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PROLOGUE

HOW HAD IT come to this? It was a question that would strike at the very core of Australian military tradition. Where was the mateship, the fairness, the spirit of egalitarianism? Where was the justice? If the cage was a penalty of last resort it said little for the state of army discipline or morale on Ambon in the final year of the Second World War. Yet here it was a reality of life for those men of the 2/21st Battalion who resorted to petty theft to relieve their hunger. It was a box within a barracks, within a jail, within an island prison. And what made it worse was that their jailors were fellow Australians.

The cage and all it represented would haunt the men who served on Ambon for decades and form part of a much greater tragedy which was none of their doing.

The 2/21st Battalion and several smaller units were brought together in the early days of the war to form Gull Force, which was committed to defend the strategically important island of Ambon in the Dutch East Indies should the Japanese invade south-east Asia.

It was an ill-fated plan hatched by Australian, Dutch and British military top brass in Singapore in late 1940 and early 1941. Under the agreement the Dutch pledged to provide air back-up in defence of Malaya should the Japanese enter the war, in return for a similar commitment by Australia to protect Timor and Ambon, which were part of the Dutch East Indies.

The 2/21st Battalion effectively drew the short straw which would see it sent to defend an island that was impossible to hold against the might of the Japanese military. After a few days of fighting the Australian troops were forced to capitulate and spend the next three-and-a-half years as prisoners of war.

Sick, starving and demoralised, the men found that camp discipline also became a problem, an issue that led to the erection of the cage, which was roughly 6 feet square and constructed from natural materials.

It was essentially a cell without a roof, but one from which it was impossible to escape. For the ‘boob’, as it was also known, was encased in barbed wire, its metal tentacles and sharp spikes capable of drawing blood at every turn. Each movement required an acute degree of delicacy and precision. One ill-judged stretch or repositioning of the body could leave a painful and potentially fatal gash in the flesh. Infected wounds were as much a threat to prisoners as beri-beri, cholera, malaria and dysentery.

Ostensibly the cage was the idea of Major George de Verdon Westley, who sought the permission of Japanese high command to impose a dose of home-grown discipline on his men. Other officers had supported the plan and, according to some reports, may even have instigated it, but Westley took responsibility. Previous attempts to keep the light-fingered and the malcontents in order, such as fines or loss of rank, had proved to be of little use as deterrents. Why would a man worry about his military or financial future when his very life was under threat?

That’s why bandicooting had been so rife. The act of burrowing underground to steal another man’s vegetables while leaving the leaves and stalks in place had become an art form among some of the less scrupulous, whose motivation had more to do with hunger than greed. Starving and emaciated, they’d also raid the vegetable garden tilled by the Australian officers, who deemed such behaviour a threat to their own survival.

Their officer status, which exempted them from the back-breaking manual labour the lower ranks were forced to carry out, allowed them plenty of time to nurture the vegetables which bolstered their health, arguably at the expense of the other prisoners. If this unequal arrangement had created resentment in the camp, the rest of the battalion didn’t show it. What did incur their wrath was the punishment meted out to those offenders who were caught and held overnight in the cage.

Max Gilbert recalls three of his mates ending up there. ‘The idea was that anyone caught pinching stuff during the night was locked in there when they came home from their work party and kept inside, irrespective of what the weather was like.’1 They were fed, watered and given a blanket, but there was little protection from the elements and by daybreak those incarcerated were hardly fit for another day’s labour.

The ‘boob’ came to symbolise the loss of respect and sense of injustice the men felt towards their superiors. It gouged a wound that even after 70 years has not yet healed, and epitomised what happens when officers and men turn against each other.

Discontent among the men of the 2/21st had been simmering long before the cage arrived. There was a perception that some of the senior officers had let them down. Rightly or wrongly, a few were accused of not complaining to the Japanese for fear of ‘making them angry’. Only under ‘the greatest pressure’ would extra food and medical supplies be requested. And sometimes they’d threaten to hand some of their own men over to the Japanese for punishment. This was no idle warning. On one occasion it actually happened, much to the disgust of the offender’s mates.

By war’s end the allegations made against some of the Australian top brass who were in charge of the 2/21st were taken so seriously that an official inquiry was ordered. It followed a formal complaint from two American prisoners of war who took exception to the way the camp had been run for the past three-and-a-half years. They accused the Australian officers of operating a ‘closed corporation, whose primary purpose was their own welfare and saving their own skin’.2 Prisoners who were too weak or sick for manual labour were, they claimed, pulled from their beds and compelled to work. The camp staff did not give the men their fair share of rations. And on two occasions men who’d committed offences were ‘severely beaten’ by other POWs.

While the US servicemen might well have had their own agenda in demanding the inquiry, they reflected the sentiments expressed by many of the Australian POWs on Ambon at the time. The military did not waste time in launching their investigation.

At 1400 hours on Monday, 17 September 1945, a mere fifteen days after the official Japanese surrender, the Allied Land Forces, South West Pacific Area, held a Court of Inquiry on Administration and Control of the Tan Tui prisoner of war camp on Ambon, in what was then the Dutch East Indies.

How it had reached this stage was a vexed and uncomfortable question for the military establishment. In truth, the breakdown of trust between the leaders and the led was one of many aspects of a much bigger story which encompassed the soldiers of the 2/21st during the Second World War and which continued to unfold for years to come. Theirs was an unhappy and often brutal experience which would take them from the backblocks of Victoria to Alice Springs and on to Darwin in the Northern Territory before they eventually encountered enemy action. Along the way there would be fear and frustration, death and bloodshed, hope and courage, illness and starvation. And heroism of a scale few would have believed possible.

For some who refused to accept their loss of freedom there was the prospect of escape. Others who were sent to the Chinese island of Hainan disappeared into enemy territory, never to be seen again, engendering speculation over their likely fate. Where did they hide? How did they survive? Could they have been alive at war’s end? And if so, what happened to them? It is a question that has never been satisfactorily answered and remains one of the battalion’s great unsolved mysteries.

And what of the characters who comprised the cast of this epic drama? People like the popular Lieutenant Colonel Len Roach, who proudly led his men to Ambon only to be replaced by the ageing World War One veteran Lieutenant Colonel William Scott. Or the vicious interpreter Ikeuchi Masakiyo, who ran the Ambon prison camp in such a ruthless fashion and whose guards proved all too willing to emulate his vicious style. And the rank and file soldiers like Bill Doolan, who was stationed on the outskirts of Ambon town as the Japanese advanced and simply refused to leave his post. Armed with six hand grenades, a rifle and a revolver, Doolan is said to have killed or wounded 80 Japanese while perched in a tree, before he fell dead himself. His body was found and buried a few days later. The cross that marked his grave was eventually placed in the Australian War Memorial.

And so the Ambon legend evolved, reinforced by countless stories of suffering, not least the massacre of more than 300 Australians and Dutch who were held captive near the island airstrip at Laha. It was one of the most monstrous acts of cruelty to be recorded during the Japanese occupation of south-east Asia and the Pacific, and turned Ambon into an island synonymous with the bloodiest of war crimes. Yet it was only after liberation that the initial hints of what had happened during the first few weeks of Ambon’s capitulation began to emerge.

At the beginning of the war, Gull Force and a number of support units which accompanied the 2/21st to Ambon consisted of 1150 men. In addition, there were some 2600 Dutch and indigenous troops stationed on the island. Of the total number of Australians, just over 300 lived to tell the tale. The death rate on Ambon was a staggering 77 per cent of all those held in captivity. Those who were sent on to Hainan – about a third of those Australians held prisoner on Ambon – fared slightly better, with about one in three losing their lives.

These were shocking statistics and represented some of the highest casualty rates in military history, including those of the Charge of the Light Brigade on 25 October 1854.

The battle of Ambon might have been a very different valley of death but manifested the same suicidal tendencies as the Battle of Balaclava nearly a century earlier. For this was an unwinnable conflict, given the might of the Japanese military and Australia’s lack of firepower. Despite the courage of the men who took on the Japanese – and their heroism has never been properly acknowledged – Ambon was ripe for the taking.

It has since emerged that the officer in charge of the Australian Section of the Imperial General Staff, Major Vernon Sturdee, made the decision to send his men to Ambon while privately conceding that they didn’t have a hope in hell of repelling the Japanese. That he persevered with his suicidal strategy while being advised by others that it was militarily unsound is one of the great scandals of the Ambon operation. All too aware that his men were ill-equipped to withstand even a moderate incursion, let alone a full invasion force of Japanese troops, Sturdee deliberately withheld arms and other military support to avoid them falling into the hands of the enemy.

Yet the man who effectively appointed himself as commander-in-chief of the area decided to ignore his own military instincts and the better judgement of others in pursuit of a strategy that was destined to fail. It was a decision he was later to regret, but by then it was too late to save the lives of hundreds of his soldiers, and the freedom of many more. For the next three-and-a-half years the men of the 2/21st Battalion and sundry other units endured a living hell at the hands of their captors in conditions so appalling that many died from starvation or disease. Some endeavoured to escape and, incredibly, made their way back to Australia. Others were gunned down by Chinese guerillas. But it was the cruelty of the Japanese that would be so hard to forgive.

In the war crimes trials that followed, fifteen Japanese officers and guards were jailed or executed for what happened on Ambon. Another fifteen were imprisoned or condemned to death for their treatment of Australians and other Allied servicemen on Hainan. But while the trials provided a degree of retribution for those who suffered and died at the hands of the enemy, there was no sense of closure for survivors. Their story was far from over as they battled depression, alcoholism and ill-health. And there was the memory too of the ugly rift between officers and men, a sore which continues to fester. At the time of writing only a few survivors are left, but the wound refuses to heal.

If the cage was a low point in Australian military history, the role of Ambon in the south-east Asian theatre of war will also be remembered as an ill-conceived and ill-fated exercise. The generous might agree that it held up the Japanese advance for a few weeks and thereby delayed plans to move further south towards Australia, but the cost of the strategy far exceeded the merits.

The debacle that was Ambon could have been avoided. Instead, it doomed hundreds of diggers to three-and-a-half years of hunger, sickness and brutality, which for many ended in death, as well as affecting the lives of thousands of men and women who lost their loved ones. It is also a tragedy which not only spanned a war, but effectively transcends more than a century of Australian history. Many of the characters who were to play a key role in the ill-judged Ambon operation were born in the latter part of the nineteenth century, when military strategy was based on horse-drawn armaments and scant regard for human life. Remarkably, the judgements made by officers who grew up then continue to echo into the 21st century, as the men they led ponder their contribution to the Second World War and recall those dark days as if they were yesterday.


2

THE DOOMED GRAND STRATEGY

WHAT A CHEERY throng they were that morning. It was July 1940 and the men who would go on to form Gull Force were being drawn from across Victoria and beyond.

Eddie Gilbert had started out a few weeks earlier in Melbourne’s Royal Park, where hundreds of men had arrived to volunteer. Within a few days of enlisting he was given a uniform and was on his way to Shepparton in country Victoria, where he dossed down in the fat sheep pen at the local showground.

Training was rudimentary. Handed a broomstick for a rifle, Eddie and his mates paraded around the showground and pretended to be soldiers – not to make light of their commitment, but this was their level of inexperience and innocence. Many had never handled a gun and while some might have had a taste of the militia, the majority were country boys drawn from Mildura, Geelong, Colac and the Riverina, over the border in New South Wales.

By mid-1940 the call to arms had attracted almost 50 000 recruits across Australia, and the army was running out of space. Shepparton Showground was bursting at the seams, forcing the military authorities to set up a new camp at Trawool, on the banks of the Goulburn River near Seymour. Nearly 100 kilometres from Melbourne, Trawool had been a popular spot for army manoeuvres since before the First World War. It had even received a visit from British Field Marshal Lord Kitchener in 1910, when he was on a visit to Australia. It also had the advantage of a railway line, which aided troop transportation and communications. Trouble was the weather. With little in the way of solidly built accommodation, the men were mostly forced to shelter under canvas from the mid-winter rain and freezing winds which swept through the Trawool Valley.

It was not a comfortable stay and there was much relief when they were transferred to Bonegilla, close to Albury on the Victoria–New South Wales border. By now they were officially part of the 2/21st Battalion of the 23rd Brigade of the 8th Division of the Australian Imperial Force.

Major General Sturdee had taken command of 8th Division on 1 August 1940, though he was succeeded by Major General Gordon Bennett on 24 September after several senior officers and politicians were killed in a plane crash near Canberra. In the subsequent reorganisation Sturdee became the Chief of the General Staff.1

Lieutenant Colonel Leonard Roach was made the 21st’s commanding officer. He was a popular choice among the men, some of whom had known him in the peacetime militia and were keen to continue to serve under a man they admired and respected. They were not to know that within eighteen months he would have left the battalion under a cloud.

Bonegilla was nearly 250 kilometres away and in an effort to boost morale and improve physical fitness it was decided the men would march all the way. It took them eleven days – it has been described as the longest military manoeuvre ever undertaken in the history of Australia2 – and proved to be a rare example of inspired military wisdom. Despite initial reservations about the long, north-easterly trek, it gave the men their first real opportunity to act as one, to demonstrate they were more than an ill-disciplined bunch of boys drawn from the city and the bush, and to show pride in their appearance as they made their way through country towns and settlements.

Even the locals were impressed as the 2/21st strode purposefully along the highways and byways of rural Victoria. Mothers and babies waved from their verandahs. Shopkeepers emerged from their stores to catch a glimpse of the fighting force which offered so much promise in these uncertain times. Farmhands in the fields whistled and shrieked messages of support in the distance. These were heady times for the likes of Eddie Gilbert and his new-found comrades. To the public they were heroes in the making. For the first time since becoming part of Len Roach’s battalion they were able to share a genuine sense of pride and purpose.

But maintaining the sudden surge in morale would not be easy. Though they were physically fit after their eleven-day hike, training conditions at Bonegilla left much to be desired. For men who were supposedly being taught the art of modern warfare, there was a singular lack of appropriate weaponry. Many of the guns were from the First World War era. Initially, there was no rifle range to practise on. The lack of facilities meant a trip to the Albury and Wodonga ranges for those on small arms courses. But the overall standard of shooting was poor, with few of the men reaching an acceptable level of proficiency during their Bonegilla stay.3

Such negative assessments were not universal. While the specialist training could have been more effective, the new recruits enjoyed the relative comfort and newly built facilities of the camp. Eddie Gilbert revelled in the daily round of running, marching, jumping and wading to improve his physical fitness. ‘It was a great camp and I was happy there,’ he remembers. ‘The training was pretty intensive, but it was relieved by the fact we were fairly close to Albury and the people there were very hospitable.’

If Bonegilla appeared more like a holiday camp than a training facility for serious killing, the future would make up for it. At the back of everyone’s mind was the question, Where next? Most assumed they were destined for the Middle East, to where the 6th Division had already been posted; the 7th Division would soon follow. In fact, the 2/21st would kick their heels for about sixteen months before being deployed overseas and it would be even longer before they saw enemy action. The first hint that their military career was to take an unexpected course came in early 1941, when they were herded aboard a train to Alice Springs. Nobody knew their ultimate destination but even those with the slightest geographical knowledge realised they were heading north. As the Northern Territory emerged from the wet season, the battalion found itself on the Stuart Highway en route to Darwin. It was the beginning of a downward spiral that would embrace boredom, ill-discipline, hunger, disease, despair, defeat and for many, death.
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By now Brigadier Edmund Lind, who was in charge of the 23rd Brigade, had organised the formation of three separate troop deployments who would be known as Lark Force, Sparrow Force and Gull Force. Lark, which was made up of men from the 22nd Battalion, would be sent to Rabaul; Sparrow, most of whom were from the 2/40th, was earmarked for Timor; and Gull was destined for Ambon, though few of the men from the 2/21st were aware of it at the time.

In addition to the 21st, Gull Force was also made up of several specialist units who joined the battalion at a later stage. These included the Army Catering Corps, the 104th Light Aid Detachment, the Australian Anti-Tank Battery, a signals section from the 23rd Brigade, a dental unit, members of the Intelligence Corps, the 2/11th Field Engineers and the 2/12th Field Ambulance. All would come under the Gull Force umbrella and work alongside the 2/21st Battalion, whose fate, as it turned out, was sealed long before it left Australia.

The strategy that saw Gull Force’s undoing was largely the result of decisions made during a series of Allied meetings which stretched from October 1940 to February 1941 in the tropical heat of Singapore.

The first conference, instigated by the British chiefs of staff and supported by the Australian War Cabinet, was also attended by staff officers from India, New Zealand and Burma. The defence of East Asia was the initial brief, but before the meeting got underway on 22 October it was agreed to extend the area under consideration to most of the Pacific. The line of defence forces posted at Ambon (Gull Force), Timor (Sparrow Force) and New Britain (Lark Force) became known as the Malay Barrier. The aim was to devise a strategy to combat Japanese forces should they enter the war on the side of the Axis powers, which seemed increasingly likely. Barely a month earlier, in September, Japan had signed a ten-year pact with Germany and Italy ‘to assist one another with all political, economic and military means if one of the high contracting parties should be attacked by a Power not at present involved in the European war, or in the Sino-Japanese conflict.’

The western powers got the message. The United States Ambassador to France, William Bullitt, told the Council on Foreign Relations in Chicago that the pact was a ‘contingent declaration of enmity’. ‘If ever a clear warning was given to a nation that the three aggressors contemplated a future assault upon it, that warning was given to the American people,’ he declared.4

Keen to push the United States into a more aggressive stance, the British Prime Minister Winston Churchill asked President Roosevelt if it might be possible to send an American squadron on a friendly visit to Singapore. ‘If desired, occasion might be taken of such a visit for a technical discussion of naval and military problems … and the Dutch might be invited to join.’5 Roosevelt declined the invitation, concluding that sending a squadron to Singapore might precipitate Japanese action against the United States.

Even so, it wasn’t long before representatives of the Dutch East Indies joined the British and Australians at the conference table in Singapore to thrash out a joint Allied response to protect their interests in the Far East. Over the following months they examined their military options in minute detail, negotiating mutual support agreements should Japan attack one or more of their territories.

By now it was increasingly apparent that the region was in desperate need of a modern air force, in the absence of British air and naval support to protect Singapore and Malaya.

A key decision came in the final week of February 1941, when the Dutch pledged to provide air back-up in defence of Malaya should the Japanese enter the war, in return for a similar commitment by Australia to protect Timor and Ambon, which were part of the Dutch East Indies. The Dutch sold the idea to Canberra on the grounds that Ambon was an important link between Java and Australia and might aid its defence in the event of a Japanese invasion of Australia’s northern coastline. The deal was that the Netherlands would transfer a total of 24 aircraft to Singapore, while Australia would supply three squadrons to operate over Ambon and Timor.6 Australia agreed to provide army units to both islands after Sir Charles Burnett, who was Australia’s Air Chief Marshal, demanded that if he sent his planes there, Australian ground troops must be provided to protect them.7

According to the man who devised the Singapore agreement, Britain’s Air Chief Marshal Sir Robert Brooke-Popham, Australia also agreed to provide army units to both islands. Australian troops would protect Australian and Dutch planes on Timor and Ambon while offering futher aerial support out of Darwin.8

The Australian chiefs of staff were left to sort out the details and report back at a later date. It was here that understandings started to unravel.
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Back in Darwin, Gull Force was still kicking its heels. While unaware of the grand strategy hammered out in Singapore, the rank and file were becoming increasingly restless.

The battalion had arrived in April 1941 to discover a camp site devoid of the sort of accommodation provided at Bonegilla in Victoria. It was scrubland with tents. To make the living conditions more acceptable, the men set about building tin huts to live and sleep in. What they had overlooked was that this was the start of the dry season, when the Northern Territory became unbearably hot and metal structures heated up like ovens.

To make matters worse, they were a long way out of town, at Winnellie, several kilometres from Darwin’s drinking holes and other modest social attractions. The food was nothing to write home about, and because of the distance from Victoria, opportunities for leave were virtually non-existent. There was also the as yet unanswered question of what they were doing there. Desperate for action and bored with day-to-day life in the Top End, they became known as ‘the lost legion’. Morale plummeted and discipline followed suit.

There were almost riots, according to Walter Hicks, who recalls it as a far from happy time. ‘We were bored stiff, in the main,’ adds Eddie Gilbert. ‘It was like living in a wild west town, and to pass the time fellas either boozed or gambled or did both.’ Fortunately for Eddie he had other distractions. Soon after arriving in Winnellie he was chosen to join B Company’s mortar team, which meant going away for weeks of training. ‘It was great because it eased the boredom.’

The men of the 2/12th Field Ambulance, including Tom Pledger, set up camp about a quarter of a mile away from the 2/21st and kept themselves to themselves.

Jimmy Morrison, who until now had never been out of Sydney, was shocked by the Northern Territory’s simmering racial tensions. Relations between the predominantly white diggers and the Indigenous locals occasionally boiled over. One night he witnessed an ugly clash between a soldier and a young Aboriginal woman who ended up being ‘ripped right across the face’ and left in the gutter. ‘It was shocking,’ he says, ‘but those sort of things went on in Darwin. There were fights every night.’

Perhaps the most damning description of military life in Darwin came from William Scott, who would later command Gull Force. While much of his report was based on hearsay, his findings, if true, cast doubt on the quality of training the men were receiving and the level of discipline imposed on them by Lieutenant Colonel Roach. There was talk of drunkenness, gambling, fighting and insubordination. He painted a picture of a battalion who were out of control. Though it would emerge that Scott, whose own actions would later bring him into disrepute, had a vested interest in badmouthing his predecessor and thereby tarnishing the image of the men.

Even taken with a pinch of salt, however, Scott’s claims make for uncomfortable reading. ‘Discipline was becoming bad, gambling was carried on openly in defiance of orders, troops drank heavily at night time and there was much disorderly noise and cat-calling after lights out,’ he reported. It got worse. Officers were heckled, threatened and assaulted. Bottles were thrown at them. An officer suffered bruising and abrasions to the face during a particularly unpleasant altercation.

Another night there was a near riot by D Company after one of their number was placed in the detention compound. Angered by their mate’s incarceration, the rest of the party marched to the compound and demanded his release. On another occasion an officer was called a bastard for ordering a stop to drinking and gambling at lights out. When the revellers refused to co-operate, more officers intervened and fighting broke out. A private who tried to restore peace was so badly hurt that he needed urgent medical attention.

Significantly, nobody was charged, and in other cases the trouble was often covered up so that the authorities didn’t hear of it.

There were some incidents which nobody could ignore and which struck at the very heart of the problem facing Gull Force – rebellion in the ranks. On several occasions the men openly booed their senior officers. During a boxing tournament there were cat-calls as the officers took their seats. ‘The uproar reached its climax on the appearance of the CO and Brigadier,’ observed Scott.

While this might be excused in retrospect as a mere outburst of Aussie larrikinism, there was worse to come. One evening Air Vice Marshal Brooke-Popham, who was on an official visit, suffered the same fate. Again there were boos and cat-calls. We can only speculate what the British defence chief made of the raucous reception but it clearly didn’t enhance the battalion’s image. Perhaps even more tellingly, no disciplinary action was taken over these incidents and nobody was charged.

Scott later insisted that the ill-discipline at Darwin reflected a lack of backbone among those in charge, whom he claimed were ‘powerless and out of control’.9

Was Scott being unfair to Gull Force? Certainly there were rough elements in Darwin, but such qualities were not unique to the 2/21st. These men were straining at the leash for action, to prove their worth in combat and to defend Australia – no wonder they were frustrated. And if Scott needed a scapegoat to justify his own shortcomings, Gull Force was a convenient whipping boy.

Yes, much of Scott’s Darwin assessment was based on gossip and on stories provided second-hand. And, conveniently, since many of the incidents were never subject to disciplinary action or courts martial, there was little documented record of the cases on which the allegations were based. Yet as Joan Beaumont writes in her history of Gull Force:



Even if Scott did overstate his case, few of the officers of the 2/21st would deny that discipline became increasingly difficult to maintain as the frustrations of being in Darwin grew. Certainly the morale of the unit suffered and Macrae’s [Major Ian Macrae, second in command] conclusion, looking back on the period years later, was that the ‘general tone and esprit de corps of the battalion was never as high as it had been at Bonegilla’.10





Even official historian Lionel Wigmore conceded there were serious problems in the Top End as some of the troops ‘became restive and resentful’. He wrote that ‘the period of waiting proved a severe test for soldiers who were reading daily of the exploits of their comrades in North Africa, Greece, Crete and Syria. The number of breaches of discipline in some units increased disturbingly as the months went on.’11

And their behaviour and general depression didn’t improve when on two occasions ten per cent of the battalion were posted to the Middle East as reinforcements. Those who were left behind felt useless and forgotten.

For Brigadier Edmund Lind, Commander of 23rd Brigade, keeping a lid on the men’s frustrations in Darwin was one of several challenges he needed to address. His principal task was to defend the Northern Territory against possible Japanese attack, a challenge not to be underestimated given the length of the coastline. But there was another order which worried him still more and which remained top secret at that stage.

In May 1941 Lind was instructed to send two of his battalions north should the Japanese attack southward. Based on what had been discussed earlier at the Singapore meetings – which had been approved by the Australian War Cabinet as well as Britain’s Air Chief Marshal Sir Robert Brooke-Popham, who was in overall charge of the plan – Sparrow Force would be despatched to Timor at the far eastern end of the Javanese archipelago, and Gull Force to Ambon, more than 900 kilometres away in the Moluccas.

Lind and his two infantry commanders, Lieutenant Colonel Geoffrey Youl of the 2/40th and Lieutenant Colonel Roach of the 2/21st, decided to reconnoitre both islands. What they discovered produced a sense of unease that would haunt all three men for the next eight months. Lind made it clear on his return that an isolated and inadequately armed battalion per island would be no match for the enemy. Further trips were made which only served to reinforce his concern.

His reservations were backed by Lieutenant Colonel Eric Scriven, officer commanding, the Royal Australian Engineers, who concluded that Ambon would be a difficult place to defend, given its steep, dense jungles. In a detailed report on the island he also pointed out the shortage of open space in which to manoeuvre troops and the limited local food production, which meant that supplies would have to be imported from Australia. Sadly, Scriven died in an accident in June at the age of 44 but his report contained some sound advice which, had it been taken seriously by the decision makers, might have changed their attitude towards Gull Force.

While on the face of it Sturdee stood doggedly determined to abide by the Singapore pledge to support the Dutch, he later admitted that he had also harboured genuine concerns about the wisdom of sending men there.12 So why didn’t he express his reservations to the War Cabinet at the time? Why did he continue to prepare for an ill-fated mission without the Cabinet knowing the chances of success were minimal? And this at a time when events gave him the perfect get-out clause.

As David A. Evans observes in his post-war examination of the Ambon debacle, the Japanese had rendered the Singapore strategy void after attacking south-east Asia and Pearl Harbor on a front that was broader than expected – a fact that should have prompted the War Cabinet to review its approach to strategy along the Malay Barrier before embarking any troops to Ambon and Timor. As it stood:



Under the Singapore conference policy the Australian War Cabinet retained the right to unilaterally form high strategic policy in its theatre of operations, which included Ambon, and could withdraw or withhold forces from that commitment at any time subject to only informing Far East Command before taking such action … [It transpired that there] was no longer a logical strategic or political object in sending Gull Force to Ambon other than to occupy and hold.13





Given that Sturdee privately accepted that Gull Force stood little chance of defending Ambon for more than a few days in the face of an overwhelming Japanese onslaught, now was possibly the perfect time to advise the Australian government accordingly. But it appeared the Cabinet remained blissfully unaware of the very real danger facing Gull Force until after it had embarked for Ambon.

It was only a report of the mobilisation of Japanese forces in the Far East that started to concentrate Cabinet minds. By November Tokyo’s plans were gathering pace for an attack on American, Dutch and British interests in south-east Asia and the Pacific. But it wasn’t until January that Sturdee made mention of his growing doubts, suggesting that scattering troops too thinly around the islands north of Australia was a waste of men. By then it was almost too late. Evans claims Sturdee’s withholding of information from the Australian War Cabinet about Gull Force’s chances of survival had rendered it ‘dysfunctional in properly performing its responsibilities to grand strategy and Gull Force’.



It was within Sturdee’s area of responsibility to inform the government of the strategic weakness in the scheme but he chose not to do that until the last moment. [Prime Minister] Curtin and the War Cabinet thus agreed to Sturdee’s terms that Rabaul, and effectively Timor and Ambon, were to be left to their fate against overwhelming Japanese forces without the hope of reinforcement, withdrawal or rescue and all for the sake of a desperate, ill-considered and ill-prepared air observation policy that could have been carried out successfully by the RAAF alone.14





‘This was a serious predicament that could have been addressed responsibly in the days leading up to December 16 and before Gull Force went to Ambon,’ says Evans. ‘Sturdee had failed to re-examine the strategic options responsibly and chose to ignore Roach’s protestations that Gull Force was inadequate to its allocated task’ until it was too late.

It might have helped if the 2/21st had been allowed to sail to Ambon earlier to build their defences and work alongside 2500 Royal Netherlands East Indies Army troops already based on the island, but this idea was rejected by the Dutch on the grounds that it might be seen as a war-like gesture and provoke the Japanese. It was a telling response. The Dutch East Indies appeared to lack a certain fighting spirit – a view that would gain ground in the weeks and months ahead.
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Back in Darwin the mood among the men had hardened. On 7 December, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, sending the Allied powers into a frenzy of activity, not least in Australia. Gull Force was given just seven days to prepare for embarkation to the island of Ambon, but even as the men polished their boots and readied their weapons for war, Commander Roach continued to press Army HQ for more troops and better back-up. If he couldn’t prevent them going to Ambon, he would damn well make sure they got the support they deserved.

Roach did not hold back. In a letter to Scott sent on 13 December he condemned his military superiors for doing nothing to address his and Lind’s concerns: ‘If any of my excellent fellows do not arrive at their destination it will not be a case of gallant sacrifice but of murder due to sheer slackness and maladministration,’ he warned.15

Len Roach must have known there was little chance of a change of heart at this late stage. It was by now impossible to extricate the 2/21st from the defence strategy devised in Singapore and too late to send more arms and reinforcements to aid them when they reached Ambon. They were on their own, cast adrift and destined to suffer defeat at the hands of a brutal and unforgiving enemy.


3

DESTINATION AMBON

THE THREE DUTCH vessels assigned to take Gull Force to Ambon were slow but functional, with little or no firepower to protect passengers from the Japanese menace. But who cared about shipboard safety when submarines or enemy aircraft posed a much more serious threat? Tom Pledger and his mates boarded the Patras. Others sailed on the Bhot and Valentine. Though normally used as inter-island ferries, their cargo was not restricted to passengers. Often the ships were packed with livestock including cattle, sheep and chickens. There were no cabins for the men; some were forced to sleep in the cattle pen. Not that it mattered. Wasn’t it exhilarating just to be at sea?

‘We were on our way to war,’ says Eddie Gilbert. ‘That’s why we enlisted, not to spend eight demoralising months at Darwin digging slit trenches and learning how to be defensive.’

It was a three-day voyage and if there was apprehension among the men, they didn’t show it. Yet. Only the zigzagging of their tiny fleet – an accepted anti-submarine tactic ordered by the captain just to be on the safe side – provided a hint of the underlying concerns. Two Australian navy vessels, the cruiser Adelaide and the Ballarat, a corvette, also offered protection, and several RAAF planes gave aerial cover.

Eddie’s brain was ticking over. What if they were torpedoed and his ship sank? How would they survive? Where were the lifebelts? Nobody had raised such obvious questions, so Private Gilbert went straight to the point. The response from a passing Dutch crewman gave little cause for comfort. He said that it wasn’t worth worrying about lifebelts as the ship’s hold was full of 10-pound mortar bombs. ‘He didn’t have to spell out the likely consequences should we be hit by a torpedo – imagination did that,’ Eddie records in his diary. ‘This incident really was a sobering reminder that there really was a war on and that we were participants.’

Few of the nearly 1200 Australians who made their way across the Arafura Sea on the first leg of their 950-kilometre voyage north to the Moluccas had ever heard of Ambon. Until now, most had shown little interest in Australia’s northerly neighbours. And why should they have? Historical ties to the mother country meant that most Australians still saw their homeland as an extension of the British empire, a distant colonial outpost which had little in common with Asia.

Suddenly, however, Australia was uncomfortably exposed. With the Japanese moving south there was a new sense of vulnerability. Nobody knew for sure if the Japanese had their eyes on Australia, but Canberra wasn’t taking any chances.

The men of the 2/21st and the smaller units who accompanied them would soon find themselves in the front line of Australia’s northern defences but like any armed force poised for battle it was the unknown that nagged at their subconscious. How would they cope under fire? These men were not hardened combatants and had no experience of war. What of the blood, the bombings and the mayhem of enemy contact? Would their courage crack under the frightening intensity of attack? Or would human instinct and self-preservation kick in to help protect them?

Such lonely thoughts were not openly discussed aboard the Patras, Bhot and Valentine as they steamed across the turquoise waters under a monsoonal sky. You kept your fears to yourself. Any public admission of concern might be seen as weakness by your mates, so best to keep the imagination under wraps.

Every now and then a distant puff of black on the horizon reminded those on deck they still had friendly company. ‘Just on dusk you’d see the old Adelaide. She’d blow off a lot of smoke … and suddenly off she’d go. She’d disappear and we used to think, “Gawd, where’s she gone … we’ve got no protection”,’ Don Findlay recalled. ‘But what she was doing [was] she was going in a big sweep all night around us and the next morning she’d be out there bang right in front of us again.’1

It was 17 December when three boatloads of Australian soldiers sailed into Ambon harbour, one of the most well-protected deepwater ports in the region. No wonder the Japanese were keen to occupy it. For centuries it had been a prized possession of the Portuguese, the English and eventually the Dutch. Portugal had established a garrison there in the early sixteenth century and Britain had also shown interest.

In 1579 the great British explorer Sir Francis Drake called into the Moluccas on his round-the-world voyage. He dropped anchor at Ternate, not far to the north of Ambon, and was soon to recognise the islands’ potential as a source of spices. Elizabethan England and the rest of Europe had become partial to spices, which they regarded as essential to their less-than-flavoursome food. Cargoes of cloves, cinnamon, nutmegs and the like made big money overseas. Whoever controlled the so-called Spice Islands would hold sway over the tastebuds of Europe.

When Drake returned home on his galleon the Golden Hind, which was packed not only with jewels and precious metals sacked from other vessels but also a stock of tasty spices from the Moluccas, the English were determined to win a slice of the territory for themselves. The Dutch were also vying to conquer the islands and in 1605 wrested control, overpowering the Portuguese fortress of Victoria on what was then known as Amboyna.

The spice trade was a brutal business, with those in charge endeavouring to clamp down on competition from other nations, by force of arms if necessary. The English East India Company, a behemoth of far eastern merchant trading between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries, was far from pleased by the victory of its Dutch rival. Relations deteriorated until they reached an understanding by which they would share the spice market and individual trading posts. But there was a disagreement over who had legal jurisdiction – a difference of opinion which was to have tragic consequences. And in a curious twist of history, which would be duplicated some three centuries hence, the crisis would be triggered by Japanese elements on Ambon.

In 1623 the Dutch became suspicious of British intentions when a Japanese mercenary in the employ of the Dutch East India Company was allegedly caught in the act of spying on Fort Victoria’s defences. Interrogated under torture he not only confessed to conspiring with other Japanese mercenaries on the island, he also implicated several Englishmen, including Gabriel Towerson, captain and agent for the Dutch East India Company’s British counterpart. The men were also subjected to torture, including an early form of waterboarding, and forced to admit their complicity.

On 27 February, Towerson, nine other Englishmen, nine Japanese and one Portuguese were all beheaded, with Towerson’s head impaled on a pole in a public place for all to see.2 The trial and punishment handed out to the alleged spies became a cause célèbre in London and triggered a diplomatic stand-off with Holland. The Dutch later accused the judges of misconduct, but eventually released them.

Stung by the execution of its employees, the British East India Company put its own corporate spin on the men’s fate by producing a gruesome brochure reporting the various tortures inflicted on them in every grisly detail. It would go down in history as the Great Massacre of Amboyna, an atrocity that would not be forgotten by the English. In 1654, Oliver Cromwell, who had a long memory in these matters, exacted revenge and won compensation from the Dutch, but privately the British conceded defeat in Ambon, which finally became part of the Dutch East Indies. Holland’s domination of the East Indies would continue until 1942, when the Japanese would return to Ambon and Australian troops would be called in to defend it.

If there was a certain symmetry to the events which would unfold 300 years later, it was reinforced by a further coincidence which sent a shudder down the spine of Private Walter Hicks. As he stepped ashore in the Moluccas, there on a memorial to those who were victims of the seventeenth-century Amboyna massacre was another Hicks. John Hicks was among the Englishmen beheaded on the island in 1623. Would the Australians be treated any differently? Was history about to repeat itself?

Walter and his mates quickly pulled themselves together. No point in mawkishness or melodrama. This was their new home and, to be honest, it looked surprisingly inviting. The deepwater harbour, which effectively separated Ambon’s two peninsulas – Hitu to the north and Laitimor to the south – allowed them to sail right up to the wharves. And what a tropical paradise they found when they disembarked.

The two peninsulas, connected by a narrow isthmus at the far end of the bay, combine to form an unusual shape. On a map the island looks like a crocodile’s head with its jaws half-opened, eager to gobble up those who stray into its greedy mouth. The lure of Ambon Bay had been obvious to sailors, explorers and traders for centuries. Apart from the nutmeg and cloves which were native to the area, the water, which had a depth of nearly 300 metres in parts, and the towering peaks on either side of the 17-kilometre long waterway provided guaranteed shelter and a welcome sanctuary for travellers.

The island was almost 52 kilometres from end to end and sitting, as it does, almost four degrees below the equator, it was blessed with a hot and humid climate and high rainfall.

When the 2/21st Battalion arrived at Ambon the men found a land of plenty. Local people, who numbered about 50 000, were friendly and keen to trade with the newcomers in the shops and markets. The lush, tropical terrain soon sucked the Australians into its exotic embrace. ‘The very first impression was one of joy and the welcome we got from the children as they cried out, “Allo, Australie! Allo, Australie!” was a delight,’ remembers Eddie Gilbert. ‘We were so happy to be there, probably more so because we knew at last we were going to war.’3

Along the narrow coastline, where jungle-clad mountains towered more than 1000 metres over the scattered bayside settlements, life had barely changed in hundreds of years. The land provided adequate food and fresh water supplies were also plentiful.

The people, with their mix of Christian and Muslim religions, were welcoming and hospitable, though like their Dutch rulers they had a keen eye for business when it came to bartering. The spice route between Europe and the Far East had brought them into regular contact with other cultures and inhabitants from far distant lands. They knew of other worlds and civilisations, even if they had no personal experience of them.

Most of the population was centred on the main town, also called Ambon or Amboyna, about halfway along the southern peninsula, though there were countless smaller communities such as Paso, Eri, Hukurila, Hutumuri and Hitu-lama to the north. These names were largely ignored by Gull Force during the first few weeks, but would become frighteningly familiar in the weeks ahead.

Some of the men were sent to the northern peninsula, which boasted Ambon’s most important defence facility: a runway. Laha airfield could only be accessed by boat or via a poorly maintained footpath, but it was the Dutch military’s greatest asset. It was a pity the hardware lined up on the tarmac didn’t inspire the same level of confidence. A couple of Brewster F2A Buffaloes, American fighter planes bought by the Dutch to supplement their own lack of aircraft, stood ready for action. They would prove to be a poor match for the Zeros and other enemy planes which would soon appear over the Moluccas. But that was still a few weeks away and the Australians had other things on their minds, not least their accommodation.

Tan Tui Barracks, just north-east of the main town, had been specially built for the diggers by the Dutch. While the water and power supplies had not yet been connected, the long wooden huts with their palm-thatched roofs were well furnished and positively five star compared with what they’d left behind in the Northern Territory. Some of the officers even had four-poster beds and a marble washstand in their room. They couldn’t complain about the location, either. The barracks offered a staggeringly beautiful vista towards the bay. No wonder some of the men likened it to a holiday camp.

Only Lieutenant Colonel Roach and a few of his fellow officers fully appreciated the danger they faced. While the barracks were undoubtedly in a prime location, the Dutch had overlooked their vulnerability. Tan Tui was a sitting duck for enemy aircraft. But this was the least of Roach’s worries. Still trying to convince Army HQ that Gull Force shouldn’t be on Ambon in the first place, his fiery outbursts grow more defiant by the day. In one particularly stinging rebuke to Scott back in Melbourne, he wrote:



I find it difficult to overcome a feeling of disgust and more than a little concern at the way in which we have seemingly been ‘dumped’ at this outpost position, in the first place without any instructions whatever … and in the second place with (so far) a flat refusal to consider any increase in fire power.

Is the intention to continue the policy of allowing small forces inadequately equipped for their task, to be spread over a vast area, so that they can be defeated in detail?

I submit that it would be far preferable, if the striking power does not actually exist for offensive action whilst these outposts are held, to ‘cut the loss’ and concentrate all available forces (including the American and the Dutch) further south for a decisive engagement.4





Roach, who was not enjoying the best of health at this stage, was clearly reaching the end of his tether. But he was not a lone voice.

The army sent out an intelligence officer to Ambon to see what all the fuss was about. Lieutenant Edgar Tanner’s verdict was swift and forthright. If Gull Force was not evacuated smartish, there’d be a ‘disaster’, which would entail the ‘futile sacrifice of valuable men’.5

At this point there were about 4500 troops on Ambon, including the 1150 Australians. The rest comprised Dutch officers and native soldiers, who were mainly of mixed European and Ambonese descent. Among them was a depot battalion of 300 Ambonese militia and another unit from the village of Bulam on the nearby island of Ceram (now known as Seram).

Although the Ambonese had the benefit of local knowledge there was doubt about their fighting fitness. Whether or not the indigenous army was ready for war was a matter of conjecture and only added to Roach’s reservations about the defence of the island. If he’d known what the Japanese had up their sleeve he’d have been even more pessimistic.
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To the north-west, Japanese forces were already well established on the Malay peninsula after landing just over the border in southern Thailand and further south at Khota Bharu, which fell to the Japanese on 9 December. Soon enemy aircraft were dropping bombs over ‘impregnable’ Singapore, the city being well within range of the bombers departing from their base in Saigon. Since their attack on Pearl Harbor the Japanese had moved with great speed through a large swathe of the Far East. In the Philippines, American naval forces had been destroyed and those that survived had withdrawn south to the Dutch East Indies. It seemed a safe haven, but the Japanese had other plans.

Major General Takeo Ito was a commander in the Japanese 38th Infantry Division and later assumed command of the 114th Infantry Division. In December 1941 he was adding the final touches to Operation Ambon and Timor. He drew his troops from the 38th Infantry Division, who had proved themselves in the fight for Hong Kong, and the battle-tested 228th Infantry Regiment, with their artillery, engineer, transport and other supporting units. The Eastern Detachment, as it was now known, constituted a formidable strike force comprising 5300 men, 110 vehicles and 400 horses.

As a staff officer, Lieutenant Colonel Susumu Tozuka was privy to his government’s grand strategy for the Moluccas and the surrounding region and was in no doubt about the ultimate goal, writing:



The immediate purpose of the Ambon and Timor operations was to cut the lines of communications between Australia and Java, isolate the latter and facilitate the invasion of Java. The ultimate purpose was to seize air and naval bases there and to form a defence line against an anticipated enemy counter-offensive from the Darwin area.6





The Eastern Detachment left Hong Kong for the voyage south on 12 January 1942. The initial destination of the five-vessel fleet was Davao, at the southern end of the Philippines. This was to be their assembly point. There they formulated their plan for the invasion of Ambon and on 27 January set sail for Menado on the island of Celebes (now known as Sulawesi), to the east of Borneo. Here the invasion force was augmented by two more ships carrying 579 officers and men who made up the 1st Kure Special Naval Landing Force.

The Kure unit, named after its base near Hiroshima, was a highly trained force renowned for its reluctance to surrender. When out of ammunition, troops resorted to fighting with their swords and often experienced heavy casualties. These men did not take prisoners. The Japanese clearly meant business.7 Ultimately the total tonnage of the Japanese convoy would be sufficient to hold 30 000 men.

The idea was to mount two simultaneous landings on Ambon, one in the south and the other in the north, in the early hours of 31 January. The biggest operation would be at the end of the southern peninsula, where there was a neck of land about 1.5 kilometres wide and the Allies were believed to have comparatively light defences. This would
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