radius (especially within Australia) and secondly, the distance between major cities
and air bases within, which

. . .

rendered independent action by air forces against

enemy centres impracticable."° The Salmond report was highly critical of the state
of preparedness of the RAAF. He acknowledged governmental economic restraints
and the fact that the 68 aircraft in the Royal Australian Air Force inventory in 1929
were all out-dated and incapable of their intended design use and reported to
government that:

Due to the obsolete types of service machines in use throughout the Air Force,
to the entire absence of any reserve equipment, and to the low standard of
training in these operational units, I have to report that I consider that the RAAF

10

Air Policy - The Report of the Air Board', A5954, Box 1083, (1920), NAA, ACT.
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would be totally unfit to undertake war operations in co-operation with the
Navy or Army.

His view was that instead being maintained along the lines of a 'citizen' defence
entity, the only way for the RAAF to operate efficiently was with modern war aircraft
and constant practice. Specifically:

The highest skill in the art of air fighting, the ability to navigate and bomb
accurately, and efficiency in cooperation with other arms, could be obtained
only by constant training in a 'full-tirne permanent unit.12

He was adamant that any future doctrine in regards to air power and the application of
such military force, would only be achieved through the specialisation and high level
of training of such forces. Without this, the chances of the RAAF continuing to be a
permanent entity, as opposed to a Citizen Air Force, would be negligible. On 22
December 1920 however, the Air Board had recommended a submission by Williams'
for creation of an Air Force Reserve whereby "the considerable number of former
members of the AFC and RAF who were available could be expected to enrol."

13

It

would also mean that there could possibly be no opportunity to develop independent
tactics or advanced types of operational procedures within a permanent air force, or
the ability to produce theoretical concepts for the application of such a force by those
professional people serving within its ranks. The Air Board granted that the absence

'The Organization, Administration, Training and General Policy of the Development of the Royal
Australian Air Force', The Salmond Report (Melbourne, 1928), N.A.A. Melbourne, p. 7.
2 Air Marshal Sir John Salmond's Report on Australian Air Defence', A5954,Box 787. (1928) N.A.A,
ACT.
13
Coulihard-Clark. CD., The Third Brother, Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 1991, P. 225.
,
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of specialist post-graduate flying schools would be

'. .

.the greatest handicap to the

professional development of military aviation in Australia."4 However, it would
take another 10 years before such plans would be initiated in any great measure.

In the interim, any officer—candidate wishing to receive a commission in the RAAF
was required to undertake instruction at the Royal Military College at Duntroon,
whilst not only having to wearing an Army uniform but being subjected to Army
instruction and protocol. Upon graduation Air Force candidates were commissioned
into the Army and then seconded to the Air Force. If a person failed to meet the
criteria to be an officer in the RAAF, he automatically had to serve the next 12 years
as an Army officer. A proposal was put to the Air Board in 1930, seeking the
possibility of all future training of RAAF officers being conducted at Duntroon, yet
the Air Minister decided it was financially unsound, due to it being cheaper to send
trainee pilots to R.A.F Cranwell, in England. In 1931, 41 Australian pilots were
serving in British squadrons and a further 25 of the 43 expected to graduate from the
RAAF Central Flying School at Point Cook in 1937, were also earmarked for
overseas service, Therefore, Australia's ability to supply its own aircrew needs, given
the proposed expansion of RAAF squadrons just three years later in 1934, would
certainly have been most severely affected.

Successive Australian governments throughout the 1920s and 1930s constantly
espoused imperial ties and the presumed need to continually demonstrate loyalty to
England. Prime Minister Billy Hughes in 1921 told Parliament that Australia's very

4 'Report on the Royal Australian Air Force by Air Marshal Sir John Salmond', (Air Board Response),
Box 877, A.5954, 28-1 1-28, N.A.A, Melbourne.
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existence depended heavily on " .the maintenance and control of the sea by
..

Britain.

,15

In 1923, Prime Minister Bruce gave vent to his reasoning that air power

could play a major role in Australia's future defence. However, after forceful
persuasion of the negative effects that this could have on any operational dispersion of
battleships and their perceived ability to be unsinkable by either aircraft or submarine,
Leo Amery (First Lord of the Admiralty), changed Bruce's way of thinking. When
addressing Parliament on his return from England in 1924, Bruce concluded that no
aircraft could successfully attack a modern battleship; instead, they would only
provide an "...ancillary and complimentary role." 6 When the Lyons government
came to power in 1932, the belief in British sea power to thwart any possible
incursion by an enemy into the Asia

-

Pacific region still held ground. This

government was of the opinion that if there were to be an air force of any size, then
the role of such would be to provide "co-operation with the Army and defence for
vital localities against raids."7 In short, successive governments and military
strategists considered Imperial defence measures such as the Singapore Strategy
would provide the necessary means to protect Australia and the Southeast Asia region
from attack and invasion. Williams on the other hand, was adamant that ships may be
damaged and sunk by aircraft and in his view: "The guns at Singapore were in place
and ready but quite ineffective under the circumstances."18

On the other hand, proponents of regional air power and a local aircraft industry that
would provide Australia with the capability to protect her coastline (and in doing so,

°

Gillison. D, Royal .-usiralian !ir Force 1939-1942, Griffen Press, Adelaide, 1962, Chapter 2;
C.P.D., 94(7 April 1921): 7265.
'
1mperia1 Conference 1923', Stenographic Notes, 9'h Meeting, 15 October 1923, p. 4.
17
'Notes ofa Conference Held at the Admiralty', 19 September 1933.
8
Williams, p. 201.
-
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weaken Imperial ties with England) were many and varied. A motion passed at an
Australian Natives Association meeting in 1921, accepted in principle that the most
economical and effective means of protecting Australia was "...the development of
aircraft."9 The Army too, foresaw the necessity of Australia having air capability,
though their interest was mainly self-serving. A number of points worth
demonstrating are that the Army itself hoped for an increase in funding and that the
fledging Air Force would play a subservient role to the Army and possibly come
under its (the Army's) control. Major General J.G. Legge, Chief of the General Staff
believed in the ability of an air force to support land forces and as Gillison asserts,
20

considered "...air power vital to the success of such forces."

Sir John Monash

stated, " ... a fleet of aeroplanes, at the cost of one battleship would be Australia's best
investment."2 ' A meeting of the Joint Committee of Public Accounts in 1923 was
also of the view that an accelerated program of the development of aircraft in all
likelihood would make the air force " ... Australia's first line of defence."22

The prevalent factor concerning the inability of the RAAF to increase in strength and
to attain some type of autonomy prior to the beginning of the Second World War, was
clearly Australia's commitment to Imperial defence. That the two major reviews of
the RAAF, which were held in 1928 (Salmond) and in 1938 (Ellington), were
conducted by English officers attests to this point. However, the doctrines of the
Imperial Conferences held in 1923, 1926, 1930 and 1937, all pursued an agenda of
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British naval superiority and

"...

naval defence."23 To demonstrate the contempt in

which air power was held, a sub-committee of the Imperial Defence Conference of
July 1937 chaired by Sir Thomas Inskip and which included Lord Chatfield (First Sea
Lord and Chief of the Naval Staff), Ellington, Viscount Halifax and two MPs
Malcolm MacDonald and Walter Runciman for their 'expert' views, reasoned that:

.the relative costs of battleships and aeroplanes have not, in themselves, any
bearing on the matter. If capital ships are essential to our security, we must
have them. The advocates of the extreme air view would wish this country to
build up no capital ships, while other Powers continue to build them. If their
theories turn out well-founded we have wasted money; if ill-founded, we would,
in putting them to the test, have lost the Empire.24

Given that Japan as of3l June 1937, had in its inventory some 1500 land-based
fighters and bombers as well as 300 aircraft already based on aircraft carriers, with
plans for a further 600 aircraft and the carriers to transport them, alarm bells should
have rung, especially so as these figures were available to the British Government at
the time.

On 15 May 1936, the then Air Vice Marshal Sir Richard Williams, had
submitted a background report to the Minister of Defence in Australia on the strategic
need for a self-reliant aircraft industry. Though stressing there would be innumerable
problems that would have to be overcome in the initial stages, he (Williams) stated
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these would be easily overcome and coupled with an abundance of raw material,
Australia "...could and should be self-contained in its air defences."25

The members of the sub-committee for Imperial Defence in July 1937 did discuss the
plans submitted by Salmond in 1928 for an increase in the growth of the Australian
air force, yet it had been a lack of funding and personnel, as well as the determination
by both the Navy and Army to maintain their dominant positions that restricted such
development prior to 1937.

The strategic planning initiatives for the RAAF (as perceived by Salmond) were
contained in a two part report. The first part dealt with requirements to form new
units and associated infrastructure, as well as supply and administrative support.
Acquirement for two each of Bomber Reconnaisance Squadrons, Single-seater Fighter
Flights and Coastal Reconnaisance (Boat) Flights were to be supported with one
Army Co-operation Squadron, a Citizen Air Force Bomber Squadron and a Slipway at
Albany, Darwin and Brisbane.

Salmond considered that through implementation of the above, in hand with the
utilisation of Numbers One and Three Squadrons which were both Citizen Air Force
Squadrons (and were to remain that way), Australia would have the means to provide
itself with a potential offensive power that would present a serious disincentive to any
enemy power which might harbour thoughts of invasion. Had this part of the plan
been instigated, there is no doubt that it would have provided the Royal Australian Air
Force with a chance to decide its own doctrine on the use of air power.
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What must be stated here however, is that though Salmond was correct in assuming
air power could provide rapid mobility in regards to a defensive response, he was
wrong in under-estimating the part aircraft-carriers would play in any invasion
attempt, especially given that he himself recognised the greatest threat to Australia
would be by a sea-borne invasion force. As well, how did he expect the above units
to protect 12,500 miles of coastline, given that the majority of the above were to be
based in southern areas to protect vital national interests and the greatest threat to this
country had to come from the north?

The second part of the report dictated the required rationale of the proposed force
structure and in particularly, focussed on "Australia's strategic circumstances and
the forces needed to deal with the most credible contingencies."26 As previously
stated, it was the recognition of sea-borne threat which governed the proposals put
forward by Salmond. This in turn necessitated a military response which would be
swift, mobile, offensive and flexible. The recommendation was for air power to
substitute for land and sea power as Australia's primary defence. Though he
(Salmond) recognised the limited capability of aircraft when viewed in the light of
their time on station and ability to hold ground, there were however, five points
designated by him in regards to the offensive capabilities of an expanded Air Force.
Highlighted were the need for aircraft capable of delivering torpedo and bombing
attacks on enemy warships and transports at long range, including their use in an antisubmarine role. Their ability to pursue long-distance reconnaisance flights, provide

26 'The
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cover for convoy escorts and operate as observation for long-range artillery fire were
factors essential to fulfil an assertive role.

Though the above points demonstrate the advances and improvements to aircraft
design and their capabilities from those aircraft used in the First World War, they are
hardly in keeping with the first part of his proposal and do not factor in the part
weather would play.

That Salmond had predicted an expanded and modern air force would lead to a
decrease in manpower savings across the entire military spectrum, no doubt laid the
foundations for the hostile reception Williams received by the Army and Navy, when
seeking funding for an independent air force from the Government. In fact, the Army
raised two particular issues with the Military Board upon the release of the Salmond
Report. The first was the Army tenet of the Clausewitzian principle of 'the primary
strategical aim of any enemy would be the destruction of their(Australia's) armed
forces'. The Army was concerned that the advent of air power and its ability to attack
an enemy's industrial and civilian populace from far distances, would negate any need
for a large army. Secondly, it stated any amount of anti-aircraft fire would cause
aircraft to deviate from their targets, have a dernoralising affect on the aircrew, tend to
break up formations and

compel aircraft to fly at heights which prevented them

'...

from ensuring their maximum efficiency."27
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Williams had put forward a plan in April 1925 whereby the defence of the Australian
continent from either air raids or sea-borne invasion, took precedence over the
Singapore Strategy initiatives. It was his opinion that for an enemy force to gain
foothold on Australian shores, air superiority would have to be achieved first and the
only way to counter such a threat would be by the use of aircraft. With their speed,
range, striking power and reconnaisance ability, aircraft could provide defensive
measures that the navy and army could never possibly hope to achieve. Five strategic
roles for the use of such aircraft were presented and they included the defeat of enemy
aircraft through air superiority in a theatre of war, such as an invasion area. Too, the
ability of aircraft to reconnoiter and attack the enemy over sea and land as well as
providing cooperation with the army and navy was paramount.

All of the above points were raised by Williams in 1925 and are nearly identical to
those proposed by Salmond in his report three years later. One wonders why it took
the influence of Australia's Imperial connections, (to wit: The Salmond Report) to
implement a plan that had been proposed by one of our own military officers three
years previously.

In relation to the above items, three types of aircraft were distinguished by Williams
to fulfill these roles: High performance fighters, attack aircraft (such as those that
could carry military hardware such as bombs and torpedoes) and reconnaisance
aircraft with good speed, a high ceiling capability and air endurance. Each of these
types also provided an ability to do the work of the other, if circumstances required it.
The above plan was designed with offensive operations in mind and the key areas
addressed were those of flexibility, independent air operations, specialisation and
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concentration of those forces, The calculations by Williams in Appendix IX of his
memorandum was based specifically on what would be the potential of the Japanese
Navy by 1928 and the numbers of aircraft operating from carrier forces. These
calculations were in direct contradiction to the forecasts made by Salmond.

The Air Board was aware, even at this point, of the likelihood of enemy aircraft
supporting any attack upon Australian soil by naval forces, but right up to 1932,
attempts were made to divide the RAAF among the Navy and Army. The first
instance was in 1929 when the Scullin Government faced economic crisis due to the
Depression and secondly, in 1932 when the Lyons Government came to power. In
both cases, the Navy Board and General Monash, who represented the Army, were the
prime instigators for a dismemberment of the RAAF. After Cabinet had made the
decision that the RAAF should remain, Williams had cause to remark:

It fell to me to meet this attack principally by the claims that the full power of
aircraft would only be developed by airmen, not by sailors or soldiers who
regarded aircraft merely as auxiliaries28

Though the Lyons Ministry was acutely aware that an enormous increase of defence
funding was required, it still embraced the policies of the former Bruce

-

Page

government and it was the Navy which was to be the beneficiary of this course of
action. At a Cabinet meeting held in January 1932, the following minutes were
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recorded and attest to the long-held view by defence planners in the 1930s of the
value of the Singapore Strategy:

The provision of sea-power for the defence of sea-borne trade simultaneously
furnishes a deterrent against invasion by sea-borne, land or air forces, and a
general defence against raids.29

In August 1932, Prime Minister Scullin displayed apparent trepidation in regards that
the Singapore Strategy might well not provide the type of defence which would
safeguard Australia's interest. To allay any doubt, in October of 1934 Sir Maurice
Hankey, Secretary to the Imperial Defence Committee (IDC), visited Australia as a
matter of advising on defence policy and initiatives, as well as soothing the concerns
previously held by Bruce. Prior to his departure, Hankey realised "...that the
Australian government would expect a restatement of Imperial defence principles for
the Far East."3° What did transpire from the visit of Hankey, was the submission of a
report given to the Minister for Defence Archdale Parkhill on 14 November 1934.
Though initiatives such as the implementation of air raid precautionary measures,
naval defence, the exact way to store Imperial defence documents and other defence
related issues were addressed, the crux of the report was aimed at".. .reinforcing the
government's policy of maintaining sea power as the first line of defence and of
trusting in the efficacy of the Singapore Strategy."3'
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Yet, Hankey suggested that there were now 'special reasons' that the defence of
Australian interests j'

..

might easily require the cooperation of Air Forces, whether

with or without military forces, in the first line of Australian defence."32 It was this
statement from a very influential member of the Imperial Defence organisation, that
legitimised the use of the RAAF over the Navy and Army as Australia's first line of
defence, though it was one wedded with commitment to Imperial Defence. Secretary
of the Defence Committee, F. Shedden, took Hankey's analysis to task by advising
Parkhill that the RAAF offered Australia

'. .

.

potentialities for ultimate security that

are not possessed by the other services."33 This was to prove correct when Singapore
fell to the Japanese on 15 February 1942, in part due to the inability of the Royal
Navy to deploy a fleet to counter the aggression of Japanese naval and air power. The
sudden precedence of greater funding for the RAAF after 1934, was due to the
realisation by the government that Australia needed an aircraft industry capable of
producing aircraft to meet her own needs, without the reliance on Britain.

Between 1934 and 1937, defence re-armament programmes were to be initiated in
accordance with proposals put in place by Salmond (later revised), and funding for the
RAAF rose to a total of 2.4 million pounds at the end of 1937. Now, as Chief of the
Air Staff, Williams proposed that a further nine squadrons be added to the seventeen
recommended in the Salmond Report as he envisaged the necessity to increase the
defence capability of Darwin at both local and strategic levels. The purpose of this is
outlined in the following memorandum by Williams to Sir Edward Ellington:
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The aim of the Royal Australian Air Force is to defend Australia and its
territories against raids either on territory or on trade, acting in close cooperation with the Army and Navy. In furtherance of this aim, the air force
would provide for local air defence, coastal reconnaissance, co-operation with
the fixed defences, direct co-operation with the navy and the army; and in
certain cases for independent action34

It should have come as no surprise that Australia and in particular, Darwin, would be
a target of purpose for the Japanese military. As far back as 1932, the Australian
Section of the Imperial General Staff, had been made aware in many defence
assessments that".. .the probability of war with the yellow races is

. . .

frankly

recognised (by Britain)."35 It was a point of agreement amongst military officers even
at that time, that given the chance, Japan would not hesitate to expand southwards.
This was a major reason for the building of the British naval base in Singapore, as it
was assumed that not only would British interests be protected but also Australia itself
would benefit from such a powerful naval force being stationed there.

Having squadrons based in southern areas, as proposed by Salmond, could not have
effectively protected Darwin; an example being the proposal for placement of three
single engined, torpedo carrying aircraft in Albany, Western Australia. If the
recognised naval invasion point of Australia were to be in the north, why place the
only aircraft specifically designed to attack naval craft three thousand miles to the
southwest? In fact, the Military Board and most importantly, the Navy, rejected the

34
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proposal put forward by Salmond for the purchase of such torpedo bombers ". . . due to
the high capital expenditure involved."36 It was estimated that the cost for a torpedo
flight over three years would amount to 997,300 pounds.

As well, the services provided on the Imperial Air Routes and Empire Mail Schemes
all came through Darwin, and any military forces in Singapore could effectively be
serviced by air, with Darwin being used as a forward staging base. Also, the RAAF
could offer greater protection to the navy, given that Darwin was at that time
designated as the major re-fuelling and operational base for the British Navy in the
region. However, its status was later downgraded to that of a minor re-fuelling base.

In June 1936, Defence Minister Parkhill reiterated Shedden's analysis, as did Prime
Minister Lyons the following year in an address made to Parliament on the issue of
Defence Policy. The crux of both speeches were that the Air Force, aside from
providing cooperation with the Navy and Army, would now also be asked to
"...

exercise (any) independent role which it may be called upon to assume,"37 A

copy of Prime Minister Lyon's speech was sent to London to Ellington, who though
generally supporting the new direction of the RAAF, also warned of the economic
realities facing it due to monetary restraints. He made note of the fact there must be
sufficient types of aircraft for military purposes within the budget and that there must
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always be a ",..necessity of producing an offensive air effort comparable with that
which any potential enemy can dispose of."38

In this respect, Williams had disagreed strongly with Parkhill who was in favour of an
Air Board recommendation for the use of an operational Citizen Force (based on a
Permanent Force nucleus such as was the case with Australian land forces) to man the
new land aircraft squadrons. It was the view of Parkhill that the Royal Australian Air
Force could operate just as effectively with a lesser degree of competence than that of
its Royal Air Force counterparts. To say that Williams was flabbergasted is putting it
mildly. The perilous and inexperienced approach to such an important national
defence matter, led Williams to assert:

(In) his view, a part time air force was virtually no air force at all. A citizen
force could not be expected to reach the standards of permanent units, and it
was dangerous to think that the Australian service could accept a lower
standard of efficiency than its United Kingdom counterpart. In war, the Royal
Australian Air Force would possibly be pitted against the pick of a highly
trained regular air force, and then there would be no room then for any
difference in fighting efficiency

-

the level of training could well decide the

battle.

To highlight his concerns and belief in the importance of Darwin as a military
defensive area, Williams, prior to his posting to England in 1938, gave priority to
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placing two new operational squadrons, 6 General Purpose and II General
Reconnaissance Units there and at this time, plans for the upgrade of facilities for the
RAAF in the Northern Territory began. As the civilian aerodrome at Parap was the
only airfield available to the RAAF at that time, any increase in the numbers of
military aircraft to the region would have placed an immense burden on the facilities
there. The logical option was to construct a new RAAF base(s) with the specific
infrastructure required that could operate under military direction and thereby lessen
any potential military threat against the civilian airport by an enemy. With such an
expansion of military defence and infrastructure, the need would arise for interaction
between local and defence personnel, whether it was in the form of labour, command
and control, supply and construction. The replacement or upgrading of existing works
would affect specific areas such as: water supply, electricity, housing, roads, transport
services, radar and wireless transmitters. In Darwin's case, all the above applied.
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Chapter Two
Logistics and Personnel

Following the outcomes of an Imperial Conference in early 1937 that was held to
discuss the growing threat of Japanese military action in the Southeast Pacific region
against Australia and other countries, a proposal had been put forward that with the
ominous possibility of hostilities against Japan, Australia needed to enhance its
presence in the North Western Area. This was in large part due to British Chiefs of
Staff predicting in 1937 that "the size of the fleet sent to the Far East would depend
upon "consideration of our home requirements."1 The construction of a new air base
and an increase in air capability therewith, was given priority, as was the need to
establish a local aircraft industry to supply the Air Force's requirements. The first
mention of a proposed RAAF Base was reported in the Northern Standard newspaper
on 22 January 1937, in which it announced "...an important proposal (for the
establishment of medium air bases) was being considered." 2

This was followed up on 8 June 1937, by another report stating:

Plans are being prepared as a result of discussions at the Imperial Conference,
to make Darwin an Empire strategic base in the Pacific. Defence authorities
have realised that Singapore would not be sufficient to meet all demands in an
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emergency because of its geographical position, and because Darwin is
considered to be suitable as a second base,3

Mention was also made of the fact that the garrison at Darwin at that time consisted of
some 50 military personnel, which the newspaper considered was barely enough
manpower to operate the six inch guns protecting the naval oil tanks. It considered
that the construction of a new air base would also mean an increase in the number of
those serving in the garrison. Furthermore, in an attempt, no doubt, to stimulate the
interests of the readers, the paper reported that a squadron of reconnaisance bombing
aircraft of an 'secret type' that could fly at 300 hundred miles an hour, were already
on order from Britain. These aircraft were no doubt the B.E. Bristol Blenheims that
had just entered production in Britain. What was not reported, was that prior to the
above order being placed, the Bristol 149 Bolingbroke and Beaufort, had each
themselves been ordered and were never delivered. This was due entirely to the Air
Ministry's priorities regarding the strategic supply of aircraft. It was considered that
the supply of British aircraft to Finland, Roumania, Greece and Turkey was of the
uprnost importance. As McCarthy notes;

British reasoning was sound enough. If Turkey was an ally of Britain then it
would strengthen the British position in the Mediterranean: if not, then the
pressure upon Italy to join Germany might be increased. Indeed, the political
and strategic importance of Finland, Greece, Turkey, and Roumania all tended

'Darwin Building Scheme', Northern Standard, 17 April 1938, p. 3.
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to make their requests for aircraft more urgent in the British eyes than
Australia's

.

Instead, the RAAF in Darwin initially received Avro Ansons and Wirraways, both too
slow and unable to match anything in the Japanese inventory. Though the Wirraway
was an American designed aircraft, it was produced locally.

A special committee comprising Wing Commander A. Hepburn, the Service Director
of Works and Squadron Leader C.S. Wiggins, the Director of Signals, was formed to
undertake a feasibility study of an area for a proposed new aerodrome. Squadron
Leader Wiggins arrived in Darwin to inspect a site for a new RAAF Base in February
1937 and not on 13 April of that year, as stated by the Administrator, C.L.A. Abbott,
in his memoirs.5 Sqd Ldr Wiggins, in a hand written report submitted to the Air
Board on 27 February 1937, made it clear that due to his limited knowledge in regards
to the actual 'question' of the proposed aerodrome site (he was directed to inspect the
current RAAF base site as well as others, taking into account the knowledge of the
local population), he sought to bring to the Board's attention at the earliest possible
moment to the factors concerning costs and time he considered were most important.6
In respect to the area surrounding the actual proposed site, Sqd Ldr Wiggins declared
he had met with members from the Lands Department, as well as surveyors and
residents, the general consensus being there was no other suitable site within thirty
miles of Darwin, as the country all around was fairly thickly timbered, without roads
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or tracks and further personal investigation of the area for other sites would be a waste
of time, as one could walk for weeks through the country without success.

Clearing of the site, which was covered with a growth of light saplings as well as
large trees scattered throughout, would have to be executed in two phases: the
grubbing out phase and the burning phase. The first phase would commence during
the wet season (October to April) when the extensive rainfall would loosen the soil
and make the task easier to perform. The second phase would occur during the dry,
when the fallen material was to be piled together and burnt. He said he was informed
by locals that this was the only successful method to use, as attempting to burn-off
during the wet would prove most costly.

Sqd Ldr Wiggins was critical of the roads that led to the proposed site. He declared
that from Darwin to the railway engine sheds, a distance of approximately two miles,
the road would be classed as a good second class road, however, from the engine
sheds at Parap to the proposed site (four and a half miles) the only available road had
to be rated as (in his opinion) totally unsuitable. Locals led him to believe that the
road had a sound bottom, but his own observations led him to conclude otherwise.

This particular section of road is about eight feet wide with a number of large
pot holes along the whole run. There are a number of washouts where surface
water has cut through. The season has been unusually dry but in spite of this
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the road is in bad order and I am fairly convinced that it would not stand up to
the loads of building material, petrol etc. which it would be called to carry.7

In relation to the availabilty of water, Sdn Ldr Wiggins commented that though
Darwin had ample water supply, no consideration for a permanent system had been
put in place. He was of the opinion that as there was to be a 'possible' establishment
of a RAAF unit or units in the area, no allowance had been made for the provision of
water. After holding talks with the local community about this state of affairs, it was
suggested to Wiggins that he take the matter up with the Air Board in an attempt to
find out what Canberra's possible requirements would be in relation to water
consumption on a potential new base. His own view was that at least 50 gallons of
water per man, per day, during the wet season would have to be made available as
having three showers a day was considered the norm during the wet. To this figure he
stated that garden water would need to be added as well. He considered that having
full reliance on well water (wells were numerous in the area), would be a mistake as
Dawin had experienced major shortages during the dry seasons of 1935/36 and the
previous year also. He was of the view that suitable storage tanks would solve the
problem, due to the large catchment area. Strategically, the need for water supplies
was likely to feature predominantly in any proposed plans that Japanese forces may
have harboured in relation to seizing Darwin.

The surface of the proposed new site was well drained. However, it was the large
amount of rainfall during the wet season, that concerned Sqd Ldr Wiggins. He felt for
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certain that paved taxiways and possibly runways would be essential.8 Mention was
made of how these were made necessary at the civil aerodrome (though the drainage
there was not as good as at the proposed new site) in spite of having to handle only six
aircraft a week. Did this mean originally, there was to be no paved runway at the new
RAAF base? Wiggins suggested to the Air Board that French drains be implemented
so as to handle the heavier rains and particularly to help in draining the points when
trees had been pulled out. He was not sure what type of rock was in the area, but
judging by the fact that the site was on a slight hill, he was sure that rock would be
encountered just as it had been at the civil aerodrome. In his opinion, sewerage and
deep drains would only add cost and time delays, though drainage would be a simple
matter, as creeks ran on both the east and west sides of the property.

Sqd Ldr Wiggins expressed concern in relation to the cost of transporting petrol to
Darwin and the lack of fuel storage tanks. The practice was to ship petrol in 40 gallon
drums by boat to Darwin, where they were unloaded on to the wharf, then re-loaded
on to a train to a goods siding. There was no means by which motor transport lorries
could load the drums from the ship's side, which in turn meant that the cost of
freighting drums of petrol to and from Darwin, plus the extra man-handling would
result in a large increase in the price of petrol. His recommendation to the Air Board
was to establish tanks of sufficient size to warrant the use of a tanker thereby making
it a more cost efficient proposition. At the time of the report being written, he
declared that the Department of the Interior had one tank of 500 gallons capacity
available for the asking, though that in itself would not justify the use of a tanker. As

8 Wiggins
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there was sufficient space nearby for the placement of further tanks, Sqd Ldr Wiggins
decided he would report on the matter at a later time.

Wiggins made brief mention to the Air Board that the PMO in Darwin had declared
the proposed site a malarial ground, that would have to be cleaned out prior to
occupation. As well, due to the lack of building supplies being produced in the
Northern Territory, all material would have to be brought up from the southern states
by boat. In tandem with the onset of the wet season, this would increase both the time
and cost of construction. In summarising his report, Wiggins stated that though the
foregoing details had been gleaned in general discussion, he was unable to provide
figures so as to make a comparison with the cost of establishing RAAF stations
elsewhere. He assured the Air Board in no uncertain terms that

'.

considerably more

.

time and money will be required in establishing a station in this area."9

On 2 March 1937, Squadron Leader Wiggins submitted an updated report to the Air
Board in which he forcefully reiterated his findings of the previous one. He stated:

I cannot point out too strongly the necessity for early action to be taken in
preparing the area. The fact that the aerodrome must be cut out from the
virgin bush country, the large amount of grubbing and consequent filling,
together with the large rainfall during the wet season convinces me that it will
take considerable time and labour to make a consolidated surface. It may take
years before the surface is safe to use during particularly wet periods. There

9
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should be no Ministerial objection to such a plan, as the establishment of a
RAAF unit now merely seems to be a matter of time.10

This in the space of one week!

At this time, Wiggins specifically asked the Air Board for Wing Commander Hepburn
to be sent to Darwin to select the immediate areas for clearing. The remainder of the
updated report dealt mainly with the poor condition of the 'road' beginning two miles
south of Darwin (near the engine sheds) to an area 10 miles south where another
possible site was investigated. Nothing came of this due to it being impossible to
survey, given the seven to eight feet high spear grass which made it impossible to
traverse or to get contour sightings. In regards to the availability of water, Wiggens
admitted he was wrong in assuming the RAAF would be left to fend for itself in
obtaining a water supply. He was informed that the requirements for all services were
being coordinated in Canberra, yet he 'suggested' to the Air Board that it would be
advisable to make sure the RAAF's own needs were fulfilled.

Following the arrival of Wing Commander Hepburn in April 1937 and the completion
of his initial survey work on areas to be cleared, provision for funding building sites,
landing ground, machine gun range and low bombing areas on the proposed RAAF
base was allocated on 28 May 1937, with a further 500 pounds being approved for a
contour survey at one foot intervals. This site was situated at the four mile peg of the
North/South road and two and a half miles east of the Parap Aerodrome, The area was
covered with low bushes and a plateau situated there-in was covered with timber,

'°

A 705, Correspondence', Wiggins to Air Board, 171/1/132, 2/3/1937, N.A.A, Canberra, p. 11.

46

eliciting a remark from the Administrator that it resembled a 'camel's hump". An
initial appraisal by the Chief Surveyor, C.G. Sheppard, was undertaken during the
month of September 1937, with the surveyed site totalling an area of 3,260 acres.12
This included lots 5,6,9, 10, ii, 12,31,32 and 37, as well as certain portions of
Blocks 2 and 4 in the Hundred of Bagot,13 The Air Board Agenda 2 143/1937 states
that on 3 December 1937, Air Vice Marshal R. Williams, the Chief of the Air Staff,
agreed and authorised the purchase of 2,900 acres of the above lots, for the price of
one thousand pounds'4. The Minister for Defence, H.V.C. Thorby, approved
purchase of the site on 20 December 1937,15 and this was formally gazetted on 10
February 1938,16 one month after Wing Commander George Jones DFC, and
Squadron Leader Charles Eaton AFC, conducted an initial inspection of the site for
the new air base and gave it their recommendation.

The sites selected for compulsory purchase by the Commonwealth Government,
varied in size and prices. Block 2, Section 2, consisted of 25 acres which abutted the
Darwin to Birdum railway line. The land belonged to the estate of Alexander and
James Maitland (who were also the trustees), of Rose Park in South Australia. The
original claim was for one hundred pounds. However, the claim was settled on 28
February 1941, for ten pounds plus eleven shillings and seven pence interest. A sum
of four shillings and one pence was paid in Territory Land Tax.'7 Block 2, Section, 6,
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which had been held by the University of Adelaide and comprised 320 acres, was sold
to Defence (RAAF) for six shillings and three pence per acre; a total of 100 pounds.
With accumalated interest of three percent (3%) and no outstanding land taxes or rates
prevelant, the final payout figure in July 1938 was 101 pounds three shillings and two
pence.' 8

Section 4, Hundred of Bagot, was owned by Vaganos Kyriakos (also known as
Keriakos) a fisherman of Darwin. His land contained 28 acres, one rood and 22
perches and was compulsorily acquired on 10 February 1938. The original claim was
for four pounds plus 55 pounds for improvements, a total of 59 pounds. This claim
was rejected by no less than the Administrator who, after having the land evaluated by
the Darwin valuer, C. Shepherd, sent a letter on 21 September 1938 to the Department
of the Interior in Canberra stating there were "no" improvements to the property. As
a result, the matter was settled for 10 pounds and 12 shillings, the 12 shillings being
the interest.19 Aerodrome acquisition of the estate of John Johnson, 67 New Bond
Street, London, was gazetted (Gazette No 9) and acquired on the same date, 10
February 1938. The area was Section 5, Hundred of Bagot. However, there are no
details as to the amount claimed or whether the trustees were ever found. As a result,
the Department of the Interior paid the outstanding Northern Territory Land Tax
owing of sixteen pounds, nine shillings and seven pence, on 12 May 1939.20

Section 9, Hundred of Bagot, was held by a William Steele, who also held title to
Sections 7 and 8 which were also earmarked for compulsory acquisition. As this land
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had been in the Steele family's possession for (at that time) 49 years, a dispute arose
over the amount of compensation to be paid. Steele submitted to the Minister for the
Interior, Senator Foil, that it had cost his family an original sum of 120 pounds plus
District Council Rates of61 pounds amounting to a total sum of 181 pounds to
purchase the land; therefore he sought a sum of 320 pounds. This figure did not
include any Federal Land Tax payments. After further negotiations and appeals, a
sum of 101 pounds, seven shillings and seven pence, was paid to Steele by the
Commonwealth, on 27 July 1938.21 It is interesting to note that Steele eventually sold
Section 8 to Messrs W.C.S. and J.R. Sanders and K.J. Rawson of 43 Sandringharn
Road, Sandringham Victoria, for 100 pounds, who in turn sold it to the Department of
Air as an acquisition for the extension of the RAAF Aerodrome for the sum of 343
pounds, seven shillings and seven pence, on 6 March 1950.22 Definitely no justice in
the world!

Section 12, Hundred of Bagot, was owned by the estate of Thomas Morris, deceased,
of Bedfont, Middlesex, England. Another address on record for him, together with a
copy of his Will dated 15 May, 1882, lists Willow Cottage, Brixton Hill, Surrey,
Britain as his home address and his occupation as "gentleman". His original claim
was for 100 pounds, yet a number of outstanding fees were found to have been in
arrears. They included arrears in land taxes of 15 pounds, 19 shillings and nine pence
and rates of3l pounds, eight shillings and 10 pence, for a total of 47 pounds, eight
shillings and seven pence. These monies were deducted from the amount and paid
directly to the government authorities. The net amount paid to the estate was 100
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pounds plus five pounds, 18 shillings and 8 pence interest, less rates and land taxes
giving a total figure of 58 pounds, ten shillings and one pence. These monies were
claimed by the trustees/executors namely Ann Morris, Raymond Eardley Morris and
George Ireland Russell of England.23

The 320 acres comprising Section 15, Hundred of Bagot, was owned by Chin Pack
Cheong, 4 Cooper Street Kingsford, Sydney, and his was a case that was to last until
1948 before final litigation and payment was made. The said property was to be
utilised as an area for the RAAF Receiving Station, and upon being notified of the
compulsory acquisition, Cheong submitted an original claim for 3,200 pounds plus
100 pounds for improvements and a further 288 pounds for loss on plant and freight,
the total claim being for 3,588 pounds. On 8 June 1942, the Chief Surveyor valued
the property, which had just recently been acquired, at two hundred and eighty-eight
pounds, whilst after hostilities had ended, a Captain Manning valued the property in
1947 at one pound an acre for a total of 320 pounds and the Minister for the Interior,
Johnson, offered 290 pounds or 18 shillings an acre.

After an appeal was lodged by Cheong, it was recommended that an offer for 320
pounds be paid in full for the unencumbered estate in full satisfaction.24 This was
subsequently approved by the Minister and to Cheong's satisfaction, payment was
made promptly. The final figure amounted to 348 pounds, 18 shillings and four
pence; 64 pounds, 18 shillings and four pence, being the accrued interest rated at three
percent (3%), from the period 1942 to 1948, 110th of the original claim. What must
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be noted is that Cheong had tried unsuccessfully to sell the property in the local
Darwin newspaper, for a period of 18 months prior to acquisition, and this was duly
noted by government officials during their negotiations.

Section 37, Hundred of Bagot was owned by a Olive Kate Millicent Farrar, P0 Box
165, Darwin N.T. prior to compulsory acquisition on 10 February 1938. Farrar used
the property to cut, dry and sell firewood for cooking purposes, as there was a
shortage of wood in Darwin at the time. Some amount of wood had been cut and was
in the process of drying prior to the sale. The government offered her 80 pounds as
the unimproved capital value, with a further 35 pounds included for improvements.
Farrar's original asking price was 300 pounds. However, after being allowed to
remove all the prepared firewood on the property for selling purposes, she settled for
a final payment of 118 pounds, two shillings and three pence in 1939. This figure
included interest payments of three pounds, two shillings and three pence.25

A claim for the amount of 800 pounds by H.W. Farrer for blocks 10, 31 and 32 in the
Hundred of Bagot, was made after the compulsory acquisition of such on 10 February
1938. Broken down, there were claims for unimproved capital value (UCV) of 236
pounds, improvements worth a further 364 pounds and a road to move firewood
valued at 200 pounds. As well, there was a claim for three to five cords of firewood,
per acre, which was still standing and claimed to be sufficient to supply Darwin
during the wet season. The matter was settled for 386 pounds of which 236 pounds
was for the UCV or unimproved capital value and 150 pounds for the value of the
firewood. In an apparent gesture of goodwill, the government offered Farrer all the
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timber to "sell" as firewood once the land was cleared: In other words, free cutting.
What is unusual about this claim, is the fact that there is no actual size or area of land
recorded. The original claim for land is listed as being Certificate of Title Vol. 1,
folio I, Land Grant Vol. 1, folio 267. Perhaps the only hint of which section the land
belonged to may be found in the comparison with Section Five, Hundred of Bagot.
Both of these areas were listed in Gazette No 9 and dated the same day. That being
the case, it is quite possible that the land belonged to Section 6.

The foregoing list of owners was typical of the land ownership in the Darwin area,
with a high proportion of absentees, some of whom held land in speculation for
several generations past.

The contract for the clearing of the new airbase site was awarded to the contractor,
E.N. Healy of Dunmurra. The costing estimates in regards to the clearing of the scrub
was 13, 480 pounds and this included extra funds to cover costs for the removal of ant
hills. His quote was for 14 pounds per acre or a total of 45,640 pounds for the entire
3,260 acres. Originally only 6,000 pounds was thought necessary to cover costs;
however, 13,480 pounds of the 282,000 pounds allocated in the Estimates figures of
1937/38 was allocated to fulfill this need. A K. Alexander submitted architectural
plan No. 86 lOB, which covered the entire site of the new base in detail, but it was the
original drawings of 3 November 1937 together with the expanded version labelled
No. 37/38/6 which was implemented in its entirety during the subsequent construction
that followed. The base design was identical to that of Richmond, except that tropical
design was incorporated into the project buildings from work supplied by B.C.G.
Burnett of the Department of Works in Canberra and from that of E. Henderson, Chief
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Architect of the above department, whose signature appears on the majority of the
drawings. It was formally accepted by the Department of the Interior after it had
received a Memorandum from the Department of Defence on 10 November 1937,
requesting that all nominated structures be adapted to the tropical designs prevalent in
Darwin at that time. These buildings included Single Officer's Quarters, Inflammable
Stores building and the Officer Commanding's residence. Only one building on the
entire base deviated from all other designs and that was the one which was to become
Building 119, the Workshop hangar of 13 squadron. The plans for this building was
drawn up by C. Whitley of the Department of the Interior.

Upon a recommendation of 11 April 1938, by Williams, the newly promoted Group
Captain Jones, and Wing Commander Charles (Moth) Eaton, flew into Darwin aboard
an Avro Anson registered A4-1 on 18 May 1938, with the specific purpose of
inspecting the North Western Area, prior to "...a General Purpose and a General
Reconnaissance Squadron being located at Darwin."26 These men were to be the new
Station Commander and Squadron Commander respectively. It was their task to
collect and collate all information pertaining to the establishment of a new RAAF
base and to submit this information to the Air Board. The Northern Standard
reported on 6 September 1938:

The Government intends to establish a new Mobile Garrison at Darwin, as announced
by Prime Minister Lyons recently. The RAAF Station, including aerodrome,
buildings and and roads will cost 200,000 pounds. The first work undertaken will be
the clearing of 400 acres of land. This will be merely a beginning. Provision will be
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made for the accommodation of 250 men, The aerodrome will be fashioned on the
Richmond (N.S.W.) station

-

which

has among other features, a tiled swimming

-

pool for the use of officers and men.27

Further reports regarding specific types of infrastructure on the new air base appeared
in the 2 December 1938 issue of the Northern Standard. Mention was made of
permanent buildings to accommodate two squadrons, including two 250'x145' steel
and fibrous plaster hangers, each housing 12 aircraft; groups of cottages and quarters
to house 600 people and specially designed for the tropical climate; that when
complete, would define a parade ground close to the aerodrome and "...underground
protective accommodation, the first of its kind to be built at an Australian
aerodrome."28

The Departments of Civil Aviation, Treasury, Defence, Supply and Development
formed a committee in 1939 to assess the necessary requirements for the use of skilled
tradesmen to address the needs of the shortages within the three services. The Air
Force alone was looking at a requirement for 2,500 personnel. These skilled people
were needed to implement new defence projects such as the construction of new
aircraft, the proposed Expeditionary Air Force, ammunition factories and annexes. A
further 4,000 people (mainly semi-skilled) were also required as instrument fitters,
toolmakers and other types of trades. In the first instance, positions for approximately
800 tradesmen and volunteers became available and those selected were sent to
Technical Colleges in lieu of RAAF training, being posted throughout the service
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upon completion of such training. It was at this time the Northern Standard reported
the official declaration of war in Europe.29

When work finally commenced on the new station, it soon became apparent that, due
precisely to a lack of skilled tradesmen who were elsewhere employed on defence
projects, southern artisans would have to be brought to Darwin in a bid to speed up
the completion of the new base. On 21 November 1939, the then Minister of the
Interior, Senator Foll, enacted the largest aerial transport of personnel in Australian
aviation history at that time, by flying to Darwin 150 skilled workers from southern
and eastern states to speed up construction of RAAF Station Darwin. He did so about
a year after Richard Casey, the Minister for Supply and Development, complained to
a reporter from the Northern Standard in relation to defence works in Darwin, that
progress was far too slow."30

Due to the lack of suitable accommodation for service personnel, proposals to erect a
tent camp at Batchelor as an alternative to Darwin were discussed, as it was thought
that there could be an unnecessary congestion of air squadrons and their personnel in
the future. In the interim, any type of shelter that would provide accommodation such
as verandahs, garages and spaces under buildings, was used. The problems faced in
regards to accommodating the increase in personnel became varied and many. These
ranged from financial considerations to lack of housing and the tropical conditions.
As well, it was recommended by the Minister for Air, J McEwen, that all serving
RAAF personnel in the tropics be issued with sheets and pillow slips (the costs of
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laundry to be borne by the RAAF) and crockery to be used in the messes. The
underlying reason given by the Minister for Air, was aside from serving in the tropics,
ground staff were and would be, required to spend long periods in camp.

Housing for the expected increase of personnel at RAAF Base Darwin came under the
auspices of the Active Service Plan, and initially it was expected that 800 new
servicemen might be comfortably housed at both the Civil and RAAF base, by
doubling up in existing accommodation. As a further measure, huts transported from
southern areas were erected at both the disused Vesteys meatworks and Civil
Aerodrome, accommodating 200 personnel each. All of these people shared common
ablution and dining facilities at the Civil Aerodrome, due to the lack of existing
infrastructure at Darwin Base and the proposed works that were to begin at Vesteys.
The huts, which were erected for RAAF use, had a concrete floor and measured 80'
by 18' feet, with large folding doors and a verandah around the two longest sides to
facilitate airflow ventilation and shade.

The build-up of the RAAF from its peacetime numbers of nineteen 'raid strength'
squadrons to that of 32, including another general reconnaissance squadron for
Darwin, was approved by the War Cabinet in May 1940. Though this increase in
squadron numbers was considered necessary to build the RAAF squadrons up to what
was considered a 'major scale of attack strength', in fact, there was very limited
activity. The reason for this was that until the aircraft for the new squadron had
actually been supplied, all planning activity was just that, planning. So much so that
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"...no commitments such as the provision of accommodation or shelters were to be
considered

This line of thought was consistent with the Government's policy that as Australia
was not directly under threat, the need to convince the taxpayers of a substantial rise
in defence spending could have serious implications politically. That the country was
just coming out of the worst depression ever experienced, probably justified this line
of reasoning. As well, three government organisations had a large say about finances
designated to various projects. These were the Treasury, Parliamentary Estimates of
Expenditure Committee and the Board of Business Administration. Their main
purpose was to ensure that no current defence operations and projects exceeded the
allowed monetary spending, as they were each and all, cash limited.

To demonstrate how this cost and benefit analysis worked, new pavements, paths and
road works for the new RAAF base in Darwin were either put on hold or shelved
completely. In keeping with this policy, all new sections and sizes of road works in
progress at that time, were constructed to the minimum requirements and the
Department of the Interior was notified that all future maintenance work had to be
kept to a minimum. Of the 56,500 pounds allocated to projects at RAAF Darwin, the
Review Board slashed this amount to 36,200 pounds, and then stated the reduced
amount would still be adequate for the base to operate under all conditions upon
completion.

'Minute 949', War Cabinet Meeting, Canberra, 12 December 1940.
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Further effects these cost-cutting measures had upon new construction for the RAAF
in the Northern Territory can be seen in the following example. With a need to make
available facilities for the storage of war materials and accommodation for service
personnel, Air Chief Marshal Sir Charles Burnett, Chief of the Air Staff, put forward
a proposal to the Air Board for the construction of a Replenishing Station at Katherine
Aerodrome. Though this recommendation was accepted by the board, only initial
steps were to be taken towards the construction, due to financial restraints previously
imposed.

10 July 1940, saw memo number 20364 arrive on the desk of the Director of Works
and Buildings, Department of Air, Melbourne, from M.W. Mehaffey, the acting
Director-General of the Department of the Interior32. The letter was in reference to
work that had been completed in respect to the preparation of the new RAAF
aerodrorne and further work that required additional funding under the then existing
requisitions. The clearing of trees, grubbing and scrub clearing had been completed at
this point; however an additional 35 pounds was needed to remove remaining stones
from the site. The ploughing, harrowing, grading and filling of holes in the runway
area that was in use by aircraft, required a further 500 pounds so as to enable the
necessary widening and extensions. This was to be an ongoing task. The sum of 100
pounds towards the cost of seed such as Townsville lucerne and couch was needed, as
it was intended to experiment with these varieties of grass during the next wet season,
in a bid to solidify the runway.

32 'Memorandurn', M.W. Mehaffey to Director of Works and Buildings, 171/6/84, 10 July 1940, NAA,
Canberra.
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At that time, heavy rollers were being used as a method to alleviate the soaking of the
ground by rain and expedite the runoff of the excess water. It was deemed a further
300 pounds would be needed to continue this practice, until such time as the runway
was bitumenised. To cope with the drainage of the above, a decision was made not to
use subsoil drains, but instead to direct the runoff around the boundaries of the
airfield, and then to wait until the extent and direction of flow showed itself in the
monsoon season, when further work could be executed in a knowledgable manner at
around a cost of 250 pounds. No decision by the department had at that time been
made as to the type of fencing material required, the areas to be fenced or how much
acquired area would indeed need fencing. The clearing of the building areas, parade
ground and roads had been completed at that stage and no additional funding was
sought?3

Raised type marker boundaries were needed to define the landing area, especially as
the prepared area had been extended; wind indicators were needed too. Overall, the
1,000 pounds which had originally been granted for the maintenance of the ground
during 1939/40, was all but spent and it was quite obvious that additional funding
would be required for the period 1940/41. The recommendation was for the sum of
1,000 pounds to be allotted to the task of felling timber on the approaches to the
runway and for a further 1,500 pounds to be provided for the yearly maintenance and
preparation of the remaining areas.

RAAF Station Darwin N.T.
N.A.A, Canberra.
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On the 8 August 1940, a decision was made to occupy the new Administration
Building at RAAF Station Darwin and all administration was henceforth carried out
from the new headquarters. Wing Commander C. Eaton assumed authority as Officer
Commanding, with Flight Lieutenant I.M. Moffat-Pender the Administration Staff
Officer and Flying Officer G.S. Eskert his Adjutant. Flight Lieutenant K. FoxcroftJones was the designated Intelligence Officer, Flight Lieutenant K.M. Hampshire
took charge of the Signals section and Flying Officer A.M. Hecking became the
designated Equipment Officer. The Medical Officer role was taken by Flight
Lieutenant C.J.H. Laleu, Flight Lieutenant D.E. Davies became Dental Officer,
Flying Officer L.J.K. Holten the Accounting Officer and Flying Officer L.W. Smith
filled the position of Barracks Officer.

The reasons for an accelerated move by 12 Squadron, a General Purpose squadron
that arrived in Darwin on 24 July 1939 and who in the main had total control of
operations in Darwin, to the new base were twofold. The first reason was that due to
the events unfolding in Europe at that time, many original members of the squadron
were posted south to train new recruits, and secondly, with the urgency of having
another squadron operating in the area to provide protection along the northern
coastline, 12 Squadron and its Wirraways moved from the civil aerodrome to the new
RAAF Station to make room for the newly formed 13 Squadron, which was reequipping from Ansons to Hudson bombers. At the time, the Lockheed Hudson was
one of the most important aircraft types in the RAAF inventory, "...first seeing
service as a navigation trainer and later used for general reconnaisance."34

News1etter', 13 Squadron Association, 1 September 1984.

The Darwin Defence Scheme and its relevance to the operational capability of RAAF
Station Darwin (as it was named before 22 August 1942), was one of drawing
attention to the inadequacies rather than the positives; an example being that when 12
Squadron arrived in Darwin en-masse on 5 September 1939, construction on the new
air base was still underway and as a result, their Anson and Wirraway aircraft had to
be housed in the "...Guinea Airways hangar on the civil aerodrome because the
RAAF facilities were not yet complete,"35

In the period between 1939 and 1941, union activities in Darwin became a constant
thorn in the side of government contractors who were involved with the construction
of the new RAAF base, and shipping owners. H.A. Willmott, a Darwin defence
contractor, came under the scrutiny of union officials when it was found out he had
been successful in obtaining a fee of 22,000 pounds for ajob on the new air base.
Union members believed he had received the job without a tender process being put in
place and that union labour or Public Works Department members would miss out on
jobs. As was stated in the 22 September 1939 edition of the Northern Standard:

On several occassions when the Union has protested regarding the manner in
which contracts are obtained in the NT., the Minister has always said that no
contracts were accepted unless under competitive tender conditions.36

Four days later on 26 September 1939, 54 men walked off the job at the RAAF
aerodrorne when they refused to work for Willrnott. They comprised one painter, foLir
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plumbers, six labourers and 44 carpenters. This dispute was in complete contrast to
an agreement made just days before. The contractor, after taking over the government
defence work contract from the PWD, had agreed to employ these men on the same
terms and conditions that they were receiving from the PWD. Now however, they
wanted extra benefits including 18 paid annual holidays,10 statutory holidays, refund
of return air fares to Darwin after six months for those members employed from
interstate and refund of their airfare south upon the termination of employment.

Naturally enough, the contractor was not prepared to accept the extra conditions on
top of their current agreement and refused to negotiate. F.W. Stoddart, who was the
Works Director, announced that if the men were not prepared to work, then the
P.W.D. would have to find them jobs, as they were all still contracted to the Public
Works Department despite being employed by Willmott.37 The dispute did not stop
here. On 3 October 1939, 30 carpenters met in the Soldier's Hall that Saturday
afternoon to demand the Government step in and force Willrnott to acede to their
demands. The above conditions were not the issue now according to their spokesman
F.R. Olsen, but the fact that when they were employed by the PWD interstate,
sleeping accommodation was to be supplied as part of their conditions of contract.
Now that they were under the employ of a civilian contractor, this was not the case
and that was in breach of the agreement which they accepted when beginning their
employment with Willmott.38 The Secretary of the NAWU, J.A. McDonald, was
critical of the local carpenters' union for taking no sides in the dispute and noticing
that Willmott was unafraid of any union threat, would make an application to the
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Board of Reference, seeking Senator Foil's intervention, In the meantime, the
carpenters refused to work on the aerodrome.39 After a lengthy court case heard by
Justice Wells in the Darwin Supreme Court, a ruling was given in favour of Willmott.
The said Justice considered the agreements were favourable to the workers and that
no malice was to be found on the part of Willmott & Co. The appeal was dismissed.

The 1940 strike by wharf labourers, was perhaps the most prominent strike of the
times. When the coal carrier Montoro arrived in Darwin with a load of 800 tons of
coal (of which 300 tons was for the Navy) that had to be unloaded, union members
decided to strike unless they received an extra fourpence per ton of coal, 'dirt money'.
This was over and above their usual rate of three shillings eight pence per hour. It
took the intervention of the Chief of the Naval Staff, Minister for the Interior and
senior Air Force representatives to resolve the matter. The strike held up four
hundred and twenty tons of coal. War Cabinet took the unprecedented step of passing
a resolution that Service personnel would unload the railway trucks, and that if union
labour would not unload the ship, then Service personnel would do so.4° This was
ably demonstrated by Wing Commander Eaton who marched RAAF personnel to the
wharf and unloaded the ship in less than a quarter of the time union members took.

Though the reasons for the wharf labourers' strike are officially reported as being
those mentioned above, another factor is probably more to the point. The shipping
company, Burns Philp, had a habit of loading all beer consignments at the bottom of
the vessel's hold, so that all other cargo loaded on top had to be unloaded first. In this
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particular instance, the top load happened to be coal for the town's powerhouse.
Union members already dissatisfied over the issue of the amount of 'dirt money'
being paid to them, took umbrage with Burns Philp, believing the company had
deliberately loaded the vessel in such a manner as to cause duress to the wharf
labourers and promptly went on strike. It was at this point, a decision was made to
bring in the military to unload the boat. As recalled by Jim Hepburn:

It caused a bit of a furore but it achieved its objective. There were no favourites in the
RAAF team, and even the Station Commander Group Captain "Moth" Eaton, and the
Senior Medical Officer, S/Ldr. Leleu took their turns at shovelling coal.41

To compound matters, a growing feeling of animosity between the civilian population
and military personnel was becoming apparent. Factors such as a shortage of single
women, a lack of suitable accommodation, entertainment and other necessities of life,
all played a part.

On 1 February 1941, a letter was sent to the Secretary of the Air Board by the then
Wing Commander F.R.W. Scherger, acting Officer Commanding RAAF Station
Darwin, in reply to Air Board letter 3888, dated 22 January 1941. The correspondence
attempted to outline the problems that were being experienced to the aerodrome
surface during the course of daily use and weather factors. Scherger raised concerns
over the amount of dust experienced during the dry season, whereby the contributing
factors were that the runway surfaces were becoming windswept and bare due to the
seasonal wind pattern and how the working aircraft also caused great wear and tear on
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the surface. He expressed consternation over the fact that only one aircraft could
depart at a time, due to the voluminous amount of dust kicked up by departing aircraft
which in turn meant the following aircraft had to wait until the dust dispersed before
commencing their own runout. During the wet season the opposite became the norm;
the ground became extremely soft and aircraft frequently became bogged. As well,
the approaches on either end of the runway became soft, whilst the centre remained
fairly firm.

Grass which had been purchased for the specific purpose of strengthening the runway,
offered no protective coating whatsoever and Scherger was of the opinion that it
would definitely not offer protection to either end of the runway where aircraft
commenced their take-offs and landings. Further cause for dismay was the danger
presented to aircraft such as the Wirraways and Minors, by suckers which were
growing profusely on the aerodrome.42 The solution, according to Scherger, was to
have 300 yards of runway at either end surfaced. This he believed would alleviated
the problem of excessive dust in the dry season and prevent aircraft from becoming
bogged in the wet season. He also believed that if only one runway, the north-west

-

south-east runway was surfaced, even this would be of great benefit in the overall
running of the station.

On the 4 February 1941, War Cabinet, on the recommendation of the Minister for Air,
J. McEwen, allocated the sum of 75,00 pounds to cover the costs of works and
services during the establishment of a subsidiary airbase at Batchelor Initially, there
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was a dispute by the Treasury regarding costings details supplied by the Department
of Air to the Board of Administration for the amount of an extra 22,000 pounds
needed for the preparation of the landing ground.43 The Treasury Department
directed that in future all costings, regardless of whether the work was to commence
immediately, should be included so the appropriate authority would be aware of any
financial commitment up-front. The need for a new air base and an outline of
proposed works on such, as recommended by the Minister for Air, follows:

Prior to February 1941, the Air Board had carried out its own investigations in
relation to the establishment of a new, or the use of an existing airfield, in which it
would be possible to continue defensive operations against the enemy in the
likelihood of RAAF Station Darwin becoming untenable due to air raids or other
action, which would require the dispersal of friendly aircraft to another location. It
was deemed the airfield at Katherine (which was an all-weather aerodrome), was too
far away from the existing operating radius of aircraft working out of Darwin to be of
any strategic use. The only viable choice left was to upgrade and extend the existing
runway at Batchelor, 50 miles south of Darwin, and to provide the logistical facilities
therewith to allow all-weather operations by aircraft. The major reason for having a
satellite airfield was that apart from being able to be used as a replenishing centre and
subsidary base, it would have been strategically unsound to have all aircraft, weapons,
bombs, personnel, etc. based on the one site. As well, it restricted the operating
capability of enemy forces, yet allowed the continuity of aerial operations by local
ones.

War Cabinet Minute Agendum No 35/1941', Series A 5954, N.A.A, Canberra.

Batchelor Airstrip was sited eight miles west of the 53 mile peg south of Darwin and
was originally intended as a landing ground for contestants in the 1934 Centenary Air
Race. It was named after Egerton Lee Batchelor (b. 10/4/1865

-

d. 8/10/19 1 1), who

rose to prominence firstly as Secretary and then President of the Australian Labour
Party. He was a member of the first Federal Parliament and held the position of
Minister for External Affairs when control of the Northern Territory passed to the
Commonwealth, just prior to his death in 1911. During the 1930s,
Dr. Clyde Fenton
made use of this particular aerodrome on many occasions. In October 1940, the
Department of Civil Aviation proposed the development of Batchelor as an alternative
airfield to Darwin, with upgrading commencing during 1940 and 1941.

During the months of September and October 1940, the Minister for Air, the Board of
Business Administration and the Air Board approved the initial works listed below to
begin at Batchelor, forcasting expenditure of 22,000 pounds. 14,000 pounds was
tasked for the gravelling of two runways; 2,600 pounds was set aside for clearing and
grubbing; an all-weather track from the main road to the aerodrome was valued at
2,500 pounds; the costs for felling approaches were estimated to be 2,300 pounds and
the estimate for grading, fencing, and undergrounding of telephone lines and the
removing of stones was valued at 1,100 pounds, for a total cost of 22,500 pounds

All of the above work proposals related only to the preparation of the landing ground
area and were not included in the original estimates for the base infrastructure.
Treasury requested that a full statement as to why it was necessary to spend such a
large amount of money on an existing airfield at Batchelor, be supplied by the
Minister of Air prior to any allocation of funding. The original costings for the major
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works was estimated to be 51,500 pounds, but cost-cutting by Treasury officials
lowered this to 49,100 pounds. The estimate for the bomb, pyrotechnic, fuse, small
arms ammunition and detonator stores was reduced to 14,260 pounds; signals
office,W/T station and power station lowered to 2,820 pounds and generator house,
examination room, gutters and downpipes, fire extinguishers, etcwas allocated 1,640
pounds. Three thousand and five pounds was set aside for new sergeants' and
airmen's sleeping quarters, mess, kitchen, ablutions etc., as well as facilities for 22
personnel for guard duties: A total figure of2l,725 pounds.

Engineering Services suffered cut backs too, with pricing for petrol and oil storage
facilities being reduced to 5,580 pounds; construction of roads, paths, etc. to 8,500
pounds and electrical services to 6,400 pounds. For preparation of site, an amount of
1,000 pounds was set aside. Water supply was to receive an amount of 1,665 pounds,
whilst fencing and miscellaneous works were valued at 1,545 pounds for a total of
25,030 pounds. A five percent allowance for contingencies (approximate) was
included, bringing the full amount of costings to 49,100 pounds.

General Brett, commander of the United States Army Air Corps in the South-West
Pacific Area at that time, selected Batchelor as being suitable for the use by heavy
American bombers, subject to the strengthening of the runway.44 On 18 March 1942,
Batchelor was established as a RAAF Station, followed by 53 Operational Base Unit
in April of that year, who had a new camp established for them in October by No 1
MWS It was not until December 1942 that extensions were complete and these
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consisted of substantial revements and taxiways and two runways that intersected
each other, one running north-west

-

south-east and the other east

-

west. Squadrons

that operated from this field included the USAAF 19th Bombardment Group flying
B.17 'Flying Fortresses'; 12 Squadron RAAF with Wirraways and Vengeance
aircraft; 2 Squadron RAAF flying Hudsons; 18 Netherlands East indies Squadron
with B,25 Mitchells; 34 Squadron RAAF flying DH 84 and Anson aircraft and
Number 6 Communications Unit RAAF led by Sqn Ldr Clyde Fenton utilising
miscellaneous type aircraft.

On 18 August 1941, the Minister for Information and the Interior, Senator Foil, paid a
flying visit to Darwin with the specific purpose in mind of checking for himself the
conditions of the runways at RAAF Station Darwin following the complaints made by
Scherger. After seeing for himself the state of the above, a letter was drafted to the
Minister for Air, J. McEwen, upon Foil's arrival back in Sydney. His letter vindicated
everything Scherger had said and he himself expressed concern over the capability of
the base runways to handle the larger type American B. 17 'Flying Fortress' bombers
soon to arrive. The Board of Administration had in their keeping at that time, a
proposal to asphalt the runways at RAAF Station Darwin, at a cost of 60,000 pounds.
Due to restrictive funding policy requirements by that particular board, approval of
the funding was being held up.

Foil submitted to the Minister of Air, that after having talks with an American
representative, work should commence immediately and that he (Foil) would be quite
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prepared (upon the instructions of McEwen), to instigate the commencement of this
work by day labour, as he considered it the best way of getting the work started,4

Whilst plans and procedures were being put into place in regards to the new RAAF
Station and other auxiliary airstrips, in mid 1941, two RAAF officers, Flight
Lieutenant H.R. Booth and Flying Officer Clem Blakely, were attached to the Far
Eastern Liaison Office (FELO) in Singapore, whereby the British Navy was to
instruct them in the art of intercepting Japanese intelligence.46 (There is some doubt
as to whether RAAF historical records are correct in this instance. FELO was not
created until mid 1942, therefore, it is quite possible the two Officers were attached to
a branch of M15, which was operating in Singapore at that particular time.) In
September 1941, a group based in Darwin was to become the first RAAF personnel to
actually engage in operations against the Japanese. The group consisted of Warrant
Officer T. (Snow) Bradshaw and airmen T. Cook, J. Wilson, C. Hermes, G. Davis, B.
Crosby and A. Towers. These men had been secretly instructed by Royal Navy
personnel to engage in operations against the Japanese, intercepting and decoding all
types of radio messages using the special Japanese 'kana' code, a version unlike the
international morse code. This group had the distinction of being the founders of the
highly successful RAAF wireleless units.

This group had intercepted and passed on warnings on Japanese war preparations both
before and after 19 February 1942. This group, after intercepting messages giving
advanced information of Japanese intent, had passed a warning to the Commanding
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Officer RAAF Darwin, over two hours before the first attacks on Darwin commenced
'

However, no action was taken by the appropriate authority. After the arrival of

General Douglas MacArthur in Australia, he personally requested that the RAAF
interceptors be seconded to his staff as his main intelligence gatherers. It was while
this unit was based in Townsville, that it officially became 1 Wireless Unit.

In early September 1941, Air Board Agendum No 3522, gave approval for the
extension of the proposed two twelve hundred (1,200) yard sealed runways at RAAF
Station Darwin (Agendum No 3407) to 1700 yards. The work was to be carried out in
accordance with Drawing No 40/41/839B and schedule No 369, at a further cost of
21,550 pounds. The Air Member for Organisation and Equipment, Air Commodore
Anderson, declared that no further acquisition of land was necessary to aid in the
completion of the work, which was necessary for operational purposes and as such,
essential to the defence of Australia. As no funds were available under the revised
Works Programs for the extensions, funding was to be sought from the Treasury
directly. As a result, Anderson authorised an expenditure revision, whereby Building
and Services were to receive 1,139,209 pounds; funding for acquisition of land was in
the amount of 1,304 pounds and supply of furniture and fittings to be valued at 25,926
pounds; a total costing of 1,166,439 pounds.

On 15 September 1941, C.A. Hawkins, officer-in-charge of the Department of Main
Roads, New South Wales, based at Coomalie Creek in the Northern Territory, sent a
memo to his chief engineer regarding work which was to commence on the runways
at RAAF Station Darwin by the Commonwealth Works Department and outlining the

47

Bases and Support Units, p. 199.

71

likely time frame for his engineer and staff to assist in aiding the completion of such,
prior to the start of the wet season.48 As Hawkins was the liaison officer between the
New South Wales Main Roads Department and the Commonwealth Works
Department in Darwin headed by M. Phillips, (who was responsible for the immediate
commencement of the upgrading of the runways), the use of the Main Roads
equipment which was currently being used to gravel the road between Adelaide River
and Darwin, was sorely needed. A time frame of three weeks in which Hawkins
expected his men to be camped 17 miles from the RAAF Base was given to the chief
engineer.

Hawkins informed his counterpart that it would only take a day for his crew to be
ready to assist at the aerodrome once camp was established. However, Phillips
wanted the Main Roads crew to continue asphalting the road. In this respect, a figure
of 20,000 cubic yards of gravel being made available on a two mile lead, to complete
the road and then assist with the gravelling of the runways, was made to Hawkins by
Phillips who in turn instructed his chief engineer to facilitate the transfer of four, three
ton GMC trucks from DOMF at Alice Springs, in a bid to maximise the output of
gravel and thereby expedite the completion of both runways and road before the onset
of the Wet.

To summarise, by the end of 1941, RAAF Station Darwin was no longer a carnel's
hump', but a modern aerodrome with facilities constructed in such a manner as to
reflect the tropical enviroment found in the northern Australia. Its strategic use had
already been served with the staging through Darwin of retreating American forces
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from Cavite, Nicholls Field and Luzon; then with the deployment of 2 and 13
Squadrons to Namlea, Penfoei and Laha. Batchelor airfield underwent extensive
upgrading to bring it on line as an all weather base for use by American bomber and
pursuit groups. The Air Board, in acknowleging the need to continue offensive
operations against the enemy in the event of RAAF Darwin being attacked and
becoming untenable, had another airfield whereby strategic operations could still be
launched. This in turn would restrict the operating capability of the enemy whilst
allowing the continuation of aerial operations by local forces; a strategically sound
proposal.
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Chapter Three
Defence Measures

-

Passive & Active

Three stages were proposed for the defence of Darwin. As the first stage required a
gradual increase in the number of military personnel to Darwin (mainly Army and Air
Force, with civilian labour to follow), it was essential for the authorities to increase
stockpiles of clothing, food and water. An amount of 22,450 pounds was allocated in
May 1940 "...for three months 'essential and warlike stores', approved by the
Minister for Defence Coordination, to be held in Darwin."' Perishable food items
were stored at Vestey's Meatworks in three refrigeration units owned by the Navy and
in one refrigerator belonging to the Army Service Corps Supply Depot. The Army
unit had been installed in 1939 and was subjected to continuous breakdowns, mainly
due to a second-hand five ton compressor used to cool the unit. This unit was
eventually replaced in 1940. Total storage space of the four units, allowed for the
holding capacity of enough perishables to provide 300 men for six months. The
following year, three dry stores and one vegetable store were built, increasing the
available supply of perishables to meet the demands of 10,000 men for one month.

The Department of Works held a meeting in early 1940, where a decision to upgrade
the existing power supply available to Darwin was made. This was due to the buildup in numbers of personnel arriving from interstate. The three existing generators at
the Darwin powerhouse could only supply 160 kilowatts of power between them.

Darwin Strategical and Operational Importance and Scale of Defence', File 15/501/182, N.A.A,
Canberra.

74

Two 250 kilowatt generators were to be installed by either May or June 1940 in a new
powerhouse, with a new 1000 kilowatt generating set to be installed the following
year. In the event of enemy damage to the new powerhouse, stand-by plants at the
RAAF base and the Navy's Coonawarra Communication Wireless Transmitter, were
to be utilised in supplementing the Darwin power grid. The DDCC had a new dieseldriven stand-by generator set installed at the RAN Victualling Yard, to provide
additional capacity to the hospital and refrigeration plants that between them used
75% of the old generators' total output.2

For the air defence of Darwin it was necessary to build-up supplies of fuel and oil for
the operational usage of the RAAF, while at the same time, increasing the levels of
coal and water supply for steam locomotives. The second stage required further
measures in logistical capacity, the major difference being an expected rise of 4,700
personnel at both Darwin and Adelaide River. The third stage was to commence
"...if Japan entered the war against the British, Netherlands or the United States,"3

In June 1940, an organisation committed to forming an early warning system against
air raids, called Air Raids Precaution or ARP, had been formed by members of the
public service. The Darwin Air Raid Precaution organisation was formed after the 20
July 1940 meeting of the DDCC and was responsible for civil defence and evacuation
measures of Darwin. The ARP was headed by A.R. Miller, the chief surveyor, who
became Chief Warden. A draughtsman from the Lands and Survey section, E.T.
Harrison, became Deputy Warden, Militia Chaplain C.T.F. Goy assumed the role of
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Liaison Officer and Solicitor A. B. Newell became Director of First Aid. This
volunteer body had no power legally to conduct civil defence, and the then
Administrator C.L.A. Abbott, refused to seek it for them. Abbott was viewed by the
members of the DDCC in the light of being another 'Gilruth' (who precipitated the
Rebellion in Darwin in 1919), in that that he felt any power issued to the ARP would
undermine his own authority. As Powell states:

". . .

his local status was so high

'approximating to that of a local governor', that he would have to be appointed
chairman; and at that the sub-committee balked."4 To prepare for the likelihood of
hostilities with Japan, a number of measures were to be put in place to provide
defence and early warning capabilities in and around Darwin. These measures
included contingencies for the evacuation of women and children, protection against
enemy landings, the stockpiling of food and fuel, radar installations plus aircraft
acquisition and protective measures. In September 1940, the Department of the
Interior called for air raid warning systems to be allocated and implemented at RAAF
Base Darwin, while on 8 January 1941, War Cabinet concluded that certain measures
had to be put into operation nationally. Those recommendations not considered a high
priority were to be included on a planning list and put into service as time and
circumstances dictated.

Recommendations of the War Cabinet included plans for evacuation and in December
of 1941, under the guise of National Security Regulations, a priority list was sent to
every household in Australia detailing how women and children in the first instance
would be removed from any suspected area of attack as well as for those who came
under attack. This evacuation plan had been outlined in June 1940 and the final
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authority to proceed with these measures rested with the Commonwealth
Government. However, if a state of emergency occurred, then the Darwin Defence
Coordination Committee of Abbott (as chairman), plus representatives from the three
services, as well as Combined Defence Headquarters and North Western Area
Command, had the power to invoke the order and indeed, had predicted this type of
procedure on the 20 May 1940. The evacuees were to be conveyed by road and rail to
Adelaide River and this method was reliant on the authorities receiving at least one
day's notice. War Cabinet approved the use of aircraft for the purposes of evacuation,
but this was considered a final measure in the event that evacuation by road was
impossible.

When questioned as to the availability of rolling stock, the North Australian
Railway's manager was confident he could make available three trains, each with a
capacity of taking between 300 to 350 people on the four-hour trip to Adelaide River.
He was confident that, subject to no disruption being encountered, each train was
capable of making two trips per day. Each person on the train was to be allowed to
take with them two blankets, one suitcase, a waterbag and eating utensils. The
Darwin Defence Coordination Committee had considered the likelihood that
hostilities would last a minimum of two months, and with this in mind, food depots
became established along the rail route at the following locations: The Wireless
Station at the seven-mile mark; Three Huts at the 22 mile mark; the Occupied Camp
of Three Cottages at the 34 mile mark; the Three Old Huts at the 46 mile mark;
Batchelor River Station at the 60 mile mark; Stapleton River at the seventy mile mark
and Adelaide River at the 77 mile mark.
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For those people travelling by road, notice boards were to be erected along the route
from Darwin to Adelaide River, notifying travellers of the whereabouts of the food
depots as not only did the road not follow the railway line all the way, but left it
towards the end of the route for some distance."5 The reason why all the above were
known by their mileage mark, is that it is an idiosyncrasy of those people living in the
outback, to measure distance by how far it is to the nearest town, store or the like.

Of concern too, was the need to educate the general populace in the event of attack
upon Darwin. Passive measures included basic first aid instruction, how to avoid
injury or death by high explosive using the most effective means and how to deal with
incendiary bombs. This last point required the training also, of military personnel,
public servants, the fire brigade and police. There were to be put in place also,
arrangements for an increase of medical equipment for the branches of the military
and the effective use of civilian first aid organisations. Other air raid measures
included building new shelters and the putting into practice of procedures to control
lighting in areas needing to be blacked-out in the event of attack.

Known targeted zone areas such as cities, towns, coastal districts and adjoining inland
areas, all came under these auspices. Where there were infrastructures such as oil
tanks, powerhouses, munition dumps, sewerage and water reservoirs, it was necessary
to protect the human resources there by increasing the fire fighting capabilities at such
and to sandbag areas as a means of safeguarding their lives. If there were to be
disruptions to electricity or water supplies, then it was necessary to ensure alternative
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78

measures could be utilised. As well, it was imperative that essential equipment and
any damaged public utility could be repaired and/or restored quickly.

On 26 January 1942, the entire body of the A.R.P. resigned en-masse, bitter that they
never received government or political support. The one great win they had, however,
was on 12 December 1941, when the Federal government allowed for the evacuation
of women, children and the aged from Darwin. By 18 January 1942, 2,200 persons
had been evacuated to other southern capitals by ship and airplane. Had this body
been allowed some recognition and support, the loss of life on 19 February 1942 may
have well been lessened.

One of the recommended defensive measures put in place at the RAAF Station
Darwin consisted in having its personnel participate in regular air raid practice alarms
prior to the first attacks by Japanese aircraft in February,1942. These performances
were the result of a request submitted by the Department of the Interior in September,
1940, that sirens be purchased, fitted and tested at any airfield where the operational
use of aircraft by the RAAF was anticipated. At Darwin base, remote controlled air
operated pipe organ sirens began service in October 1940. Originally the intent was
to use electrically operated sirens. However, due to a three-month waiting list from
overseas suppliers the air-operated siren was utililised in the interim, until being
superseded in late 1942 by the electric-type siren. The evaluation results of the air
warning tests prior to the first air raids by the RAAF, re-affirmed the views that the
safety of all personnel would be of the extreme significance and protective measures
should be put in place to reflect this and if Darwin were to be attacked, it would be
swift and without any appreciable warning.
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Inadequate defensive measures including a lack of sufficient numbers of personnel to
man gun-posts, the shortage of anti-aircraft weapons and insufficient and inadequate
slit trenches for the purpose of firing rifles and other small arms, were all to contribute
to the failings experienced during the first raids. Camouflage and dispersal methods
were the only available option to protect aircraft and vehicles.

That none of the above measures was put into place until after the first raids,
demonstrates the continual perception by those in both the military and government
that protocols as laid down in the Singapore Strategy would be the only defence that
Darwin would need. Aware of the immense build-up of Japanese naval carrier forces,
it is indeed hard to understand the logic of their (non-lateral) thinking, given that the
only way Darwin could be seized would be either from the air or sea. Naval carrier
forces offer both options and a poignant example is the way Japanese fighters
wreaked more havoc upon static aircraft and RAAF Station personnel than did high
level flying bombers. One positive was that of the re-siting and replacement of
explosive warehouses. In line with the guidelines laid down in June 1939, these
buildings which housed the ordnance for all three services, were now built above
ground and were presumed safe from any aerial or seaborne attack, due to their new
location at the Frances Bay storage site.

During the months of October and December 1940, three important events occurred.
On 15 October 1940, the Chief of Air Staff, Air Marshall Charles Burnett, in
company with the newly promoted Group Captain Eaton, arrived at Fortress
Combined Headquarters to attend a meeting with the Darwin Defence Co-ordination
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Committee to discuss proposed evacuation measures of the civilian populace in the
event of hostile attack by Japan. Immediately following this meeting, both men
proceeded to Batchelor and Katherine to view the progress of new construction which
was underway in both areas. Burnett promptly suspended all work on the new store
houses at Katherine and in a move to facilitate the transfer of ordnance, such as fuel
and bombs, ordered work to begin post-haste on new store houses at Batchelor. In
December 1940, re-inforcement of RAAF Station Darwin by 2, 14 and 23 Squadrons
as per the Active Service Plan which was laid down on 1 October 1940, came into
effect.

12 Squadron itself was originally formed on 6 February 1939, at Laverton, Victoria,
as a general purpose squadron equipped with four Hawker Demon and four Avro
Anson type aircraft. The first commanding officer of the squadron was the then
Squadron Leader C. Eaton, one of the two major players (as mentioned previously)
responsible for ensuring the go-ahead of the major works at RAAF Station Darwin,
two years prior to this posting. Eaton, three months after assuming command, put in
place a rigorous flying training program which consisted of live bombing practice and
night flying exercises that continued on throughout the month of May. On 24 July
1939, a party of 32 officers and airmen from 12 Squadron arrived in Darwin as an
advanced party unit, tasked with the impressive chore of ensuring the civil aerodrome
at Parap would be capable of accepting the Squadron's aircraft and that other
infrastructure and logistics necessary for the daily operations of the squadron as a
whole, would be in place and up and running.6 The Administrator was on hand to
officially welcome the advance party, as this arrival of RAAF personnel in Darwin
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marked the beginnings of an historic chapter of the Northern Territory. It was not
only to be the foundations of RAAF presence from that point on, but the first time
northern Australia would be protected by air power.

On 1 September 1939, Wirraway aircraft built and manufactured by the
Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation, proceeded to replace the Hawker Demon
aircraft still based at Laverton and on 5 September 1939, the majority of the
Squadron's aircraft had arrived in Darwin whilst the rest of the aircraft arrived on the
seventeenth. Six days prior to the arrival of the Wirraways, on 31 August 1939 in
fact, the first ever combat aerial patrol by any RAAF aircraft in the North Western
Area was conducted from the Parap Aerodrome. It was a tremendous feat transferring
the entire 12 Squadron from Laverton to Darwin in just under two months. However,
it was to be just as great an effort for the squadron personnel to establish a permanent
camp prior to the onset of the wet season. In this regard, Eaton permitted only what
he considered to be 'essential' flying operations, thereby allowing the majority of
flight and ground crews to assist in the chore of completing work to ",..the
'Temporary Hutted Camp', as the base was known,."7

This camp was completed by the Squadron personnel at the end of October 1939 and
the Squadron was then engaged in a busy flying program that involved seaward
reconnaissance and coastal patrols, shipping escorts, as well as air —to-air and air-toground gunnery and bombing training. In the period to December 1939, the Squadron
was looked upon as one that had bonded into a close-knit, hard-working component
and this was reflected in the way it had allowed Squadron members and their families
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to enjoy a rest and recreation period over the Christmas break. At the Christmas party
put on by the Squadron, the children received presents whilst the airmen were handed
hampers. While this period of relaxation was enjoyed by the majority of Squadron
members and their families, it did not in any way impede the operational requirements
of the Squadron and this is demonstrated in the way the weekly combat patrol from
Darwin to Wyndham to Derby to Broome was carried out on Christmas Day itself.

With the coming of a new decade, so too did an increase in operational
responsibilities fall upon the Squadron. From the period January to May 1940, there
now were extra flying criteria that consisted of air gunnery and bombing practice
which had to be implemented within the strictures of those mentioned above. To aid
in the process of providing a realistic' approach to the air gunnery, 9 Squadron
supplied Seagull amphibian aircraft from its fleet which was seconded to 12
Squadron. By 31 May 1940, there had been a significant increase in personnel
numbers to 12 Squadron. Officers numbered 27 persons, Air Cadets three and airmen
209. In light of this increase, the Air Board on 1 June 1940, decreed that 12 Squadron
headquarters would become Station headquarters.8

RAAF Station Headquarters officially became operational on the 1 June, 1940, using
the majority of Headquarters Flight under the control of the now Wing Commander C.
Eaton, Officer Commanding RAAF Station Darwin, operating out of a temporary hut
on the new base. During this month, a Plans Policy was issued by the Central War
Room which provided for an increase in the number of squadrons arriving or being
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formed at RAAF Station Darwin.9 The Air Board approved these measures and
shortly after, sent a significant signal, '0.539', which effectively broke up 12
Squadron. Personnel who on the 31 May, 1940, had been serving with 12 Squadron,
got up the next day to find themselves founding members of the first squadron ever to
be created in the Northern Territory or northern Australia as a whole, namely 13
Squadron RAAF. At this point 12 Squadron ceased to have operational control over
the Darwin area. "C" Flight retained its aircraft and personnel and continued as 12
Squadron flying Wirraways, while "A" and "B" Flights kept all their Avro Anson
aircraft and commenced operations as 13 Squadron. This new squadron was to be the
first to equip with the new Lockheed Hudson.

As there became an urgent need to bring 12 Squadron up to normal strength following
the re-assignment of its Ansons, replacement aircraft in the form of more Wirraways
arrived from the southern states. This in itself posed a new problem in regards to a
shortage of manpower. As it was mandatory for an Air Observer/Navigator to be part
of the crew in the Wirraway, circumstances required that some members of the new
13 Squadron be returned to 12 Squadron. One of the original N.C.O. Observers of 12
Squadron, Jack Gerber recalls:

To overcome the shortages of Observers, four Wireless Operators were taken
from 13 Squadron and trained as Observers with 12 Squadron. They were Joe
Werner, Bruce Beales, Peter Firskin and Keith Avery. Shortly after that
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(December1940), the first of the Empire Air Training Scheme Observers started
to arrive.10

Flight Lieutenant C.P. Glascock took over command of 12 Squadron at this time.
However, his squadron was unable to relocate to RAAF Station Darwin for a number
of months due to the lack of accommodation, so the old civil aerodrome at Parap
remained home to 12 Squadron.

During its tenure at the Parap Aerodrome, 12 Squadron undertook various combat
roles including shipping escorts, anti-submarine patrols and coastal patrols which
covered an area from Port Hedland to Milingimbi. This last role, in itself posed major
problems in regards to the operating range of the Wirraway aircraft. To counter the
shortfall in their operating radius, advanced refuelling bases were established along
the coast at Derby, Wyndham, Port Hedland, Drysdale Mission, Broome and
Milingimbi. One refuelling base was also established on Bathurst Island. All of these
bases were completed by 1941. Another component added to the operational
requirements of 12 Squadron until its move to the permanent RAAF Base in April
1941, was the training execises it conducted with both Navy and Army units in
Darwin. On arrival at the new station, the Squadron was also subjected to general
alarms and practice air raid drills, deemed necessary, as the threat of war with Japan
loomed ever closer. Such was the urgency felt by the Air Board to this threat, that in
May 1940, Squadron aircraft strength rose to 18 aircraft with the addition of
replacement Wirraways from New South Wales.
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On 19 August 1940, Squadron Leader P. Parker assumed command of the Squadron,
only to hand it over to Squadron Leader B. R. Walker on 7 December 1941. At this
point, the Squadron Headquarters and the majority of the aircraft were relocated to a
new home at Batchelor Airfield and a new commanding officer, Squadron Leader
R.S. McDonald, assumed control on the 26 April 1942. This move was only to last
until 15 July 1942, when the Squadron moved to Pelt Airstrip near Adelaide River,
due to Batchelor Airfield being taken over and subjected to American command,
namely by the

46th

Air Base Group. 12 Squadron returned yet again to Batchelor

Airfield and commenced operations from there on 16 September 1942, after the

461h

Air Base Group moved away. In October, the Squadron re-equipped with Vultee
Vengeance aircraft and flew their first mission in these aircraft on 2 December 1942.

During the transition from RAAF Station Darwin to Batchelor, the Squadron was
involved in defensive combat patrols from Cape Van Dieman to Perron Island and
anti-submarine patrols over the Darwin Harbour. After the bombing raids of 19
February 1942, the aircrews dropped supplies to survivors of sunken vessels and
aided in the search for missing seamen as well. During the initial raids on Darwin, 12
Squadron lost two Wirraway aircraft which were destroyed whilst on the ground and
all of the Squadron's equipment.

13 Squadron came into existence as mentioned previously, on 1 June 1940. Flight
Lieutenant J.R. Balmer took command after 12 Squadron was restructured to form the
nucleus of Headquarters, RAAF Station Darwin. 13 Squadron in effect, became a
General Reconnaissance Unit and, with the exception of those personnel involved in
the maintenance of the Avro Anson aircraft at the Parap airfield, moved to the new
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permanent base on 9 June 1940 whilst the remainder followed three days later on the
twelfth of that month. The operational requirements of the new squadron consisted of
security patrols, searches and shipping patrols and during the month of June, the
Squadron re-equipped with the new Hudson aircraft. Such was the haste to get this
new squadron up and running that one of its former members, Ted Roberts recalls:

I was one of the crew engaged in ferrying Ansons back to Point Cook, then
ferrying new Hudsons back to Darwin. Although I was never posted to 13
Squadron, I actually flew as W/T Op. Mechanic with the unit for about six
weeks. One W/T mate from 12 squadron was actually posted to 13 squadron
but never set foot in it, being sent permanently to the transmitting station at the
12 mile.11

Over the next nine months, the Squadron was engaged in a number of activities, both
passive and defensive. Exercises with HMAS Koala were conducted in August, as
too, were night flying exercises and the surveying of local airfields. October to
November 1940, was a busy period for the Squadron. Not only were exercises held in
conjunction with both 12 Squadron and the Royal Australian Navy, but operational
duties involving coastal and shipping patrols had to be undertaken as well. Too,
survey missions of Broome, Port Hedland, Derby and Wyndham were conducted
during this period. January and February 1941, were similar in many respects to the
operational commitments of the prior five months. The survey and designation of
Bathurst Island, Milingimbi and Drysdale as Advanced Operational Bases came into
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effect. Combat patrols and exercises were intermingled with a search in March for a
submarine and a German raider believed to be within 13 Squadron's Area of
Operations.

The Squadron, during the month of March 1941, conducted farniliarisation flights to
the Netherlands East Indies. This was followed in July 1941 with the modification
and fitting of Boulton Paul gun turrets to all aircraft. In August 1941, the newly
promoted Wing Commander Balmer handed over command of 13 Squadron to
Squadron Leader J.R. McDonald on the second day of that month. With the sinking
of HMAS Sydney off the Western Australian coast on 26 November 1941, 13
Squadron immediately despatched a flight of three of their Hudson aircraft to assist in
a search that lasted for several days. In early December 1941, and with the prospect
of war becoming more imminent by the day, 13 Squadron was placed on a 36 hour
notice to move to operational bases in the Netherland East Indies. "A" and "C"
flights of 13 Squadron, arrived in Laha (Ambon) in the Netherlands East Indies on
Saturday 6 December 1941 and immediately became operational upon their arrival;
the ground crew arriving by Sunderland flying boats. Their first line of duty was to
provide anti-submarine patrols and provide air cover for the

2/40t11

Battalion,

Australian Infantry Force, in their move from Darwin.12 The remainder of 13
Squadron, which consisted of six Hudsons and their aircrews were preparing to fly to
Namlea in the Netherlands East Indies, when hostilities broke out with Japan and the
squadron immediately went on to a war footing. Squadron Leader J.P. Ryland
assumed command of 13 Squadron on 11 December 1941, following the tragic loss of
Wing Commander McDonald after an accident the day prior. Wing Commander
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McDonald had assumed command of 13 Squadron on 2 August 1941, until his death
on 10 December 1941 whilst taking off on a mission to attack a flying boat base at
Tobi Atoll.

The reason for the above movements of aircraft and crews to the Netherland East
Indies, was an agreement with the Dutch, whereby the RAAF was committed to
provide air support at a number of Dutch bases. These bases included:

Namlea on Buru Island; at Halong, a Dutch naval and flying base, and at Laha,
both on Ambon Island; and at Koepang, the capital of Dutch Timor. A
watching brief over Diii, the capital of Portuguese Timor, would also be
undertaken. On 3 December 1941, the Australian War Cabinet gave its
approval to the dispatch of advanced parties of RAAF units to the various bases
as planned,13

The strategic purpose of this agreement was based on the premise that America could
best contribute by using her naval forces to divert Japanese forces away from the
Malay Barrier, whilst at the same time weakening its (Japan's) economy. This
detemination allowed that as there was to be no increase in American participation in
the Far East (or for that matter, the British themselves), Australian and Dutch military
commanders were left to fend for themselves in regard to the control of any forces
within the region. The first interaction between these two military forces began in
May 1941, when units of the RAAF and Netheriand East Indies Air Forces, began
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exchange visits to Ambon, Koepang and Darwin.14 What must be mentioned is that
during his 1934 visit to Australia, Sir Maurice Hankey suggested that:

The defence of Australian interests might easily require the cooperation of Air
Forces, whether with or without military forces, in the first line of defence; and
that the RAAF now had 'special' reasons to be so organised as to enable a force
to be sent abroad in an emergency.'5

During late December 1941, the Squadron aircraft based in Namlea were sent on a
mission to seek out a convoy of Japanese surface craft believed headed towards a
landing point at either Balikapan, Manado or possibly Tarakan. By the time the
Hudsons had arrived on station, the Japanese vessels had managed to escape seaward,
outside of the operating range of the aircraft. January 1942 was a month of intense
enemy activity on both Laha and Namlea. 6 January 1942 saw a number of Japanese
aircraft carry out a raid during the early hours of the morning. There were no warning
facilities on the base and as a result, the enemy strafed and bombed buildings, native
villages and the aerodrome at will. The resultant panic saw villagers who were
assisting with work on the base and the base personnel themselves, move to the
protection of the hills during the night, as a safeguard against further attacks.
Unfortunately, it meant a delay in work to the infrastructure on the base as the
villagers were hesitant to return in case of further attacks.
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On 10 January 1942, a Hudson bomber on patrol spotted a Japanese flying boat and
immediately conducted an attack on it. After trying to out-climb and out-dive the
Hudson without success and being strafed a number of times, the enemy aircraft
eventually flew away to safety as the Hudson had run short of fuel and was unable to
press home the attack any further. The following day, which one can surmise was a
reprisal for the attack on the enemy flying boat, saw Laha aerodrome bombed once
again by:

27 bombers escorted by Zero fighters (which) dropped approximately 300
bombs. The Zeros then proceeding to strafe the airfield. Much damage was
caused by this raid.'6

Constant attacks by the Japanese on Namlea and Laha for the remainder of the month
were so severe, a decision to relocate 'A' and 'C' flights of 13 Squadron aircraft back
to Darwin was ordered and the transfer was complete by 31 January 1942. On 8
February 1942, these same flights were once again moved, this time to the air base at
Daly Waters, whilst 'B' flight remained in Darwin. This was a day prior to the
sounding of the first air raid warning over Darwin.'7 During and following the attacks
on Darwin on 19 February 1942, all available aircraft of the Squadron were sent to aid
in the evacuation of Tirnor. The transitition period from 19 February to 2 May 1942,
when the Squadron moved to a new base at Hughes airstrip, was one of intense
activity and one in which the squadron suffered severe losses due to enemy aircraft
and attrition, especially as the Japanese had now opened a two pronged front on
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17

Grantham, p. 14.
Courier Mail, 9 February 1942, p. 1.

Darwin and Port Moresby.'8 Though only a few aircraft were available for flight
duties each day, the aircrew conducted themselves with great aplomb and courage,
sometimes attacking heavily guarded Japanese positions with just one aircraft.

After re-equipping with new aircraft and re-grouping just prior to moving to Hughes
airstrip, an urgent request by 2 Squadron for five air crews was received. When the
25 members eventually reached Hughes airstrip after a week's urgent leave, the CO of
2 Squadron asked why they were there. When a signal was produced requesting the
five aircrew, the CO blew his top and and yelled that he wanted five air screws! t9 The
role of 13 Squadron reverted to its original state. A new commander in the form of
Wing Commander L.C.M. Holswich, assumed control of the Squadron from Wing
Commander Ryland on 10 June 1942.20 From this period to the end of December that
year, the Squadron carried out operational duties such as photography, reconnaissance
flights, search flights, searches and the occasional bombing mission. So successful
had the Squadron been during operations conducted since the declaration of war that
General Douglas McArthur, Commander of the newly designated South West Pacific
Area and the Air Officer Commanding RAAF Command, both commended the
Squadron for the diligence, initiative and the courageous way the Squadron personnel
conducted themselves.

2 Squadron was originally formed in Egypt in 1916 under the banner of the Australian
Flying Corps, though until January 1918, it was also known as 68 Squadron Royal
Flying Corps, Number 2 Squadron was reformed at Laverton on the third of May
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1937, with Hawker Demon aircraft and under the command of Squadron Leader J.H.
Summers. Records from the RAAF Historical Section, Units of the RoyalAustralian
Air Force: Bomber Units, describe the Squadron as initially having only two Demon
aircraft (being Mk 1 versions A 1-19 & A 1-38). However, as late as February 1939,
'B' flight of 2 Squadron had an additional three Demon aircraft, being Mk1 I versions
(Al-57, A 1-58 & A 1-59). The sole purpose of the Squadron was General
Reconnaisance.

While waiting to be re-equipped with new Avro Anson aircraft, and having a new
commanding officer, Squadron Leader J.H. Summers, the Squadron pilots took part in
various air shows as a means of supplementing their general flying service. The
Squadron was also the first to be supplied with two prototype Wirraway aircraft and
by the time war was declared in Europe in September 1939, the Squadron was fully
mobilised with 11 officers, 130 men and 10 Avro Anson aircraft. Until June 1940,
when the Squadron re-equipped with Lockheed Hudsons, the operational duties were
mainly in an offensive role conducting seaward searches for enemy raiders and other
vessels.

A new commanding officer arrived on 15 April 1941, and during the next six months,
Wing Commander F. Headlam oversaw the movement to Darwin of aircraft and
ground crews. On 6 September 1941, Hudsons of both 2 and 14 Squadron, together
with a Dakota transport carrying the necessary ground and support staff of 2
Squadron, arrived in Darwin. This was followed on 5 December 1941, with the
departure from Laverton of a further four Hudson aircraft, with the remainder leaving
a few days later. The reason for the transfer was a bid to increase sea patrol and
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defence capabilities, due to a growing increase in shipping movements. Flying Officer
Bob Law-Smith of 2 Squadron described the events immediately on arriving in
Darwin thus:

When we arrived in Darwin from Laverton on the 6 December, the aircrew
briefing informed us we were to move to action stations at our designated base
at Koepang. When we asked why, the answer was given that war with Japan
was imminent.2 '

2 Squadron aircraft were to fly immediately to Penfoei in Tirnor and prepare for war
operations, whilst 14 Squadron was to fill the void of"A" and "C" flights of 13
Squadron. This move was completed on 10 December 1941 and until the end of the
year, 2 Squadron was kept busy flying covering missions for disembarking Australian
Imperial Forces troops and flying anti-submarine patrols. Operational records place a
perspective of the Squadron's workload from the period 8 to 12 December 1941:

During this period unit aircraft provided patrols and air cover for the movement
and disembarkation of the 2/40 Battalion AIF, Colonel Laggert in command,
from Darwin to Kupang. Two possible enemy submarines were attacked.
Local Dutch forces consisted of 308 of troops under Colonel Detiger. Theirs
and officers from the Dutch AIF forces were immediately attached to No. 2
Squadron to facilitate cooperation.22
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At the start of 1942, 2 Squadron was operating in conjunction with 13 Squadron;
however, it was doing so from three different bases namely Darwin, Penfoei and
Boeroe Island. Something that has been omitted from most other 2 Squadron studies
is the fact that aircrews from 13 Squadron based in Darwin occasionally flew 2
Squadron aircraft and vice versa, during the period January to April 1942, an example
being A 16-73 which had been originally allocated to 2 Squadron, yet was flown the
majority of the time by 13 Squadron pilots and aircrew.23

The intensity of Japanese attacks throughout the month of January and the damage
sustained to aircraft after the RAAF base at Koepang was attacked on 26 January
1942, coupled with the lack of an adequate air raid warning system, led to the
Squadron being recalled to Darwin on 18 February 1942. During the final days of
January 1942, a Qantas Empire Flying Boat was shot down into the sea forty miles
east of Kupang. There were only five survivors from an approximate total of twenty
crew and passengers. As well, an RAAF Douglas DC2 was shot down into the sea off
the island of Waingapu. All the crew reached land and were later: "removed to
Darwin by a Hudson of No.2 Squadron."24

As both 2 and 13 Squadrons were in the process of deploying to Daly Waters when
Darwin was attacked the following day. Joint operations room was set up in Darwin
to control the staging through of aircraft on offensive missions against the Japanese
from Daly Waters. A number of major offensives against newly held Japanese
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acquisitions at the port of Koepang and Penfoei airfield, shipping in the harbour at
Ambon and targets at Dill, kept the Squadron busy during May 1942.

Most missions were carried out with a reduced number of aircraft and the fact that
they met other operational requirements such as reconnaisance, anti-submarine patrols
and the dropping of supplies to members of Sparrow Force' in Portugese Timor,
speaks volumes for the dedication demonstrated by all 2 Squadron personnel. Yet
another commander was assigned to the Squadron. On 20 May 1940, Wing
Commander A.B. McFarlane took control of the unit. From June to the end of 1942,
2 Squadron continued to pursue the enemy and attack targets such as described above.
Unfortunately, 13 aircrew lost their lives during the course of these operations, but the
Squadron was awarded a Presidential Unit Citation after recommendations were made
by General Douglas MacArthur.

With the departure of 2 and 13 Squadron aircraft to the Netherlands East Indies, the
ability to re-supply the units with spare parts in their particular operational area
became a logistical problem. On departure from Darwin, the ground staff and
equipment were flown to Laha and Koepang in Empire flying boats. With the
increase in enemy sea-borne activity and the requirements for the use of these aircraft
to aid in the possible evacuation of women and children from Darwin, re-supply
capability became a major dilemma. More-so too, did the use of naval vessels. If
Darwin were to be attacked by carrier-based dive bombers and fighters or by seaborne landings, the actual air defence capacity would greatly decrease due to planned
withdrawal measures to auxiliary bases along the southern Stuart Highway. Coupled
with a patent lack of anti-aircraft artillery that was needed to protect RAAF Station

Darwin from air assault and the nearness of such a base to the beaches, withdrawal
was the only appropriate action to take.

The positive result of such a move however, was that it afforded greater protection to
the air defence aircraft that moved to these auxiliary bases and allowed them the
opportunity to provide the necessary means to give cover to ground troops situated
along the coast, as well as their re-supply lines. It also enhanced the ability to furnish
protective measures to the supply by road and the rail motors, that supplemented the
North Australian Railway's steam locomotives used to bring forward battle supplies,
tentage and food from the southern supply depots. 25

In summary, 12 Squadron arrived in Darwin as a group on 5 September 1939, tasked
with the chore of seaward reconnaissance and coastal patrols, as well as shipping
escorts. Being the first RAAF squadron to be based in Darwin (originally at Parap
Aerodrorne), it also became the first to be broken up to form the nucleus of a new
squadron, namely 13 Squadron. This new General Reconnaissance Unit took over
control of the operational area of Darwin and was the first to receive the Lockheed
Hudson. With the same operational purview as its predecessor, 13 Squadron also had
to contend with survey missions and the search for a submarine and German raider in
its area of operations during March 1941. On 6 December 1941, 13 Squadron
deployed to Laha and became operational upon arrival. 2 Squadron arrived in Darwin
on 6 December 1941, in a move to increase defence capabilities and sea patrols, due
to an increase in shipping movements. However, the squadron immediately deployed
to Penfoci on Timor, to provide cover for disembarking A.I.F troops and to fly anti-
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submarine patrols. Both 2 and 13 Squadrons were recalled to Darwin, arriving on 18
February 1942, a day prior to the first enemy attacks on Australian soil.
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Chapter Four
Commands and Strategy

The strategic use of Darwin and Batchelor airstrips and the collaborative efforts made
by members of the United States Army Air Force and the Royal Australian Air Force
units against a common enemy, were in large part hastened by the destruction of
Cavite and Nichols Field in the Philippines on 10 December 1941, and by the
sustained damage to aircraft of the American 17 th 21st and 34th Pursuit Squadrons
based at Luzon and operating in areas to the north and south of that base. So great
were the losses, that Air Force Headquarters found it necessary to combine the above
1h
units, together with the P and 20 Pursuit Squadrons, into one Pursuit Group, the
241h

Pursuit Group.

From 12 December to 21 December 1941, the above group was, on the orders of
Headquarters, restricted to flying reconnaisance missions. The decision was essential
as the observation type aircraft in use were totally incapable of performing their
missions due to enemy air superiority and it was also necessary to obtain accurate
information due to the precarious situation on the ground. In fact, aircraft of 2
Observation Squadron

. .

.had been shot down in the first two days of war and the

squadron was wiped out."1 With the implementation of a 'reconnaisance only' type

0f24h
'1-listory
Pursuit Group', (Doc 1, App. II), Historical Research Section, Maxwell Air Force
Base, courtesy of A. Powell.

10.
mission, the offensive role for the American 19' Heavy Bombardment unit became
impossible. Though Del Monte could have been used as an advanced base for heavy
bombers, it was the absence of depot facilities that precluded that base being used on
a permanent scale, and allowed " ...for the selection of Batchelor Airstrip, about 20
miles south of Darwin, for the group to withdraw to."2

Prior to flying to Australia, raids were carried out against enemy shipping by B.17
Flying Fortresses, on 12 and 14 December 1941, Of the eight aircraft taking part, one
blew a tyre on take off, two turned back with engine trouble and two crash landed
after being shot down. One pilot, 1st Lt. Hewitt T. Wheless, was awarded the
Distinguished Service Cross, for his efforts in sucessfully saving his aircraft and crew
after sustaining severe flak and fighter damage.3 No missions were flown for the
next three days, so as to allow maintenance work to be carried out on all aircraft prior
to movement south. Between 17 December and 20 December 1941, a total of 14
Flying Fortresses made their way to Batchelor. There were problems however, as
according to the RAAF sources:

they received no notice that the bombers were coming. The first they knew
was when eight planes arrived on December 17, to be followed by others on the
next several days.4

2
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An immediate protest was lodged by the Air Board with Colonel Merle-Smith,
United States military attache, who in turn informed General MacArthur, On 20
December 1941, MacArthur spoke to Chief of Staff, Air Marshal Burnett, telling him
that though a mistake had been made, he (MacArthur) was of the view "...that prior
arrangements had already been made."5 Burnett stressed the difficulties to the air
warning system such procedures gave. Further impediments become apparent within
Australia, especially in regard to having United States aircrews file flight plans. In
general, such incidents were minor and corrected easily and
was arranged."6 From Batchelor

". . .

". . .

effective coordination

some planes then had to go to Laverton for

depot overhaul."7

The last flight of B.17s from Del Monte was hastened somewhatwhen at dusk on 19
December 1941, the airfield was strafed by a force of 12 Zeroes which attacked three
parked B. 17 aircraft which were without camouflage, due to their recent arrival from
Manila. One of the aircraft had been carrying Brigadier-General Harry Clagett,
Commanding General of United States Forces in Australia, who at the time was on his
way to Australia to take command of American supplies arriving there and to
organize the Air Force contingents for the relief of the Philippines. He had been
inspecting the base with the Commanding Officer, Major T. Elsmore. Clagett had
been standing at the end of the runway examining the depth of the slit trenches that
were near completion, when the low level attack commenced. In the process of
commenting on the depth of the trenches, he and Elsmore were the first to try out the
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effectiveness of them when the raid began. The General was quicker than the Major
in seeking shelter, with the latter landing on top of Clagett. When the all clear had
sounded, the following conversation took place: "Elsmore, are those trenches deep
enough?" Major Elsmore replied "General, they are not deep enough!"8

As mentioned previously, Del Monte had limited facilities for re-fuelling and rearming attack aircraft, Darwin had even less. Coupled with reliance on re-supply
from either the re-supply unit, SCR 297, on Bataan or stations on Corregidor, poor
communications with Manila, the language difficulties when operating from N.E.I.
bases and the two thousand mile retreat to Batchelor Airstrip, it is no wonder
confusion and the degree of delay caused by continual changes of bases since 7
December 1941, began to take its toll.

On 21 December 1941, General George H. Brett, who was then a military observer
and consultant in the Middle East and Europe, was informed by the War Department
of his appointment as Commander United States Forces in Australia, succeeding
Brigadier General G. Barnes. His immediate superior was MacArthur, "...with
General Clagett as his assistant and General Barnes reporting to either officer,"9 Just
six days later, Brett was cabled by the War Department that his command had now
changed to that of a tactical one, "...which would be predominantly air."10 General
Arnold, Commanding General, United States Army Air Force, informed Brett that 80
heavy bombers including B. 17s, B. 24s and LB 30s were starting for the theatre via
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the African ferry route at the rate of three aircraft per day.'' A further 80 would
follow off the assembly line once the first group had arrived. Two pursuit groups
consisting of 160 aircraft each were to be sent, as well as the remainder of the 35 "
Pursuit Group, consisting of group headquarters squadron and one combat squadron,
235 additional pursuit planes with 180 combat crews, 10 observation airplanes with
combat crews and a mobile air depot. Arnold concluded

". .

all of these forces are

either on the water now or departing first week of January."2

The first offensive raids conducted by USAAF aircraft from an Australian base, and
the last bombing missions for the year, occurred on 22, 23 and 25 December 1941,
when B.17s flying from Batchelor attacked enemy shipping targets at Davao and the
Lingayen Gulf. Though no actual record of results are available, all aircraft returned
to base. However, all of the aircraft required maintence upon their return, (and prior
to their departure to new bases being prepared in Java) with seven of those planes
being put out of commission due to the damage inflicted on them by enemy aircraft.
Bombing missions during the month of December by B.17s were 41 in number and
the tonnage of bombs dropped was 43.3 tonnes. The low rate of tonnage was
attributed to the time it took to get to the area of operations, whereby lighter loads
were made necessary by the installation of internal fuel tanks to increase operating
radius, such as operating from Batchelor. Nearly all the targets were enemy landing
forces. However, it was sometimes one to three days after they had unloaded, before
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ordered. After Pearl Harbour, 51 undelivered versions were kept by the U.S.military as was the
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the B. I 7s had the opportunity to attack them. In most instances this was due to poor
communications.

On 24 December 1941, MacArthur instructed Brereton by letter that FEAF
Headquarters was to be moved south to Darwin, Australia. Upon arrival, Brereton
was to implement orders that

.with the Far East Air Force he should protect lines of communication, secure
bases in Mindanao and support the defense of the Philippines by the United
States Army Air Forces in the Far East, and to cooperate with the United States
Navy and the defence forces of Australia and the Netherland East Indies.'3

Brereton's immediate reply to MacArthur was that with his (MacArthur's)
concurrence:

he understood his instructions as authorizing him to operate against the
enemy in any area to the east of the west coast of Borneo, but not further west,
so that Sumutra and Malaya were outside the area of his operations.'4

On that same day (24 December 1941), Brereton issued letter orders from
Headquarters, FEAF, Fort William McKinley, Risal, Philipine Islands, designating
himself; Colonel Brady; Lt. Colonels Eubank and Caldwell; Captains Llewellyn,
Hipps, Hobbs, Gunn and Slingsby; 1st Lt. Hampton (all foregoing Air Corps); together

13
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withT/Sgt Felton, and S/Sgt Dean, as personnel

". .

.constituting Hq and Hq Sq of the

Far East Air Force, at Darwin, Australia."15 The personnel assigned to to establish the
FEAF Headquarters at Darwin, left Manila by aircraft on 25 December 1941 and after
a hazardous three hour flight over open sea with possible imminent enemy attack,
landed at Del Monte in the afternoon. The following morning the group flew a six
hour flight to Macassar via Tarakan, and on the 27 December, arrived at Koepang at
9.50am before arriving at Darwin RAAF base at 2.30 p.m. that day. On 28 December
arrangements were made through RAAF Officers by Lt. Col. Caldwell to house the
Headquarters of FEAF in a bungalow type building (known as Building No 20), at the
RAAF aerodrome.

While preparations were taking place in Darwin, Eubanks, Brady and Llewellyn
departed Manila by aircraft on 26 December 1941 to undertake a reconnaisance of the
Netherland East Indies with a view to scouting airfields and a location for FEAF
Headquarters, It was reported as 'probable' by Major Trenheim, Aide-dc- Camp to
Brereton, that approaches had been made by the Commander-in-Chief Allied Forces
in the Far East, Headquarters Batavia, General Wavell, that General Brereton was to
be the Deputy Chief of ABDA. Upon being informed by Brereton of such a move,
MacArthur sent the following radio message to him (Brereton) stating his views that:

Your job as line commander far east air force would be hindered by your
appointment deputy chief of staff. Not practical to hold both at same time.
Desired to keep you free for command of air force.'6

'

Establishment of Far East Air Force: Aug 1941-Mar 1942', A 1199, 730-168, Historical Research
Division, Maxwell Air Force Base.
6
'Establishment of Far East Air Force', p. 1.
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At the conclusion of their meeting, the above named officers departed Java on 29
December 1941 for Darwin, whereupon Brereton and Llewellyn continued on via
Townsville, to attend a conference with Burnett, Chief of the Australian Air Staff, in
Melbourne. Prior to doing so, Brereton immediately ordered the

Bombardment

Group to proceed to Java. "Ten of the B.17s departed for Malang on 30 December
1941 and one plane departed for Samarinda ti."7 On 30 December 1941, General
Clagett recommended to General Brett that USFIA Headquarters in Brisbane be
moved to Melbourne. The reason put forward was that close contacts with the RAAF
and Australian Army could not be made as their headquarters were in Melbourne and
therefore, close coordination between the three services could not be met. There was
also a problem with a shortage of American officers to establish a liaison section. By
31 December 1941, FEAF Headquarters in Darwin was set up and ready to function,
with Major General Lewis E. Brereton assuming the position of Commanding
General with Colonel Francis M. Brady as his Chief of Staff. Positions of Acting GI
and G2, were filled by Captains William Hipps and Louis Hobbs respectively.

1 January 1942, saw two groups of personnel transferred from Manila on the verbal
orders of Brereton. The first six were assigned to Headquarters FEAF, while the
second seven members (all Air Corps Officers), were ordered to Brisbane to establish
the 26th Pursuit Group and obtain new aircraft. It was ascertained that certain
logistical requirements were needed for Headquarters Darwin, such as offices for the

7

'Far East Air Force Diary', (Doe. 28, App. 11), 7679-24. 108.50, Historical Research Division,
Maxwell Air Force Base, p. 43.
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Commanding General and his Chief of Staff, the G 1 and Message Centre and an
office each for the G2 and G3. A Cryptographic Room was required, as too were a
room for the telephone switchboard and a stenographer for the Commanding General
and Chief of Staff. As well, housing was needed off base for the Commanding
General and three Staff Officers. A house known colloquially as 'Jolly's House' in
Parap, was found to be suitable in this regard, whilst rooms for six other Officers and
a stenographer were found elsewhere. Needed also, was transportation consisting of
two staff cars, one light truck and two motorcycles with sidecar attachments. This
completed the establishment of FEAF Headquarters in Darwin.

The first of January 1942 saw the arrival in Australia of Brett who assumed command
of United States Forces in Australia and who on the recommendation of Clagett,
moved Headquarters USFIA to Melbourne. One of Brett's first priorities was to
approve the plan for the development of Darwin as the largest advanced base in
Australia, to be used in support of operations developing in Java and the Netherland
East Indies. Both he (Brett) and Clagett regarded the building up of other bases in
Australia as necessary. Brett stated: " Prior to large scale tactical operations, it is
essential to have a suitable establishment in Australia."8 On 5 January 1942, in
General Order No. I, Brett redesignated USFIA forces to USAFIA The mission of
USAFIA was to serve as a supply and training base for both USAFFE under
MacArthur in the Philippines and the American components of the ABDA command
under Brett in Java. The control of the movement of air units under USAFIA was
extended as far as Darwin, then control passed to FEAF.

8
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Brigadier Julian F. Barnes was made Chief of Staff, USAFIA, yet this arrangement
was to be short-lived, due to the formation of ABDA (American, British, Dutch and
Australian Commands) and the assignment of an ABDA staff post for Brett. The War
Department decided that the above events made it impossible for Brett to continue in
a line command and a suggestion was put forward by Arnold that Brereton replace
Brett as USAFIA Commander. While the above was taking place, Brett and Brereton
had left Australia for a conference with General Wavell in Java. This conference
concerned the establishment of ABDA Commands."9

The post of Deputy Chief of the Allied Air Force under the ABDA command was
offered to Brereton at this conference. However, the Chief of Staff, General Marshall,
directed that Brereton should be left free to command USAFIA and the FEAF, whilst
Brett should assume the staff position in Java of Deputy Chief of the Allied Air Force
in addition to his position as Deputy Commander of the ABDA Command. In
accordance with this arrangement, Brereton retained the command of FEAF and also
"assumed command of USAFIA on 17 January 1942. He also established FEAF
Headquarters at Bandoeng, Java,"20 thus bringing to an end Darwin's brief term as
FEAF HQ.

On or about 10 January 1942, Brett received a statement from General Marshall
containing details of the number of troops and air force units under his command.
They consisted of four Pursuit Groups (33 rd

'

351h 491h

&

51st

Pursuit Groups); two

Radiogram', (Doc. 98 Appll), A 1199, 730-168, Historical Research Division, Maxwell Air Force
Base, p.1.
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Heavy Bombardment Groups
Bombardment Group

(27th

(71h

&

19th

Bombardment Group); one Light

Bombardment Group) and Air Services to supply the

above force consisting of the

45th

&

51st

Air Base Group,

4511i

8081h

Air Depot Group,

Eng. Bn. (AVN) and 52 Sig. Bn.. Brett was further informed on 15 January 1942, that
the units listed above would be sent as soon as possible. With supporting troop
numbers from the engineering battalions (aviation), anti-aircraft troops and supporting
signal corp units, the size of his prospective command rose from 20,000 (as was
allotted on 6 January 1942), to a figure of 55,000.

Five Pursuit Squadrons were activated during January and February 1942, upon
receiving orders from USAFIA Headquarters. Barnes issued a directive on 10
January 1942, to Colonel Alexander Johnson, Commanding Officer of Base Section 3,
Brisbane, that Major Charles A. Sprague form the

171h

Pursuit Squadron. Later

squadrons were assigned 25 aircraft and 25 pilots. The

49th

Pursuit Squadron

commanded by Major Paul Wurtsmith was the unit allocated to RAAF control. It was
under this type of arrangement that future pursuit squadrons were formed. The

17th

Pursuit Squadron was the first to move to Java with "...a force of 17 aircraft and
pilots all who had previous combat experience in the Philppines."21 The squadron
departed Brisbane for Java by way of Rockhampton, Townsville, Cloncurry, Daly
Waters and Darwin. On arrival in Darwin, three aircraft required maintence due to
crack-ups enroute, which resulted in a delay of departure to Java on 25 January 1942.

'History of 17111 Pursuit Squadron', (Doe. 903, Appl 1), 7679-24, 108.46, Historical Research
Division, Maxwell Air Force Base, p. 23.
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After the 1 7Ih Pursuit Squadron departed Brisbane for Java, the 3' and 20h Pursuit
Squadrons attempted the same route with 25 aircraft each. The 20th Pursuit Squadron
under the command of Captain William Lane Jr, departed Brisbane for Port Moresby
on the orders of Bereton on 24 January 1942, When Brett was informed that this
squadron was to be used in the defence of Port Moresby, he expressed his disapproval
and subsequent revised orders detailing the squadron for defence purposes in Java
were forthcoming. Captain Lane arrived in Darwin on 1 February 1942, with 24
aircraft and departed for Java with the squadron splitting into two flights, the first
with 14 aircraft, the second with 10. On arrival in Java, the squadron numbered just
14 planes, due to eight aircraft being destroyed on the ground and in the air by enemy
action at Bali and two planes crash-landing and being destroyed after running out of
fuel, due to combat action.

3 Pursuit Squadron, under the command of Captain Grant Mahoney, departed
Brisbane on 4 or 5 February 1942, with 25 aircraft and proceeded straight to Darwin.
Once again, the squadron was divided into flights upon departure for Java. On 9
February 1942, the first flight consisting of nine P.40E and three A24s, escorted by a
single LB-30, departed Darwin for Koepang late in the afternoon. Shortly after
takeoff, one pilot was forced to turn back to Darwin after suffering illness. This flight
suffered tragic consequences when bad weather forced the aircraft to find another
suitable landing site. One pilot bailed out and was killed and three other planes failed
to report. The remaining four aircraft landed on an area along the north coast of
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central Timor. The second flight of nine aircraft proceeded to Java. However, two
planes suffered damage upon landing.22

In a response to the above developments, General Brett declared:

Pending installation of suitable defences for Koepang to permit entry at any
time of the day have suspended further ferry services from Darwin. To
transport by carrier every effort is being made. Defence of Java will be
seriously affected by lack of pursuit protection.23

In a response to the Japanese drive through the Celebes which highlighted the
defencelessness of the islands of Timor, Bali and other islands between Java and
Australia, Brett made arrangements for the defence of Koepang. It was his intent to
dispatch from Darwin the 148th Field Artillery Regiment (less one battalion), plus an
Australian infantry unit and pursuit aircraft. A light anti- aircraft unit was to be sent
from Java. Pursuit aircraft were also required to provide cover for a convoy of four
transport ships Manua Loa, Meigs, Tulagai and Port Mar, heading towards Koepang,
and being escorted by the cruiser USS Houston and USS Peary. This convoy left
shortly after midnight on 15 February 1942.24 The pursuit protection for the convoy
was not provided due to a severe breakdown in communications between various
parties.

'History of 17th Pursuit Squadron', p. 24.
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On 12 February 1942, Brett sent a radiogram to Barnes expressing the importance of
having a squadron of P.40s in Darwin for escort duties and movement to Koepang.
He later the same day sent a message for a squadron of dive bombers to be sent to
Darwin by 16 February 1942; yet again on the same day he ordered that 32 P.40s be
loaded on to the USS Langley in Perth, but only after two squadrons of P.40s were
supplied for cover of the Koepang convoy. Barnes's response was that 16 P.40s were
already in Darwin, but later that day he too had to correct this information as being
erronous, as there were indeed only two P.40 aircraft available in Darwin. In fact, no
more P.40s were available in Brisbane as those already in combat commission had
departed for Perth as per Brett's previous instruction.

To correct this situation, Barnes ordered 15 P.40s of the

33rd

Pursuit Squadron to

divert from Port Pine on 13 February 1942 and to arrive in Darwin on 15 February
1942. Barnes informed Brett that a further 15 P.40s would be sent from Brisbane to
fill the Langley's load in Perth, and that a second squadron of P.40s would be sent to
Darwin as soon as it was possible " ...to comply with Brett's cabled orders."25 The
commander of 33 Pursuit Squadron, Major Floyd Pci!, arrived in Darwin on 15
February 1942 with 10 P40E aircraft. He reported that it would take 72 hours to have
eight of the aircraft put in to 'combat commission'. Meanwhile, the remainder of 33
Pursuit Squadron under command of Lieutenant Gerald M. Keenan, proceeded to
Perth where they, together with all the aircraft of 13 Pursuit Squadron (32 aircraft all
told), were loaded on the USS Langley, which itself was to be sunk 10 days later 100
miles off the south coast of Tjilatjap.

25
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In the three months 17 December 1941 19 February 1942, units of the 24th Pursuit
-

Group and

19th

Heavy Bombardment Unit of the United States Army Air Corps,

retreated 2,000 miles from Nicholls Field to Batchelor Airstrip. FEAF Headquarters
was established on RAAF Station Darwin in Building No 20 on 31 December, 1941,
and the following day Brett approved a plan for the development of Darwin as the
largest advanced base in Australia. It was to be used in support of offensive
operations against enemy targets in the Netherland East Indies and Java, by U.S and
Australian air forces. In the six weeks to 19 February, 1942, Darwin was used as a
tactical staging base by United States Army Air Corps units including the 3 rd

7th

20th and 33' Pursuit Squadrons on their way to aid in the defence of Java. As well, A
24 and LB. 30 Liberator aircraft departed and returned from missions to Koepang via
Darwin, whilst B.17 Flying Fortress aircraft operated out of Batchelor on their
missions to attack enemy landing forces at Davao and the Lingayen Gulf.

26

113

Chapter Five
Raids, Reactions & Criticisms

On the morning of 19 February 1942, a foreign country attacked Australia.
For the first time in the history of European Australia, ". . .some part of its people
faced the full impact of modern war."1 Bomber and fighter planes from the same
naval carrier task force which crippled the American Navy at Pearl Harbor, and swept
all before it on its travels south, strafed and bombed Darwin, leaving behind dead and
injured defence personnel and civilians, as well as a town devastated and in chaos.
When the Japanese Fleet arrived at a position 220 nautical miles north-northwest of
Darwin, air operations began at 7.52 local time. 188 aircraft consisting of 71 Aichi
'Val' dive bombers, 81 Nakajima 'Kate' high level bombers and 36 Mitsubishi 'Zero'
fighters departed for operations against military and civilian targets in Darwin. These
first waves of aircraft were to be reinforced by

55

land-based bombers operating from

Ambon (28 'Nells') and Kendari (27 'Betty's).

The intent of the Japanese was not to seize Darwin, but rather to offset the perceived
strategic threat it posed to the Japanese occupation of the Netherlands East Indies.
The underlying reasons for Japan's military offensives in South East Asia during the
Second World War stemmed from the fact that being an island nation she had very
limited resources. (unlike Australia). That she was fully occupied fighting on two
fronts, namely Manchuria and China, meant that the occupation and seizure of

'Powell, The Shadows Edge, p. 5.
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resources within the region was necessary if she was to establish a network of
protective rings of bases in the Pacific and Southeast Asia. In this regard, the
destruction of the American naval base at Pearl Harbor and that of Darwin, was
imperative if Japan was to remove any strategic threat by others, in the region.
In this regard, the destruction of Darwin as an Allied staging post was crucial to
forthcoming enemy operations on adjacent islands, particularly Java and Timor."2

Since the early 1 880s there had been a commercial Japanese presence in Darwin,
Broome and the Torres Strait (Thursday Island) and this was due to the presence of
Japanese fishermen and pearl divers, and in the Top End, the prostitutes who came
from the island of Kyushu to work in the town's five brothels. Then in early 1942, a
Japanese presence again made itself felt, and quite coincidently, it was in the same
three areas as during the previous sixty years when there was a flourishing pearl trade
operating. So why did it come as a surprise to the Australian government and military
authorities, when Japan began its southward push in search of resources such as
rubber, tin and oil that it could seize and send back to the Motherland? The
Australian authorities had been receiving warnings of Japanese intentions as far back
as 1932 so why did warnings go unheeded and lessons learnt from Crete, Malta, Pearl
Harbor and Singapore, in respect to camouflage and aircraft displacements remain
unheeded? Why were senior military officers burdened with responsibility for areas
of operations far greater than those they were trained or tasked to do?

2
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In truth, there was an isolationist mentality prevalent at the time by those in positions
of authority. This included both the military and civil governments and was for the
most part, best seen in the Northern Territory, due precisely to its isolation and lack of
infrastructure. From the last months of 1941, three critical factors were to affect
Australia and its inhabitants before the first bombing raids on Darwin in February of
1942, Firstly, Australian military personnel and equipment had been fighting a war
on Britain's side in Crete and Greece and the Middle East for over two years. The
drastic shortage of men in Australia, as well as out-dated naval and aviation assets,
would play a major role in the coming months ahead.

Unfortunately, our aircraft were no match for the modern fighters of the Japanese
such as the 'Zeke' or as it was more commonly known, the 'Zero', whilst our army
personnel were still using equipment such as the Lewis gun, that dated back to the
First World War. The cause of this state of affairs may be focused directly at the
Australian Government and the amount of expenditure given the military.3 It must be
stated however, that the Depression played a major part in the distribution of finances
to all Service Corps in Australia at that time.

As an example, in 1933

-

"Australia was spending 4.4% of her revenue on defence.

Japan was spending 37.6%." In 1937, it was predicted that Japan had intentions to
increase its interests not only in Portuguese Timor, but also on the northwest coast of
Australia at Yampi Sound. This was due to Japan wanting to acquire leases over large
areas of iron ore needed for her shipbuilding and defence industries. The following

Ellison, p. 47.
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year Canberra placed a ban on the export of iron ore and provided the excuse to
Japanese interests that Australia barely had enough ore for her own needs. A pity
they did not put this to good use at the time by building more modern ships, aircraft
and weapons! Those aircraft they did manage to build, such as the Boomerang and
Wirraway, were completely out-dated and out-classed, even as they rolled off the
assembly lines.

Secondly, the massive series of victories achieved by the Japanese naval fleet from
the time of,and directly after, the attack on America's battle fleet at Pearl Harbor,
would herald the start of her expansionist policies in the South

-

East Asia region and

confirm Japan as a naval superpower. Finally, the mighty British battle cruiser
Repulse and battleship Prince of Wales, both capital ships with the latter being the
newer of the two, lay at the bottom of the ocean and with them went Britain's naval
presence in the Pacific, Angell's so called 'gentleman's agreement' between Britain
and Australia and any hope of Australia's coastline being protected by a modern
maritime defence force.

Prior to the fall of Singapore, realisation by military planners that Darwin must be the
next target of Japanese intent, led to reinforcements hurriedly being sent to the Top
End. The Americans sent the 43 Engineer Regimentt (G,S.) to Batchelor in early
February 1941, in an attempt to turn that particular airstrip into a major air base. The
Australian 7th and 8th Infantry Divisions with 14,000 troops also arrived around that
time, under the control of Brigadier (later Major-General, because of his enlarged
command) D.V.J. Blake, Commandant of the 71h Military District. The reason for the
large increase in numbers of Australian troops in and around Darwin at that time,
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were that the 6th, 71h 8th and

9" Divisions

were classed as A.I.F. units whose troops

were ". . . waiting to embark."5 Indeed, recruiting campaigns for enlistment in the
above units had in fact ceased, so that anyone wishing to enlist had to sign up with the
19th

Battalion or what was then the Darwin Infantry Battalion. This unit was listed as

a Militia Unit and anyone wishing to embark with the A.I.F was required to join this
unit first and then transfer to another division.

On 26 January 1942, the British Ambassador in Tokyo had forwarded a cablegram to
the Prime Minister's department in Canberra, indicating that a Japanese ship namely
the Shinyo Maru, was sailing from Palau to Melville Island with the specific intent of
rendezvousing with two Japanese agents. One of these people was on Thursday
Island and the other was in Darwin. Five Hudson aircraft from 13 Squadron spent the
next five days conducting a full-scale search for this vessel. Aerial photographs of
key areas off East Point and Cape Don were in the possession of the latter agent and
as well, J.D. Balfe alleges: "...the harbour interior had been photographed by naval
intelligence officers aboard Japanese fishing boats. These were passed through the
Japanese Consul in Sydney"6 So lacklustre were the security measures in and around
Darwin prior to the first raids, that not only had the Japanese military precise
knowledge of the ocean tides, northern coastline and landing zones, but in Tokyo after
the war, Brown alleges that the capture of Japanese survey maps showed:

Chandler. H, Bombing of Darwin, Army 1941 —42', Interview with Col. W.H. Wanseley, Frontline
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"Australia's roads, location of water storages, the areas impassable during the wet
season and details of other important local information,"7

A convoy of blockade runners put together by President Roosevelt's personal
delegate, Brigadier General Patrick J. Hurley, as a last ditch effort to reinforce Timor,
departed Darwin harbour at midnight on 15 February 1942. This convoy included
detachments of Australian troops and American artillery on four transports, to be
escorted by USS Houston and USS Peary and two Australian Navy sloops. General
Hurley and his Aide-de-camp Lt. Bobb B. Glenn departed RAAF Base Darwin in a
LB 30 Liberator bomber at 11.45 pm that same night on a mission to garner support
from ABDA commander General Wavell, with a view to reinforcing allied forces in
the Philippines by sea. The convoy was attacked by 39 Japanese bombers and 9
flying boats on 16 February 1942 (without loss) and

". .

.due to a lack of air cover, was

subsequently ordered to return to Darwin,"8 On 17 February 1942, Wavell finally
gave the go ahead for Hurley to implement his plan, so immediate arrangements were
made for Hurley and his staff to fly back to Darwin on a LB 30 Liberator on 18
February 1942. Prior to departure, Eubank's Seventh Bomb Group's Intelligence
Officer informed Hurley of the following news:

It doesn't look good. The Timor reinforcement convoy has been bombed and is
now on its way back to Darwin. Of most concern to you people, however, is
that we have spotted an enemy aircraft carrier force in the Timor Sea between
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here and Australia. Not sure of the size, but probably two carriers plus
supporting ships.9

In response to this information, the flight plan was adjusted so that on departure from
Java the next morning, the aircraft headed due south until the coast of Australia was
sighted, then a northeasterly heading was maintained until arrival in Darwin later that
afternoon. This course was longer, but it provided the safest method of reaching
Darwin.

At about 9.35 a.m.on 19 February 1942, Father John McGrath of the Catholic mission
on Bathurst Island, spied a number of aircraft approaching his island. Knowing that
the odds of them being allied aircraft were hardly great, he sent the following radio
message to Darwin Coast Radio and its radio operator, Lou Cornock: "An unusually
large air formation bearing down on us from the north-west; identity suspect,
visibility not clear,"0 As if to show Father McGrath who they were and what their
intent was, six Zero fighters peeled away from the formation and strafed and
destroyed an American twin engined Beechcraft aircraft that had been sitting on the
island's airstrip.

Repeated attempts by the priest to establish radio contact with Darwin came to
nought, as the Japanese aircraft jammed all radio frequencies. The effect that the
message had after it had finally been received in Darwin, was one of disbelief
bordering on derision. This state of affairs was indicative of the approach to warnings

'Brigadier Genera! Hurley's Mission To Expedite Blockade Runner Ships To The Philippines:
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received by the military, in relation to messages received from other sources of enemy
movements. Just the day before the first raids, the Australian Consul in Portuguese
Timor reported large aircraft movements 400 miles north of Australia and the
suspected presence of aircraft carriers. As well, around the areas of Horn Island and
Meruake, reconnaissance flights by Japanese planes had been noticed and though this
presented to the consul the intent of the Japanese "

...

Darwin did not take the

Consul's warnings seriously."1

It was at 9.37a.m. when Father McGrath's radio transmission was finally received at
the Darwin Coast Radio headquarters and relayed to the RAAF Operations Centre.
The message was disregarded in the belief that".. .the aircraft seen were in fact 10
P.40E Kittyhawks returning from Timor."12 The aircraft referred to belonged to the
33rd

Pursuit Squadron under the command of Pell. This group had arrived at RAAF

Base Darwin on 15 February 1942 and had spent the next three days undergoing
aircraft maintenance and conducting patrol flights and training. The level of training
for the majority of the pilots at that stage, had been drastically reduced, so that most
of the pilots

" ..

. had less than 20 hours experience in pursuit aircraft."" The group

had departed Darwin at 0915 hours on 19 February 1942, for Koepang, in company
with a B.17E Flying Fortress that had been designated to lead them. Originally 11
aircraft were to depart, but one was grounded due to a coolant leak. One of the pilots
flying with Pell, Lt Robert G. Oestreicher, had flown in to Darwin with the

171h

Pursuit Squadron under the command of Captain Grant Mahoney on 15 February
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1942, but due to engine trouble had been unable to continue to Java with his
squadron.

Approximately 20 minutes after take off, the squadron was recalled due to a weather
report stating that the ceiling cover of cloud at Koepang was only 600 feet. "A"
Flight, consisting of Major Pell and four other P.40s landed at Darwin RAAF Base.
"B" Flight was ordered to patrol at a height of 15,000 feet. Around 1005am, nine
Zeroes came in to attack at 8,000 feet, and this attack caught the RAAF Base entirely
by surprise. "B" Flight was at about 6,000 feet and

". . .

still climbing for altitude

when the attack came."14 Oestreicher was acting as a 'weaver' above his two plane
element when he sighted a Zero diving on his formation 2,000 feet above him and at
his eight o'clock position. He radiod

". .

.zeros, zeros, zeros!"15 Unfortunately, the

four aircraft beneath him were shot down, but only one pilot was killed. Oestreicher
then shot his way through the enemy formation and eventually regained altitude.
Oestreicher attacked and shot down one Series 97 "Val" Dive Bomber. For his action
in downing the first Japanese aircraft over Australian soil,

". . .

Lieutenant Oestreicher

was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross."16

In fact, Ostreicher claimed two Aichi D3A 'Val' dive-bombers during the battle. As
the dive-bombers and fighters began to strafe and bomb the RAAF airstrip, destroying
everything in sight including Australian Hudson Bombers and Wirraway trainers, the
148t11
American 147111 and
Field Artillery Batteries began firing at the enemy bomber
formations and it is possible that most people in Darwin's environs, did not realise

"
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until this time, that they were under attack. Pell led the pilots of "A" Flight in a vain
attempt to get into the battle. He and the other aircraft of "A" Flight were all shot
down, Pelt and one other pilot being killed. At the close of combat, 33rd Pursuit
Squadron had been reduced to just one P.40., with all its pilots being awarded the
Distinguished Service Cross (four posthumously) for their valiant efforts in defending
Darwin17

Nine 'Zero' fighters from the carrier Akagi, were responsible for the downing of four
of the five 'Kittyhawk' aircraft. In addition, it was 9.57a.m. and not 9.58 a.m. as the
Australian records show, when the first bombs started falling. This can be verified
through perusing the logbooks of the Japanese pilots who flew the first wave of
attacks from the Akagi.' t Approximately an hour after the carrier-based aircraft had
discharged their cargoes and had headed back to their ships, the land-based bombers
from Ambon and Kendari, appeared over Darwin flying in from two different
directions. The 'Nells' from Ambon approached from the northeast at 4,000 metres,
whilst the 'Betty's' from Kendari flew in from the southwest at 5,000 metres. They
had only one target in mind and that was the RAAF base which they proceeded to
carpet-bomb with precision and without any interference from enemy aircraft. As
stated by Wing Commander Dunne, who was serving with 'B' Flight No 13 squadron
('A' & 'C' Flights had re-allocated to Daly Waters 10 days earlier) and who was
present during the second raid by the land-based bombers: "One lot came over this

'General Order 27', SWPA, I Sept 42, 679-24, 730.01, Historical Research Branch, Maxwell Air
Force Base, p. 29.
18
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way, but the other lot were coming back over the top this way, exactly opposite; they
had beautiful timing."19

In the space of one short minute, 32,000 kilograms of ordnance was deployed on one
target. So bad was the collateral damage to the RAAF Base and Darwin harbour, that
it led one reporter to write that Darwin

". ..

is now a ghost town from a military point

of view."20 At 10.40 a.m. the first all clear had sounded, but that lasted only until
12.00 midday when the above-mentioned land-based bombers attacked the air base.
The resultant losses at the RAAF Base were twenty-three aircraft destroyed or
damaged and five men killed. Lessons about the dispersion of aircraft and
camouflage, which should have been learnt by senior RAAF officers who served in
the Malayan campaign and directives issued concerning camouflaging, were not
adhered to. 21

As a result, the Commonwealth government sent Commissioner, Justice C.J. Lowe to
Darwin to find out why civilian and military control had broken down. His report
tabled in Parliament House, Canberra, on 27 March 1942, was known as 'The
Commission of Inquiry Concerning The Circumstances Connected With The Attack
Made By Japanese Aircraft On The J9th February 1942.22 The inquiry had wide
ranging guidelines, not the least being ". . whether the Commanders or other officers
.

of the Naval, Military or Air Forces or any civil authority failed to discharge the
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responsibility entrusted to them."23 Alan Powell describes how at the hearing,
Abbott found he had no friends, as:

commission witnesses who were called and promised that their evidence
would be kept secret, openly berated his lack of leadership up to and during the
crisis.24

He was offered no recourse to defend himself against the allegations of his detractors.
The only person to come to his aid was his political opponent, Minister for the
Interior, Senator J.S. Collings. Lowe did state: " .but it is proper, if any action is
..

suggested to the Minister because of this criticism, to remember that the
Administrator has not been heard by counsel,25 Lowe commended the courage and
enterprise of individual RAAF officers but condemned the overall organisation and
leadership. The Commission's findings allowed Abbott to continue in the position of
Administrator, but ironically, he was now in the same position in which he had placed
others and that was of having very little power himself. The Army took control of
Darwin and Abbott was forced to move to Alice Springs where he fought a neverending battle with the local area commander, Brigadier N.M. Loutit.

Commissioner Lowe was critical, in that he stated:

The 'Findings' of the Committee ('The Commission of Inquiry Concerning The
Circumstances Connected With The Attack Made By Japanese Aircraft On The

23
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19th

February 1942) reflect the opinion that lessons taught by the war in Crete,

Malta and Malaya, and by German practice, (had) not been incorporated in the
station. These lessons were known to many officers of the RAAF and the
Memorandum No. 3 0f20th August 1941, from the Directorate of Air
Intelligence, outlined the necessary preventive measures

26

In Port Darwin itself, eight ships were sunk in the two raids that morning and the
official loss of life was reported as being 243 people, of which 160 were sailors; 90
alone from the American destroyer Peary. Between 300 to 400 civilians and military
personnel were injured.

The haunting aspect affecting the sinking of the Peary was that it had nearly been
sunk by RAAF Hudson aircraft days previously. An American 'Catalina' flying boat
had been trailing the Peary in the mistaken belief it was a Japanese destroyer and
subsequently, orders were relayed by the Americans to the Australian pilots to sink
her. Fortunately, at the time, the RAAF did not, but the Japanese made amends for
that error just days later. While the second attack was being conducted on Darwin,
offshore near Bathurst Island two blockade runners on their way to the Philippines,
the Don Isidro and the Florence D were attacked and sunk.

Powell describes how, after the first raid, the RAAF station commander issued orders
to his personnel to assemble "...half a mile down the Batchelor road and half a mile
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into the bush."27 This order resulted in a panic that swept through not only the lower
echelon of RAAF personnel, but part of the civilian population as well. According to
the Operations Record book of Number 2 Squadron, great damage was sustained on
the base to hangars, essential equipment, installations and grounded aircraft. There
was also mention made of".. panic and a lack of discipline.. (low) morale and
ignorance of aerodrome defence orders. Orders given to disperse."28

It is no wonder that there was so much damage and so little discipline. To defend
Darwin and the RAAF Base against attack from the air was equipment consisting of
just 257 revolvers, 63 rifles and 10 Vickers twin machine guns. The American
and

148th

147t1i

Field Artillery Batteries provided 18 anti-aircraft guns on loan to the

d
14th
Australian 2 and
Anti-Aircraft Batteries for use as aerial defence measures and
these guns were sited at Darwin Oval and Fannie Bay. The 19th Light Horse Machine
Gun Regiment was situated at various strategic points in and around Darwin, whilst
ten coastal guns were placed in anticipation "...along perceived invasion routes by
naval forces."29 However, these latter weapons were to be of no use whatsoever
during the air raids. Neither was the use of a 'Dover Heights' radar set allocated to 31
Radar Unit, which was supposed to be in place and working at a site previously
selected on 28 January 1942 at Dripstone Caves. As stated by Michael Moran: "The
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fact is that the the last Dakota-load of radar equipment, including the all-important
aerial, arrived in Darwin two days after the bombing."30

Widespread damage was sustained to the post, cable and telegraphs offices,
government buildings, police station and barracks, the military hospitals at both Bagot
and Bcrrimah, as well as damage to the RAAF base which included the destruction of
fifteen aircraft and two hangars, as well as sustained damage to ". . . stores, airmen
quarters; the officers mess; the workshop transport shed; and damage to two
runways."31

Squadron Leader F.X. MacMahon who witnessed the rush of the population on the
south road stated, ".. every type of car, cycle and push cart was piled high with
goods. One old Chinaman was cheerfully pushing a tricycle type of ice-cream cart
still filled with ice-cream."32 (The demeanor of the 'old chinaman' would suggest
that not everyone was panicked, but indeed some enterprising individuals like him,
could possibly make a profit out of the madness) This rush was due in part to the fact
that most of the local population had heard only days before about the fall of
Singapore from returning servicemen and radio broadcasts. Most people headed
south to Adelaide River 100 kilometres away whilst a few RAAF personnel reached
Daly Waters 680 kilometres from Darwin. One individual reached Melbourne in 13
days, a feat of no small means! It took many weeks for these Servicemen to be
rounded up but in the interim, military and civilian control broke down. The resultant
widespread looting and drunkenness was, for the sake of morale, covered up by the
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wartime censorship. Property that was supposedly protected by military policemen in
Port Darwin was in fact looted by these very people, and then the buildings set alight
to cover up their crimes. Certainly, after the bombing and after the evacuation of
most of the civil population, troops did go through a number of houses taking pieces
of furniture, and as a result:

The Army possessed large quanities of civilian goods for which no owners
could be found and cases in plenty existed of claims that could not be
substantiated because the articles had disappeared.33

This was not to be an isolated case. In fact, it was the second occasion whereby
members of Australia's military forces, after being subjected to air raids, went on a
rampage looting property from businesses and homes. The first recorded event
occurred in Moresby on 2 and 5 February 1942 and was repeated from the nineteenth
of that month. As Powell states:

Port Morseby had been thoroughly looted and vandalised by the servicemen
who were suppose to be protecting it. 34

He goes on to quote from the subsequent investigation report, which asserted that:

Looting of stores and homes began with the air raids of 2 and 5 February 1942,
that members of all armed services were involved, and that apart from
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individual stealing by troops, civilians and natives, members of forces took
great quantities of furniture from hotels and stores and homes for use in camps;
also refrigerators and motor cars."

As Powell says: "Neither churches nor Red Cross stores were spared and the
plundering went on until early April when there was nothing left to steal."35

Both instances were a result of the general military ethos and training at that time,
whereby a great number of soldiers were discontented at being stationed in either
Darwin or Port Moresby where there was no fighting, no chance of being transferred
overseas in the immediate future or as stated above, being plainly unhappy at being
where they were. The fact that more than half of the troops were not frontline troops,
did not help discipline and morale.

The recollection of certain events by Bobb B. Glenn, Aide-de-camp to Brigadier
Patrick Hurley, relating to looting and the movement southward by the populace,
differ from those mentioned above. Immediately after the second attack on Darwin
on 19 February 1942, Hurley and Glenn retrieved their belongings from the Darwin
Hotel (which had been strafed, but not bombed), and after driving out of the business
district, observed

35

36

". . .

several instances of looting."36 Glenn further asserts:
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A few shop windows are being broken and items taken out. The looters I
observe are mostly individuals, and I do not see any large groups or wholesale
looting. Looters seem to be taking only what they can carry on foot.37

As Glenn and Hurley drive south towards Adelaide River, the following observation
was recorded:

We are driving past a steady stream of soldiers and civilians. They are mostly
in small groups of two or three but there are also a number of individuals.
There is no suggestion of a military formation and only a few have retained
their arms. On the other hand, there is no suggestion of panic. They are simply
walking out of Darwin.38

The reasons for the chaos suffered in Darwin on 19 February 1942, were national and
local. There was the hesitancy on behalf of the Commonwealth Government and
Military, in assessing Japanese intentions after Pearl Harbor. The Government's
relaxed attitude towards the defence of Australia during the 1930s, stemmed from a
belief that Britain would save the day with its navy. The ties Australians felt towards
the British Empire meant that vast amounts of manpower and equipment were sent
overseas to fight a war on the other side of the world, leaving Australia defenceless.
By the time war broke out in the Pacific region, Australia did not have the
infrastructure in place to build complex and expensive equipment, let alone defend
itself. The promised naval fleet offered by Prime Minister Churchill to protect
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Northern Australia lay at the bottom of the ocean. However, it was the lack of
modern fighter aircraft, concentrated anti-aircraft batteries and naval warships, which
were the over-riding problems in the defence of Darwin.

Williams, who was returning to Australia from Britain, was staying overnight at the
Hotel Darwin on 18 February 1942. This followed a lengthy journey from London to
Darwin aboard a B.O,A,C Empire' flying boat, via the Middle East. He
experienced the first air attack on Darwin from a gutter in front of the hotel and the
second, with Scherger, in a slit trench at the RAAF base. He (Williams) had put
forward a recommendation for the inclusion of a fighter squadron in the new 19squadron program the RAAF was undertaking. Prior to the outbreak of war, this was
one of five squadrons yet to be formed. However, when Burnett became C.A.S, he
replaced this fighter squadron with a general purpose squadron in Darwin, in the
belief that there was hardly likely to be an attack by Japan on Australia and therefore,
the chances of aircraft operating from carriers in an offensive manner were unlikely.
Williams said:

So no steps had been taken to form even one fighter squadron when Darwin was
attacked by landplanes from a carrier. We had nothing with which to
effectively oppose them.39

The lack of direction by Commonwealth, local governments and trade unions, caused
personal antagonisms to exist between not only themselves, but the military as well.
The lacklustre approach to the defence of Darwin by not only the commander of the
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Northern Defence Area, but by senior officers of the RAAF was a major factor. That
lower ranks among the RAAF hierarchy fled at the first sign of trouble, tarnished the
brave efforts of those civilians, police and others who stayed behind. Though there
were many brave acts displayed by certain members of the military, the efforts of the
civilian populace, both men and women, were just as great and in some cases, even
greater. Bill McKinnon was correct when he observed: "We who stayed in Darwin
were the discredited ones. We were discredited by all our seniors who had shot
through."40

On the other hand, Lowe was less damning.

I saw some of the men when giving evidence before me, and I am satisfied, both
from appearance and what I heard from Officers, that the quality of the men was
not unsatisfactory, but that the failure arose owing to lack of training and lack of
leadership at the relevant time."

He went on:

Competent officers who gave evidence before me drew my attention to the fact
that most of the personnel concerned were non-flying men.. .cipher officers,
equipment officers, artisans and the like."4 '
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It was suggested these men were chosen for their technical skills and received their
promotion because of technical proficiency. There was no guarantee that such men
were capable of leadership and that in time of crisis it might be shown, as it was in
Darwin, that qualities of leadership were missing in such men. There was evidence
that some of those who took to the bush remarked that they did not know how to use
arms and were not going to remain behind to be massacred in the event of a Japanese
landing. Perhaps the under-trained and inappropriately trained personnel were wise to
act as they did! It must be stated however, that though the officers and the men of the
RAAF were indeed ordered to form up about 'a mile into the bush', members of Nos
2 and 13 squadrons who had been flying Hudson bombers continually to Timor in an
effort to evacuate personnel from there, and who had borne the brunt of the initial
attacks, were all " ...on parade on the next morning."42 As well, the ability of the
ground staff of the above respective squadrons to keep the remaining Hudson
bombers flying both during and after the raids on Darwin, resulted in them being
awarded a United States Presidential Citation for their work.

On the civilians, Douglas Lockwood states:

"Of the wharf labourers, some of the survivors subsequently remained in town
to offer their services usefully at a time when the road leading south was
carrying most of their detractors."43
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Of course, the attempted cover-up by the Commonwealth government in regards to
the actual numbers of casualties and lack of leadership shown by a very few senior
officers did the Government no favours when the information became available to the
rest of the population. It was done purely as a means of prohibiting the Japanese
military forces from obtaining a concise picture of the extent of damage and loss of
life in Darwin, after the first air raids. On 20 February 1942, newspapers began
reporting the raids upon Darwin, nationally. There was little mention made in regards
to actual numbers of deaths or the amount of damage sustained, and this line of
reporting was sanctioned by the then prime minister John Curtin, when he released a
press statement to the effect that "... reports so far to hand do not give precise
particulars about the loss of life."44 One must presume it was in the national interest
for him to do so, as any figures would have undoubtedly provided a means of
intelligence gathering for the Japanese High Command and may have resulted in a
change of tactics and/or further onslaughts. There was also the factor of distrust of
the Australian peoples' reaction to 'bad' news.

From the waterfront, to local management and the structure of the RAAF hierarchy,
the two underlying factors in the findings of Lowe's inquiry were the lack of
leadership and mismanagement. The RAAF failed to take heed of information from
the convoy that had been attacked whilst headed for Koepang on the 18 February
1942. It must be stated here that the Commissioner was scathing in his report after the
initial bombing attacks on Darwin, especially so in regards to the lack of initiative
demonstrated by RAAF personnel and the failure of such protective measures
following the tragedies at Crete, Malta and Singapore. Lockwood asserts:
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The RAAF was warned directly of a big build-up in enemy air activity near
Portuguese Tirnor in time for Darwin to be given as much as 24 hours notice of
impending trouble.45

As with the failure by the military to believe the transmission from Father McGrath to
be accurate, the same applied to Father Bill Connors in requesting that the patrol
officer at Garden Point radio the sightings of Japanese aircraft to Darwin, as a means
of verifying those from Bathurst Island. Unlike Father McGrath who broadcast in the
clear to bypass the required practice of using codes and as such, facilitate the urgency
of

his warning, the patrol officer at Garden Point refused to do so. Not only did this

mean that an advanced warning remained unheeded, but the consequences to the
shipping and the people of Darwin may have been less than what was experienced.
As well, the fact that Radio VID's head operator in Darwin, Lou Cornock, concerned
over the fact his first warning to RAAF Operations had not been heeded, ",,,rang the
office of Naval Intelligence and spoke to Lt Cdr J.C.B. McManus who had been told
nothing and indeed had not been contacted by any other branch of the Services."46

As Lockwood said: "That quarter of an hour could have made a big, big difference
on the raids in Darwin."47 In addition, Commissioner Lowe stated: "...that the
failure arose owing to the lack of leadership at the relevant time."48 Scherger, who
had left the base between 09.35 and 09.40, was on the outskirts of Darwin when the
first raid commenced. He immediately returned to the base and after being strafed on
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four occassions whilst on the station, drove to the operations room whereby he:
.immediately organised the operations staff... and

". . .

worked out the best possible

areas of search for the Japanese carriers."49

In relation to conditions on the wharf, Lowe stated that the problem arose not because
of the large amount of shipping in the harbour, but mainly from a lack of facilities in
the port equipment and especially defects within the management. Of the town and
its inhabitants, he (Justice Lowe) found that the morale of the people was not
noticeably affected, but stated:

Had there been effective leadership at that stage, I think normal conditions
might very rapidly have been attained, but leadership was conspicuously
lacking. °

The major cause of the above lay not so much with inappropriately trained men being
sent to Darwin originally, but more so with the leaders of the appropriate departments
who sent them there in the first place. As well, the failure of the government in
Canberra to take heed of reports of Japanese intent that dated back to 1932, and the
lack of military spending on its part, must play a major role in the events leading up to
the tragedy which struck Darwin.

The findings of Lowe's inquiry into the evaluation of the behaviour of the people in
Darwin both during and after the debacle of the first raids, and his subsequent report,

49

°

Rayner. H, p.49.
Ibid.

137

were precise. They highlighted the deficiencies that plagued the military and civilian
authorities, as each service branch and civilian department was not content with its
own area of responsponsibility, but rather wanting to assume control of all other
departments as well, due to the fact that each one believed that it knew what was best
for the other.

In regards to Group Captain Scherger's actions prior, during and after the raids on
Darwin, it is inconceivable that this person could demonstrate two entirely different
traits in respects to making command decisions. His actions in improving the
conditions of both the new RAAF Station, and Batchelor airstrip, led General
Brereton to comment: "Fortunately Group Captain Scherger. was energetic,
..

efficient and very impatient."5' His subsequent dealings in expediting the unloading
of essential stores and coal fuel on the wharf, are in total contrast to those after the
first raids when he wanted to send fully laden Hudson and Wirraways on what would
be a one way trip for the pilots. As recalled by Airframe fitter LAC Reg Daymon
"...two Hudsons were being despatched to strike the Japanese carrier force, but it was
most probably fortunate that they couldn't find it."52

Scherger, when he appeared before the Royal Commission, explained his action in
wanting to send Hudson bombers to search and attack the Japanese task force thus:

One does not know what importance the enemy attaches to this objective
(Darwin). But I would say it is of quite high importance. Because if he does set

2

Brereton, quoted in Powell, The Shadows Edge, p. 59.
Bennett. J, p. 151.

138

foot in here with long-range aircraft he can expand down to the lines of
communication we have towards the south and separate us. He could stretch
right throughout Australia and there is nothing he cannot strike at.53

In the first instances he led by example, but in the latter he was prepared to
waste lives in a vain attempt at what could only be described as a foolhardy
attempt at revenge.

Scherger further stated to the Commission that:

The defence plan for Darwin at the time was to a large extent conditioned by the
number of aircraft available, and it is probably correct to say, therefore, that the
aircraft available were adequate to implement the existing defence plan which
visualised little more than searches to seaward and delaying and harrasing
attacks on any Japanese invasion force. It was, of course, well known that
Darwin was not (my italics) in a position to defend the area against any
determined attack of a scale which the Japanese would have been able to
stage.54

There were many similarities between the bombing of Darwin, and the initial attacks
on Pearl Harbor. Four of the six Japanese aircraft carriers, the Akagi, Kaga, Hiryu
and the Soryu took part in both offensives. The same pre-attack schedules that
occurred before the bombing of Pearl harbour were initiated against Darwin. An
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Aichi E13A (Jake) floatplane was launched exactly 280 nautical miles away from
Darwin, whilst all attacking aircraft were launched at 220 nautical miles; the same
thing occurring at Pearl harbour. The same aircraft leader, Commander Fuchida, flew
from the same carrier, the Akagi, to lead the air assault. As with Pearl Harbor, enemy
aircraft that had been sighted and reported to the relevant authorities prior to any
attack, were dismissed out of hand as being friendly aircraft.

The strategic thinking of both sides can be reviewed here. The Japanese Naval Staff
were well aware of the fact that the main overseas communication cable came ashore
at Darwin and that here was the main staging post for the refuelling of allied ships. In
fact, it was " .the only main fleet operating base for the allied Naval forces at the
..

Eastern end of the Malay Barrier and contained some 100,000 tons of Naval oil
fuel."55 If Darwin was successfully attacked, communications to the rest of the
country would be severed and there would be no fuel or oil supplies. America and
Britain would be unable to reinforce any Australian naval forces given not only the
distance involved, but more specifically, both navies of the above countries had
already been decimated by Japanese naval forces. As well, Britain was fighting a
naval war against Germany and this state of affairs would allow Japanese forces
(using lesser numbers), to occupy the rich resource areas of the North-West shelf
using the same invading force from Darwin. The only reason this never happened, is
because the leaders within the Japanese Army were not prepared to take the risk, even
after the first raids on Darwin.
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As for the Australian General Staff, the above points highlight the fact that the
Japanese were aware of the importance of Darwin and the north-west region, whereas our military defence planners were more interested in defending southern cities and
believed that Darwin could be protected from a landing force " .by three torpedo
..

bombers stationed some 3,000 km away." 6 Air strikes therefore, were the order of
the day and what is most striking in regards to the initial attacks on Darwin is that the
Japanese dropped

". .

.83% of the tonnage of bombs it had unloaded at Pearl

Harbor."57 As well, due to many smaller bombs that were carried on these missions,
the actual number of bombs dropped was over two and a half times greater than that at
Pearl Harbor; yet, unlike Pearl Harbor, torpedoes were not used in Darwin.

With the fall of Singapore on 15 February 1942 and the capture of over 17,000
soldiers of Australia's

8th

Division, the Japanese Army believed that as its objectives

in the Southern Resource Area had been attained. There would therefore, be no need
for any invasion on Australian soil. The Japanese Naval Staff however, had other
ideas. Officers from within this organisation were led by a very influential faction
known as ".,the Australia-first group", headed by Captain Sadatoshi Tomioka, the
Chief of the Plans Division of the First (Operations) Section."58 This particular
group rightly considered that if there were to be allied offensives carried out against
the occupied territories gained by Japan, then it would be from these very same bases
and there were several areas to be looked at. The invasion of the most important
strategic areas on Northern Australia; the complete annihilation of maritime forces;
deal Australia a major blow she could not recover from and sever the U.S.
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Australian communications line. In the end, these plans were shelved due to the
massive numbers of men the planners in the Japanese First (Operations) Section
thought it would require. A figure of 200,000 was forecast, but there were neither the
men nor the shipping available to execute such a mission. Other reasons were
Australia's size, her distance from Japan (4,000 miles), the very poor land telegraph
system and most ironic, the view held by Japanese that "...Australians, in view of
their national character, would resist to the end." 9

The one factor overlooked by the General Staff at that time, was the consideration that
America may be able to aid Australia. However, as it turned out, this equation did not
have any impact on Imperial Defence thinking or measures, due to the events at Pearl
Harbor and the subsequent destruction of the American battle fleet. Our own naval
vessels were obsolete and many were captained by British officers, so any form of
primary defence had to lie with the Army and Air Force. This turn of events was
ironic, in that Britain was unable to defend Australia with its own ships due to severe
losses it had suffered in the Atlantic and Pacific theatres, and also because at
successive Imperial Conferences, the Royal Navy considered that by having their own
captains placed in command of Australian ships, they would then come under the
influence of the British Admiralty who would essentially control the Australian navy
and the way its ships were used: An example being the 6 inch cruiser Perth, which
the Admiralty took command of on its way back to Australia via the Panama Canal
...
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Following the raids on Darwin, Bali and Koepang, ABDA Headquarters started to
break up. On 24 February 1942, Brereton moved his staff and the remaining B.17s to
India and this was followed on 25 February by Wavell. Generals Brett and Brereton
were ordered to report to the War Department in Australia; however, Brereton and
most of his staff had already departed for India. Upon leaving, Brereton issued the
following:

"Insomuch as I have been directed to proceed to India, I hereby relinguish command
of the Far East Air Force, U.S. Army."61

At this point, ABDA ceased to be a unified command. Japanese aircraft thereafter
attacked targets in the Northern Territory on sixty-four occasions from 19 February to
12 November 1943. The threat of continued attacks had a direct effect on the conduct
of North West Area air operations and the use of RAAF Base, Darwin, for the whole
of 1942.
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Chapter Six
RAAF

Darwin & Associated Works

Following the initial attacks on Darwin, the increased threat of air raids on the RAAF
base, coupled with a great expansion in air activity, led to a high degree of dispersion
to satellite fields. However, though many changes were to take place in regards to
dispersion of aircraft and satellite airfields in particular, RAAF Station Darwin
remained a key element and the main focus for future offensive operations against
Japanese targets. As a direct result of the RAAF Station Darwin being attacked
during February 1942, Area Headquarters split up, with administration moving to
Birdum, whilst Air Staff moved firstly to the 22 mile, before relocating to the 18 mile
at Coomalie Creek with 7 Military District Headquarters under command of MajorGeneral D.V.J. Blake. It became necessary for satellite airfields to be introduced as a
continued measure to provide offensive operations against Japanese military forces,
and as a result, a number of Commonwealth works were gazetted in March of that
year. These new works pertained to proposals that were originally put forward in
September 1940, by the Department of the Interior and though planned, had not been
fully executed due to them being listed as 'low priority'.

One of the first measures taken was to extend the rail supply line between Adelaide
and Alice Springs and the road supply lines from Alice Springs to Birdum and
Tennant Creek to Camooweal. Three different State Road Authorities were involved
in the extensions of certain sections of the above. New South Wales was responsible
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for 91 miles, Queensland for 90 miles and South Australia for 136 miles. The
Department of the Interior assumed control for the development and maintenance of
these supply lines, as well as accountability for allocating the 50,000 pounds funding
provided by the War Cabinet.

What is worth noting here, is that though the State Road Authorities assumed
responsibility for the maintenance and upkeep of all roads in the Northern Territory
from 1 September 1941, the Department of the Interior controlled the funding for the
upkeep and maintenance of roads that it had developed to specifications in use by the
Department of the Army. As the New South Wales Roads Board was responsible for
certain sections of those roads between Alice Springs Birdum, Darwin-Birdum and
-

Tennant Creek-Camooweal, which were the major routes to all southern states and
vital to the interests of the Army, why was not the money given to that particular body
if funding was to be controlled by the Department of the Interior for Army use?
Though it is true to say there was a constant shortage of manpower within RAAF
Mobile Works Squadrons and their duties were quite extensive, this could have been
allayed had the directions by ABDACOM to the Chiefs of Staff Committee (COSC)
on 20 February 1942, been followed through. ABDACOM had requested that: "A
labour force of 1,000 to 1500 labourers from the Netherlands East Indies be used for
work to aerodromes and on maintenance work to the north

-

south road." (The

above proposal was shelved due to logistical requirements necessary in Darwin and
breach of the 'White Australia Policy'.)

Official Year Book of the Commonwealth ofAustralia, No 35.- 1942 & 1943, p. 562.
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This argument relates to the fact that the Administrative Planning Committee had just
the day before, submitted three proposals for immediate action in regards to
facilitating the capacity of transport and goods into the North Western Area. First
was the need for an urgent upgrade of the Darwin

-

Alice Springs and Mt Isa

-

Tennant Creek roads. These roads were required to be of an 'all weather' capacity,
considering there was to be an expected rise in large volumes of incoming freight on
the Central Australian Railways and road and troop movements from and through,
Queensland. Secondly, to cope with the anticipated increase in transport needs, four
hundred and five type KS, K6 and K7 three-ton vehicles, costing 272,000 pounds
were contracted for supply from the International Harvester Company. As well, a
further 172,000 pounds was allocated for the purchase of 23 five-ton trucks and
trailers, bringing the total cost to 442,000 pounds.

Finally, the manpower required to operate and service these vehicles, was to come
from within the ranks of the United States Armed Forces in Australia (USAFIA).
Two thousand maintenance staff and drivers were the required numbers considered by
the Administrative Planning Committee to be acceptable and in this regard, funding
allocation "...was extended to four hundred and eighty-one thousand pounds."2 It
was left to the officials of the United States and Australian Treasuries to work out a
satisfactory cost sharing arrangement. Other requests which had been considered at
this time and then had been put on hold, concerned the creation of an airbase in
North-Western Australia and the construction of a road from Wyndham to Daly
Waters. Both of these proposals were held back until such time as the situation in
Darwin and its logistical needs had been taken care of. Had the inland road been

2
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built, there is no doubt it would have given swift access to the North Western Area by
defending forces, but is is also true that such a road would have been conducive to the
eventual movement of any enemy landing force.

Just four days after the initial raids on Darwin, 34 (Transport) Squadron came into
being at that place. On 23 February 1942, the complete squadron muster consisted of
two officers, four airmen and two DH-84 Dragon aircraft which were flown by Flight
Lieutenants J.W. Warwick and E.M. Dunne, on freight and prisoner transport
missions.3 Flight Lieutenant F.H. Waters (the new Adjutant) and 10 airmen arrived
on 1 March 1942 and after a hastily convened conference by the officers, Flight
Lieutenant J.W. Warwick was decided upon as acting commanding officer. Until 3
March 1942, the squadron personnel were housed at the Parap Civil Aerodrome, due
to a lack of suitable accommodation to be found after the first air raids on Darwin. It
was on this day that the squadron not only received orders to move to Daly Waters,
but one of the Dragon aircraft was engulfed in flames after an attack by Japanese
aircraft at Wyndham. To compound matters, the second Dragon had become
unserviceable and an order for spare parts had to be signalled to the Air Board.

On 5 March 1942, the commanding officer and adjutant arrived at Daly Waters in
charge of a squadron that had a tent for headquarters and no aircraft to speak of. That
situation was to change on the fourteenth of March with the arrival of another Dragon
aircraft, which allowed the squadron to commence immediate transport flights to
Birdum, Batchelor, Darwin and Milingimbi. On 26 April 1942, the squadron took
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command of two Avro Anson aircraft, as the Dragon was incapable and unreliable
when carrying out its intended role. In May 1942, the squadron moved yet again, this
time to Batchelor. At the end of this month, the squadron had on its roll six officers,
13 non-commissioned officers and 15 airmen. The first aircraft lost to the squadron
occurred when a Tiger Moth, which had crash landed 10 miles south of Katherine at
the end of May 1942, was destroyed by a bushfire on 1 June 1942. The squadron
moved yet again, firstly to Hughes on 15 July 1942 and then to Manbulloo in August,
continuing their role of transporting passengers and freight throughout the Northern
Territory. On 8 December 1942, all 34 Squadron's equipment and aircraft were
allotted to the newly formed 6 Communication Flight.

6 Communication Flight's duties paralleled those of its predecessor, as well as now
having to conduct air-sea rescues, calibration duties, towing target drogues for antiaircraft gunners and performing Navy-Army co-operation flights. As well, their role
included the medical evacuation of sick people from stations and other isolated
settlements, and the servicing of units such as those at Groote Eylandt, Port Keats,
Oenpelli, Wyndham, Nookanbah, Coomalie Creek, Halls Creek and Drysdale. The
variety of aircraft used to perform these duties included the DH-84 Dragon, Moth
Minor, Avro Anson, Walrus, Vultee Vengeance, Catalina, Hudson and the Bristol
Beaufort.

The Chief of the Air Staff sent a letter to the Deputy Chief of Air Staff on 14 March
1942, outlining what he believed was the current situation in regards to the immediate
status of aerodromes located in the Northern Territory. This was largely to do with
the apparent plans for the use of RAAF Station Darwin, by the Americans. Burnett
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did not entertain the idea of the Americans acquiring total use of the base and his
letter in part states:

We still want to work our Hudsons from Darwin, and 1 should have thought
there was sufficient room for the operational part of a Hudson Squadron as well
as Fighter Squadrons.4

In the interim, it was the

49th

Pursuit Group who were to use the base for intercepting

enemy aircraft, but this was only a temporary measure until such time as roadside
airstrips at the 27 and 34 mile pegs were completed.

31 Squadron was created at Wagga Wagga on 14 August 1942 under the leadership of
Squadron Leader C.F. Read. The unit was to fly the Bristol Beaufighter, the first of
which was received by the squadron on the 23 August 1942. The squadron then
embarked in October to Batchelor via Alice Springs, where an intense period of
familiarisation and training flights was undertaken.5 The move to its operational
base at Coomalie Creek began on 12 November 1942. Five days after their arrival,
six aircraft attacked targets on both Bobonaro and Moabisse, losing in the process
Squadron Leader D. Riding and Warrant Officer Clark. Both these men died as a
result of their aircraft crashing into the sea, whilst effecting evasion tactics from
enemy aircraft. During December 1942, more raids against targets at Penfoei were
undertaken by the squadron, but more loss of aircraft and crews were recorded.
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The first such attack against Penfoei occurred during the early hours of of the second
of December, whereby, staging through Drysdale River airstrip, the squadron aUacked
and destroyed three enemy fighters and 15 bombers, without loss of life. On this
particular sortie, Sergeant E. Barnett and his navigator Sergeant P. Lennon were fired
on in a head-on attack by a Japanese 'Nate'. Sergeant Barnett returned fire and the
enemy plane was seen to crash into the sea. At the end of December, the loss of
aircraft amounted to four Beaufighters downed due to enemy action and the loss of
two of the four aircrew. The crew ofA19-71, Wilkins and Burns, managed to fly as
far as Bathurst Island before having to bale out. Wilkins landed in a swamp, but the
unfortunate Byrnes who could not swim, landed about haIfa mile off the coast. He
was rescued by a Corporal Woodnutt from the island's radar station, and who was
subsequently awarded the British Empire Medal for his brave deed. Gabb and Webb
who were flying A 19-20 on the same mission, force-landed their aircraft off the coast
of Timor, and after a few hectic days avoiding Japanese troops on the island, made
contact with the Army. They were rescued by H,M.A.S. Arunla.6

Immediately after the air raids on Darwin, Mobile Works Squadrons (MWS) were
introduced with the specific task of construction and repair works to various
infrastructure on RAAF bases. After field survey work such as the drafting of new
airfields, RAAF camp sites, architectural designs, mapping and engineering services
had been completed by units such as 12 Survey and Design Unit, the mobile works
units moved in.7 These units were responsible for the erection or alteration of existing
buildings, new airstrips, radar sites, taxiways and access roads leading to them,
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camouflage work and repairs to telephone lines. 1 Mobile Works Squadron was
formed on 6 April 1942, under the command of Squadron Leader D.J. Rooney with a
complement of 13 officers and 518 other ranks. On 19 June 1942, the squadron
moved from Ascot Vale in Victoria to Pine Creek whereby they arrived in the first
week of July 1942 and construction of an Advanced Air Headquarters at Coomalie
Creek began shortly after their arrival, as too was the setting up of".. sawmills and
crushing plants to allow local materials to be used."8 A component of men from the
unit was sent to Noonamah in the north to undertake a wet weather program whilst
other members of the squadron began work on the Hughes and Fenton airfields.

In August 1942, the squadron moved into previously constructed buildings at
Coomalie Creek and commenced building work on the new 1 Medical Receiving
Station (1MRS). 1 MRS was formed at Daly Waters on 23 March 1942, and came
under the command of Wing Commander P.J. Benjamin on 29 April 1942. IMRS
was originally derived from the I RAAF Hospital which had its origins at Laverton
and the mobile surgical unit itself, was presented to the RAAF in August 1941 by the
Prahan Patriotic Society, Members of this unit formed the nucleus of IMRS. In the
first instance, the unit was housed in buildings at the 5 Mile Water Hole at Daly
Waters, where prior to moving to its new facilities at Coomalie Creek in early
September, 131 US, RAAF and civilian personnel were admitted for treatment in the
first month alone. The number of admissions doubled during the first month of
operations at Coomalie Creek, reaching a figure of 271 patients.

8

Units of the 1?oyalAustralian Air Force: Ancillary Units, p. 8.

151

On 7 October 1942, Wing Commander D.S.Thomson took command of the unit and
during November of that year, instigated measures whereby all operational pilots were
subjected to ophthalmic examinations in a effort to decide whether these men were
adapting to the rigours of night flying successfully. During the first six months of
operations the base was subjected to constant enemy attacks and as a result of enemy
ordnance falling within the perimeters of I MRS, plans for establishing new wards
included the fitting out of a larger and much more powerful X-ray machine were
made.

Mobile Works Squadron undertook further work during the months of September
and October 1942, at the Livingstone, Noonamah, Strauss, Berrimah, Millingimbi and
Batchelor airstrips, whilst additional construction was carried out at Fenton and
Hughes. The American 43' Engineer Regiment (G.S,) and

808th

Engineering

Battalion (Avn), had since 20 March 1942, conducted work on Batchelor, Fenton,
Manbulloo, Daly Waters, Hughes and Livingstone in preparation for the bituminous
surfacing of these strips, prior to the onset of the wet. The co-operation between
civilians, (DMR), RAAF and Americans shown in the following report:

Advice has been received that 2,000 tons of bitumen are being forwarded to the
Area for this purpose, and DMR will be starting the work within the next two
weeks. RAAF No. 1 Mobile Works Squadron, which is now in this Area, carries
bitumen spraying equipment and a small rock crushing plant, and subject to this
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plant being delivered to this Area, part of the spraying program will be allotted
9
to this Sqn.

1 Repair and Salvage Unit was formed at Daly Waters on 18 March 1942, and it was
not until 6 April 1942, when the first temporary commander in the form of one,
Flying Officer Woolley, arrived to assume control of the unit. In Melbourne during
the month of May, the transport and stores sections of the unit were formed, with
Squadron Leader N.B. Tamlyn taking responsibility of I Repair and Salvage Unit as
its commander on 16 June 1942. On 19 June, an advance party consisting of Pilot
Officer Harmer and 18 airmen, arrived at Katherine tasked with the duty of setting up
the Unit's main camp at Manbulloo.

The unit's group at Daly Waters then became a detachment of I Repair and Salvage.10
After leaving Melbourne on 13 July, the main formation of the unit arrived in Alice
Springs ten days later, on 23 July 1942. After its departure from Alice Springs in a
convoy totalling 72 vehicles (the largest to date), the unit arrived at Manbulloo on 26
July 1942. While waiting for the completion of their new camp at Katherine,
makeshift stores and transport sections were set up alongside the workshops section.
The last element of 1 RS left Daly Waters during September, without the stores
section, which was to remain behind and become part of the North-Western Area
Stores Pool, under the control of 9 Stores Depot on 23 September 1942. Until the end
of the year, 1 RS was tasked with repairing and overhauling Wright Cyclone engines
under trying conditions in open tents and without necessary hand tools.

'°
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RAAF Historical Records show that on 25 May 1942, Squadron Leader M.G.
Murchinson became the first Commanding Officer of Number 3 Works Maintenance
Unit which was formed in Darwin three months after the first raids by the Japanese.
(However, Murchinson's own Operations Record Book shows that up until 1 August
1942, he was still a Flight Lieutenant.) Like 1 MWS, it saw duty on most of the
above-mentioned airfields, as well as being based at Daly Waters and Bathurst Island.
3MWS was responsible for enlarging the landing areas at RAAF Base Darwin as well
as undertaking other parts of their purview such as the filling in of bomb craters, the
re-gravelling and/or re-shaping of airstrips and runways, whilst also specialising in the
erection of radiosonde meteorological stations, such as the first one the unit erected
near Darwin later that year. Due to constant aerial attacks and bombardment by the
Japanese in the North Western Area at this time, the undertaking of this work led to a
greater demand for units of this type. Operations records for the period 25 May to 31
December 1942, show that the movement of airmen in and out of 3MWU was a
constant factor, due to the scope of the squadron's duties. Working maintenance
parties were being sent to effect repairs on aerodromes from Daly Waters to Strauss,
Livingstone, Coomalie Creek, Fenton, the civil aerodrome at Parap and Bathurst
Is land. Working parties were also sent as far as Birdum. Records show that during
this period, the unit was constantly being subjected to enemy bombing and strafing
raids and the 'other' hazard, bushfires.12
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Another of the 'low priority' measures that was enacted after the bombing raids on
Darwin, concerned camouflage and anti-aircraft measures. At RAAF Station Darwin,
building of protective fighter pens for P.40E aircraft in designated camouflaged
dispersal sites were undertaken, as was an increase in the installation of defensive
anti-aircraft emplacements. Batchelor aerodrome was to receive the same upgrades as
RAAF Station Darwin and both of these bases with their nearby tented camps, were to
have the engineering sanitation services completed and bought up to the minimum
required level. A new bomber base at Fenton was also to be constructed to the
standard of the above RAAF airfields, with two dispersal strips. On 6 March 1942,
the Australian Chiefs of Staff, in co-operation with their American counterparts, gave
the construction of new aircraft dispersal sites ".. .the highest priority."13 The civil
aerodrome was also to receive camouflaged dispersal sites for aircraft, including the
above defensive installations, but the major constructional works was an extension of
the runways to a length of 1200 yards. The measures for the use of camouflage at the
various bases within the Darwin area consisted primarily of having decoy mock
aircraft placed strategically around such bases.

The purpose of this was to provide the enemy with disinformation in regard to any
photo reconnaisance missions that may have been flown directly after the first raids,
in an attempt to ascertain the exact extent of damage to aircraft and infrastructure.
With the necessity to protect what resources remained after the raids and as a means
of hiding the true measure of them until reinforcements and replacements arrived
from other locations, camouflage was the best (and only) means available to protect
the remaining fighting assets. Due to the shortage of sufficient numbers of defence

'
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personnel, all of the above work was carried out by both civilian workers and recently
enlisted (and untrained) military recruits who together, were

". . .

coopted into Works

Squadrons."14

The anti-aircraft capability within the 71h Military District (especially around the
RAAF and civil aerodromes) dramatically increased after 19 February 1942. Twenty
four 'Bofor's anti-aircraft guns were supplied from stocks belonging to the Australian
Imperial Forces, whilst four 3.7 inch AA guns from the Navy, as well as 28 .5 inch
AA heavy machine guns from the United States Military Forces were supplied.
Furthermore, as stocks of these types of weapons became more readily available from
the armament manufacturers, stocks were sent to Darwin in a bid to bolster the antiaircraft capability around the town itself. The urgent need to replenish ammunition
and fuel stocks, as well as aircraft that had been lost in the first raids on Darwin,
resulted in a convoy of four ships departing American shores on 28 February 1942.
The Crown City had a cargo of 3 x P.39 Airacobra aircraft; 20 P.40 Kittyhawk
aircraft, 7,791 drums of low octane petrol and a mixed load of 155 millimetre guns,
ammunition and vehicles. The Floridiancarried 9 Hudson aircraft and 15,017 drums
of 100 octane AVGAS, whilst the Georgian's load consisted of a mixed load of
ammunition, bombs, vehicles and 5,415 drums of 100 octane AVGAS.

The Ulest Cussetta 's cargo was made up of 8 x Hudson aircraft and 21,826 drums of
100 octane AVGAS.15

'
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Also in March 1942, the War Cabinet put forward a proposal for the creation of a
unified command in the northern area of Australia to control all military forces therein, as well as increasing to 73, the number of 'Home Defence' RAAF squadrons to be
made available, and providing for an increase in auxiliary units. Major-General
Edmund Herring took command of these forces on 24 March 1942 and found himself
not only responsible for the military forces in the north, but also for the allocation of
all labour and available plants for priority works within Darwin and the surrounding
areas. With the thought of invasion planted firmly in the minds of not only military
planners, but the populace of Darwin and the Northern Territory as a whole, a
'Scorched Earth Policy' was introduced by the Deputy Chief of the General Staff,
Major-General Vasey, on 2 May 1942. It required both civilians and defence
personnel to carry out measures in a bid to restrict and impede any enemy force that
might attempt an invasion.

These measures ranged from the destruction of stores and equipment; blowing up of
aeodromes, bridges and harbour infrastructure; the removal of signs from railway
stations, roads and buildings; to the burning of banknotes and the destruction of water
bores on stock routes, and the demand that station owners were " .to shoot holes in
..

all water tanks."6 Other measures included the removal of foreign nationals to
southern internment camps; the departure of fishing boats and pearling luggers to
southern destinations such as Broorrie; and the droving of cattle such as the 80,000
head that were walked from the Kimberleys 1,000 miles to the south in 1942, in a bid
to prevent any enemy from using them as a food source. What makes one wonder
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here, is the fact that if there had been an invasion, then all these cattle would have
perished due to not only all water tanks being shot out on the stations and the water
bores on the stock route suffering the same fate, but being the start of the dry season
there would have been no ground water available for grazing stock.

Meanwhile the government made a decision on 4 April 1942, to create within the
framework of the RAAF, new Dutch squadrons. The first of these squadrons was the
18th

Netherlands East Indies Squadron, whose nucleus consisted of those aircrews

who had managed to flee the occupying Japanese forces in the Netherlands East
Indies as well as Dutch personnel who came from the detachment based at
Archerfield near Brisbane. Members of the NEI Transport Group and other Dutch
personnel in Melbourne also served in 18 NEI Squadron. The first commanding
officer of the squadron was Lieutenant Colonel B.J. Fiedeldy, and though there was
significant numbers of both Dutch and Indonesian personnel within the unit,
Australian servicemen fulfilled the roles of co-pilots, bombadiers, navigators, air
gunners, photographers and ground staff. All of the aircraft and squadron stores and
supplies came courtesy of the United States of America.

18 B.25 Mitchell bombers were to have formed the backbone of the flight section.
However, only five arrived due to the urgent need of the aircraft in the New Guinea
theatre of operations. The five aircraft which did arrive, were used predominantly in
training and anti-submarine roles, operating from Canberra, Moruya and Jervis Bay.
They claimed to have sunk a 300 ton Japanese submarine off the coast of Sydney on 5
June 1942. This resulted in a more generous supply of aircraft: the original B-25s had
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by then been exchanged for 10 Douglas A-20s, but these were replaced by 18 B-25s
between 23 August and 21 September 1942.'

Early December 1942 saw the squadron re-allocate to MacDonald airfield in the
Northern Territory. Its area of operations was to be in the North Western Area, and
the move north began on 5 December 1942. Much hard work was required of the
squadron personnel upon arrival, such as the hacking of dispersal areas out of the
jungle and the creation of taxiways to connect such to the short strip.18 Mobile water
tenders had to be used because of a lack of available water and due to the fact that the
granite gravel runway scoured easily and required continual maintenance. Though
Pine Creek aerodrome was considered an option, this was never followed through,
due to its inability to handle the requirements for wartime aerial operations. The
result was that 18 NET Squadron was not prepared for operations until midway
through January 1943, and when it was, it duties consisted of around-the-clock attacks
on Japanese installations and airfields, mast-height attacks on shipping and supply
dropping to guerillas operating in Japanese-occupied territory, Timor in particular.

RAAF Replenishing Centres were formed under the guidelines of HD-187 (Home
Defence Order 187) at this time, as a means to facilitate the distribution of fuel, oil
and ordinance to various landing grounds in an area ranging from Darwin to Daly
Waters and they served as units under the control of Headquarters, North Western
Area. No 5 Replenishing Centre was raised under the command of Flying Officer
D.P. Hart on 22 June 1942 at Batchelor, with an initial muster of 25 members. Flying
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Officer Hart was officially the Area Equipment Officer and was responsible for the
distribution, receipt and handling of aircraft engine fuel and oils; and ordnance such
as ammunition, components, pyrotechnics and bombs. Due to a shortage of transport
vehicles, as has been stated in previous paragraphs, the movement of all of these
supplies to the necessary areas of operations was carried out by transport supplied by
the Australian Army. Between 26 and 29 June 1942, two working parties undertook
the unit's first tasks. A sergeant and 19 men were sent to Pine Creek on 19 June
1942, whilst a sergeant and 10 men were sent to Brock's Creek, Both parties were
responsible for the receiving and stacking of drums of aviation fuel.

On 15 July1942, 5 Replenishing Centre re-located to Katherine in a temporary camp
at the Army staging area and during this process, the unit's roll muster was increased
to a total of 151 personnel. Two days later, a further move to the Katherine School
site was undertaken and this particular location was to become the unit's permanent
base. The main task allotted to the members of 5 RC during August and early
September 1942, was handling fuel at the Katherine aerodrome, Katherine Reserve
Area and Manbulloo. However, the first recorded instance of the unit handling bombs
and other explosives came about on 6 September 1942, when the Birdum detachment
transferred bombs from Larrimah to Darwin, Adelaide River and Hughes.19 The Daly
Waters and Birdum flights handled both of the above during this period. On 3
September 1942, a day after the arrival of the new commanding officer, Flight
Lieutenant Seobelle, all personnel not listed on detachment (a total of three flights)
commenced work on other duties. Two flights were assigned to the task of building
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new showers, mess huts etc., whilst the remaining flight began laying water pipes
within the camp on the seventh of that month.

That particular day also saw the clearing of petrol storage sites at Manbulloo by 10
airmen using fire burning-off methods, and after camping there that night, they were
reinforced the following day by a further two flights of airmen. These personnel
spent until 2300 hours that night, the eighth of September, fighting fires and ensuring
there was no likelihood of the risk of any further outbreaks. During the period 26
October 1942 to 22 November 1942, the day when United States forces occupied
Fenton airstrip, 24 airmen from Katherine spent this entire time laying down stores of
petrol stocks and the stacking of bombs, so as to facilitate the U.S. occupation.
Another move by the unit occurred on 15 November 1942, when 5 RCs headquarters
was reassigned to Tindal, with the exception of one detachment of a sergeant and 30
other ranks. These airmen remained at Larrimah, where on 1 January 1943, they
assumed control of the Reserve Bomb Dump, from 55 Operational Base Unit.

Amar states that the area of operations of the above units, in particular No 5
Replenishing Centre, was from Adelaide River to Birdum.2° In fact, these two places
were the only areas not covered by the unit. He also states that No 5 Replenishing
Centre was nominally formed at Katherine, when indeed it was formed at Batchelor
on 22 June 1942, together with No 9 Replenishing Centre. As well, he makes
mention that the United States military moved their own fuel supplies, when the
actual case was that No 5 R C handled this work until 6 July 1942, when 10 American
servicemen from the 733d Quartermaster Truck Company in company with six three
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ton trucks were assigned to No 5 Replenishing Centre until 11 September 1942. Also,
there were only 25 recorded members stationed at Batchelor prior to the movement of
the unit to Katherine, not 54 men as was stated.21

9 Replenishing Centre came into being at Batchelor, Northern Territory, on 22 June
1942. Consisting of mobile sections, the task of the unit was to organise the supply of
stocks of explosives stores to all landing grounds within an area between Adelaide
River and Darwin. When Station Headquarters was disbanded at Batchelor in early
July 1942, the unit not only found itself the receiver of two new vehicles, but the
receiver of orders to move to Pell airstrip on 16 July 1942. Petrol and bomb stocks
were laid down at Adelaide River, Pell, Batchelor, Livingstone, Hughes, Strauss and
Darwin during this month. As well, on 26 July 1942, a corporal and six airmen
travelled to Wyndham aboard the sloop Patricia Cam, to organise bomb and petrol
stocks at Drysdale.22

Originally, 9 RC had shared facilities with 12 Squadron at Pell until that unit had
moved to Batchelor on 16 September 1942. A new site for the unit was chosen on 7
October 1942, one and a half kilometres from the airstrip itself. Members of the 5 RC
assisted I Mobile Works Squadron in the construction of a new camp until 27 October
1942. An intention to have this unit share the camp with 4 Repair and Salvage Unit
was only made possible by acquisition of eight US-type tents, and until the
completion of its own messing facilities on 10 November 1942,4 RSU shared 9
Replenishing Centre's mess. Pell experienced five bombing attacks by Japanese
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aircraft during this period. They were on 24 October, 23, 24, 26 and 27 November
1942, all without damage being sustained. The nearest occurrence was during the
first raid, when it was found one bomb had exploded harmlessly 800 metres to the
west of the airstrip.

4 Repair and Salvage Unit was formed under the command of acting Flight
Lieutenant H.R.P. Relf, at Laverton on 18 May 1942, but was not officially
recognised until 1 June 1942. An advance party of two officers and 61 airmen,
arrived at Pell Airstrip on 20 October 1942. The duties of this unit required the
recovery, repairing or reducing to parts of downed allied aircraft, and during the three
years spent in the North Western Area, airmen from this unit, whether individually or
in small groups, spent a great amount of time living rough whilst searching or
working on crashed aircraft.23

A vast engineering knowledge was a pre-requisite for these airmen, as they not only
had to work on every type of aircraft in the allied inventory serving in the NWA, but
all these aircraft had different engineering requirements. Most often when out in the
bush, the only contact these men had was when their own aircraft were needed to fly
in replacement personnel, food, water, materials needed for repairs and any
accommodation requirements for the search teams. In November 1942, the unit came
under control of a new commanding officer, Squadron Leader W.A. Bradley. Aside
from the construction at Pell of an indoor stage and regular football matches with
other units in the area, most of the unit at Pell spent their time engaged in construction

23
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of fire breaks, airfield defence exercises and preventative measures against gas
attacks. By the end of 1942, the unit comprised 11 officers and 353 other ranks.

The urgent need for the dispersal of airfield and command facilities following 19
February 1942, led to the hastening of the above projects being completed, so as to
provide some semblance of strategic reaction in the North Western Area, by U.S.,
Dutch and Australian forces. As Batchelor airfield was considered to be second only
to RAAF Station Darwin in importance as a strategic base, urgent upgrades allowed
the Americans to operate the

491h

Fighter (Pursuit) Group and the 90 Heavy

Bombardment Group from it, upon their retreat from Java and after the destruction at
RAAF Base Darwin. During April 1942, the

491h

Fighter (Pursuit) Group conducted

numerous intercepts against Japanese bombers and fighters. The most successful
operation conducted against the enemy at that time, occurred on 25 April 1942, when
the largest raid on RAAF Darwin since 19 February, took place. Twenty four
Japanese bombers and nine fighters attacked the base at fourteen hundred hours.
8th
Nearly fifty P.40s, including the newly arrived 7 th and
Squadrons attached to the
49th

Fighter (Pursuit) Group were operating from Batchelor on fighter sector patrols.

George E. Preddy Jr., an American fighter pilot based at Batchelor during this time
recalls:

The Japs came over so high the P.40s could not catch them. Two flights
returned from a patrol just five minutes before the enemy formation was
reported. A third flight of five P.40s from the

91h

spotted the enemy at the end

of their patrol, but since they were so short on fuel they were only able to make
one pass and return to base. The other two Squadrons from the 49th group were

164

more fortunate. The 81h won the honours by destroying 10 bombers and one
Zero; the 7th downed one Zero. No American pilots were lost, but Lt.Morehead
destroyed three bombers on his own.24

Extensions carried out at the same time to both Darwin and Batchelor airfields,
increased the length of the runways to a 5,000 ft, allowing the use of American A.20,
P.40, B,17 and B.24 type aircraft. Australia's 76 and 77 Squadrons replaced the

49th

Pursuit Group towards the end of September 1942.

RAAF Mobile Works Squadrons and Repair and Salvage units, were responsible for
the construction, maintence and repair of all bases in the Northern Territory, used by
the Australian, American and Netherland East Indies air forces. Most personnel were
highly trained in their particular fields and were also required to carry out procedures
in relation to the construction of fire breaks, airfield defence and preventative
measures against gas attacks. In cooperation with various American units such as the
43rd

Engineer Regiment (G.S.) and 808th Engineering (Aviation) Battalion, the

construction of satellite airfields allowed for the wide dispersal of valuable aircraft
and for the first time, allowed for a real response in an offensive manner by American
and Australian aircrew. During this time of upheaval and expansion, RAAF Station
Darwin continued to play an important role in the concerted strategic response against
the enemy, by Australian, American and Dutch aircrews.

24
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Conclusion

The strategic and military importance of RAAF Station Darwin in the North Western
Area during the period 1937

-

1942, was one that was highlighted and influenced, by

events in the Asia-Pacific region at that time. The military build-up of Japan in the
920s and the occupation of territories by her during the 1930s, should have sent a
clear message within the above region, that nothing short of a military response by
allied forces in their own areas, would be sufficient to protect their own interests and
those of their neighbours. It is axiomatic that those closest to a perceived threat are
the last to protect themselves.

The strategic location of RAAF Station Darwin within the Asia-Pacific region, was
vital if there were to be a response to any threat by Australia or any of her allies, and
more so, given the the fact that at that time, any naval threat could only come from the
north or north-west. Distances between Darwin and Singapore, Malaya or Timor are
relatively short by sea or air, and this alone provides strategic importance. However,
to ensure viability of defence measures and logistical lines of supply must be
maintained; something sadly lacking in Darwin until the first bombing raids in 1942.

Realisation that a significant military threat existed in the Asia-Pacific region, (to a
greater extent during the post-depression period), was the catalyst for the construction
of RAAF Station Darwin. It was inherent in providing northern defence capability,
while at the same time providing expanded military infastructure throughout the
Northern Territory through the use of subsidiary bases. The perceived fear of a

we
threatening danger from the Japanese, first began to recur in Australia following
Japan's pre-emptive conquest of the former German territories of the Caroline,
Mariana and Marshall group of islands in the Pacific region during 1914 and 1915,
then progressively more so through the 1920s and post-Depression era with her
expanded naval programs.

However, there were a number of factors that contributed in part or whole, to the
belatedness in the construction of RAAF Station Darwin and a significant military
presence in the Northern Territory. Imperial ties and connections to England were the
greatest factor in the delay of any increasing military build-up in the North Western
Area. That Australia's military planners and politicians were not so much influenced
by, but dictated to by, those in London who decided what they felt was best for
Australia, (especially at various Imperial Conferences), is commensurate of this; one
example being the use of flying boats on the Empire mail routes and for coastal
reconnaissance duties, as espoused by Salmond in 1928. When in 1935, Williams put
forward the view that if the above practice were to occur, it would be to the detriment
of any strategic function of internal air routes; be strategically useless if Australia had
cause to re-inforce Singapore and would be to the detriment of any potential local air
defence, the negotiators in London were either totally apathetic or worked
aggressively against such a proposal.' The same could be said of Australia's fledgling
aircraft industry of the time.

When orders to equip the RAAF with a modern, twin engine bomber (Blenheims) had
been placed with the British Air Ministry in 1936, it had been done with the view of

McCarthy, p. 78.
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having an aircraft type which was capable of attacking both land and shipping targets.
By 1939 that order had been changed twice to cover the supply of two substitute
models. The first being the Bolingbroke (Bristol 149) and secondly, the Beaufort,
both of which were never delivered.2 In contrast to the above, when the
Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation was formed in 1936 with a view to producing
locally made aircraft, (precisely due to the fact that Britain was unable to fulfill order
quotas), initial attempts were made by the Air Ministry and Dominions Office to put a
halt to the project.

After Colonel Lavarack first proposed an increase in the defensive capability in
northern Australia, plans to build a new RAAF base and augment existing coastal
batteries with anti-aircraft and other types of weapons proceeded post-haste. With
this decision, many new obstacles had to be overcome, not the least not being distance
and the ability to re-supply. In this regard, wharf labourers and union members made
life as difficult as possible, by making incessant demands and refusing to unload some
vessels that arrived in Port Darwin. As well, there was a growing animosity between
military personnel and the civilian population, due to factors such as a lack of suitable
accommodation, a shortage of single women, entertainment and other necessities of
life.

The subsequent ill-prepared and ill-equipped personnel who first saw service in the
North Western Area and who were to later be judged solely by the events of 19
February 1942, were in fact, largely the consequence of a rapid military build-up in a
short period of time and logistical mismanagement by various government

2
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departments, local and federal. Australia at that time was still in the throes of postdepression recovery and as a result, there was insufficient funding available to all
arms of the military. As well, the bureauracratic interference of the Northern
Territory's Administration was to have a profound effect, in that many contractors
were stymied from either attaining defence contracts or by having construction works
delayed due to the Administration re-evaluating issues which had already been
approved in Canberra and Melbourne.

The Commonwealth Government itself played a large part in this, due to it constantly
re-appraising and redirecting defence work projects based on international trends of
events with Japan;3 an example of such redirection to defence works being roads, (or
in most cases stock routes), that were the only major strategic source of travel for
military traffic, especially once the sea lanes came under intense pressure by Japanese
naval and air forces. These 'roads' were totally unsuitable for the amount of heavy
traffic required to resupply various bases with personnel and/or logistical supplies.
The climate, isolation and primitive living conditions caused disorder to those
personnel unfamiliar with such conditions, and led to a breakdown in work
responsibilities and efficiency; a most notable fact referred to during the Lowe
Inquiry.

With the sinking of Britain's two capital ships, the Repulse and the Prince of Wales,
and therefore the failure of the Singapore Strategy, any reliance Australia had on
naval aid from Britain to protect our northern waters was now gone. As military
planners were expecting to counter an amphibious assault on Darwin, the amount of

Amar, p. 132.
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expenditure and effort in anticipating this type of threat "...was proven inappropriate
for the events of February 1942," However, it was only at this point that the strategic
significance of Darwin really came to the fore and the realisation of how ill-prepared
we were to defend it.

The importance of RAAF Station Darwin for strategic and military use, never had a
more forceful advocate than General Brett who, with General Clagett, regarded the
building of RAAF Station Darwin into the largest advanced base in Australia as
absolutely necessary. Brett stated: "Prior to large scale tactical operations it is
essential to have a suitable establishment in Australia,"5 At a conference held on 4
January 1942, attended by the Australian Chiefs of Staff and their Deputies; Generals
Brett, Brereton and Barnes; Group Captain Darval (U.K.) and Commander Salm and
Major Roos (NET), Brett made it clear that regardless of attempts by the Australian
Chiefs of Staff to have an advanced base built in the southern part of the country
because it would be easier to defend, the adaption of his logistical planning to
strategical requirements, notwithstanding the difficulties involved, meant:

.he would prefer to have his bases and erection depots in the north rather than
the south" and that " ... from the main advanced base at Darwin, it is planned to
conduct such operations as are possible with the available equipment.6

RAAF Station Darwin was well placed strategically (more-so after the collapse of the
'Malay Barrier'), as it was well positioned to support operations in Java and the

Amar, p. 137.
Ibid.
Notes of'Conference', 4 January 1942, A816, 31/301/ 166, N.A.A., Canberra.
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Netherland East Indies. With the main allied defence taking part in the Philippines, a
new ferry route for heavy bombers, in the first instance, was made necessary due to
Japanese attacks on Wake Island cutting the original route. The choice made was to
bring aircraft in via Africa and up until December 1941, three heavy bombers per day
were using this route. When ABDA commenced operations in Java, a new Pacific
Ferry Route was established, with the point of entry being Townsville. The second
link in this chain was a route for short range aircraft, whereby RAAF Station Darwin
was the strategic hub not only for pursuit aircraft, but for operational and replacement
aircraft on their way to the Philippines via the Netherland East Indies. Darwin was
also the demarkation line between where USAFIA control ended and FEAF's started.
At Darwin, aircraft were turned over by USAFIA to FEAF; however, ABDA was the
higher command over both the above, with ABDAIR having control over the air
operations of FEAF.

The events of 19 February 1942, amply show that RAAF Station Darwin was a
strategic target in the eyes of the Japanese military. Why else would it have been the
main target of their operations? For an enemy force to be able to clear the way for
any type of amphibious landing, air superiority has to be achieved first. The only way
to counter such a threat, would be by the use of aircraft. Utililising their reconnaisance
ability, speed, range, and striking power, their capability to provide defensive
measures is something that that navy and army units could never possibly hope to
achieve. Perhaps the most telling factors as to why RAAF Station Darwin was
targeted in the first instance, were that it would remove the apparent strategic threat it
posed to the Japanese occupation of the Netherlands East Indies, and that the
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destruction of Darwin as an Allied staging post would have been crucial to any
impending enemy operations on adjacent islands, particularly Timor and Java.

After 19 February 1942, RAAF Base Darwin ceased to be the nerve centre of the
northern air war due to a number of reasons. A demonstrated exposure to constant
aerial attacks in Darwin, led to the dispersal of both U.S. Army and RAAF Works
units. As a means of lessening the threat of attack, a concerted effort to build roadside
and other airstrips down the track was implemented by the above units, as too, was
the removal of RAAF Headquarters to Adelaide River. 5 Fighter Sector Unit occupied
the Army General Hospital 119 at Berrimah on 28 February 1942, after being formed
just three days prior.7 Strategically, RAAF Base Darwin was maintained as an
advanced staging base for the use of groups such as the

49th

Fighter and

90th

Heavy

Bombardment Groups of the United States Army Air Corps. Very little work in
regards to new buildings occurred during this time.

After the 'defensive' phase of 1942, RAAF Darwin was increasingly utilised as a
staging base and underwent major works as a result of the 'Middle Strategy' of 1944.
This strategy was based on the premise that, with British naval support, a major land
and sea offensive could take place against the N.E.I. islands to the north of Darwin.8
It included the basing of B. 29 Superfortress bombers in Darwin and an increase in
infrastructure and building. Though this eventually came to nought, the works done
in support of it during 1944, laid the basis for a full return to pre-erninence of RAAF
Darwin from 1945.

Operations Record Book', No 5 Fighter Sector, RAAF Historical Records, Dept. of Defence,
Canberra.
Powell, p.142.

172

Bibliography
Published Articles
Abbott. C.L.A.,

Australian Government
Printing Service

Amar. M.S.,

Australia's Frontier Province, flalstead Press Pty Ltd,
Sydney, Australia, 1950.

The Golden Years. Royal Australian Air Force 19211971, Wilke and Company Limited, Clayton, Victoria,
1971.
The Logistic Support of the RAAF and Associated
Activities in the Northern Area of Operations During
World War 11 1939-1945, Canberra, 1993.
-

Angell, N,

The Defence of the Empire, Heineman, (London, 19371

Balfe, J.D.,

And Far From Home: Flying RAAF Transports in the
PacUIc War and After, McMillan, South Melbourne,
1985.

Bennett. J.,

Highest Traditions: The History of 2 Squadron, RAAF,
AGPS Press, Canberra, 1995.

Brereton, L.W.,

The Brereton Diaries, William Morrow & Company,
New York, 1946.

Carment. D, Maynard.
RI, & Powell. A (eds).,

The Northern Territory Dictionary of Biography, vol 1,
to 1945, Northern Territory University Press, 1990.

Carver, SR., (ed).

Official Year Book of the Commonwealth of Australia,
No 35.- 1942 & 1943, Commonwealth Government
Printer, Canberra, 1943.

Chandler, H,

'Bombing of Darwin, Army 1941 —42', Interview with
Col. W.H. Wanseley, Frontline Oral History Project,
Northern Territory Archive Service, 1992.

Charlton, P,

War Against Japan, Time-Life Books, Sydney, 1989.

Coulthard-Clark, CD,,

The Third Brother, Allen and Unwin, Sydney, 1991.

Dermoudy. P.R.,

'Darwin RAAF File', in Alford. R, (ed.) RAAF Station
Darwin, Government Printer, Darwin, Northern
Territory, 1988.

Gillison. D.,

RoyalAustralian Air Force
Adelaide, 1962.

-

1939-1942, Griffen Press,

173

Glenn, B. B.,

Brigadier General Hurley 's Mission To Expedite
Blockade RunnerShips To The Philippines.' February
1942, from the diary of Lt. Bobb B. Glenn, Aide-dccamp, 1994.

Gott. R.,

Australian States.' Northern Territory, Heinemann
Library, Port Melbourne, 1997.

Gow, N.,

'The Formulation of Australian Defence Policy 19181923', M.A. Thesis, University of Western Australia,
1972.

Grantham. S.,

The 13 Squadron Story, Merino Lithographics,
Moorooka, Queensland, 1991.

Hamill. I,

The Strategic Illusion, Singapore University Press,
1981,

Historical Society of
The Northern Territory,

Journal of Northern Territory History, Darwin,
Northern Territory University.

Hasluck. P,

Australia in the War of 1939-1945, The Government
and the People 1942-1945, Australian War Memorial,
Canberra. (undated)

Jenkins, D.,

Battle Surface!, Random House, Sydney, Australia,
1992.

Jones, G. P.,

Attacker-The Hudson and its Flyers, William Kirnber,
London, 1980.

Lee. N. E.,

John Curt/n.' Saviour ofAustralia, Longman Cheshire
Pty Limited, Melbourne, Australia, 1983.

Lockwood. D.,

The Front Door,' Darwin 1869-1969, Adelaide, Rigby
Publishers, 1984.

Commission of Inquiry
Concerning The
Circumstances
Connected With The Attack
Made by Japanese Aircraft
at Darwin on 191h February,
1942.
Lowe Report',Commonwealth Government Printer,
Canberra, 1945.

174

McCarthy. J.,

Australia and Imperial Defèncel9l8-39: A Study in Air
and Sea Power, University of Queensland Press,
Brisbane, 1976.

Moran, M.,

'Radar Defence and the Darwin Disaster, 1942', B.A.
(Hons) thesis, Australian National University. (undated)

Noah. J.W.,

1 /1
Wings God Gave My Soul, (Story of George Preddy, 49
Fighter Group), Charles Baptie Studios, Annadale,
Virginia, 1974.

Pilmott, J, (ed).

The Viking Atlas of World War Two, Swanston
Publishing, Glasgow, 1995.

Powell. A.,

Far Country: A Short History of the Northern Territory,
Melbourne University Press, Melbourne, 1996.

Powell, A,

The Third Force, Oxford University Press, Melbourne,
2003.

Powell. A.,

The Shadow 's Edge: Australia's Northern War,
Melbourne University Press, Melbourne,1988.

RAAF Historical Section,

Units of the Royal Australian Air Force, A Concise
History, AGPS Press, Canberra, 1995.
Volume 1: Bases and Supporting Organisations.
Volume 2: Fighter Units.
Volume 3: Bomber Units.
Volume 4: Maritime and Transport Units.
Volume 5: Radar Units.
Volume 6: Logistic Units.
Volume 7: Maintenance Units.
Volume 8: Training Units.
Volume 9: Ancillary Units.
Volume 10: Bibliography.

Raynor. H,

Scherger, Australian War Memorial, Canberra, 1984.

Read. P.,

A Social History of the Northern Territory, NT
Department of Education, Darwin, 1980.

175

Robertson. J, &
McCarthy. J,

Simmonds. E.
& Smith. N.,

Simmonds. E.
& Smith. N.,

Stephens. A,
The Aviation
Historical Society
of the Northern Territory,

Australian War Strategy 1939-1945, University of
Queensland Press, Brisbane, 1985.

RAAF Radar in World War 11: Overseas Stations and
Early Groups at Radio School, Forster Tuncurry
Printing Service, Forster, New South Wales, 1991.

Radar Yarns. Volume 1, Forster Tuncurry Printing
Service, Forster, New South Wales, 1991.
Power Plus Attitude, AGPS, Canberra, 1992.

Darwin's Air War:1942-1945. An Illustrated History,
Coleman's Printing Pty Ltd, Darwin, Northern Territory,
1991.

Venn., W. J.,

NamedAirjIelds of the North-Western Command RAAF
(1939-1945), Armadale, Victoria, 1996.

Wallace, G,

Those Air Force Days, Wallace, Victoria, 1986.

Williams. R,

These Are Facts, Australian War Memorial and
Australian Government Printing Service, Artarmon,
Sydney, 1977.

Wilson, 5,

The P.40 Kittyhawk in Australian Service, Aerospace
Publications, ACT, 1988.

176

Australian Archival Sources
Canberra

A5954 Series

'Air Force
Box 877.

-

Air Defence of Australia', 15-5-36,

'Naval Board, Comments on Air Marshal Sir John
Salmond's Report', Box 877, 182 1/1/-,
'Air Force Policy, Further Development', Note by the
Chief of the Air Staff, Box 877, 15-3-36.
'Report on the Royal Australian Air Force by Air
Marshal Sir John Salmond', (Air Board Response), Box
877, 1821/1/-, 28-11-28.
'The Defence of Australia What the Lyon's
Government has Done', Speech on, Box 910, 15-6-36.
-

'Questions Awaiting Settlement' (from Hankey's visit),
Box 1014, 20-12-34.
'Correspondence, Foil to Minister for Air', 25/8/194 1,
249/1.
'Report by Sir Maurice Hankey', Box 1015,
October/November 1934.
'Air Policy
(1920).

-

The Report of the Air Board', Box 1083,

'The Employment of the Royal Australian Air Force in
the Defence of the Commonwealth', Report by Air
Marshal Sir John Salmond, Part 11, Box 1083, 20-9-28.

A705 Series,

'H,C,V. Thorby, Approval for Purchase of Land for
Aerodrome-20/12/1937', A 705, 171/1/132.
'Correspondence, Scherger to Air Board', Box 705,
171/6/84.
'Memorandum, M. W. Mehaffey to Director of Works
and Buildings', 10 July 1940, 17 1/6/84.

177

'Memo, Hawkins to Chief Engineer', A705, 17 1/6/84
Part 1, National Archives of Australia, Canberra.
'Minute No.4', Appendix 6
AWM 625/7/2.

-

Aerodromes, A 705,

'RAAF Station Darwin N.T. Preparation of
Aerodrome', A 705, item 171/6/84 part 1,10 July 1940,
-

'Correspondence, Wiggins to Air Board', 27/2/1937,
171/1/132.
'Correspondence, Wiggins to Air Board' 2/3/1937,
171/1/132.
'Air Vice Marshal R. Williams, Air Board Agenda 3
December 1937', 2143/1937.
-

A816,

'Notes of Conference, 4 January 1942', 31/301/ 166,

A 877,

'Formal Acquisition- 10 February, 1938', Gazette No
9, CL 4026.
'Australian Defence, Agenda and Summary of
Proceedings', Imperial Studies Centre, Conferences
1903-193 7.
'Land Acquisition', Section 9, Hundred of Bagot, A877,
CL400I.
'Land Acquisition', Section 6 in the Hundred of Bagot,
A877, CL4007.
'Land Acquisition', Section 37, Hundred of Bagot,
A877, CL4025.
'Land Acquisition, RAAF Remote Receiving Station',
Section 15, Hundred of Bagot, A877, CL22312.
'Land Acquisition', Block 2, Section 2, Hundred of
Bagot, A 877, CL4103.
'Land Acquisition', Section 4, Hundred of Bagot, A877,
C L4 160.
'Land Acquisition', Section 12, Hundred of Bagot,
A877, CL4967.
'Land Acquisition', Section 5, Hundred of Bagot, A877,
CL5049.

178

Command Paper,

NAA 7265
Darwin Defence
Coordination Committee,

'No 5301', Imperial Defence Conference, 1936.

'C.P,D.,194' (7 April 1921).

'Report, 27 March 1941', RAN Victualling Yard.

Folio 329

'Correspondence ACM C.S. Burnett to DCAS
14/3/42', (W19), NWA File 3, File 36/501279,.

War Cabinet Meeting,

'Minute 949', Canberra, 12 December 1940.

William Papers,

'Letters from Williams to Drakeford, 2-7-43', RAAF
Museum.

-

179

National Archives of Australia
Victoria

A5954 Series

'Air Marshal Sir John Salmond's Report on Australian
Air Defence', Box 87, (1928).
'Military Board Comments on the Report by Air
Marsha! Sir John Salmond on the Royal Australian Air
Force', 6-12-28. qvNAA, A5954, Box 877, 1821/1/-,
MP 153/18.

Shedden Papers,

'Japanese Air Raids, 194 1-1946; Findings', Box524,
File 15/501/246; MP1217.
'MP1217, Operations Australia 1944-1946', National
Archives of Australia, Victoria.

180

Public Records Office
London

ADSC,

Cabinet 21

'Report of Admiral of the Fleet, Viscount Jellicoe of
Scapa, on Naval Mission to Australia, May-August
1919'.
-

188,

'Cooperation of the Dominions and Colonies in the
System of Imperial Defence', Admiralty, November
1919, Public Records Office, London.

Cabinet 2 1-386,

'Report by Sir Maurice Hankey on Certain Aspects of
Australia's Defence, 15 November 1934', Public
Records Office, London.

Cabinet 2 1-397,

'Report on the Defence of Australia', Air Vice Marshal
R. Williams, 3 May 1935, Public Records Office,
London.
'Notes of a Conference Held at the Admiralty',19
September 1933, Public Records Office, London.

Cabinet 32-9,

'Imperial Conference 1923', Stenographic Notes,
Meeting, 15 October 1923, Public Records Office,
London.

181

United States Archives
Historical Research Division,
Maxwell Air Force Base.

APO 929

A 1199 Series

'Headquarters, 38th Bombardment Group (M)',
2/5265/8.
'Establishment of Far East Air Force: Aug 1941-Mar
1942', 730-168.
'History of 24th Pursuit Group', (Doe 1, App. 11), 730168.
'Journal of 19 Bomb Gp'.,( Doe. 11, App 11), 730-168.
'Radiogram', (Doe. 103, App 11), 730-168.
'Radiogram', (Doe. 98 App l 1), 730-168.

7679-24, 730.01,

'Diary of the Far East Air Force', (Doe. 28, App. 11),
Historical Research Division,Maxwell Air Force Base.
'General Marshall to General Brett, Dec. 27 '41', (Doe.
47, App. 11), Historical Research Division, Maxwell Air
Force Base.
'Statement of Lt Oestrieeher', (Doe. 932, App 11),
Historical Research Branch, Maxwell Air Force Base.
'General Order 62', SWPA, 23Dee 42., Historical
Research Branch, Maxwell Air Force Base.
'Radiogram', (Doe. 1125, App 11), Historical Research
Division, Maxwell Air Base.
'General Order 27', SWPA, 1 Sept 42, Historical
Research Branch, Maxwell Air Force Base.

7679-24,

'GO. No. 2 SWPAC', Lembang, Java, Feb. 15, 1942.
(Doe. 19, App. 11), Historical Research Division,
Maxwell Air Force Base.
'Statement of Major T. Elsmore', (Doe. 30a, App l 1),
730.02.

182

'Notes from Conference: P January1942', (Doc. 33,
App. 11), Historical Research Division, 730.02,
'Radiogram', (Doc. 1009, App 11), 730.02.
'Air Board to General Clagett', 22 Dec. and 24
Dec.1941, (Doc. 57, App. 11), 730.02.
'General MacArthur to Sir Charles Burnett, 20
Dec.1941', (Doc. 56, App. 11), 730.02.
'Wing Commander D. Ops to Col. Merle-Smith',19
Dec. 1941, (Doc. 54, App. 11), 730.02.
'History of USAFIA', (Doc. 23, App. 11), 730.02.
'History of
730.02.

17th

Pursuit Squadron',(Doc. 903, App i 1),

'Radiogram', (Doc. 1014, App 11), 730.02.
'The Java Sea Campaign', 730.02.

7689-24,

'Far East Air Force Diary', (Doc. 28, App. II), 730.02.
'Memorandum to General Clagett: Dec. 23'41', (Doc.
49. App. 11), 730.03.
'General Arnold to General Brett and General Brereton',
(Doc. 60, App. 11), 730.03.

5/1608/34

'History of 2x Bombardment Squadron', 22
Bombardment Group.

183

National Archives of Australia
Darwin

Al 196/1 Series

'Defence of North West Australia, March
AK27/I/1.

-

May 1942',

'Fortress Combined Operational Headquarters Darwin
1940- 1941; Enquiry', 15 / 501/ 107,

'Darwin: Strategical and Operational Importance and
Scale of Defence', 15/501/182.
'Darwin: Evacuation of Civil Population in an
Emergency', 15/501/184.
'Meeting of 30 December 1941', 15/105/207.

'Enemy Air Attacks — Darwin Area: 1942', 1515011
246.
'Formation of Mobile Works Squadrons', 151 /2 / 662.

184

Northern Territory Archives

Bombing of Darwin:
Army:1941-42,

'Interview with Cot. W.H. Wanseley', Fronttine Orat
History Project, National Archives of Australia, Darwin
1992.

Sqn Ldr M.G.Murchinson, 'Operations Record Book, 25/5/42 — 31/12/42', No 3
Works Maintenance Unit.
Good, G,

'Interview with Brother E. Bennett', 1993, Northern
Territory Archive Service.

2 Squadron

'Operations Record Book, No 2GR Squadron', 1988.

Operations Record Book,

'No 2 GR Squadron', 3 December 1941
1942.

Operations Record Book,

'No 13 TR Squadron', 28 June 1940— 12 December
1942.

-

13 December

185

Newspaper,Journal & Unpublished
Articles

Army News

July 11942.

Boomerang,

4 February 1888.

Brown, H,

'Australia 1942: The Most Dangerous Year', in The
Australian Magazine, January 25-26, 1992.

Clayton. M,

'The North Australian Air War, 1942-44', in Journal of
the Australian War Memorial, April 1986.

Courier Mail,

February 2 d 1942,

Dunne, R.A.,
Northern

'Interview 1984 with Alan Powell: Introduction',
Territory Archive Services, 1984.

Northern Standard,

Various issues.

Northern Territory News,

'The Bombing of Darwin', February

Operational Journal
Powell. A,

19th

Bomb Group', 8 December 1941

-

2001.

February 1942.

'The Darwin 'panic' 1942', in Journal of the Australian
War Memorial, October 1983.

RAAF Historical Records, 'Operations Record Book', No 5 Fighter Sector, Dept.
of Defence, Canberra.
Salmond, Sir J.,

The Organisation, Administration, Training and
General Policy of the Development of the Royal
Australian Air Force, (Melbourne, 1928).

Stephens. A,

'Air Power Doctrine in the Royal Australian Air Force
192 1-1939', in Journal of the Australian War Memorial,
April1991.

Sydney Morning Herald,

9 March 1921.

2 Squadron,

'Operations Record Book', AWM, read onto tape by
Alan Powell, January 1984.

186

Index
1
12 Squadron

.

59,82

13 Squadron............................

51, 82, 85, 86, 92, 93, 115, 170

2
2 Squadron..............................

124, 169

VA
733rd
71h

Quartermaster Truck Company ...................................See Batchelor; Katherine.

Military District ........................................... . ............................................ 114, 152

8
808" Engineer Battalion ........................................................................See Batchelor

ABDACOM ...................................

7,142

Active Service Plan.........................

54,79

Adelaide River................................

See Darwin

Administrative Planning Committee

7, 142, 143

AirBoard........................................

20, 21, 22, 30, 52, 56, 82, 173

Air Commodore Williams...............

28, 29, 30

air power
aircraft............................................

9, 10, 17, 20, 21, 23, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28

Air Raids Precaution.......................

73

aircraft carriers................................

25, 118, 136

187

Airfield Construction Squadron
MWS
Alice Springs

.7
.

See Northern Territory

Ambon......................................................................................................86, 111, 120
America........................................................................................ 9, 18, 114, 137, 139
Army... . 8, 21, 22, 23, 24, 26, 28, 30, 32, 33, 34,

72, 115, 122, 137, 138, 139, 142, 156

169
I,
p.

Batchelor,.63, 64, 65, 66, 75, 79, 84, 114, 123, 144, 146, 149, 151, 156, 157, 158. See
Northern Territory
Birdum .....................................................................................See Northern Territory
Britain ...............................................................................9, 17, 23, 33, 113, 128, 137

C
capital ships.........................................

See Singapore Strategy

Caroline
Islands.................................................

9, 17, 162

Citizen Air Force .................................

See R.A.A.F

Civil Aerodrome..................................

54

Colonial Conference ............................

16

Commonwealth....................................

See Britain; Australia.

Coomalie Creek...................................

See Northern Territory

Curtin..................................................

10, 132, 170

EE
Daly Waters........................................See Northern Territory. See Northern Territory

188

Darwin.....1, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 12, 26, 32, 33, 34, 35, 39, 51, 53, 54, 55, 57, 58, 72, 74, 75,
76, 77, 78, 82, 83, 85, 92, 93, 111, 112, 113, 114, 115, 117, 118, 120, 121, 122,
124, 125, 128, 129, 131, 132, 134, 136, 137, 141, 142, 143, 147, 150, 151, 152,

153, 156, 161, 169, 170, 172, 182
Defence Coordination Committee............................................................................ 75
Department of the Interior ............................................................. 55, 74, 77, 141, 142
F

fightersquadron.......................................................................................................14
First Sea Lord .............................................See Lord Chatfield; Sir Winston Churchill
Fortress Combined Headquarters .............................................................................78
G
GeneralPurpose.....................................................................

See Squadrons

General Reconnaissance ........................................................

See Squadrons

General William Mitchell ......................................................

17

I
imperial...........................................................................................

See Britain

Imperial Defence Conference...........................................................

25

J
Japanese .....9, 17, 20, 30, 33, 37, 77, 78, 111, 112, 113,114, 115,117, 120, 121, 122,

123, 128, 131, 132, 133, 134, 136, 137, 138, 150, 162, 170
Joint Committee of Public Accounts ........................................................................24
Justice C. J. Lowe.............................................................................See Lowe Inquiry

189

K
Katherine..................................................................................See Northern Territory
L
Lockheed Hudson.....................................................................................See Aircraft
LordAmery....................................................................................See First Sea Lord
LordChatfield .........................................................................................................25
LordJellicoe............................................................................................................18
Lyon's government......................................................See Parliament. See Parliament
M
Manchuria...................................................................................................9, 20, 111
MarianaIslands ..............................................................................................See. See
Marshall Islands ........................................................................................... 9, 17, 162
Medical Receiving Station
MRS......................................................................................................................148
military ..... 2, 6, 9, 12, 16, 17, 18, 20, 21, 23, 27, 28, 29, 32, 33, 34, 35, 37, 72, 76, 78,
111, 112, 113, 114, 115, 118, 121, 125, 129, 133, 134, 137, 152, 153, 158, 161
military forces ......................................................................................... 9, 32, 34, 153
Mobile Works Squadrons ............................................................................... 142, 152
MWS.....................................................................................................................147
101
NationalDefence League.........................................................................................17
naval .................... 9, 18, 25, 30, 31, 33, 78, 94, 111, 112, 113, 115, 124, 128, 137, 139
Netherlands......................................................................See NetherlandsWest Indies
Netherlands East Indies.......................................................................See Netherlands

RLI

North Australian Railway

.

94

Northern Australia ....................................................................See Northern Territory
Northern Territory

..

1, 6, 8, 11, 14, 36, 56, 82, 113, 115, 121, 124, 133, 142, 153, 169,

170, 171, 172, 182

operationalcapability.........................................................................................11, 58
P
PointCook...............................................................................................See R.A.A.F
Prime Minister Billy Hughes.................................................................See Parliament
R
R.A.A.F.... 1,6,9, 10, 12, 15, 19, 20, 21, 22, 26, 34, 36, 39, 51, 52, 56, 58, 73, 74, 77,
78, 81, 82, 83, 94, 122, 123, 124, 132, 147, 150, 151, 161, 172
R.A.A.F Station .....................................................................See Darwin. See Darwin
RAAF Replenishing Centres
R.R.0.....................................................................................................................155
Royal Australian Air Force......................................................................See R.A.A.F
Royal Military College ................................................................................See Army
S
satelliteairfields.......................................................................................................12
Singapore Strategy..........................................................................6, 9,23, 29, 31, 78
Sir Charles Burnett, K.C.B., C.B.E., D,S,O
Chiefof Air Staff ..................................................................................................... 78
Sir Edward Ellington ........................................................................19, 24, 25, 32, 34
SirJohn Monash......................................................................................................24

191

Sir John Salmond

.

19, 20, 21, 22, 24, 27, 28, 34, 173, 177

Sir Winston Churchill ..........................

10

Spitfire.................................................

14

Squadron Leader Charles Eaton AFC
R.A.A.F...................................................................................................................51
Stanley Bruce .......................................................................................See Parliament
strategic .............................. 6, 11, 12, 20, 26, 27, 29, 32, 111, 112, 124, 137, 138, 167
Ii
Tennant Creek ..........................................................................See Northern Territory
The Department of the Interior...............................................................................141
U
United Kingdom .........................................................................................See Britain
BATA

War Cabinet .................................................................................. 54, 55, 74, 141, 153
Wing Commander George Jones DFC
R,A.A.F ............................................................................................................. 45, 51
Wirraway....................................See Aircraft. See Aircraft. See Aircraft. See Aircraft
Y
Yellow Sea
Japan.......................................................................................................................10

I

Charles Darwin University

000477210 5

