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MALAYA 1942


INTRODUCTION: FIGHTING SOLDIERS


The campaigns for Gallipoli and Singapore were fought in two separate world wars, 27 years apart, in very different environments. In Australian cultural memory, however, both events have been shaped to fit a familiar nationalist mantra, a story of innocent but brave young Australians sacrificed by an uncaring and incompetent British politico-military establishment. In 1992, then Prime Minister Paul Keating reinforced this mantra, when he accused Britain of having betrayed Australia by sacrificing the defence of the Asia-Pacific region, and in particular Singapore, to concentrate on fighting the war in Europe and the Middle East.


The specific details of this particular tale, which could be described as the Singapore myth, would be well known to many readers. They include a chronic lack of air support, guns facing the wrong way, and a British refusal to give Australia back the troops sent to the Middle East earlier in the war. So too is its ending, capitulation to a brutal enemy condemning thousands to the horrors of Japanese prisoner of war camps. Ultimately, Australia remembers the men of the 8th Division as the emaciated victims of that experience.


The fall of Singapore, however, was the end of a longer story. Before the Japanese landed on Singapore Island on the night of 8 February 1942, the 8th Division had participated in the last part of a hard fought campaign on the Malayan peninsula to try to keep them at bay. The division’s part in this campaign lasted under three weeks, from 14 to 30 January, but included fighting as bitter, and as costly, as any experienced by Australian troops against the Japanese. Ultimately, the sheer scale of the disaster at Singapore overwhelmed the story of the Malayan campaign.


This is the first of two volumes in the Australian Army Campaign Series that will examine the fighting in Malaya and Singapore. In his classic essay The Uses and Abuses of Military History, the renowned British military historian Sir Michael Howard argued that military history needed to be studied in width, depth and context. This volume, and its companion, follow Howard’s lead. It ranges from tactics to grand strategy to put the 8th Division’s experience in Malaya in its full context.


To quote Howard further, this volume aims ‘to make tidy outlines dissolve’ and recreate ‘the omnipresence of chaos, revealing the part played not only by skill and planning and courage, but by sheer good luck’, and also the effect of the lack of these factors. Malaya and Singapore have been separated to provide sufficient scope to do this. Although the operations on the mainland and on the island were intimately related, they were quite different in character, and thus deserve separate treatment.


The campaign on the mainland was one of manoeuvre fought, on the British and Commonwealth side, by an intact, although not necessarily cohesive, army. The fight for Singapore, however, was akin to a confused brawl, fought by a broken army struggling to cope with all manner of problems outside the actual fighting, such as stragglers, the civilian population, and the evacuation of non-combatants.


This volume does not beat a nationalist drum. It clearly recognises Australia’s role as part of an infant coalition fighting a global war. By reducing history to a set of shallow clichés, we rob ourselves on two accounts. First, we deny ourselves an insight into the true complexity of the human experience of war. Second, we deny ourselves the chance to profit from that experience.
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Australian troops in fighting order on the move during the Malayan campaign. (AWM 011303/32)


Australia’s Malayan campaign is a story of bravery and fear, of selflessness and blatant self-serving, and of incompetence and steadily growing proficiency. The 8th Division found itself operating within a fractured and poorly prepared force, seeking to make the best of an ill-founded strategy. Australians, however, from the Commonwealth government down, were just as complicit in the eventual defeat in Malaya as any of their alliance partners.


Further, the military skill of the Imperial Japanese Army ( IJA), so often overshadowed by gruesome atrocities, must be recognised. The doctrine of modern western armies is founded on manoeuvre theory, defined by the Australian Army as seeking to ‘shatter the enemy’s morale and physical cohesion through a series of actions orchestrated to a single purpose: creating a turbulent and rapidly deteriorating situation with which the enemy cannot cope’. There are few better descriptions of the Japanese Twenty Fifth Army’s conduct of operations in Malaya.


At a conference at the Australian War Memorial (AWM) in 2006 Dr Rowley Richards, the former medical officer of the 2/15th Field Regiment, made a passionate appeal to remember the men of the 8th Division as fighting soldiers, not just as prisoners of war. The outcome of the campaign aside, it is important that we remember the battles of the 8th Division for what they were, battles: hard fought, often brutal, contests between combatant soldiers. The men of the 8th Division were first and foremost fighting soldiers. In Malaya, when given their chance, Australian troops fought with courage and determination, often to the very last.


Note on Terminology:


In this book, Australian formations will be given their titles (8th Division, 22nd Brigade). Allied formations alongside which they fought will be given a national designator (III Indian Corps, 9th Indian Division, 22nd Indian Brigade, 53rd British Brigade). Japanese unit and formation titles will be in Italics.




ROADS TO WAR: DEFENDING AUSTRALIA IN THE NEAR NORTH


Why did Australian and Japanese forces fight in Malaya and Singapore in 1941-42? The root cause can be summed up in one word: empires. Australia’s military history developed within the larger context of relations between the British and Japanese Empires. Australia was strong enough neither to stand aside from, nor to change the nature of, that larger relationship. There were two main reasons: where Australia was, and what it became.


The Rise of Japan


In the 1850s, American and British gunboat diplomacy bullied Japan into dropping three centuries of self-imposed isolation. Japan decided the only way to survive as an independent power in the new global economic order being forged by the Industrial Revolution was to build a modern state strong enough to keep western imperialism at bay. By the beginning of the twentieth century, Japan was a rising power trying to secure a place in a world order dominated by western great powers. These powers had also turned China into a virtual economic colony by the 1890s, carving out enclaves and spheres of influence.


The Japanese struggled to balance the need to learn from the west, and compete with it, with their desire to keep its influence at bay and preserve their own ancient customs and practices. As Japan industrialised, population growth strained its limited supply of land and raw materials. Such pressures prompted Japan to look abroad to enhance its prosperity, security and independence. One school of thought saw Southeast Asia, or perhaps even the ‘empty continent’ of Australia, as areas where Japan might acquire more living space, raw materials and markets.


But preponderant opinion looked west, not south, towards Japan’s nearest neighbours—especially China, then, as now, the hub of Asia due to its sheer size. By the 1890s Japan’s leaders were convinced that Japanese security depended on establishing a strong sphere of influence on mainland Asia. Japan’s first step was a war with China in 1894-95, in which Japanese forces, modernised with western assistance, thrashed their Chinese counterparts.


Great powers such as Russia and Germany, however, wanted to contain Japanese ambitions to preserve their own interests in China, and forced Japan to relinquish its gains in northern China. The only major prize the Japanese kept was Taiwan, which they annexed in 1895.


The Japanese resented what they saw as a double standard. Two powers loomed large in Japanese eyes. One was the Russian Empire, by then clearly a rival for dominance in northern China and Korea. The other was the British Empire, the world’s strongest naval power, a matter of life and death for an island state, and the most influential western power in Asia.


Australian security and prosperity depended on the global economic system forged by British power. Australia’s only significant external trading partner outside the British Empire was the other distant English-speaking power, the United States of America (US). Australians of that time chronically fretted about whether the British paid enough attention to security problems in their part of the world. They saw their continent as a western society planted on the wrong side of the world, and most saw themselves as part of a larger British family, in which Australia was a ‘Britain of the South’.


To the British, however, East Asia was only one region in a global system of interests. Germany’s rise as an industrial and military power destabilised the balance of power in Europe and challenged British economic ascendancy. German colonial and naval ambitions also rang alarm bells in London. Friction with France over interests in Africa, and rivalry with Russia over influence in Central Asia and China, added more burdens to British shoulders.


In 1902 Britain and Japan signed an Anglo-Japanese Alliance, to last for five years. Each party promised to support the other if it was attacked by any two other powers. Rivalries in Northeast Asia brought the British and Japanese together, because neither party saw any potential clash between their own interests in the region.


This alliance emboldened Japan to go to war with Russia in 1904, and prompted the French not to assist Russia. Germany was a growing threat in Europe, and the French preferred to secure British support there. Japanese victories led to a peace settlement in 1905, which awarded Japan a dominant position in Korea and important gains in northern China.


The British were impressed. They renewed the alliance that year, and again in 1911, making it valid for another decade and expanding it to cover the Indian subcontinent. The Japanese desire for more influence on their doorstep apparently did not threaten British interests in China, while Japanese effectiveness allowed the British to pay more attention to Europe. These facts explain why the alliance both reassured and concerned Australians.


Australians were acutely aware how wealthy their continent was in land and raw materials, and how underpopulated it seemed. They tended to exaggerate both a general Asian, and a particular Japanese, desire to fill that empty space. The 1901 Immigration Restriction Act, the ‘White Australia’ policy, expressed the desire to preserve Australia as an essentially European society. Many Australians were upset when in 1912 Britain recalled nearly all its naval squadrons to Europe, an action Australians saw as demonstrating dangerous indifference to their concerns.
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HMS Drake, the penultimate RN flagship of the Australia Station, leaving Melbourne in November 1912 on the first stage of her return voyage to Britain. (AWM J03232)


Friendly relations between the United Kingdom (UK) and Asia’s rising power seemed to neutralise one potential concern for Australian security. But friendly relations could change rapidly. Australia’s sense of itself as a British society was something most Australians did not want to change, and geography was something they could not change. Most Australians did not object to the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, but felt that it could reinforce, but never replace, British naval power as the basis of imperial defence.


The First World War made Australia’s problem worse. Because the European powers dominated the global order, war between them had global repercussions. Australia fought to protect British power, but did so mostly in Europe and the Middle East. The war, however, exposed a direct connection between the general security of the British Empire and specific Australian concerns about security in Asia.


Japan entered the war against Germany, but to pursue its own interests. Japanese forces overran the small German enclave in China and German island colonies in the Pacific. Japanese warships protected convoys, including Australian troopships, on passage to the Mediterranean. Japanese sailors helped suppress the mutiny of an Indian battalion in Singapore. Indeed, the Japanese supported their ally so loyally that British naval power almost disappeared east of the Suez Canal.


This emphasised the basic Australian concern: could such an alliance ever reliably replace British power in the region? Australia’s immense war effort, and the great price Australians paid for victory, fostered more lively Australian concern about security in general. Two particular problems emerged. First, the Japanese took advantage of the war in Europe to make demands on China that suggested growing ambitions the British might not be able to tolerate. Second, when Japan occupied the former German colonial islands in the Pacific and Australia did so in New Guinea, they became military neighbours.


In August 1919 Admiral of the Fleet Lord Jellicoe visited Australia, as part of a grand tour to consult the Empire’s governments on post war plans for imperial defence. The Australian government asked him to evaluate the strategic situation in Asia and the Pacific. Jellicoe’s report made two ringing arguments: the only external threat to the Empire in Asia was Japan; and to deter that threat properly the British must maintain a major battle fleet in what they called the Far East.


This report followed by one day a British government decision to adopt a ‘Ten Year Rule’: annual defence budget decisions assumed the Empire would not be involved in major war for the next decade. This policy, pressure for social spending at home, and threats to British interests elsewhere, negated any plan to station a battle fleet in the Far East.
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Admiral of the Fleet Lord Jellicoe (centre, seated) with officers and instructors of the RAN College at Jervis Bay in 1919. (AWM P01471.005)


However, the Empire’s governments agreed that Japan was the only external threat to their security in Asia. This contradiction emerged two months after the Paris peace conference of 1919. The conference highlighted growing differences between Japan and the western powers. The Japanese were offended when their allies refused to insert a clause in the Covenant of the new League of Nations calling for equality between races. For their part, the British and US governments did not like Japanese pressure for greater influence over China.


The volatile situation in China aggravated this rift. In 1911 the Manchu Dynasty collapsed, but no stable central authority replaced it. By 1919 the British not only saw growing Japanese ambitions in the region as a threat to their own interests, but also worried they might provoke trouble with the US, which favoured an ‘Open Door’ policy in China, a vague concept that usually included the idea that foreign spheres of influence should not restrict economic competition too tightly, nor bear down too heavily on Chinese sovereignty. The US was never comfortable with either Japanese ambitions in China or the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.


Friction over China became a major problem for the British Empire, still the most influential western power in the region. The Anglo-Japanese Alliance was a vehicle it could use to keep relations with Japan stable, but it rested on a presumed harmony of interests that was being overtaken by growing Japanese ambitions. Complicating matters, the British government did not want to pursue any policy that might annoy the US. All of this made Australians very concerned about how the British now planned to defend their empire in Asia, and particularly what they proposed to do about the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.


The Singapore Strategy


British strategic decisions ultimately led to Australian military involvement in Malaya and Singapore. The Royal Navy (RN), drastically reduced in size after the First World War, was no longer large enough to station powerful forces in the Far East, but it remained responsible for protecting the British Empire and its interests, especially maritime lines of communication.


The Admiralty agreed that Japan was the main potential threat, and supported Jellicoe’s recommendation to build a modern fleet base in the region. This resulted in a compromise strategy. The naval base in Hong Kong was neither large enough, nor properly equipped, to support the new generation of larger, oil-fuelled capital ships, so the British would build a large new facility that could support the main fleet. If a crisis arose, they would send the fleet to the Far East, to operate from this new base. This strategy could either deter an attack in the first place, or provide the power to protect the Empire and its Asian interests if they were attacked.


The Admiralty considered three sites for the new base. It rejected Hong Kong for two reasons: it was too close to Japan, and it could not be defended against any hostile power that controlled the Chinese mainland. Sydney offered tempting advantages, including a stable and friendly political host, modern infrastructure, and the obvious protection it would afford to Australia and New Zealand. It was too far, however, from what most needed protecting: British Empire interests east of India, not just the southern Dominions.


The third choice looked best: Singapore, which had been British-controlled since 1819. Its naval facilities were small, but its port infrastructure was modern and booming. Singapore was strategically located at a bottleneck that commanded the shortest sea route between China and India. The neighbouring Malay states were docile British protectorates, the nearest Japanese held area was Taiwan, some 2500 kilometres north.
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The attraction was location – Singapore’s central position in the Asia-Pacific region.


Singapore did not lie between Australia and Japan, but no force moving against Australia could ignore any strong British force that might move against it from Singapore. A British fleet there would be a shield for the southern Dominions. The attraction was location: right in the middle of the general area that required strategic defence, but far enough from potentially hostile or vulnerable territory to give the base strategic depth. The UK informed the Dominions in June 1921 that it proposed to defend the Empire in Asia by building a modern naval base in Singapore, from which a fleet sent east could confront any threat that arose.


This new strategy was part of the larger issue: what to do about the Anglo-Japanese Alliance. Whatever its ambivalence about Japan and its ambitions, the Australian government argued that the British should renew the pact, as it seemed prudent to maintain contact with an unpredictable power. The Canadian government saw things differently, arguing nothing should be done that might provoke US enmity.


The British government debated the issue, and leaned towards renewing the alliance, but a US initiative overtook this discussion. In November 1921 the major naval powers were invited to meet in Washington to discuss general security arrangements for Asia and the Pacific, and specific issues concerning the world’s navies.


This was an invitation none could refuse. The US emerged from the First World War as the wealthiest, and therefore potentially strongest, power in the world. It could provoke a naval arms race in which no one else could keep pace. The US shared British concerns about Japanese intentions, but also disliked the Anglo-Japanese Alliance.


Australian delegates joined a British Empire delegation at the Washington Conference, where the US presented an ultimatum: conclude multilateral agreements that would establish a security framework for Asia and the Pacific, or the US would expand its naval power so greatly it could pursue its own agenda. This ultimatum provoked long arguments within the British and Japanese delegations, but by February 1922 they bowed to what seemed to be the lesser of two evils.


The conference produced three accords known as the Washington Agreements. The Nine Power Pact guaranteed the sovereignty and territorial integrity of China. The Four Power Pact defined a zone around Japan inside which no powers would build new fortifications or modernise existing ones. This was meant to reassure Japan. The zone included Hong Kong but excluded Hawaii and Singapore.


Finally, the Five Power Pact established an agreed balance between capital ship forces, as a first step in a process meant to lead to further naval reductions. No new capital ships would be built for ten years. The three leading naval powers, the US, Britain, and Japan, would maintain capital ships at a ratio of 5-5-3 respectively, calculated by tonnage rather than numbers of ships. The other two nations in the Five Power Pact were France and Italy, with ratios of 1.75 each.
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HMAS Australia (I) sinking after being scuttled on 12 April 1924. For the purposes of the Washington Agreements, the RAN was considered part of the British fleet, and Australia was sunk to comply with the limitations the agreements imposed on capital ship numbers. (AWM 300254)


The premise was that the British and US required larger fleets because they bore responsibilities in more than one ocean, but the ratio was so close that to threaten Japan either must concentrate so much of its fleet in the Pacific that it would run risks elsewhere in the world. These agreements superseded the Anglo-Japanese Alliance, which was allowed to lapse.


Many influential Japanese condemned the agreements as insulting to Japan because they denied it full equality as a naval power, and blocked any desire to pursue an imperial policy in China. But the relatively liberal civilian government gambled that international cooperation in trade and security would allow Japan to prosper as an independent power. The direction of Japanese policy then rested on a domestic political battle over whether to work within the agreements or to reject them.


British critics condemned their government for shifting the basis of British security from something concrete to something intangible. Rather than relying on a British fleet that was as large as the government felt it must be, the Empire now relied on a fleet that could only be as strong as the agreements allowed. The RN was reduced to the historically low total of 15 capital ships.


The British did not secure any concrete bilateral security alliance with the US, while terminating the Anglo-Japanese Alliance made it harder to maintain any dialogue with Japan. The UK settled for nothing more than a general pledge to uphold the Washington Agreements as a whole. British Empire security in Asia then depended on US policy and Japanese benevolence more than on British power.


This British decision to accept the US terms and adopt the Singapore Strategy was the most realistic policy that could be pursued under the circumstances. If US pressure did not reduce the RN, British politics and economic weakness would. This change posed a problem for Australia, because its security rested ultimately on British power. By default the Washington Agreements and the Singapore Strategy became central issues for Australian defence policy.


Australia and the Singapore Strategy


In 1923 the British government confirmed the decision to build a fleet base in Singapore, but that policy quickly became a political tug of war, and construction was repeatedly stopped and started. In both the UK and Australia the new strategy provoked long arguments between political parties over foreign policy, and between the armed forces over military strategy.
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Prime Minister Stanley Melbourne Bruce. (Wikipedia Commons)


Australian governments debated three things: how to relate British strategy to Australian security; how best to allocate the scant resources Australians could provide for national defence; and how to pressure the British to complete the Singapore base and make the grand strategy viable. Prime Minister Stanley Bruce ensured that the British understood Australian concerns, warning publicly in March 1929 that if the new base was not completed ‘Australia … can only regard herself as deserted by the Empire’.


These problems became acute when the Great Depression hit Asia in 1930. The depression shattered international economic confidence, destroyed the credibility of the Japanese groups that supported the Washington Agreements, and brought hard line imperialists into power in Japan. When extremists in the IJA deliberately provoked an incident in Manchuria in September 1931, imperialists in Japan exploited the clash to seize control of Japanese politics. Japan annexed Manchuria in 1932.


Japan’s new leaders decided that to acquire the land and raw materials Japan required to prosper as an independent great power, it must rely on its own strength, rather than on international trade and cooperation within a system that discriminated against it. The events in Japan and Manchuria provoked the British government to revoke its Ten Year Rule in 1932, and the League of Nations to expel Japan as an aggressor. They also exposed British grand strategy, and thus Australian security, as problematic at best.


By 1934, when Japan denounced the Washington Agreements, the British Empire struggled to cope with economic stagnation, the rise of a potentially hostile National Socialist (Nazi) government in Germany, and this clear turn for the worse in Japanese policy. The challenge in Asia was to find a way to live with Japanese ambitions, or to contain them.


The clear deterioration in international relations brought simmering Australian disputes over British strategy to the surface. Australia had to work with the British, because it was not strong enough to defend itself against a great power such as Japan. The Australian debate was about how best to balance Australian defence and British strategy.


Successive Australian governments, strongly supported by the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) and by Frederick Shedden, Secretary of the Defence Department, argued that Australia should concentrate on supporting the Singapore Strategy, relying on the RN to play the lead role in defending Australia, at a distance. These arguments were reinforced by the British decision in 1934 finally to complete the Singapore naval base.


Many senior Army officers argued that Australia should devote more resources to local defence. They did not doubt British intentions, but wondered whether the British would be able to send the main fleet if a crisis erupted. Critics of the Singapore Strategy had pointed out its central flaw from the start: the Japanese were not likely to challenge British interests in Asia unless the British were already pinned down by trouble elsewhere. The RN could not be in two places at once.


Discussions at an Imperial Conference in May 1937 underlined the Australian dilemma. The most important element of the Singapore Strategy was Phase 1, the ‘Period before Relief’. This was the time gap between the onset of a crisis and arrival of the fleet in Singapore. The stipulated period was 42 days, during which local defences must protect the base. The mainstay of those defences was coastal defence artillery.
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Major General John Lavarack, Chief of the General Staff 1935–1939, was one of several senior Army officers who argued for more resources to be devoted to local defence. (AWM 100129)


The garrison of ground forces and Royal Air Force (RAF) squadrons was too small to defend anything beyond the island. There were plans to expand both elements, particularly the RAF, but they depended on the larger British effort to rearm. Rearmament, however, concentrated on the home defence of Britain, and the British Chiefs of Staff (COS) felt the situation in Europe was deteriorating faster than the British armed forces were expanding.


The Admiralty privately suggested raising the Phase 1 time frame to six months, but was overruled because this would alarm Australia. The British insisted they would send a fleet strong enough to contain any Japanese threat, even if Britain was at war in Europe. Technically this was not lying, as they insisted they could not know in advance what the situation might be at any moment of crisis. This was a dangerous promise, and the outbreak of open war between Japan and China in July 1937 made it more so.
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Although it was opened in February 1938, in September 1941 parts of Sembawang naval base were still under construction. (IWM K810)


The Singapore naval base, still not completed, was ceremonially opened in February 1938. The very next month the British government quietly approved a compromise extension of the Period before Relief from 42 to 70 days.


If this was deception, the Australian government shared it by practising self-deception. Australian defence plans continued to rest on the assumption that the Singapore Strategy remained viable, despite gathering storm clouds in Europe. Pointed questions would produce uncomfortable answers, so in order to control Australian defence spending Australia accepted vague promises that allowed it to hide behind British pledges.


In September 1938 German pressure on Czechoslovakia provoked a crisis. War was averted only because British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain tried through his appeasement policy to reconcile Adolph Hitler’s ambitions. Initial relief soon gave way to renewed alarm when it became clear that Hitler would not keep his promise not to provoke any more confrontations. The war in China also escalated, as Japanese forces launched a ferocious campaign to break Chinese resistance.


These developments prompted the Australian government to press the British to clarify their pledge to activate the Singapore Strategy if necessary. The Admiralty formally promised on 1 November 1938 that it would send to Singapore a fleet of seven capital ships with escorts to deter any Japanese threat to British Empire security in the Far East. Such a promise begged the question: how could this be done if war broke out in Europe? Any close scrutiny pointed out the obvious: if British diplomacy could not prevent war in either Europe or Asia, painful choices would have to be made.


The COS tried to warn the British government on 20 February 1939 that the worst case scenario must then be considered imminent. They warned that if the British Empire, with France as its only ally, was threatened simultaneously in Europe, the Mediterranean and the Far East, neither its current nor its projected military strength would suffice. Three weeks later German forces occupied all of Czechoslovakia.


The British government decided to prepare for war in Europe, while the Admiralty debated whether the Mediterranean or the Far East should take priority in grand strategy. The Admiralty concluded that it should concentrate in the Mediterranean because Italy was the weakest potential foe, and could be quickly disrupted – yet also maintained the promise to send a strong fleet to the Far East, despite admitting it could guarantee neither when that fleet could be sent, nor how large it could be.


The discussions reached Australian ears, provoking stories in the Australian press. This prompted the government to warn the British that Australians might conclude that ‘in the event of war Great Britain might not be able to defend her overseas possessions’. But rather than demanding concrete measures, Australia merely asked for ‘some supplementary and reassuring statement for use here’.


Chamberlain’s reply on 20 March should have rung every alarm bell in Canberra. Even if the British found themselves fighting Germany, Japan and Italy at the same time ‘it would still be His Majesty’s Government’s full intention to dispatch a fleet to Singapore’. That fleet would prevent any invasion of the Dominions or India, keep the sea lanes open and ‘prevent the fall of Singapore’. However, if:


we were fighting against such a combination never envisaged in our earlier plans, the size of that fleet would necessarily be dependent on a) the moment when Japan entered the war and b) what losses if any our opponents or ourselves had previously sustained.


The Australian government stressed the promise rather than the caveat.


The Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) concluded that the COS must reconsider how to defend Singapore during Phase 1. This provoked a more pointed Australian/New Zealand reply on 28 April: while not doubting British good intentions, both doubted ‘the ability of Great Britain to dispatch a fleet of capital ships to the East in time to prevent the fall of Singapore, and the security of Singapore itself before the arrival of the fleet’. From the Australian point of view the situation looked grim. War seemed imminent in Europe, as the British prepared to fight both Germany and Italy.


In June 1939, during a tense confrontation with Japan over Chinese efforts to use the British controlled zone in the city of Tientsin, the COS advised the British government that the RN could respond to a Japanese attack only by stripping the Mediterranean of naval forces, which they did not recommend. This forced the British to back down, and to raise the Period before Relief from 70 to 90 days on 6 July. The Singapore Strategy, the basis of Australian defence, looked hollow.


War!


Fate then intervened to give the British Empire a stay of execution in the Far East. Both Germany and Japan knew they had to deal with the one power with an army strong enough to block both their plans: the Soviet Union. For the IJA the Soviets, not the western powers, were the most dangerous adversary. The Red Army could disrupt the drive to establish hegemony in China. And the war in China was not going well.


Japanese forces won victory after victory, but could not break the disorganised, but large and sprawling, Chinese forces opposing them. The deeper the Japanese advanced into China, the longer they stretched their supply lines. The more viciously they treated the Chinese, the greater the backlash. Frustrated by this, and by the need to maintain large forces along the border between Manchuria and the Soviet Union to deter the Red Army, the IJA launched a major incursion into Soviet territory in July 1939. There it discovered the difference between intimidating an overstretched power belatedly rearming, and attacking one that had been preparing for war since 1928. Soviet armoured forces heavily defeated the overmatched IJA, forcing the Japanese to withdraw.
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A Japanese truck, 75 mm field gun Model 38, and Type 95 Ha-Go light tank captured by Soviet forces during the battle of Khalkhyn Gol in August 1939. (Wikipedia Commons)


Hitler then stunned the world with a diplomatic coup. On 23 August the two hitherto ferocious adversaries concluded a Nazi-Soviet Pact Non-Aggression Pact. The basis of German-Japanese cooperation was shared hostility to the Soviet Union, and this sudden twist forced the government in Tokyo to resign, leaving the Japanese in confusion.


When German forces invaded Poland in September 1939 the UK and France declared war on Germany; Australia quickly followed suit. Japan and Italy decided not to intervene. The British Empire went to war again in the one scenario no one planned for: fighting only Germany, but having to look over its shoulder to see what Japan and Italy would do.


The British government requested military assistance in Europe from the Dominions; at the same time the COS increased the Period before Relief for Singapore to a daunting 180 days. Australia’s theoretical problem was now concrete. It would take time to mobilise Australian military power, and Australia was never strong enough to do anything other than reinforce larger allied forces. These events led to decisions that scattered Australian forces from Britain to New Guinea. These decisions reflected the contradiction in British grand strategy: Singapore was the pivot for plans to defend the Empire against Japan, but the Empire concentrated its military power in Europe.


[image: image]


Australian Prime Minister Robert Menzies. (AWM 001347)


During the First World War Japan was an ally. As the British COS acknowledged in October 1939, it was now an unfriendly rival, which could be expected to exploit any Allied setback in Europe. If Australian forces went to the Middle East, who would repel any Japanese attack in the Far East? The British government reassured Prime Minister Robert Menzies that its policy was to avoid any conflict with Japan for as long as possible, but bolster the defences of Malaya and Singapore. At the time that amounted to sending one Indian Army brigade to Malaya.


The Australian and New Zealand governments finally had to be blunt: if they sent their military forces to Europe, would the British guarantee to repel any Japanese threat to Singapore? On 17 November Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty in the new War Cabinet, committed the British to do just that.


Churchill insisted that Singapore was a well-defended fortress that could only be subdued after a four or five month siege by an army of 50,000 men. Given the distance involved, the war in China, the time required to overrun the fortress, and their own prudence, he considered that the Japanese were not likely to try this, much less move against Australia. Churchill promised that if the Japanese did strike, the British fleet would, and still could, come to the rescue. Meanwhile further reinforcements for the Far East depended on progress in Europe.


So reassured, Menzies’ government committed Australian forces to the Middle East. Nevertheless this was at best a calculated risk, resting on Churchill’s evaluation of the Japanese and the war in Europe. The Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) was not bogged down by war in China. It could be deterred by American power, but the US, while friendly, remained neutral and non-belligerent. Churchill was right to doubt that the Japanese would strike directly at Australia before they attacked Singapore, but Singapore was another matter.
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Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty 1939-1940 and British Prime Minister 1940-1945. (AWM 007835)


The Admiralty could not promise to send significant reinforcements to the Far East for at least six months, and even then only providing the war in Europe was under control. This left the security of Singapore, and thus of Australia, resting on Churchill’s other assurance. Was the naval base indeed protected by a well-defended fortress? Could the forces on the spot hold any attack at bay not for six weeks, as originally intended, but for as long as six months?


Unless the allies prevailed quickly in Europe, there could only be one answer to those questions. Australia never really had any choice but to try to bolster whatever grand strategy the British adopted, wherever it led them, and hope for the best.




STRIKE SOUTH: PREPARATIONS FOR WAR IN MALAYA


In 1940 the war in Europe made it probable there would be war between Japan and the British Empire. Both parties knew war would start only when Japan attacked. Both knew where their main theatre of conflict must be: Malaya and Singapore. The Malayan peninsula and Singapore, with the naval base, port facilities, and an expanding network of air bases, were the military centre of gravity of the Empire in the Far East. Singapore was the central position from which a strong power could dominate the rest of Southeast Asia.


Japanese and British planners agreed about three things: Malaya and Singapore were strategically inseparable; the shortest route to conquering Singapore, direct invasion from the sea, was more dangerous than approaching it from the north, which meant advancing through Malaya; and air power would play a decisive role.


Three fundamental differences in plans and preparations stand out, however. The Japanese could concentrate on preparing to fight at a specific time and place; they could concentrate the right forces for the mission; and they could coordinate grand strategy with their campaign plan to overrun Malaya and capture Singapore. The British Empire could not counter these advantages. This compromised the forces assembled to defend Malaya and Singapore before they fired a shot.


The war in Europe went horribly wrong for the Allies in 1940. By June, Germany had conquered Denmark, Norway, Belgium and the Netherlands, crushed the French Army, forcing France to surrender, and driven the British Army from the continent. The fight to defend Britain against air attack and probable invasion became the overriding strategic priority for the British Empire. Only the UK could provide the power, and strategic direction, that made the Empire a viable military coalition. If Britain fell, the different regions of the Empire must look to the US, for leadership if not salvation.


This threat was far worse than any contingency plan had ever anticipated, and a new coalition government, led by Churchill, mobilised for total war. The rest of the Empire followed, but it would take time to generate enough military power to preserve Britain from invasion. This compromised defence plans for every other region of the Empire, particularly the Far East.


The dramatic events in Europe in 1940 fundamentally changed the strategic situation in Southeast Asia. Before May 1940 Japanese forces were no closer to Singapore than Hainan, and their main bases in the area were in Taiwan, 2500 kilometres north of Singapore. Between the Japanese forces and the Malayan peninsula lay the Philippine Islands and the French colonial territories of Indochina modern Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. Flanking Malaya and Singapore were the Dutch colonial territories of the Netherlands East Indies (modern Indonesia).
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Southeast Asia in late 1940.
The British Empire is shaded dark brown; Netherlands East Indies: tan; French colonial territory: purple; Portuguese colonial territory: blue; USA: green; Japanese occupied territory: hatched red.


By August 1940 the small Dutch colonial forces were hopelessly compromised by the challenge to defend their vast territory without hope of reinforcement from their occupied mother country. French forces in Indochina followed the orders of the government in France that cooperated with Germany. Using their close ties with Germany as leverage, the Japanese forced French authorities to allow them to occupy strategic positions in northern Indochina, to sever the flow of supplies to China. The Japanese also forced the new British government to close temporarily the flow of supplies through Burma into China.


Many senior Japanese decision makers saw a window of opportunity. The allied powers were either defeated or fighting for survival in Europe; the US was only beginning, slowly, to prepare for war. The western colonial territories in Southeast Asia, well stocked with raw materials the Japanese economy needed to prevail in the expanding war in China, seemed vulnerable as never before.


An Imperial Agenda


The Japanese armed forces had glaring weaknesses that cost Japan the war, but also strengths that allowed it to overrun Southeast Asia first. Japan by 1940 was very different from the nation that allied with the British in 1902, and so were its armed forces. Supporters of imperial expansion fostered a cult of empire and emperor, symbolised by redesignating the National Army and Navy as the IJA and IJN in 1925.


Imperialists borrowed selectively from older national traditions to inculcate devotion to the Emperor as the symbol of the national will, subordinate the individual to the collective, and stress the imperative of sacrifice. The education system fostered imperial and military values through training and indoctrination from primary school.


Nowhere did these changes emerge more starkly than in the armed forces. Japan’s ancient code of chivalry, the way of Bushido, was distorted by deleting obligations to protect the weak, respect authority, take individual responsibility, and treat beaten enemies with generosity. What emerged was a code that emphasised ferocity in battle, contempt towards the foe, the innate superiority of the Japanese warrior and nation, and the fundamental imperative to expand the Empire. Modern Bushido also persuaded many middle ranking officers that they were entitled to take matters into their own hands if their superiors did not pursue an imperial agenda ardently enough.
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