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THE FLEET’S PURPOSE


INTRODUCTION

Although it had been discussed for long enough, it took the Allies until the twin disasters of Pearl Harbor and the invasion of Malaya to create ABDA. In a conference held in Washington DC in late December 1941, a joint American, British, Dutch and Australian (ABDA) military command was proposed, to coordinate the response to the tide of Japanese offensive operations in South-East Asia. On 1 January 1942, ABDA Command (or ABDA COM) came into being, under the command of the British desert veteran Gen. Sir Archibald Wavell. His area of responsibility extended from the border with Burma in the west to New Guinea and the north-western coast of Australia to the east and south. In the north, it officially reached as far as Hong Kong and Formosa, although in practice these were already under Japanese control. The Philippines, governed by the USA, remained semi-independent, under the command of Gen. MacArthur.


[image: A painting depicting a night-time sea battle, with battleships under fire, and a sinking ship engulfed in fiery smoke in the background.]

The climax of the Battle of the Java Sea showing ABDA light cruisers trying to evade a spread of Japanese Type 93 torpedoes, 26 February 1942. In the foreground are HNLMS Java (left) and HMAS Perth (right), while behind them HNLMS De Ruyter has already been torpedoed, and is on fire and sinking. (Artwork by John Hamilton. Copy of original in the US Navy Art Collection)



This was an immense area, some 3,200 by 2,600 miles across (or 2,750 × 2,300nm). When ABDA was created, much of this territory was already under attack or had been conquered, including Malaya, Indochina, Borneo and the Philippines. Just as worryingly, the military and naval resources available to Wavell were pitifully small and outdated, compared to those available to the powerful Japanese forces allocated for the conquest of South-East Asia. ABDA’s naval commander, Adm. Hart USN, was given the task of defending the grandly named ‘Malay Barrier’ – the semi-circular line from Malaya and Sumatra eastwards to Timor. This was ABDA’s naval ‘stop line’ – the defence of which would ensure freedom of movement in the Indian Ocean, and between the East Indies and Australia, and ultimately to and from both Britain and the United States.

The naval threat couldn’t have been greater. The Japanese conquest of the Philippines continued apace and led to the loss of much of the US Navy’s Asiatic Fleet. The fall of Singapore on 15 February rendered the Malay Barrier indefensible, and a succession of Japanese assaults saw the steady erosion of ABDA territory throughout the East Indies. Ten days after Singapore fell, Wavell resigned his command, handing over control of ABDA to local commanders. Hart had also been replaced, at a time when unit of command might have salvaged something from the approaching disaster. So, it was left to a Dutch commander, R. Adm. Doorman, to lead ABDA’s naval strike force into battle.

While ABDA enjoyed a minor success off Balikpapan in Borneo in late January, only the most naïve optimist could see anything other than disaster in what lay ahead. This book traces the challenges facing the commanders of ABDA, and their ships and men in this forlorn attempt to halt the Japanese juggernaut. It is a story which incorporates accounts of missed opportunities and major blunders, but also tells of moments of great heroism and sacrifice in the face of overwhelming odds. Crucially, the lessons learned from this example of international wartime cooperation in the face of a common threat are every bit as apt today as they were in World War II.


[image: A heavy cruiser in calm water with a coastline in the background.]

Northampton-class heavy cruiser USS Houston was the most powerful warship in ABDA, boasting nine 8in guns in three triple turrets, although like all of her kind the cruiser was relatively lightly protected. During the campaign, Houston earned the nickname ‘Galloping Ghost of the Java Coast’.







FLEET FIGHTING POWER


ABDA Striking Force

To those who studied current affairs, the signs were there that Japan was on course for a war with the Western Powers who had a stake in the Pacific. The nation with the largest commitment there was the United States of America, but Great Britain, France and the Netherlands also maintained colonies in South-East Asia. While the increasingly militaristic stance of Japan and the dramatic expansion of the Imperial Japanese Navy during the decade before 1941 set alarm bells ringing in diplomatic and military circles, none of these powers did much to counter this growing threat. In early December 1941 they paid the price.

In 1914, Japan sided with the Allies in World War I, and as a result gained control of a number of German colonies in the Pacific. A few years before, Japan had annexed the Chinese island of Formosa, and then Korea. This though, was only the start of the Japanese land grab. In September 1931, the ‘Manchurian Incident’, a false-flag bomb attack on a Japanese-owned railway in Manchuria, led to the Japanese invasion of this sprawling Chinese province. International condemnation led to Japan’s withdrawal, but the seeds were set for further confrontation between an increasingly militaristic Japan and a China wracked by civil war. In 1933, Japan left the League of Nations, and two years later it withdrew from the London Naval Conference, which was attempting to reduce naval expansion.

After that, the Japanese embarked on an ambitious five-year programme which saw their navy almost double in size. During the same period the United States, Britain and its Commonwealth and the Netherlands built very little in comparison. It was only when the likelihood of war became clearly evident that they set aside frugality, and began laying down much-needed new warships, or modernized their existing fleets. In July 1937, the ‘Marco Polo Bridge Incident’ led directly to war between Japan and China. This engineered affair at Wanping near Peking (now Beijing) gave the Japanese an excuse to invade, and soon Shanghai, Nanking (now Nanjun) and Wuhan were in Japanese hands. So too was much of northern China and key points along its coast. International attempts to broker a peace were rejected, and so in mid-1940 the United States imposed sanctions on Japan, and in July 1941 froze Japanese and Chinese assets in America, in an attempt to force both sides to the negotiating table. Instead, it set Japan on a course which would lead directly to Pearl Harbor.


[image: A man in dress uniform with brocade epaulettes and cuffs, holding a glove.]

Schout-bij-Nacht (R. Adm.) Karel Doorman RNN, commander of ABDA’s Combined Striking Force. Although undoubtedly able and courageous, Doorman lacked the experience needed to take on the Japanese Navy, especially given the very limited tactical options available to him.



Meanwhile, the outbreak of war in Europe in September 1939 had presented further opportunities to the Japanese military leadership. Japan though, remained neutral and waited to see if the conflict might present it with further opportunities for expansion. In the summer of 1940, the fall of France and the Netherlands meant their colonial possessions in South-East Asia could no longer rely on assistance from Europe. To stave off invasion, the Japanese were granted military access to French Indochina, in return for recognition of Vichy France’s sovereignty over the colony. However, this led to what amounted to the Japanese military occupation of French Indochina, albeit one where the existing Vichy French government of the colony remained in place. This military occupation though, gave the Japanese a useful springboard for further conquests in the region.

In early September 1941 an Imperial Conference in the presence of the Emperor Hirohito agreed that if diplomatic counter-demands weren’t met, Japan would go to war with the United States, as well as Britain and the Netherlands. By November, detailed plans developed by Adm. Yamamoto, and Gen. Terauchi had been prepared for the Japanese conquest of the Philippines, the Dutch East Indies, and the British territories of Malaya, Hong Kong and Singapore. V. Adm. Nagumo was also issued his orders to carry out a pre-emptive strike on the US Naval base at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. When the US rejected Japan’s demands and stuck by their own insistence that the Japanese withdraw from China and newly occupied Indonesia, the chance of a peaceful solution passed.


The Whirlwind

On 27 November, Nagumo’s Striking Force put to sea, bound for Hawaii. In Formosa, the Japanese 14th Army and the Third Fleet prepared to launch the invasion of the Philippines, while V. Adm. Ozawa’s Expeditionary Force was already at Cam Ranh Bay in Indochina, ready to carry out its planned landings on Malaya’s eastern coast. On 2 December, a signal was sent to all Japanese naval units, confirming that ‘X-Day’ – the start of these attacks – would be 8 December (or 7 December in Hawaii, on the far side of the International Date Line). By 27 November Adm. Stark, the US Chief of Naval Operations, issued a ‘War Warning’, and told Adm. Hart, commanding the US Asiatic Fleet in the Philippines, that conflict was imminent. However, with his limited forces, there was little that Hart could do, apart from put his ships on alert, and hope Stark was wrong.

While an attack on the Philippines was expected, few realized that Japan’s opening gambit would be an attack on Pearl Harbor. The Japanese Carrier Strike Force reached its launch position 275 miles north of Pearl Harbor at 0600hrs on 7 December. The initial air attack reached its target – the anchored US Pacific Fleet – at 0755hrs, and the attack began immediately, as the anchored ships were about to commence the morning colours ceremony at 0800hrs. The attack was a success – at 0810hrs the battleship USS Arizona exploded in a fireball, and 1,100 American sailors were killed. Other ships suffered too. By the time the attackers withdrew, four battleships had been sunk, and four others were damaged, as were several other smaller warships. The raid also targeted airfields, destroying 188 American aircraft on the ground. Of the death toll of 2,043, almost half perished aboard the Arizona. From the Japanese standpoint, the attack on Pearl Harbor was a great success, achieved at the minimal cost of 29 aircraft. However, V. Adm. Nagumo, who led the Japanese Carrier Strike Force, noted that no American carriers were in Pearl Harbor that morning. The Japanese commander knew that in the conflict which would inevitably follow, their existence was more important than a squadron of battleships.


[image: A light cruiser in calm water with many men on deck. The Statue of Liberty can be seen in the background.]

The old American light cruiser USS Marblehead pictured entering New York harbour in late 1942. The ship was damaged in an air attack in the Flores Sea on 4 February, and after temporary repairs in Tjilatjap in Java, Marblehead was sent to Ceylon and then to the United States for repairs.



The first wave’s attack at 0755hrs on Sunday 7 December was in Hawaii time. However, confusingly, 4,600nm to the east, on the opposite side of the International Date Line, it was 18½ hours later (it has since been re-adjusted to 18 hours). This meant that when the Pearl Harbor attack began, in Cavite, home of the US Asiatic Fleet outside Manila in the Philippines, it was 0225hrs on Monday 8 December. News of the attack reached the Philippines within minutes, but Gen. MacArthur, in charge of the archipelago’s defence, sought confirmation from Washington DC before initiating his pre-arranged war plans. At 1240hrs, Japanese aircraft operating from Formosa bombed Clark Field to the north of Manila, destroying around 100 American aircraft. A little earlier, carrier-based aircraft had also attacked targets in the Philippines main island, Luzon – a sure sign that a Japanese task force was in the area. So, belatedly, the US Asiatic Fleet was ordered to prepared for action.

Meanwhile, in Singapore the British were also preparing to confront the Japanese. On 2 December, ‘Force G’ arrived in Singapore. Commanded by Adm. Tom Phillips, it consisted of the battleship HMS Prince of Wales and the battlecruiser HMS Repulse. Phillips flew to the Philippines to consult with Hart, but returned to Singapore on 6 December when a Japanese invasion fleet was sighted heading for the eastern coast of Malaya. Hart was sending four US destroyers to Singapore, and Phillips recalled the three British destroyers at Hong Kong, ordering them to Singapore as well.

Early on Monday 8 December, word came of Japanese landings at Kota Bharu, 400 miles to the north, near the Siam−Malaya border. Then, reports came in of Japanese attacks on Pearl Harbor, Hong Kong and the Philippines. Singapore was also subjected to a light raid. Phillips decided to put to sea, rather than risk an air attack in harbour. There, he’d be in a position to attack the Japanese landing force. So, at 1710hrs, Prince of Wales and Repulse left Singapore, accompanied by four destroyers. Phillip’s force was also redesignated ‘Force Z’.

Low cloud and rain cloaked Force Z as it headed into the Gulf of Siam, but the next afternoon it was spotted by a Japanese submarine. Other Japanese sightings followed. By dawn (0503hrs) on Wednesday 10 December, Force Z was 50 miles off the coast, near Kuantan, investigating reports of a Japanese landing there. After discovering this was a Japanese diversionary ruse, Phillips turned away from the coast again and steamed south-east, waiting for land-based air cover that arrived minutes too late.

 By then the Japanese had a good idea of where Force Z was. At dawn, nine search aircraft left Saigon, followed 90 minutes later by three waves of land-based naval strike aircraft – a total of 83 bombers and torpedo planes. At 1015hrs, Force Z was spotted, and the bombers were directed towards the British force. At 1113hrs, Force Z was subjected to the first of several air attacks. Repulse was hit by a 250kg bomb, suffering minor damage, but almost 30 minutes later a wave of torpedo-bombers carried out another attack, and Prince of Wales was hit by two torpedoes. One of these struck the battleship on her port quarter, buckling a propeller shaft. This caused a heavy list and reduced the speed of Phillip’s flagship to 15kts, rendering her unable to evade further attacks. In contrast, Repulse evaded all of the torpedoes launched at the battlecruiser.

By noon, it was clear Prince of Wales was in trouble, so Phillips contacted Singapore, demanding air cover. Instead, at 1221hrs, the third Japanese wave appeared, and two minutes later the battleship was hit by three torpedoes on the starboard side. Repulse was attacked from multiple directions and was hit by five torpedoes. With his ship sinking, Capt. Tennant gave the order to abandon ship. At 1241hrs, it was the turn of Prince of Wales, as a fresh Japanese strike wave appeared. This




The Allied Reaction
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The Ships
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	AVAILABLE WARSHIPS (7 DECEMBER 1941)



	
	Royal Navy’s Eastern Fleet
	Royal Navy’s East Indies Squadron
	Anzac Squadrons 
	Royal Netherlands Navy East Indies Force
	US Asiatic Fleet
	Total available



	Aircraft Carriers
	-
	(1)
	
	-
	-
	-



	Battleships & Battlecruisers
	2
	1*
	
	-
	-
	2



	Cruisers
	3
	1 (2)
	5
	3 (1)
	3
	15



	Destroyers
	5 (6)
	
	2 (2)
	7
	11 (2)
	25



	Submarines
	1
	
	
	13 (1)
	25 (4)
	39



	








[image: A twin-masted light cruiser just off a coastline.]










	AVAILABLE SHIPS: IJN SOUTHERN FORCE



	
	Philippines Invasion Group (V. Adm. Takahashi) 
	Malaya Invasion Group (V. Adm. Ozawa) 
	Distant Cover Group (V. Adm. Kondo) 
	Total available



	Aircraft Carriers
	1+2
	-
	-
	3



	Battleships & Battlecruisers
	-
	-
	2
	2



	Cruisers
	10
	7
	4
	21



	Destroyers
	30
	14
	10
	54



	Submarines
	-
	-
	18
	18










[image: A twin-masted light cruiser moving at sea with a hazy coastline visible in the distance.]
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	ABDA NAVAL FORCES: 15 JANUARY 1942



	Royal Naval Contingent



	Heavy Cruiser (one vessel)
	Modified York class
	Exeter (Capt. Gordon)
	



	Light Cruisers (six vessels)
	Perth Class (Royal Australian Navy)
	Hobart (Capt. Howden)
	



	Perth (Capt. Waller)
	



	D class
	Dragon (Capt. Shaw)
	



	Danae (Capt. Butler)
	



	Durban (Capt. Cazalet)
	



	Dauntless (Capt. Hewitt)
	



	Destroyers (8)
	E class
	Electra (H27) (Cdr May)
	Sunk 27 February 1942



	Encounter (H10) (Lt Cdr St J. Morgan)
	Sunk 1 March 1942



	Express (H61) (Lt Cdr Cartwright)
	Transferred to Canadian Navy 1943



	J, K and N class
	Jupiter (F85) (Lt Cdr Thew)
	Sunk 27 February 1942



	Admiralty S class
	Scout (H51) (Lt Cdr Lambton)
	Broken up 1946



	Stronghold (H50) (Lt Cdr Pretor-Pinney)
	Sunk 2 March 1942



	Tenedos (H04) (Lt Dyer)
	Sunk 5 April 1942



	Thanet (H29) (Cdr Davies)
	Sunk 27 January 1942



	Royal Netherlands Naval Contingent



	Light cruisers (three vessels)
	De Ruyter class
	De Ruyter (Capt. Lacomblé)
	Sunk 28 February 1942



	Sumatra class
	Java (Capt. van Straelen)
	Sunk 27 February 1942



	Tromp class
	Tromp (Capt. de Meester)
	Broken up 1958



	Destroyers (seven vessels)
	Admirals class (1st Group) or Van Ghent class
	Evertsen (Lt Cdr de Vries)
	Lost 29 February 1942



	Kortenaer (Lt Cdr Kroese)
	Sunk 27 February 1942



	Van Ghent (Lt Cdr Shotel)
	Wrecked 15 February 1942



	Piet Hein (Lt Cdr Chömpff)
	Sunk 19 February 1942



	Admirals class (2nd Group) or Van Galen class
	Banckert (Lt Cdr Goslings)
	Sunk as target ship September 1949



	Van Nes (Lt Cdr Lagaay)
	Scuttled 2 March 1942



	Witte de With (Lt Cdr Shotel)
	Scuttled 2 March 1942



	Minesweepers (two vessels)
	Lapwing class (Attached from US Navy)
	Lark (AM-21) (Lt Cdr Thomson)
	Broken up 1947



	Whipporwhill (AM-35) (Lt Cdr Ferriter)
	Broken up 1946



	Submarines (15 boats)
	KV class
	K-7
	(K-7 sunk 18 February 1942)



	KVIII class
	K-8, K-9, K-10
	



	KXI class
	K-11, K-12, K-13
	(K-13 sunk 2 March 1942)



	KIV class
	K-14, K-15, K-16
	(K-16 sunk 25 December 1941)



	K-17, K-18
	(K-17 lost late December 1941, K-18 scuttled 2 March 1942)



	O-16 class
	O-16
	(O-16 sunk 15 December 1941)



	O-19 class
	O-19, O-20
	(O-19 scuttled 10 July 1945, O-20 scuttled 19 December 1945)



	All surviving boats decommissioned and broken up, 1942−46



	US Naval Contingent



	Heavy cruiser (one vessel)
	Northampton class
	Houston (CA30) (Capt. Rooks)
	



	Light cruisers (two vessels)
	Brooklyn class
	Boise (CL47) (Capt. S.B. Robinson)
	Sold 1951



	Marblehead class
	Marblehead (CL12) (Capt. A.G. Robinson)
	Broken up 1946



	Destroyers (13 vessels) All Clemson class
	Destroyer Squadron 29 (Capt. Wiley)
	Paul Jones (DD230) (Lt Cdr Hourihan)
	Broken up 1947



	Destroyer Division 57 (Cdr Crouch)
	Whipple (DD217) (Lt Cdr Karpe)
	Broken up 1946



	Alden (DD12) (Lt Cdr Coley)
	Broken up 1945



	John D. Edwards (DD216) (Lt Cdr Eccles)
	Broken up 1945



	Edsall (DD219) (Lt Cdr Nix)
	Sunk 1942



	Destroyer Division 58 (Cdr Binford)
	

	Broken up 1947



	Barker (DD213) (Lt Cdr Smith)
	Broken up 1945



	

	Lost 1944



	Stewart (DD224) (Lt Cdr McGlone)
	Lost 1942



	Destroyer Division 59 (Cdr Talbot – Lt Hughes from 29 January)
	Pope (DD225) (Lt Cdr Blinn)
	Lost 1942



	Peary (DD226) (Lt Cdr Bermingham)
	Lost 1942



	Pillsbury (DD227) (Lt Cdr Pound)
	Lost 1942



	John D. Ford (DD216) (Lt Cdr Cooper)
	Broken up 1945



	Submarines (29 vessels)
	Task Force 3 (Capt. Wilkes)



	Subron 20 (Base vessels)



	Submarine tenders
	USS Holland (AS-3) (Cdr Gregory)
	



	USS Canopus (AS-9) (Cdr Sackett)
	Scuttled off Bataan 9 April 1942



	USS Otus (AS-20) (Lt Cdr Newsom)
	



	Submarine rescue ship
	USS Pigeon (ASR-6) (Lt Cdr Davis)
	Sunk off Corregidor 4 May 1942



	Submarine Division 21 (six boats)



	Salmon class
	Salmon (SS-182) (Lt McKinney)
	



	Seal (SS-182) (Lt Cdr Hurd)
	



	Skipjack (SS-183) (Lt Freeman)
	



	Sargo class
	Sargo (SS-188) (Lt Cdr Jacobs)
	



	Saury (SS-189) (Lt Cdr Mewhinney)
	



	Spearfish (SS-190) (Lt Price)
	



	Submarine Division 22 (six boats)



	Salmon class
	Snapper (SS-185) (Lt Cdr Stone)
	



	Stingray (SS-186) (Lt Cdr Moore)
	



	Sturgeon (SS-187) (Lt Cdr Wright)
	



	Sargo class
	Sculpin (SS-191)
	Sunk 19 November 1943



	Sailfish (SS-192) (Lt Cdr Voge (2nd command))
	



	Swordfish (SS-193) (Lt Smith)
	Sunk 12 January 1945



	Submarine Division 201 (six boats – all S class)



	
	USS S-36 (SS-14) (Lt McKnight)
	Wrecked and scuttled 21 January 1942



	USS S-37 (SS-142) (Lt Dempsey (Lt Reynolds from 26 February))
	



	USS S-38 (SS-143) (Lt Chapple)
	



	USS S-39 (SS-144) (Lt Coe)
	Wrecked 14 August 1942



	USS S-40 (SS-145) (Lt Lucker)
	



	USS S-41 (SS-146) (Lt Holley)
	



	Submarine Division 202 (four boats)



	Sargo class
	USS Seadragon (SS-194) (Lt Cdr Ferrall)
	



	USS Searaven (SS-196) (Lt Cdr Ayward)
	



	USS Seawolf (SS-197) (Lt Cdr Warder)
	Sunk 3 October 1944



	Balao class
	USS Sealion (SS-195) (Lt Cdr Voge)
	Scuttled 25 December 1942



	Submarine Division 202 (seven boats – all Porpoise class)



	
	USS Porpoise (SS-172) (Lt Cdr Callaghan (Lt Cdr McKnight from 7 Feb))
	



	USS Pike (SS-173) (Lt Cdr New)
	



	USS Shark (SS-174) (Lt Cdr Shane)
	Sunk 11 February 1942



	USS Tarpon (SS-175) (Lt Cdr Wallace)
	



	USS Perch (SS-176) (Lt Cdr Hurt)
	Sunk 3 March 1942



	USS Pickerel (SS-177) (Lt Cdr Bacon)
	Lost April 1943



	USS Permit (SS-178) (Lt Cdr Hurst)
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[image: A battleship that has been converted into an aircraft carrier with a flight deck built up between the stern and midships. There are several aeroplanes and numerous figures on the deck.]













[image: A diagram showing comparative gunnery capacity of Japanese and American cruisers and heavy cruisers.]







[image: A destroyer at sea, almost in silhouette.]
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[image: A close-up of a platform on a cruiser with three anti-aircraft guns being manned by several sailors. There is a coastline in the distance.]










[image: A heavy cruiser at sea, with puffs of smoke indicating guns having been fired.]
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