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Dedicated to the amazing staff, helpers and supporters of the

Australian Nurses Memorial Centre in St Kilda, Victoria.






Not all angels have wings… some wear scrubs.

– Anonymous








INTRODUCTION AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

WHEN SISTERS IN CAPTIVITY, my earlier book on Australian nurses held captive in wartime Japanese hands, was released in 2023 the buyer reaction was extremely positive. Just as positive was the interest of audience members at my many subsequent talks, some of whom had a connection – however tenuous – to the nurses in the story, or a family member who had suffered or died as a badly maltreated prisoner of the Japanese during World War II. Others came forward because they were – or had been – nurses themselves, and they simply wanted to thank me for telling the harrowing story of their fellow nurses at times of war.

Essentially, Sisters in Captivity told the complete and extraordinary life story of Sister Betty Jeffrey, a captive of the Japanese in Sumatra for more than three years, who post-war published the bestselling book White Coolies (later turned into a radio series), based on her secret wartime diaries. Finding those hidden diaries in her possession could have resulted in her death at the hands of her sadistic captors.

While I was contemplating my next project, my publisher at Simon & Schuster Australia, Michelle Swainson and her editorial colleague Rosie Outred, asked me at a meeting to consider providing a similarly human-based story from some segment of Australian military history. Happily, I did not have to look far; in Sisters in Captivity I had touched on the selfless courage of two Australian nurses aboard the evacuation ship MV Empire Star while escaping from the blazing tumult, misery and carnage that was wartime Singapore. This perilous voyage came just four days before the city’s occupation by brutal Japanese Imperial Army forces, which resulted in the total surrender and enforced end of resistance for all British and Allied forces in the once-carefree island nation in February 1942.

Showing exemplary courage and selflessness as their ship was being continually bombed and strafed by Japanese aircraft as it fled Singapore, Staff Nurses Margaret Anderson and Vera Torney, in complete disregard for their own safety, protected a number of wounded servicemen and crewmen lying helplessly on the exposed open deck of the Empire Star. While circling enemy planes attacked time and again, they shielded the men with their own bodies as the ship’s deck was continually raked by gunfire that found innocent, unprotected victims and ricocheted in every direction. The bravery of these two women would later be rewarded with the deserved accolade of the George Medal (the highest civilian award for bravery) for Sister Anderson and the Order of the British Empire (Military Division) for Sister Torney. Both were originally recommended for the George Medal by the Australian government.

In many respects, and despite the constant dangers they faced while fleeing Singapore through minefields, hostile waters and a callous enemy determined to sink their vessel or kill those on board, Sisters Margaret Anderson and Vera Torney were extremely fortunate in finally making it back safely to Australia and into the welcoming hands of their loved ones. Their concern now centred on the fate of another 65 nurses, their friends and colleagues, whom they had been forced to leave behind in besieged and vastly overcrowded makeshift hospitals in Singapore. Those chosen under orders to evacuate first had been assured the remaining nurses would be boarding a second evacuation ship the following day.

It would be some considerable time – over three years in fact – before they came to hear with understandable horror the appalling cruelty and suffering inflicted on those innocent women they’d left behind. Out of the 65 nurses, only 24 would somehow manage to survive the war, albeit bone-thin and malnourished, covered in sores and lacerations, and seriously ill with malaria, beriberi and other debilitating tropical diseases. Nevertheless, these former prisoners could count themselves as fortunate, as twelve of their number had died in the sinking of that second evacuation ship, while a further eight perished in a succession of filthy, verminous camps in which every captive endured a daily struggle just to stay alive. There was no chance of escape for them; those nurses who managed to survive did so through incredibly close friendships, compassion and inner strength, combined with a stubborn defiance and unbreakable sisterhood that somehow carried them through those desperate years of captivity and inhumanity.

In speaking post-war about the resolve and courage of those imprisoned nurses, Colonel Annie Moriah Sage, CBE, RRC, former Matron-in-Chief of the Royal Australian Army Nursing Corps, stated the following:


This is the truth about women who fought in the last war. Yes, I mean fought, for they did fight, just as surely as the sailor with his submarines and guns, the soldier with rifle and tank, and the airman with his bombs and machine guns. But for these women it was a different kind of war; they fought against anything that threatened to destroy life. What they suffered physically was almost inhuman, but only women can fully appreciate their terrible mental anguish, and the constant, dreadful fear of what the Nipponese could and might do to them.

This is not fiction, but truth. A truth that should be heard and remembered, not only for the fine example of courage and bravery it tells, but also for the grand humour, resourcefulness and ability to keep morale at the highest possible level.

The longer the war progressed, the greater grew my admiration for them. I will never cease to love them all.



Then, tragically, there was the place known as Radji Beach on Banka Island, east of Sumatra. A normally serene, picturesque stretch of golden sand, it became the place where 21 nurses who had somehow managed to survive the sinking of the Vyner Brooke were brutally force-marched into the sea and murdered in cold blood by a Japanese firing squad. Only one nurse, Sister Vivian Bullwinkel, managed to survive despite being badly wounded, but she would live to later reveal the appalling details surrounding the heartless massacre of those brave, innocent young nurses.

I thought it important to include the voices of many of the nurses involved in this story to give it even more immediate impact and intensity. Their words from back then help to convey the many raw emotions felt by them all at this dramatic period in history, and the terrible sights, sounds and horrors they witnessed. However they also tell of the extraordinary compassion, caring and sisterhood they shared in those desperate days – even the rare occasions of elevating humour they experienced. Of necessity when quoting from contemporary sources, some references to their Japanese captors contain often bitter, descriptive words that were in commonplace use at the time, but in today’s world they should no longer be used.

As usual, there are many I have to thank for their kind support and assistance in putting this book together, particularly the family members of Sisters Margaret (Anderson) O’Bryan and Vera (Torney) Berry. From the Anderson/O’Bryan side of the story, sincere thanks go to Jill and Geoff McCully, Helen and Merv Thompson and Bob Newbould, who mailed me a box filled with photographs, letters, newspaper clippings and other assorted memorabilia with which I was able to complete the story of Margaret Anderson, GM, in both text and photographs. My first tentative contacts with the family of Vera Torney, MBE, gave me the encouragement I needed to pursue the story, and this book is the result. Special thanks must go to Vera’s daughter Catherine (Kate), found residing in Canada, who was always quick to respond to my queries, and supplied me with whatever information or guidance I might need. Other family members also chipped in, and I am indebted to Sheila van Holst and Judy Dean (who got the whole family ball rolling in the beginning), Jenny Berry, Nico Preston and Virginia (VK) Preston.

Apart from family members there are many others I want to thank most sincerely for their assistance in researching so many different aspects of this book. They are: Merynne Dunstan (St Arnaud Historical Society), Helen Wilson (Peninsula Health, Frankston), Dr Jane Roy (Australian College of Nursing), Dr Lesley Potter (volunteer archivist at the Australian College of Nursing), Maddison Stafford (Austin Health Media), Jan McCarthy (RSL Melbourne), Fred Pratt (RSL Victoria Library), Joanne Smedley (Australian War Memorial), Nathan Dylan Goodwin, Sharn White and Carmel Reyen, Lisa Cooper and Floyd and Bronwyn Allen, as well as Emily, Bob and Jane Malone.

Occasionally a real treasure comes the way of a biographer, and in this case it was a long-lost transcript of taped interviews conducted with both Vera (Torney) Berry and Margaret (Anderson) O’Bryan on 4 November 1993 by Nurse Educator Joyce Edwards from the Faculty of Nursing at the University of Sydney. The transcripts were finally located in the archives of the Australian College of Nursing in Sydney and the in-depth interviews allowed the two nurses to speak for themselves, describing many of their experiences in their own words. Sadly Joyce Edwards is no longer with us, but I thank her most sincerely on my behalf and that of both families.

Additionally, bouquets of thanks must go to some particularly wonderful and helpful ladies at (or associated with) the Australian Nurses Memorial Centre in St Kilda: Elizabeth Lavender, Elizabeth Allwood, Arlene Bennett, Helen Pickering and Angela Doherty.

Many of the photographs in this book have been kindly supplied by family members, and where a source of other contemporary photos can be identified it has been properly accredited, in compliance with any copyright strictures. However there are instances where both the publishers and I have been unable to track down and identify a source of wartime and other photos. These identifiers may have become lost in the mist of time, but should any person or photo agency be able to furnish this information it will be duly accredited in any subsequent editions.

Many thanks as always to Luke Causby for his outstanding cover art, as well as eagle-eyed editor, Mark Evans.

In conclusion, and as with Sisters in Captivity, I have pledged 50 per cent of this book’s royalties in perpetuity to the Australian Nurses Memorial Centre in St Kilda, Melbourne, to assist them in their wonderful work. The ANMC, first conceived and funded through the post-war efforts of a group of dedicated nurses headed by Sisters Vivian Bullwinkel and Betty Jeffrey, is a living memorial to the heroism and sacrifice of Australian nurses who lost their lives or spent years in Japanese prison camps during World War II. Founded in 1950, the ANMC continues to support nurses and midwives by offering a number of scholarships to exceptional candidates. Those eligible include all registered nurses and midwives undertaking postgraduate study at an Australian university or accredited higher education institution.

I am proud to be able to support and memorialise not only this wonderful institution, but especially the furtherance of the sisterhood of Australian nurses. We owe them all so much.

Colin Burgess

New South Wales, 2026






FOREWORD

I WOULD LIKE TO COMMEND Colin Burgess for his research and writing about the nurses who left Singapore in the final days of its freedom from the Japanese in 1942. He has certainly told the story of the Australian nurses who were hurriedly transferred from Malaya to Singapore in order to protect them from the invading enemy. Many Australians have heard what happened to the ill-fated nurses who were evacuated from Singapore on the SS Vyner Brooke, but for those who left on the MV Empire Star we don’t know all that much. Now, with his hard work, we do know so much more. He has brought these women to life, for which I am very thankful.

In February 1942 it was becoming more obvious daily that Singapore would fall to the Japanese. The Australian nurses who had gathered in Singapore were ordered to leave. This was done largely because of what had happened to the nurses at St Stephen’s Hospital in Hong Kong in December 1941, when they were raped and murdered by the Japanese. None of the nurses in Singapore wanted to leave those who were in their care, but as they were ordered to do so they followed orders. Matron Olive Paschke and Matron Irene Drummond divided the nurses into groups. The first group of six nurses left on the small vessel Wah Sui with injured soldiers in their care. The next group of nurses would leave on the Empire Star early on the 12th of February. The final 65 nurses would leave later that night on the SS Vyner Brooke.

At the time of their selection for evacuation, Matron Paschke asked for volunteers, but alas, none of the nurses wanted to leave their patients. Once the nurses were given their orders to leave it was very much a quirk of fate that would decide their outcome. It was indeed the luck of the draw as to what would happen to them. There is the well recorded toss of a coin between Sisters Pearl Mittelheuser and Molly Campbell. Pearl controlled the coin and declared that she had lost the toss so Molly could leave on the Wah Sui with her friend Thelma Bell. A similar incident befell Sister Betty Jeffrey, who was busy preparing a poultice when the order was given for her to leave immediately. She stayed behind to finish what she had started and that sealed her fate for the next three-and-a-half years.

Those who left on the Empire Star were not spared the trauma of the invading Japanese. Their ship was bombed and strafed as they made their way to Indonesia en route to Australia. Sisters Anderson and Torney selflessly threw their themselves on top of injured soldiers on the deck of the ship to protect them from the deadly spray of enemy bullets. When the Japanese gave up their attempt to destroy the ship the nurses could breathe a sigh of relief. Their bravery would later be acknowledged with Sister Margaret Anderson receiving the George Medal and Sister Vera Torney awarded an OBE (Military) for what they had done to protect the wounded soldiers during the attack. These acts were truly amazing and very selfless.

The Empire Star travelled on to Batavia (now Jakarta), where the ship was repaired so that it could complete its journey to Fremantle. Finally the ship arrived home safely. The nurses were then dispersed to their home states by train.

The MV Empire Star nurses would spend the remainder of the war wondering what had happened to the other sixty-five of their number. A very difficult time followed for those who had largely escaped the traumas which befell the colleagues they had left behind.

Post-war, Sister Jean Floyd, an Empire Star evacuee nurse who had served with those nurses who had left Singapore on the SS Vyner Brooke travelled to Sumatra with Matron Annie Sage and Sister Chandler from the RAAF to collect the ‘girls’ from the camp at Belalau, Loebok Lingau. What a shock for them finding only twenty-four of the nurses still alive.

Colin Burgess has so generously agreed to donate a portion of the royalties from this book to the Australian Nurses Memorial Centre, Melbourne, to support their ongoing scholarship program, which is a very fine act indeed. The Centre is certainly a living memorial to those nurses who did not make it home.

I am honoured to have been asked to write this foreword to Sisters Under Fire: The extraordinary courage of two Australian nurses at war. It is a very well told story of some of Australia’s wartime nurses who made it back home to Australia on the MV Empire Star and who have been rarely noted in our military history until now. It is an Australian story; a story of courage and a story of women. One which I recommend that you take the time to read.

Arlene Bennett

Past President of the Australian Nurses Memorial Centre, Melbourne

Muntok Peace Museum WWII History Consultant






1 IN SINISTER TWILIGHT


MOST MILITARY HISTORIANS WOULD AGREE that it was one of the most sickening and reprehensible maritime actions perpetrated on totally innocent civilians during World War I. On Tuesday, 26 February 1918, at around 4 am, the commander of German submarine UC-56, Kapitänleutnant Wilhelm Kiesewetter, peered through his periscope at a brightly lit-up British steamship forging a steady path from Newport in South Wales to the port city of Brest on the western edge of continental France.

The vessel that Kiesewetter was observing, HMHS Glenart Castle, was sailing in the narrow mine-free waters of the Bristol Channel, designated by all adversaries as a ‘free area’. This was supposed to keep any non-military vessel immune from being regarded as a legitimate target. Furthermore, the Glenart Castle was easily identifiable as a Red Cross hospital ship, brilliantly lit at night by a chain of green lights strung around the saloon area, with red lights festooning each side of the hull and on the masthead, while all the deck and navigation lights were switched on during the dark hours, reflecting brightly in the choppy water.

Nevertheless, hospital ships had recently become a target for predatory U-boats, following false, unsupported German claims that troops and weapons were being carried illegally on these protected vessels, contrary to the strictures of the 1907 Hague Convention and the 1929 Geneva Convention on the Wounded and Sick. Despite formal British protests that this was absolutely and totally incorrect, U-boat commanders were informed by their superiors that no distinction was to be made; any and all forms of shipping could now be considered legitimate targets. There was to be no immunity from attack, although it was not unknown for more compassionate U-boat commanders to avoid torpedo action and quietly steer clear once a hospital ship had been clearly identified.

Wilhelm Kiesewetter seems to have had no such compunction about what constituted a legitimate target. Once the torpedo path had been established, he barked out the order to fire. Within moments a deadly missile was slicing its way through the dark water, heading directly towards the unprotected, slow-moving vessel.

One person on board the Glenart Castle that fateful morning was 33-year-old Staff Nurse Edith Blake from the southern Sydney suburb of Sans Souci. Born in 1885, Edith (known to her family as Edie) had completed her four years of nursing training in November 1912 at what was then called The Coast Hospital (later renamed Prince Henry Hospital) in Little Bay, near La Perouse. In April 1915, she had responded to an urgent call from the British Army for Australian nurses to enlist in Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service (QAIMNS). Edith would be one of 130 Australian nurses volunteering to join the service.

There had also been an Australian Army Nursing Service (AANS) established back in May 1899, with some 60 Australian nurses shipped across to South Africa to serve during the three bloody years of the Boer War, which would finally end in 1902. By then, the British had crushed all Boer resistance, and on 31 May of that year the Treaty of Vereeniging was signed, ceasing all hostilities.

Only one nurse, Sister Frances (Fanny) Hines, is known to have died as a direct result of serving in this war. She passed away on 7 August 1900 in remote Enkeldoorn (then an Afrikaner stronghold in Rhodesia, now known as Chivhu, Zimbabwe) from a severe attack of pneumonia and was laid to rest in Bulawayo cemetery with full military honours. A marble cross commissioned by the Victorian Nurses and Bushmen’s Contingent was solemnly erected on her grave.

Two years later, on 1 July 1902, the Australian Army Nursing Service (AANS) was re-created, but only as a reserve auxiliary to the Australian Army Medical Corps (AAMC). Once in the AANS, a number of fully-trained nursing personnel were made available for service in the event of a national emergency, or another war. They did not hold commissions but were granted all the courtesies extended to Australian Imperial Force (AIF) officers.

When the First World War did break out, nurses were recruited from all established nursing services including the AANS, in addition to volunteers from the civilian profession. They would serve as part of the AIF at field and base hospitals across Australia, and later overseas in Egypt and Lemnos during the Gallipoli campaign. Then they were urgently needed in England, France and Belgium in support of the action in the Western Front, as well as in Greece, Salonika, Palestine, Mesopotamia and India. During the course of World War I, a total of 2,139 nurses served abroad with the AIF and 423 in Australia, and 388 were awarded decorations. Records show they served with magnificence throughout the war, but inevitably there were casualties: 21 nurses died on active service.

Edith Blake had earlier elected to enrol in the QAIMNS, and her first overseas posting was to No. 1 Australian General Hospital (AGH), which had been established in the Heliopolis Palace Hotel in Cairo. There she would treat wounded and critically ill soldiers being shipped across from Gallipoli. As she stated in a letter to her parents, Charles and Catherine Blake: ‘There are about 800 patients and four nurses; you couldn’t imagine what it was like… Train loads upon train loads of patients come in.’

Later in the war, after serving on the British hospital ship HMHS Essequibo, Edith transferred to the Prisoners of War Hospital in Belmont, Surrey, in May 1917. There, as well as tending to wounded British and Allied servicemen, she found it quite confronting to also be required to treat a number of similarly-wounded German prisoners of war, even as ferocious and life-costly battles still raged along the Western Front, and German aircraft continued to bomb England. Nevertheless, Edith was a nurse; she had a duty to disregard any thoughts of hatred and care for everyone equally. And that is what she did.

A prolific writer of letters to her parents as well as her sisters Grace and Alice May back in Australia, Edith mentioned that she would shortly be transferred onto another hospital ship, but could not yet give any details. Soon after, she reported for duty and was assigned to the HMHS Glenart Castle, which steamed out of Liverpool, England, on 13 November 1917.

Three months later, while continuing to care for war wounded aboard the ship, Edith Blake was not to know that one tragic early morning a German U-boat commander had carefully lined up the hospital ship and ordered the firing of a torpedo. Moments later, disaster struck as the torpedo slammed into the area of No. 3 hold and exploded, inflicting a massive mortal blow to the ship, instantly killing several on board and destroying most of the lifeboats in the blast. Almost immediately the vessel began to list as hundreds of frantic people, who moments before had been fast asleep, tried to make their way onto the steeply sloping deck and launch the remaining lifeboats into the surrounding rough seas. Only seven boats were able to be launched during the Glenart Castle’s remaining eight minutes before the vessel rapidly slipped beneath the waves, finally coming to rest 230 feet (70 m) below. Meanwhile most of the intact lifeboats launched into the water had been swamped and overturned due to the ensuing panic and inexperience of those who managed to scramble aboard.

Evidence later suggested that the submarine crew may have surfaced and opened fire on some of the lifeboat survivors trying to stay afloat in the heavy seas in an attempt to cover up the sinking of the hospital ship. On 11 March 1918 the New York Times carried a report – originating from the Liverpool Evening Express – that the body of a ship’s officer, wearing a lifebelt, had later been found with two distinct gunshot wounds. ‘While there have been no reports that the Germans fired on the escaping crew of the hospital ship at the time of the torpedoing,’ the newspaper stated, ‘this discovery leads to the belief that an attack was made subsequently on some of the boats.’ However no conclusive evidence was ever found that this murderous follow-up had occurred. Which is not to say it did not happen.

On that calamitous morning, 162 people perished, including the ship’s captain, Bernard Burt, his civilian Mercantile Marine crew, the medical staff of the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC), the chaplains, the eight QAIMNS nurses and all their patients. Only 32 people would survive the sinking, plucked out of the turbulent seas just north of Newquay by men on fishing boats who had witnessed the explosion, as well as rescuers on a French schooner, and an American destroyer.

Staff Nurse Edith Blake was one of the nurses who was later reported as ‘missing believed drowned’. She was (and is believed to remain) the only Australian nurse to die in World War I as a direct result of enemy action.

The British Admiralty, livid at the unwarranted and inhumane sinking of a clearly identifiable hospital ship, attempted to have Wilhelm Kiesewetter placed on trial as a war criminal. Post-war he was transported to England, where he was arrested, charged and placed in the Tower of London. However it was regretfully established that there were no existing legal grounds available to send him to trial; Britain was informed it had no right to hold a detainee according to the terms laid out in the Armistice. To everyone’s fury and frustration he was freed and allowed to return to Germany.

During World War II, Kiesewetter enlisted in the Kriegsmarine (German navy) and was given command of U-boat UC-1. Fortunately, that small submarine was only used in training exercises and never completed any operational missions. He then seems to have slipped into obscurity and no further details on him or his subsequent life and death have ever been released.

On the first anniversary of Edie’s death, her family placed a small memorial notice and poem in the Sydney Morning Herald, which read:


For her there were no flowers

To adorn the unmarked surface of the water;

The ocean alone decks her grave with gifts of pearls and shell,

And wreathes her brow with seaweeds rare



Sadly, the number of Australian nurses who died as a direct result of enemy action during World War II would be far, far greater.



The time in Malaya – Japanese time – was 2.15 am on the morning of Monday, 8 December 1941. In just over an hour wave upon wave of aircraft from the Imperial Japanese Navy Air Service would begin to carry out a carefully orchestrated surprise attack on the United States Naval Base at Pearl Harbor, Oahu. The pilots were charged with destroying or severely damaging the ships of America’s mighty Pacific Fleet, rendering them unable to respond to Japanese operations that would be taking place almost simultaneously against British, Dutch and United States territories in Southeast Asia.

At the designated time, the first wave of 183 fighters, dive-bombers and torpedo aircraft took off from six carefully positioned Japanese aircraft carriers. Fifteen minutes later they began to assemble into a vast formation in the still-dark sky. Once this had been achieved the pilots then set a course due south, heading directly for Oahu. It was now 6.15 am Honolulu time on what had started out as a peaceful Sunday morning, and the United States was about to be savagely propelled into an all-out war with Japan.

Meanwhile, just after midnight on 8 December, Japanese invasion forces from the 25th Army’s 18th Division began landing on the beach at Kota Bharu on the north-east coast of Malaya – then a British colony – in what was the first Japanese strike of World War II against the Allies. Kota Bharu was the base of operations in northern Malaya for all the aircraft of the Royal Air Force (RAF) and Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF).

Initially the troops landing at Kota Bharu would encounter an unexpectedly strong resistance from defending Indian Army units. Japanese losses were significant due to the staunch Indian coastal defences and attacks launched by RAAF aircraft and artillery fire. However, through sheer weight of numbers, they soon began to overwhelm the defenders, viciously and uncompromisingly taking no prisoners. The death toll began to mount at alarming speed.

The Japanese 25th Army then consisted of three experienced and highly capable divisions: the 5th, 18th and Imperial Guards. For their part, troops from the 5th Division were making ready to storm ashore at Singora and Patani in southern Thailand (renamed from Siam two years earlier). Their objective was to take over and occupy that country, but it did not end there. They would then move into Malaya and head south in a three-pronged assault.

The Thai government, under the leadership of Prime Minister Plaek Phibunsongkhram, had previously adopted a neutral policy of appeasement with Japan, signing a treaty of military alliance with its leaders in December 1940. This treaty now allowed Japanese forces to take full advantage of the signing and move unhindered through Thailand and set up bases. Prior to the landings, Japanese leaders had attempted to contact Prime Minister Plaek and seek his permission to disembark some troops, but he was away from his office and could not be contacted. It did not matter; the planned Japanese landings on Thai soil went ahead regardless.

Once the assault began, Japanese infantrymen swept inland under the leadership of Lieutenant General Tomoyuki Yamashita, appointed commander of the Imperial Japanese Army’s 25th Army on 2 November 1941. Initially there had been some fierce but minimal resistance from the Thai military, but it was a short-lived reaction. Within hours, Thai leaders realised it was a futile struggle and allowed the landings to proceed unhindered. Soon hordes of Japanese troops were on a rapid advance south into Malaya.

Having conquered Thailand, the Imperial Guards Division now began to make their way down the west coast of Malaya, both by land and sea, while the 18th Division similarly forged a path down the east coast. Meanwhile the 5th Division headed south through the central west of the Malayan peninsula.



Unlike the surprise air attack on Pearl Harbor, which precipitated America’s immediate involvement in the war, British intelligence sources in Singapore had been alerted two days earlier about the deployment of a vast Japanese invasion fleet seen steaming towards the Gulf of Siam. Even forewarned, however, those who had been assigned to the defence of the island nation were essentially caught unprepared and understrength.

The situation had intensified around midday on 6 December. That day the crew of a Lockheed Hudson, one of three bomber aircraft from No. 1 Squadron, RAAF, based at Kota Bharu in Kelantan, were flying northwards on a routine coastal reconnaissance patrol when they spotted something below that immediately caught their attention. There had been earlier reports of irregular Japanese shipping movements in the South China Sea, which seemed to indicate that several naval vessels were heading west towards the Gulf of Siam.

What Flight Lieutenant John Ramshaw observed that day were three Japanese ships engaged in a westerly heading, which he duly reported back to base. Then, a few minutes later, he radioed that his crew was now watching a large following convoy of warships, comprising a battleship, five cruisers, seven destroyers and 22 transport vessels.

Even as they were flying lower and reporting the sightings, a Mitsubishi F1M was launched from a merchant seaplane tender and began flying aggressively, straight for the Hudson bomber. Ramshaw recognised the Japanese aircraft’s deadly intent and slipped into some concealing cloud cover. Soon after, a second Hudson pilot confirmed the earlier sighting of the convoy.

Word quickly reached Air Chief Marshal Sir Henry Robert Brooke-Popham, then Commander-in-Chief, Far East Command, who was responsible for defence matters involving Singapore, Malaya, Burma and Hong Kong. Unfortunately his authority did not extend to taking any possible action against the convoy, even though it seemed evident that Thailand was being targeted for an invasion from an increasingly hostile Japan. Britain was not then at war with Japan whose intentions were still unclear, and no aggressive action had yet been taken against British or Thai territory. All Brooke-Popham could do was place his forces in Malaya on full alert and order a close and continued surveillance of the convoy.

With war raging across Europe, Brooke-Popham had become something of an unwelcome distraction for British Prime Minister Winston Churchill. The Air Chief Marshal had iterated that in the event of any Japanese aggression in the area, his men were prepared to fight, but they had less than adequate equipment and were grievously lacking in sufficient air support. Any invasion, he argued, would be a part of Japan’s larger campaign to expand its influence and establish control over Southeast Asia.

While Brooke-Popham had endeavoured in vain to increase the region’s defences during his tenure in that position, Churchill’s curt response indicated that Britain was far too engaged in defending herself against Germany and Italy to pour valuable resources, weaponry and troops into their Southeast Asian territories. The Prime Minister was solely focused on the ongoing war in Europe, including the North Africa, Greece, Crete and other desperate campaigns and was dismissive of Brooke-Popham’s claims.

As Churchill later recalled the momentous events of 1941 in his book The Grand Alliance: ‘I confess that in my mind the whole Japanese menace lay in sinister twilight, compared with our other needs. My feeling was that if Japan attacked us the United States would come in. If the United States did not come in we had no means of defending the Dutch East Indies, or indeed our own Empire in the East. If, on the other hand, Japanese aggression drew in America I would be content to have it. On this I rested.’

In the years after World War I, Britain had been slowly but steadily building up its defences in Singapore and Malaya, constructing military installations and aerodromes in northern Malaya. The naval base was finally opened in 1938 and large coastal guns installed soon after.

However, when World War II broke out, the British had insufficient land or air forces to properly defend these territories. To that time Singapore, a major British base in the Pacific, had been considered a vital centre of the British Empire and long regarded as impregnable to enemy attack due to its strong seaward-facing defences. This ‘seaward’ mentality meant that the possibility of an attack via the Malaya mainland was either ignored or not reacted to by those in charge of military defences.

Prior to the invasion the General Officer Commanding, Malaya, Lieutenant General Arthur Percival, had dismissed any proposals put to him by his chief engineer, Brigadier Ivan Simson, to somehow shore up Singapore’s northern defences. Simson repeatedly stated that all of the island’s fixed defences were positioned guarding the south against a sea-borne invasion. He was concerned that a possible Japanese attack could come from the Malay Peninsula to the north. Percival argued that to begin mounting defences to the north would have a demoralising effect on the troops and civilians in Singapore. He firmly believed that any Japanese assault through Malaya would become bogged down in the thick jungle and be easily defeated. He firmly believed Singapore to be an impregnable fortress, and the island would not be affected by any threat of war.

While dismissing Simson’s protestations, Percival had previously actioned a plan for a possible defence of Singapore. This entailed dividing the island into three separate defence sectors. He placed English Lieutenant General Sir Lewis Heath, KBE, OBE of the III Indian Corps in command of the northern sector with the support of the British 18th Division and the Indian 11th and 9th Divisions. The commander of the Australian Imperial Forces, Major General Gordon Bennett, was placed in charge of his Australian troops and the largely untrained Indian 44th Infantry Battalion, attending to the island’s western sector. Also appointed to the island’s southern sector was Major General Keith Simmons, placed in charge of the 1st and 2nd Malaya Infantry Regiment and the Straits Settlement Volunteer Force, with fortress troops and fixed defences also falling under his leadership. Percival was convinced that these troops would be enough to repel any potential foreign invasion.

Meanwhile the motivation for any Japanese attack in Southeast Asia was becoming increasingly obvious, and the lack of British support for the region unquestionably opened the way for Japan. It was a nation that desperately needed to seize control of the plentiful and crucial raw materials found in Malaya, which were essential in furthering Japan’s industrial development and war efforts.

In 1937, Japan invaded China and the United States had consequently imposed strict economic sanctions against Japan. As well as the abandonment of a commercial treaty, the United States also ceased the shipment to Japan of American petroleum, scrap iron, tin and rubber. Then, in 1940, the French colonies in Indochina (present day Vietnam, Cambodia and Laos) were taken over by the Japanese through arrangements with the Vichy government that was openly collaborating with Hitler. There was a brief resistance by the colonial French, because of confusion about the arrangements in Paris.

Although by late 1941 the Japanese threat was known to be looming ever larger, Britain simply could not spare more than a few fighting ships for a possible enemy sea-mounted invasion of Singapore. By 2 December the only two vessels capable of any real fire power that had been delivered to the Sembawang naval base in northern Singapore were the ageing Renown-class battlecruiser HMS Repulse, commissioned in 1916, and the two-year-old HMS Prince of Wales, a King George V-class battleship earlier damaged during a naval attack on the German battleship Bismarck. Although they had arrived in Singapore under the codename of Force Z to help reinforce the Far Eastern fleet, their presence was hardly a secret, having been announced over the country’s radios, and was well known to Japanese commanders. The radio bulletins even declared that British power in the area was now ‘more invincible than ever’, while the Singapore Free Press proudly saluted their arrival as ‘bad news for Japan which may begin to see the shattering of her hopes for an unopposed naval advance to the south.’

By midday on 8 December the commander of the Prince of Wales, Admiral Sir Tom Phillips, KCB, had received the disturbing news that Japanese forces were landing along the coast of Malaya. He subsequently organised an immediate meeting of his staff and the captains of the destroyers HMS Electra, HMS Express, HMAS Vampire and HMS Tenedos which had earlier provided escort for the two larger warships. At the meeting, he stressed that any delay – even a few hours – would allow Japanese forces to spread even further across Malaya. While he admitted that the fleet of ships under his command numbered far less than he would have liked, Phillips pointed out that if the Japanese fleet could be caught by surprise, the British ships might be able to create considerable havoc by inflicting damage on a number of enemy vessels before ordering a hasty withdrawal. He also felt that a well handled battleship could fend off any attacks by enemy fighters and bomber aircraft.

In order to avoid any possible enemy surveillance from the shore, Admiral Phillips ordered the six ships comprising Force Z to depart Singapore naval base after dark, bound for the Gulf of Siam. His plan was totally reliant on surprise and Allied air cover, and once they were under way he formally requested a fighter escort to join them at daybreak. The request was passed on to Air Vice Marshal Conway Pulford, who commanded the RAF in Malaya. However, as the ships passed through the boom at the entrance to the Johor Strait, Pulford radioed his regret that any fighter protection for the fleet was simply not possible. On hearing this, a deeply disappointed Admiral Phillips is quoted as saying, ‘Well, we must get on without it.’ Aboard the Repulse, Captain William G. Tennant also received this disheartening news and told his crew, ‘We are going to look for trouble. I expect we shall find it.’

The following day, lookouts on the ships reported seeing a number of enemy aircraft flying directly overhead. Catching the enemy unawares had been crucial to Phillips’ plans and he realised to his chagrin that they had been spotted – thereby removing that element of surprise. Phillips decided to exercise caution and ordered the fleet of Force Z ships to turn around.

Several hours later he received information from Singapore that ship-borne Japanese forces were landing at Kuantan on the east coast of the Malay Peninsula. Thinking he might be able to salvage something from his aborted mission, Phillips ordered his ships to divert and investigate. However the HMS Tenedos, which had been running short of fuel, was given permission to continue on to Singapore.

Arriving off Kuantan just after dawn on 10 December, Phillips discovered to his extreme annoyance that the information about a landing had proved to be false. Even worse was to come, as by this time the five ships had come to the attention of Japanese submarine commanders. They reported the fleet’s position, and shortly after a massive force of Japanese bombers, fighters and torpedo aircraft were winging their way to the area. Soon after, the two mighty warships came under ferocious attacks by wave after wave of Japanese torpedo bombers.

Both the Prince of Wales and the Repulse were eventually sunk after a gallant effort by the ships’ gunners, who managed to shoot down a total of 18 attacking aircraft, but with no air cover to protect them both ships were highly vulnerable, and the torpedoes launched by almost-unimpeded enemy aircraft soon found their marks. After being struck by five torpedoes in the space of a few minutes, the Repulse began listing heavily to port. Captain Tennant ordered ‘All hands on deck. Prepare to abandon ship. God be with you.’ Just under an hour later, the Prince of Wales had also been mortally hit several times and was rapidly sinking.

By early afternoon the two ruptured warships had vanished beneath the waves, taking with them a combined total of around 840 men, including Admiral Phillips and Captain John Leach aboard the Prince of Wales. Many others were rescued by the HMS Express, which had managed to survive the attack, along with the Electra and Vampire. The Japanese commanders had accomplished what they had set out to do, and it seemed were no longer interested in attacking the smaller, far less potent destroyers. As well, they had likely expended all their bombs and torpedoes on the larger warships.

Meanwhile Japanese aircraft were busy pounding the RAF bases in Singapore, desperate to neutralise those located at Tengah and Seletar. Almost unimpeded, enemy fighters attacked and destroyed the few and near-obsolete RAF aircraft at the bases before they could be flown into action or moved into the safety of shelter. Eventually there was only very minimal air support remaining for the troops on the ground.

Having sunk two capital ships of the Royal Navy, and virtually negated the RAF and RAAF’s capability, however slender, Japan had further asserted its authority by gaining control of both the sea and air in their Malayan campaign. This lack of naval and air support would now enable the Japanese to continue to land large forces of troops behind the ground-based defenders, forcing them into a defiant but necessary retreat.

Lieutenant General Percival was General Officer Commanding, Malaya, and all he had left to oppose the Japanese forces were two divisions of an Indian corps and the under-strength and largely undertrained Australian 8th Division under Major General Gordon Bennett. In his mistaken determination to defend the entire Malay coastline, the orders General Percival gave resulted in spreading his troops out far too thinly.

Despite the near-impenetrable jungle the Japanese tactics were simple and ruthless enough in their execution; whenever they met any form of largely inexperienced but valiant British, Indian or Australian resistance they would outflank and encircle the defenders, then eliminate them.

Less than two months since the first enemy landings on 8 December the defenders in Malaya had been savagely beaten back by a smaller but overwhelmingly aggressive Japanese force which had steadily fought its way to the southern tip of the peninsula through more than 430 miles (700 km) of dense jungle.

With the swift but brutal takeover of Malaya now complete, things were rapidly moving to a tragic conclusion and the feared invasion of once-peaceful Singapore was now imminent.






2 FROM THE MALLEE TO MALAYA


ONCE RECOGNISED AS SOMETHING OF a remote, productive goldfield town and a staging point for the horse-drawn Cobb & Co. mail coaches, these days St Arnaud serves as a rural service centre nestled between the regional Victorian cities of Ballarat and Mildura, situated some 150 miles (240 km) north-west of Melbourne.

In 1855 the discovery of gold on a sandy knoll known locally as Bakery Hill created an immediate spur for the surveying and subsequent rapid development of a northern Grampians town, named after French hero Armand-Jacques Leroy de Saint-Arnaud, who had fought alongside the British as Commander-in-Chief of the French army during the Crimean War.

Today, the surrounding area is mostly agricultural, supporting sheep grazing, mixed farms, grain harvesting and bountiful vineyards. Beyond the rocky, mined-out hills behind St Arnaud are the vast, seemingly endless flat plains of what is known as Mallee territory, which occupies close to 16,000 square miles (41,400 square km) between the Wimmera and Murray rivers, encompassing such north-western Victoria towns as Mildura, Kerang, Cohuna, Ouyen and Swan Hill.

A stroll through St Arnaud can evoke pleasant memories of the past, with the town’s impressive and historic streetscape populated by a generous number of well-preserved old pubs and elegant two-storey buildings featuring bull-nosed verandahs enclosed by ornate cast-iron lacework. St Arnaud still manages to retain a quieter pace of life, boasting just one set of traffic lights and a single speed hump. On Napier Street, visitors can view the oldest existing fire station in Victoria, built in 1883. Inside the station one will even find the bucket and ladder cart which the town’s stalwart firemen once used in hauling their equipment to a fire.

One of the town’s newer attractions is a magnificent, visually striking example of silo art recently completed by local farmer, artist and seventh-generation resident Kyle Torney, who has also painted impressive murals on walls throughout St Arnaud, drawing admiring visitors from far and wide. This colossal piece of silo artwork, titled ‘Hope’, took Kyle over 800 hours and around 40 trips up and down the silo each day. There are still many generations of Torneys in St Arnaud, and one particular woman in that family is a principal subject of this book.
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