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AUTHOR’S PREFACE

THE sources used for this second volume of ‘The War at Sea’
are, in general, similar to those described in my preface to
the first volume; but, as is to be expected, certain new prob-
lems have arisen. As the acute strains and difficulties of the Defensive
Phase, with its inevitable but tragic toll of Allied maritime
losses receded, the opportunity to keep and to preserve better
records improved in the British services. Conversely, as the tide of
the enemy’s offensive and success began to ebb, his written records
showed some deterioration, and his losses produced gaps in them.
To fill the gaps in the German records has proved no easy task, and
I have relied more than ever on Commander M. G. Saunders, R.N.,
and the Admiralty’s Foreign Documents Section to meet my needs
in that respect. He and his assistants have shown uncanny skill in
tracing what happened when the original sources, such as the logs
of enemy ships, were lost when those ships were sunk. I find it hard
to express the sum of my gratitude for the thorough and painstaking
work of this nature undertaken on my behalf.

When the first draft of this second volume was less than half
finished I was lucky enough to obtain the help of Commander
Geoffrey Hare, R.N. His enthusiasm for the work and his thorough-
ness in checking the many obscure points which inevitably arise
have taken an immense burden off me; and without his assistance
the preparation of this volume would never have progressed so fast
or so smoothly.

I also owe a great debt to my colleagues who are engaged on the
campaign volumes of this series, Captains G. R. G. Allen, F. C.
Flynn and C. T. Addis, Royal Navy, who have generously allowed
me to exploit their own research in the fields with which they are
particularly concerned, and to use it for my own purposes. They have
also read and criticised the chapters dealing with the maritime war
in their own theatres. Without their help it would have been im-
possible for one writer to cover an ever-widening field of battle.

It has not been easy to decide how much space should be given to
operations which were wholly or mainly undertaken by the United
States Navy. That service’s tremendous accomplishments are being
fully and graphically described in Professor S. E. Morison’s many
volumes of the ‘History of United States Naval Operations’, and it
would plainly have been redundant for me to duplicate what he has
written. I have not found it possible to work to any precise rules
regarding the inclusion, condensation or omission of American-

xiv




AUTHOR’S PREFACE xv

fought battles. I have indeed not tried to formulate such rules, but
have instead tried to work to what seemed to me sensible, if arbitrary,
principles. Thus, if the fate of important British territories was con-
cerned, or if the British Empire’s maritime forces, even though under
American command, were present in appreciable strength, I have
felt it to be justifiable to record the doings of the latter at some
length. But if, as in the North and Central Pacific theatres the
strategy was American-born and the forces came almost wholly from
the same country’s services, I have dealt with events briefly, even
cursorily. It thus happens that more space is devoted to the Battle of
the Java Sea than to the campaign in the Aleutians, or to the great
battles of Coral Sea and Midway. The summary manner in which
the latter are here treated does not, of course, indicate any desire to
belittle the importance of those battles, nor to conceal admiration
for the manner in which they were fought. Although after the early
months of 1942 the Pacific War receives relatively little space in this
volume, it is intended to deal more fully with events in that vast
theatre after the British Pacific Fleet arrived there; but that does not
occur until my final volume. I must, however, acknowledge my debt
to Professor Morison, not only for the value that his books have been
to me, but for his kindness in answering many questions concerning
operations in which his country’s ships as well as British ones were
involved. The U.S. Navy Department’s Office of Naval History
under Rear-Admiral J. B. Heffernan, U.S.N., has also given me
generous help in comparing British records with its own.

It was to be expected that criticisms of my first volume would
reach me after publication, but I have been encouraged by the fact
that they have been generous rather than severe. It has been very
noticeable that critics have regarded my sins as being more those of
omission than of commission, particularly with regard to events in
which they themselves took part. They may perhaps not fully realise
the extent to which compression has to be applied to keep these
volumes within their appointed compass; nor that my charter is
not to tell the story of naval operations in full detail (as was that of
Sir Julian Corbett and his successors after the 1914-18 war), but
to describe the War at Sea as a whole, and from a two-service angle.

In the period covered by this book maritime operations fall
naturally into three approximately equal phases, namely from the
1st of January to the gist of July 1942, from the 1st of August 1942
to the end of that year, and from the 1st of January to the gist of
May 1943. To help the reader to relate what is here described to
other important events, not directly connected with the war at sea,
I have inserted at the beginning of each of the three phases a
chronological summary of such events.

Once again I must acknowledge my debt to the many officers of
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all services who have read my drafts and given me their experienced
advice. My first volume seems to have penetrated to distant lands,
from some of which I have received most interesting letters contain-
ing recollections which have been of use to me in this second volume.
The generosity of these correspondents has touched me, showing as
it does the warmth of the affection felt towards the Royal Navy by
those who served in it, sometimes only temporarily, during the war.

I wish particularly to thank Mrs L. Rosewarne for her permission
to reveal, in the heading to Chapter XV, the name of the
writer of the famous and very moving ‘Airman’s letter to his Mother’,
and Mrs B. G. Scurfield for her permission to quote from her
husband’s equally fine letter in Chapter XIII. I am once again
indebted to the Director, Mr F. G. G. Carr, and the Trustees of the
National Maritime Museum for permission to reproduce certain of
the works of British War Artists, the originals of which are the
property of the Museum, and to Mr A. J. Charge of the Imperial
War Musuem for assistance in selecting illustrations. Captain H. J.
Reinicke, formerly of the German Navy, has allowed me to
reproduce certain photographs in his possession.

Lieutenant-Commander P. K. Kemp, R.N., the Admiralty
archivist, has been most helpful to me in finding references and
checking quotations, and Mr Christopher Lloyd, Assistant Professor
of History in the Royal Naval College, Greenwich, has been kind
enough to verify various historical points. For the whole of the Royal
Air Force’s part in the maritime war I owe more than I can express
to Captain D. V. Peyton-Ward, R.N., of the Air Historical Branch.
That branch and the Admiralty’s Historical Section under Rear-
Admiral R. M. Bellairs have again given me quite invaluable help.
Mr G. H. Hurford of the Admiralty has once again helped with the
laborious but essential work of indexing the book. Finally, I cannot
close this foreword without repeating that without the untiring
advice of Professor J. R. M. Butler, the editor of this whole series,
this volume, like the first, could never have reached the public.

S. W. RoskiLL.

Cabinet Office,
August 1956.



‘The [British] Navy . . . remained vigorous;
the possessor of actual, and yet more of reserved
strength in the genius and pursuits of the
people—in a continuous tradition, which struck
its roots far back in a great past—and above all
in a body of officers, veterans of . . . earlier
wars, . . . steeped to the core in those profes-
sional habits and feelings which . . . transmit
themselves quickly to the juniors’.

A. T. Mahan. The Influence of Sea

Power on the French Revolution and
Empire, Vol. 1, p. 6g.
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CHAPTER I

THE PACIFIC AND INDIAN OCEANS
1st January—gist July, 1942

‘When I reflect how I have longed and
prayed for the entry of the United States
into the war, I find it difficult to realise
how gravely our British affairs have deteri-
orated . . . since December 7th’.
W. S. Churchill to F. D. Roosevelt,
s5th March 1942.}

HE Prime Minister’s uncomplaining but ominous words
stated no more than the bare truth. After two-and-a-half

years of war, throughout which her maritime services had
been strained as never before, Britain and the loyal Dominions
found themselves, in the first six months of 1942, required to face a
crisis compared to which all the currents of success and failure ex-
perienced since 1940 appeared comparatively trivial. Mr Churchill
certainly realised, and British fighting men instinctively felt, that we
had only to survive those critical months, gaining time for the vast
strength and lately-aroused resolution of our new Ally to be deployed,
to see the storm clouds of defeat finally dispersed. Yet as each month
passed, even the most resolute may at times have wondered whether
we could survive—whether American help was this time going to
come too late.

The first volume of this history ended on a note of crushing, far-
spread disaster for Britain. If the reader should expect this second
volume to open in happier vein, he must be immediately disillu-
sioned. The balance had to tilt yet further, much further against us
before it could be brought central; and as it was the sweeping tide
of Japanese success which chiefly caused that adverse movement, it
is to the eastern theatre of war that we must first turn.2

If ever students should, in the years to come, seek an example of
the consequences of loss of maritime control over waters adjacent to
countries in which world powers held great interests, they will surely
need to look no further than the events in the Pacific and Indian
Oceans during the early months of 1942. The process had begun in

1 The Second World War, Vol. 1V, p. 169.

? For a full account of the British Services’ part in the fighting in the castern theatres of
the war the reader is referred to the volumes of this series entitled The War against Japan
by S. W. Kirby. (Vols. I & II in preparation.)
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6 A.B.D.A. AND ANZAC COMMANDS

December 1941 when a great part of the American Pacific Fleet was
destroyed in Pearl Harbour, and the embryo British Eastern Fleet
was extinguished in the South China Sea. In the succeeding weeks
disaster followed hard on disaster, and disintegration spread rapidly
over the whole theatre of British and Dutch responsibility. Neither
Britain nor America possessed forces which could be sent out in
sufficient strength, and with sufficient speed, to check the flood of
Japanese success; nor, once Singapore was imperilled, was there a
well-found and properly defended base from which such forces could
have worked had they been available. The process of dissolution was,
perhaps, accelerated by the lack of an integrated Allied command
organisation, through the tendency of each of the countries concerned
to place its own interests first, and their understandable desire to use
what forces they possessed to defend their own territories, rather than
to throw them all into one common pool for the protection of the
whole theatre. Not until some weeks after Japan had struck was the
first attempt made to create a unified command. At the Washington
‘Arcadia’ conference, held in late December 1941, A.B.D.A.
(American-British-Dutch-Australian) and A.N.Z.A.C. command
areas were agreed.! On the 3rd of January 1942 General Wavell
accepted command of the former, and a week later he set up his
headquarters at Bandoeng in western Java. Rarely can a Comman-
der-in-Chief have assumed great responsibilities in less auspicious
circumstances. The Philippines had, except for the Manila Bay
defences, already fallen; a large part of Malaya had been overrun;
the enemy had landed in Borneo and the Celebes, and the threat to
Java was plain. The naval command of the A.B.D.A. area was vested
in Admiral T. C. Hart, U.S.N., the former commander of the
American Asiatic Fleet. His deputy was Rear-Admiral A. F. E.
Palliser, who had originally gone out to serve as Chief of Staff to
Admiral Phillips in the Prince of Wales. The principal naval forces
nominally serving under Admiral Hart are shown below.

Table 1. A.B.D.A. Command Naval Forces, January 1942

American British? Dutch
Cruisers . . Houston (87) Danae (Old 67) Java (59")
Marblehead (6) Durban (Old 67) Tromp (5:9°)
Boise (67) Dragon (Old 67) De Ruyter (5°9)
Destroyers . . 12 6 7
Sloops . . — 2 —
Submarines . 25 — 162
Seaplane tenders 3 (Attendant on 25
Catalinas) —_ —_

1 See Map 1 (opp. p. 5).
* The composition of the British forces changed constantly. The cruisers Exeter, Hobart
(R.A.N.) and Perth (R.A.N.) and two submarines joined the command later.

3 One Dutch submarine was non-operational.



JAPANESE OFFENSIVE PLANS 7

The British naval forces in the A.B.D.A. area were known as the
‘China Force’ and were under the immediate command of Commo-
dore J. A. Collins, R.A.N. But they were to be regarded as a detach-
ment from the Eastern Fleet of Admiral Sir Geoffrey Layton, who
had transferred his headquarters firstly from Singapore to Batavia
and then, after the A.B.D.A. command had been formed, to
Colombo. These complicated command arrangements were not im-
proved by the decision that Allied forces in the A.B.D.A. area would
normally work under their own national commanders, whose activities
Admiral Hart was expected to be able to co-ordinate.!

To turn now to the A.N.Z.A.C. area, the command of its naval
forces was given to Vice-Admiral H. F. Leary, U.S.N., but their
strategic direction was in the hands of the American Commander-in-
Chief, Pacific Fleet, at Pearl Harbour. The Anzac Squadron,whose
principal warships were the Australian cruisers Australia, Canberra and
the much older Adelaide, the New Zealand cruisers Achilles and
Leander and the American cruiser Chicago, was commanded by
Rear-Admiral J. G. Crace.

So much for the scattered naval forces available early in 1942 to
oppose the powerful southward thrusts which the Japanese were then
developing. The western thrust was aimed at Singapore and Sumatra;
the central one was coming down the eastern coast of Borneo towards
Java, while the eastern one was seizing Allied bases in the Celebes,
Amboina and the islands to the east of Java.2 A fourth thrust soon
became apparent still further to the east, and was aimed at New
Guinea, the Bismarck Archipelago and the Solomon Islands. The
method employed by the Japanese was to drive down each of their
lines of advance, striking first at the air bases with shore-based or
carrier-borne aircraft as might be appropriate, and then following
up with sea-borne landings. Once each base had been secured they
prepared for the next southward leap. The assaults were conducted
with relentless efficiency and precision, though the opposition which
Allied garrisons could offer was admittedly very weak. We will
briefly follow the events in each command area in turn.

The main task of the surface forces of the A.B.D.A. command was
initially to convey supplies and reinforcements to Singapore. The
Japanese advance down the Malay peninsula soon closed the Mal-
acca Straits to our convoys, which thereafter had to be routed south
of Sumatra and approach Singapore through the Sunda Straits.3
Between the 1st of January and the 8th of February, when it was

1 The national commanders were: British, Commodore J. A. Collins, R.A.N.; Ameri-
can, Admiral T. C. Hart, U.S.N. (also Naval Commander A.B.D.A. area); Dutch,
Vice-Admiral C. E. L. Helfrich, R.Neth.Navy.

? See Map 2 (opp. p. 9).
3 See Map 2.



8 SINGAPORE REINFORCED

decided that it was useless to throw in more reinforcements, the
British and Dutch warships escorted in seven convoys comprising
forty-four ships, many of them large troop transports. In all 45,000
fighting men of all services, besides large quantities of stores and
equipment, were safely taken to Singapore during those five weeks.
Considering the scale of sea and air attack to which our convoys were
constantly exposed, the achievement was remarkable. Only in the
last one, when the liner Empress of Asia (16,909 tons) was bombed and
set on fire, was a ship lost. It was when escorting one of these convoys
that the destroyer Jupiter scored a success by sinking a large Japanese
submarine off the Sunda Straits.

Not only were military reinforcements poured into Singapore, but
the desperate need for more aircraft, and especially for fighters, had
to be met. The convoy which arrived on the 8th of January carried
fifty-one crated Hurricanes, which were at once erected and flung
into battle. Next the fleet carrier Indomitable came round the Cape to
Port Sudan, embarked fifty more there and at once sailed east. They
were flown off to Batavia on the 27th and 28th from a position south
of Java; and most of them went straight on to Singapore. Early in
February the aircraft transport Athene delivered to Batavia forty more
Hurricanes, which she had embarked at Takoradi on the Gold
Coast. It is not the smallest of the many tragedies which scar this
terrible period that all these successful sea-borne reinforcement
operations were of no avail.

The Navy’s success in escorting in the troops, equipment and air-
craft was not its only service and, unfortunately, was not by itself
enough. The Army’s seaward flanks were completely exposed, and
they appealed to the Navy to interfere with the Japanese landings
which were being made behind our lines on the west coast of Malaya.
To give this support was, of course, a traditional function of the Navy.
But on this occasion we simply did not possess the forces to carry it
out effectively; and because air cover was lacking, such little ships
and craft as could be spared could only work by night. Though they
failed to bring the Army any substantial relief, they did successfully
evacuate 2,700 cut-off troops at the end of January. There can be
little doubt that the failure to control the coastal waters on the
Army’s flanks contributed to the collapse on land.

By the end of January Singapore was under constant and heavy air
bombardment, and the naval base could not continue to function.
Preparations were made to destroy the immense quantities of stores,
and to deny the enemy use of its facilities; but when the island fell
much was actually left intact. Warships which had been refitting
were towed away, but the big floating dock could not be removed
and had to be scuttled. This great base, the only one on which we had
expended any considerable money between the wars, was then
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closed. From the 3rd of February onwards shipping was heavily
bombed in the approaches to Singapore and in the harbours. By the
gth the Japanese had gained a foothold on the island, and the inward
flow of British reinforcements was stopped. Three days later all
possible ships were cleared from the harbours, taking with them
many persons who were not required for the defence of the fortress.
These were the last ships to reach safety.

Thus was the stage set for the final tragedy. On the 15th of
February Singapore surrendered. For the previous days and nights
a stream of small craft poured across the Straits towards Sumatra,
carrying unauthorised as well as authorised refugees. By then Japan-
ese surface ships were working close off-shore; and they played havoc
among these vessels almost with impunity. Some refugees reached the
adjacent, and temporarily friendly islands only to die of starvation or
disease; many of their craft were sunk; some had their occupants
captured; few survived. An Army in retreat on land always brings
cruel ordeals to its men and to the civilian population of the countries
through which it passes; but fighting forces which, after a series of
crushing defeats on land, find themselves cut off from retreat by sea,
embarrassed by a large civilian population of many races, and in
some units stricken by collapse of morale, are even more terrible to
behold. Rarely in history can the consequences of defeat have been
more bitterly reaped than at Singapore in February 1942. In the
final days there were deeds of heroism and self-sacrifice; but there
were discreditable episodes as well. There is no need to dwell on the
latter, but that they occurred should not be forgotten; of the former
one shining example will be mentioned.

The Li Wo was a small auxiliary patrol vessel commanded by
Lieutenant T. S. Wilkinson, R.N.R. Her armament was one old
4-inch gun. On the 14th of February, to the south of Singapore, she
encountered the advance guard of a Japanese invasion force bound
for Sumatra, and at once turned towards the immensely superior
enemy to engage. For a time she was, almost miraculously, un-
harmed; but there could only be one end, and when he realised that
it was approaching, Lieutenant Wilkinson rammed a transport which
he had already hit and set on fire. Then the Japanese guns found
their mark, and the disabled little ship was blown out of the water.
Of the crew and the many passengers embarked in the Li Wo, only
ten survived. When the story of her last fight became known after the
war, Lieutenant Wilkinson was awarded a posthumous Victoria
Cross.

Before Singapore had fallen an enemy invasion force, coming
south from Camranh Bay in Indo-China, was sighted off the Anamba
Islands.! At A.B.D.A. headquarters it was estimated that it was

1 See Map 2.
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probably bound for southern Sumatra. Orders were therefore given to
assemble at Batavia as powerful a striking force as could be collected.
It consisted in all of the cruisers De Ruyter, Java, Tromp, Exeter and
Hobart, four Dutch and six American destroyers. Rear-Admiral
K. W. F. M. Doorman of the Royal Netherlands Navy was in com-
mand, with his flag in the De Ruyter. It was the 14th of February
before he had assembled his scattered ships, and by then the Japanese
expedition was approaching the Banka Stralts, to make its landings
at Palembang in south-east Sumatra.

Admiral Doorman sailed north on the evening of the 14th; next
morning he was sighted from the air, and the Japanese turned away
their main convoy, while the covering forces prepared to deal with
the Allied squadron. Heavy air attacks from the carrier Ryujo’s planes
and shore-based aircraft followed. Though no Allied ship was hit,
two American destroyers were damaged by near misses and had to
withdraw. In such circumstances, Doorman considered it useless to
persevere, and retired southwards. His decision certainly caused
surprise at Allied Headquarters, and indeed now appears to have
been a critical one; for it left the route for the invasion of Sumatra
wide open to the Japanese. On the 16th they landed at Palembang,
and thus they isolated Java, the key Allied position, from the west.
Simultaneously the enemy’s plans to assault Java from the north and
east were taking shape. This was the function of the centre and east-
ern spearheads of the Japanese southward drives already mentioned.
The former, coming down the Makassar Straits, did not have matters
all its own way. It was attacked off Balikpapan in Borneo firstly by
Dutch submarines and then by an American striking force of four
destroyers, which found the enemy transports in the exposed anchor-
age in the early hours of the 24th of January and attacked for about
an hour with guns and torpedoes.! They sank four transports, one
cargo ship and a patrol vessel without damage to themselves; but the
success had no effect on the enemy’s southward progress. The Japan-
ese soon secured the bases in Borneo, and thus approached one stage
nearer their objective of Soerabaya, the main Allied base in eastern
Java. Next, further to the east, they assaulted the important island of
Amboina in overwhelming strength on the last day of January; by
the capture of its naval and air bases one more Allied outpost guard-
ing the chain of islands running to the east of Java fell into enemy
hands.

By this time Admiral Hart had formed a combined American and
Dutch striking force, under Admiral Doorman’s command, to oppose
the threat to eastern Java. The problem of how best to use it was
difficult, for not only were the distances from Soerabaya to the waters

1 See S. E. Morison. The History of United States Naval Operations, Vol. 111, pp. 285-291,
for an account of the Battle off Balikpapan.
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so far reached by the enemy invasion fleets very great, but the striking
force could never be given air cover at such distances from Java. The
best hope seemed to lie in making night attacks, followed by
immediate withdrawal.

On the 1st of February Allied reconnaissance aircraft reported a
force of some twenty transports and numerous warships off Balik-
papan, and it was guessed that a new lunge was intended against
Makassar or southern Borneo. Admiral Doorman’s squadron assem-
bled at Soerabaya, and sailed for the Makassar Straits early on the 4th.
Japanese aircraft quickly found it, and the American cruisers
Marblehead and Houston were both badly damaged. Doorman then
retired through the Lombok Strait to Tjilatjap on the south coast of
Java. The Marblehead reached port, and eventually got back to
America after a circuitous journey by Ceylon and the Cape of Good
Hope. The Houston, though she had one turret out of action, stayed
with the diminishing Allied fleet. But the enemy’s intention to occupy
Makassar and the south of Borneo was carried out unhindered, and
he had moved another stage towards isolating Java from the east.1

The fall of Amboina brought imminent danger to the island of
Timor, an essential link on the air route from Australia to Java. The
air base in the Dutch part of the island was already being constantly
bombed, so General Wavell decided that the anti-aircraft defences
must, for all the slenderness of his resources, be strengthened. On the
15th a battery from Java arrived, and that same night a convoy with
reinforcements sailed for Timor from Port Darwin, escorted by the
Houston and four smaller ships. It, too, was at once sighted and
attacked from the air, but no losses were suffered. When it was learnt
at A.B.D.A. Headquarters that the assault on Timor was imminent,
and that strong Japanese forces were in the vicinity, the convoy was
ordered to return to Darwin. The enemy attacked the islands of Bali,
Just east of Java, and of Timor, on the 1gth and 20th of February. He
seized the bases on Timor on the 20th, but the Dutch and Australian
garrison continued to resist stubbornly in the hinterland until Janu-
ary 1943. They received occasional supplies during their long
resistance, and the survivors were finally evacuated by sea.

Admiral Doorman, whose forces had been scattered as a result of
earlier sorties, sailed from Tjilatjap on the 18th to try to attack the
Bali expedition. Lacking time to concentrate all his ships he decided
to attack in two waves. But the enemy landing had already taken
place when Doorman’s first flight of two cruisers and three destroyers
arrived off Bali, and they found few targets. Two Japanese destroyers
were damaged, and one Dutch destroyer sunk in the ensuing engage-
ment. When the second flight, consisting of the Tromp and four

1 See Map 2 (opp. P 9).
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American destroyers came in three hours later, another inconclusive
action took place with enemy destroyers. In it the Tromp was badly
damaged. She was sent to Australia for repairs. The attempt to
frustrate the assault on Bali thus wholly failed, in spite of the Allied
forces having, for once, been in superior strength; and more losses
had been suffered for no appreciable gain. On the 20th of February
the enemy occupied the island, and at once brought the airfield into
use. Java was now entirely cut off from the east as well as from the
west.

Meanwhile the Japanese had turned their attention to Port
Darwin, the only Allied advance base on the Australian continent.
A very powerful force of four carriers, two battleships and three
cruisers under Admiral Nagumo’s command entered the Banda Sea
undetected and, on the 1gth, launched some 150 strike aircraft with
a powerful fighter escort at the base. A Japanese shore-based air
flotilla from the Celebes also took part in the raid. At Port Darwin
there were almost no anti-aircraft or fighter defences, and the har-
bour was crowded with shipping, including the convoy recently
returned from Timor. Surprise was complete, and great damage was
done to the port and to the shipping in it. Twelve ships were sunk,
and Darwin was put out of action as a base for several months. The
last reinforcement link to Java was thus broken.

General Wavell now realised that the culminating blow after all
these preliminary enemy assaults and landings, namely the invasion
of Java itself, was about to fall; and he was forced to admit that the
island could not hold out for long. The security of Australia and of
Burma were, he considered, more vital to the Allied cause, and he
told the Chiefs of Staff that their defence should not be weakened to
reinforce Java. On the 21st the Chiefs of Staff ordered the island to be
defended to the last, but agreed that no more land reinforcements
would be sent there. General Wavell was also told that A.B.D.A.
Headquarters were to leave, and on the 25th his command was dis-
solved. The Dutch Commanders took over the surviving Allied sea,
land and air forces, and General Wavell returned to India. Thus
ended the first attempt to work an inter-allied command. It had been
formed in a hurry to meet a situation which was moving from crisis
to crisis; it was dissolved at a moment when it was obvious that the
successive defeats which we had suffered could only end in complete
collapse.

The surviving naval forces were all now placed under Admiral
Helfrich, Royal Netherlands Navy, with Rear-Admiral Palliser in
command of the British ships. There were in all eight cruisers and
twelve destroyers left in Java; but all had been steaming and fighting:
under conditions of great strain and hazard for the past three months,
and many had been damaged. Yet they were now required to defend
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an island some 550 miles long against attack from either east or west,
or from both directions simultaneously. To meet the double threat
Helfrich decided to divide his ships into an eastern force, consisting
of the American and Dutch ships based on Soerabaya, and a western
force of British and Australian ships based on Batavia. On the 25th
he considered that the threat from the east would develop first, and
ordered the eastern force to be strengthened at the expense of the
western. The Exeter, Perth and the destroyers Jupiter, Electra and
Encounter all came at once to Soerabaya. On the two following nights
the rest of the western force searched unavailingly for an enemy
convoy reported to be approaching that end of Java, but sighted
nothing. The Hobart (R.A.N.), Danae and Dragon and two destroyers
ultimately reached Ceylon safely.

Admiral Doorman now had at Soerabaya quite a powerful
‘Combined Striking Force’. Two 8-inch cruisers (Exeter and Houston),
three 6-inch cruisers (De Ruyter, Java and Perth) and ten destroyers
were under his command; but he was gravely deficient in air co-
operation and cover, and his ships had never before worked at sea
as an integrated force, nor had the chance to develop a common
tactical doctrine. Communications were also unsatisfactory, while
many of the ships were old and had already been driven too hard;
lastly, their men were approaching exhaustion. It was not a force
which could be expected to fight a triumphant and superior enemy
successfully. ‘Yet the attempt had to be made.

On the afternoon of the 26th, the very day that the Allied squfadron
had assembled, a large invasion force was reported some 190 miles
north-east of Soerabaya. Admiral Helfrich at once ordered Door-
man’s striking force to sea to attack it, and he sailed at 6.30 p.m. that
evening. After considering the various alternatives Doorman decided
to cover the most likely landing places by patrolling off the north
coast of Java. Having only occasional air reconnaissance to help him
he was operating more or less blindfold. No enemy forces having been
sighted by the afternoon of the 27th, Doorman set course for Soera-
baya to refuel his destroyers. Just as he was entering harbour, up-to-
date reports of two enemy convoys, the nearer one only eighty miles
away, were received, and the Admiral at once reversed his course.
This was in fact the eastern Japanese invasion force under Rear-
Admiral Nishimura. It was covered and escorted by two 8-inch and
two 5-5-inch cruisers and fourteen destroyers. On paper the opposing
forces were evenly matched, but greater advantages than mere gun
power lay with the enemy, for he had good air reconnaissance and
co-operation, and his ships were an integrated and highly trained
force. Admiral Doorman asked for air support for his fleet, but Allied
headquarters ordered the only striking force available (nine old
torpedo-bombers of No. 36 Squadron of the R.A.F., escorted by eight
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Buffalo fighters) to attack the Japanese transports, which had
turned away from Java as soon as a naval action appeared imminent.

At about 4.0 p.m. the Electra (Commander C. W. May), which was
five miles ahead of the Allied cruisers, sighted smoke to the north and
made an enemy report. Very soon the opposing cruisers were in sight
of each other, and fire was opened by the heavy ships at long range.
The smaller ships were out-ranged, and could take no part. It seems
likely that Admiral Doorman decided to keep his cruisers concen-
trated and to fight in single line ahead because his ships had done no
training together, and difficulties in communications made more
complicated manoeuvres too risky to attempt. The enemy held the
advantage in speed, and had Doorman continued on his initial
course it is certain that he would quickly have found himself at a
grave tactical disadvantage. In technical language the Japanese
would have ‘crossed his T”. It was probably to prevent this happening
that, soon after opening fire, the Dutch Admiral altered 20 degrees to
port; but to the great disappointment of Captain H. M. L. Waller,
R.A.N., of the Perth, and probably of the Dutch cruiser captains as
well, their ships were still out-ranged and unable to join in the
battle.l Only one shell hit, on the De Ruyter, was suffered by the
Allied squadron in this phase. Next the Japanese destroyer flotilla
attacked with torpedoes, but fired at long range and wholly without
success. It may have been the torpedo threat which made the
Admiral turn yet more to port at 4.29. For half-an-hour sporadic
fighting continued, with the smaller Allied cruisers still out-ranged.
Soon after 5.0 p.m. another enemy torpedo attack developed from
fine on the starboard bow of Doorman’s squadron, and at almost the
same moment the Exeter (Captain O. L. Gordon) was hit in the
boiler room by an 8-inch shell. Her speed was drastically reduced and
she hauled out of the line. The Houston turned as well to avoid the
Exeter, and the Perth and Java, thinking an alteration must have been
signalled, followed them round. The De Ruyter for a time held on.
Thus complete confusion was caused in the Allied line by one hit on
one ship, and at a critical moment. Luckily only one enemy torpedo
found its mark. The Dutch destroyer Kortenaer was hit and sank
immediately.

While the destroyers screened the crippled Exeter with smoke,
Doorman reformed his line and led the other cruisers between her
and the enemy. At the same time he ordered the three British
destroyers to counter-attack. Widely separated as they were they
could only act independently, and in the next phase of confused
fighting in and out of the smoke the Electra was stopped and then
sunk, after having fought her guns to the end. An American sub-

See Map 3, 1st Phase (opp. p. 13).
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marine picked up fifty-four survivors nine hours later, but Com-
mander May was not among them. The Exeter had meanwhile been
ordered back to Soerabaya with one Dutch destroyer as escort, while
the other ships continued to fire at enemies intermittently sighted
through the smoke between 5.25 and 5.55 p.m. During this period a
third Japanese torpedo attack was made; but this time no hits were
scored.1

At about 6 p.m. Doorman ordered the American destroyers to
attack, but quickly cancelled the order and instead told them to cover
his retirement with smoke. The American ships considered that the
best way to accomplish the Admiral’s purpose was to attack; they
therefore drove through the smoke screen they had just laid to seek
the enemy heavy cruisers. They fired their torpedoes, though at too
great range to have any chance of success, and then withdrew.

But the long day’s fighting was by no means yet ended. By 6.15
darkness was falling and the opposing warships had lost touch with
each other. Doorman now led his surviving ships north, presumably
to try and work round towards the enemy convoy. But he was un-
aware of its true position, and as the Japanese Admiral had in fact
kept it well clear of the field of battle, the Allied squadron never had
any chance of finding it. Moreover, cruiser and destroyer reinforce-
ments had now joined Nishimura’s force.

Just before 7.30 contact was regained and the battle’s night phase
began with Japanese aircraft dropping flares to light up the Allied
ships and betray their every movement. Doorman’s predicament was
now graver than ever, for his reduced force had no hope of concealing
itself. At 7.45 he turned south for the coast of Java, and when he was
close off shore at g p.m. he steered west along the coast.2 The four
American destroyers now had to return to port for fuel. At g.25 the
destroyer Fupiter suddenly blew up. It is possible that she struck a
stray mine, for the Dutch had that day laid a defensive field in the
vicinity.3 Some of her crew reached shore, while others, including her
Captain (Lieutenant-Commander N. V. J. T. Thew) were picked up
later by the Japanese and made prisoner.

Soon after suffering this new blow Doorman turned north again.
He now had only four cruisers and one destroyer, the Encounter
(Lieutenant-Commander E. V. St.J. Morgan) with him. Then the
squadron fortuitously found the survivors of the earlier sunk
Kortenaer. The Encounter picked up over 100, and at about midnight
she returned to Soerabaya to land them. At about 10.30 p.m. the

! See Map 3 (opp. p. 13), 2nd Phase.

? See Map 3, Final Phase.

* Rumours that the Jupiter might have been sunk by the American submarine S.38,
which was in the vicinity at the time, have no foundation. Her patrol report makes it
quite clear that she fired no torpedoes on that day. (Patrol report seen by author in U.S.
Navy Department).
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Allied squadron sighted enemy cruisers to port, and fire was at once
opened. The De Ruyter was soon hit and turned away to starboard.
While the others were following her round, first the fava and then the
De Ruyter blew up. The Japanese cruisers had fired torpedoes, and
this time they were only too successful. Captain Waller of the Perth
now decided to break off the action, and with the Houston, which was
damaged and almost out of ammunition, following him, he set
course west for Batavia. They arrived there at 2 p.m. on the 28th of
February. The Exeter, also damaged, the Encounter, one Dutch and
five American destroyers were by that time back in Soerabaya.
Admiral Doorman was lost with his ship; and the Combined Striking
Force had ceased to exist.

Though it is possible that more skilful tactical handling could have
inflicted losses on the enemy and made his object more difficult of
accomplishment, the final outcome of the Battle of the Java Sea
could hardly have been other than it was; for the enemy had great
strength available to reinforce his spearhead, and held the advantage
in the air. With the extinction of the Combined Striking Force the
last glimmer of hope that control of the waters off Java could be
disputed had gone. It now became a question of trying to extricate
the surviving ships from the trap which had closed on them. The
Perth and Houston were ordered by Helfrich to leave Batavia that
night, and pass through the Sunda Strait to Tjilatjap. It was hoped
that the way of escape was not yet barred. The two cruisers sailed at
9 p-m. Two hours later they ran right into the Japanese invasion
fleet at the entrance to the Sunda Strait. There they fought the last
of their many actions, and were sunk after doing much damage to
the enemy transports. Their end was a glorious one, for they fought
till not a round was left in their magazines. Of the 682 officers and
men in the Perth’s company only 229 returned home after the war.
Captain Waller and Captain A. H. Rooks, U.S.N., of the Houston,
were both lost with their ships. The young Australian Navy has every
reason to remember with pride the story of the Perth’s last battles.t
Meanwhile the final act was also being played out in the east of Java.
Four of the five American destroyers got away from Soerabaya, and
escaped by the narrow Bali Strait unscathed. They reached Australia
on the 4th of March. The Exeter could not use the shallow eastern
channel out of Soerabaya. She, the Encounter and the last American
destroyer, the Pope, were ordered to sail north for some distance, and
then turn west for the Sunda Strait. Admiral Palliser believed that
to route them far from the coast gave them their best chance of
escape; but it was a forlorn hope, especially as the Exeter’s speed was
initially only sixteen knots. The alternative of passing north of

1 A graphic record of the Perth’s last fight, compiled from survivors after the war, is to be
found in Proud Echo by Ronald McKie (Angus and Robertson, Sydney, 1953).
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Madoera Island, and then south by the Bali or Lombok Strait was
considered by the naval command, but was rejected because enemy
aircraft were known to be working from Bali.1 None the less it now
seems that such a course involved the lesser risks.

The three ships sailed at dusk on the 28th of February, and the
splendid repair work of the Exeter’s engine room staff soon enabled
her to work up to twenty-three knots. At dawn next day the sea and
skies were clear, and hopes rose correspondingly; but not for long.
At 7.30 a.m. warships were sighted ahead. Evasion was tried, but by
9.40 four enemy cruisers and a number of destroyers were closing in.
Escape was no longer possible. For some time the unequal battle was
fought without disaster, for the destroyers skilfully shielded the
cruiser with their smoke. But at 11.20 the Exeter was badly hit,
caught fire and eventually came to a standstill. She was then re-
peatedly struck, and finally sank at about 11.40. The destroyers did
not survive her for long. The Encounter was sunk by shell fire and the
Pope by dive-bombers, which the enemy had called to the scene.
Over 800 survivors from the two British ships, including Captain
Gordon and Lieutenant-Commander Morgan, were picked up and
made prisoners-of-war. After their release in 1945 they and the
senior surviving officers of other lost ships rendered their long-
delayed reports on these battles to the Admiralty. One cannot but
marvel at the clearness and accuracy of these accounts, written as
they were three-and-a-half years after the events which they des-
cribed, and from such tenuous records as the officers had managed
to secrete from the persistent searches of their captors. In all the
annals of sea fights there can exist few more moving documents.
Although for days, if not weeks, previously all those ships’ companies
must have known, with ever-increasing certainty, that there could
be only one end, there is not the slightest sign that any man wavered.

Captain Gordon and his Chief Engineer, Commander (E) A. H.
Drake, told with the utmost restraint how their ship—that same
Exeter which had fought the Graf Spee off the River Plate in December
19392—went out three years later, on the other side of the world,
again to give battle to an overwhelmingly superior enemy; how,
after hours of stubborn fighting she received injuries which almost
incapacitated the ship; and how she was none the less repaired
sufficiently to go to sea again next day and continue the battle.

Lieutenant-Commander Morgan, and the other officers of the
Encounter who survived, wrote a parallel account of the loss of their
ship. In it Morgan described how, right at the end, he went round
the ship and ‘found the mess decks clear, the engine-room flooded
and at least one boiler room on fire. Having satisfied myself that

1 See Map 2 (opp. p. 9).
8 See Vol. I, pp. 118-21.
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there was nothing further to be done, and that the ship was sinking,
I told the remainder [of the crew] to abandon ship. When they had
all done so I left the ship myself . . . I was still hopeful of being
recovered by our own ships. The next day at about 10.00 a.m.
[twenty-two hours after the ships had sunk] a Japanese destroyer
re-appeared, and it was apparent to me that we were unlikely to
have any forces in the vicinity. I therefore advised those who were
with me in the water that their only hope of rescue was at hand.
Having seen the remainder of the party recovered, I swam to the
destroyer and surrendered myself’.

One more incident in this tragic series must be preserved. It was
mentioned previously how, in the very early hours of the day after
she was sunk, an American submarine found some survivors from the
Electra. In his report the Captain of the submarine told how ‘during
rescue operations [in the dark] some difficulty was experienced in
locating one man, who was swimming in a life-jacket. He, realising
that there remained one more life-raft load to be picked up, sang
out “Leave me. I can’t make it. Get the rest”. Needless to say, we
got him as well as the life-raft load. His name was Benjamin Roberts,
Able Seaman. His action made a tremendous impression on the
officers and men of this ship’.

Thus fell the final curtain on the long-drawn agony of the Allied
ships involved in the attempt to defend Java.

Meanwhile, the enemy had sent powerful forces to the south of
Java to cut off the escape of ships from Tjilatjap.! The destroyer
Stronghold, the sloop Yarra (R.A.N.), two American destroyers and
many valuable auxiliary vessels were lost; but four corvettes and
two minesweepers, one of them carrying Commodore Collins,
succeeded in reaching Australia. Admiral Helfrich resigned his
Allied command on the 1st of March, when there were in fact no
Allied ships left for him to command. He finally reached Colombo
by air, while Admiral Palliser flew to Australia. On the same day
that Helfrich resigned, the enemy landed at both ends of Java, and
a week later the Allied land forces surrendered. By the end of the
month the Japanese were in complete control of that immensely
wealthy island, and had achieved the major part of the first phase of
their vast scheme of conquest. The cost to the Japanese Navy had
been almost trivial, but to the Allies it had been very much the
reverse. Quite apart from the great losses of men and equipment
suffered on land, and the far-reaching economic consequences of the
surrender of such valuable territories, the Allied navies had in ail
lost two capital ships, five cruisers, one seaplane carrier and seven-
teen destroyers in the attempt to defend south-east Asia. Rarely can

1 See Map 2 (opp. p. 9)-
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so much have been won for so small a cost as was accomplished by
Japan between December 1941 and March 1942.

The main Japanese fleet was all this time commanded by Admiral
Yamamoto, but it had taken no part in the operations so far dis-
cussed.! It had been the Striking Force of Admiral Nagumo,
primarily composed of the fleet carriers, which had attacked Pearl
Harbour in the previous December; and that same force had made
the deadly attack on Port Darwin on the 1gth of February.2 The
operations against Malaya and the East Indies had been entrusted
to the Southern Force commanded by Vice-Admiral Kondo. His
zone of command had been divided into a western sector (the South
China Sea, Malaya and Sumatra) under Vice-Admiral Ozawa, and
an eastern sector (the Philippines, Straits of Makassar and the Java
Sea) under Vice-Admiral Takahashi.8 For the invasion of Java,
Ozawa and Takahashi had joined forces, to make the simultaneous
western and eastern landings respectively. Admiral Kondo’s heavy
ships had lain in the background to give support if it had been
needed, and Nagumo’s striking force had joined him in late February
and early March to deal the heavy blow at Darwin already men-
tioned, and had also swept the sea south of Java during the final
stages of the campaigns. In spite of the weakness of the opposition
offered to them, the way in which all these operations had been con-
ducted left no room for doubt regarding the skill, power and
efficiency of the Japanese Navy.

But the first phase of Japan’s plans for aggrandisement went
further than the seizure of the Philippines, Malaya and the Dutch
East Indies. The Bismarck Archipelago was to be their new bastion
in the east4, and Burma was to be occupied in the west. The latter
had been included in General Wavell’s A.B.D.A. Command, but in
Allied circles it had been widely held that Japan could not launch a
full scale invasion there at the same time as she was driving south-
wards. By the end of January it was plain that this belief was wide of
the mark, since a heavy attack was then being launched against
Burma from Siam. It culminated in the fall of Rangoon on the 8th
of March, one day before Java surrendered. There was little that
Admiral Layton’s tenuous Eastern Fleet could do to help the hard-
pressed Army in Burma; for he wholly lacked the large numbers of
light craft needed to control its long and shallow coastal waters; and
even had he possessed them the lack of air cover would have pre-
vented them working there effectively. The naval forces in the
theatre consisted of the few motor-launches and auxiliary craft of

1 Appendix L. gives the composition and disposition of the Japanese Navy on 7th
December 1941.

 See p. 12

3 See Map 2 (opp. p. 9).

¢ See Map 5 (opp. p. 33).
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the Burma R.N.V.R., which had only come into existence in June
1940. Early in February 1942, when it was obvious that serious
trouble was blowing up on the coast of Burma, Rear-Admiral Cosmo
Graham, who had been doing excellent work as Senior Naval Officer,
Persian Gulf; since the start of the war, was appointed Commodore,
Burma Coast. He arrived on the 15th, four days before the removal
of civilians from Rangoon started. There was little he could do
except to organise the evacuation, and prepare for the inevitable
demolitions. It is estimated that over 100,000 persons escaped from
Rangoon to Calcutta by sea. Our maritime control was at least
sufficient to make this possible. A party of about 100 Royal Marines
was sent to Burma from Colombo, and they fought in support of the
Army in traditionally amphibious manner from motor-launches
working on the river. But they were too few to dispute control of the
great Irrawaddy waterway effectively, and about half of them were
lost.

At a conference held by the Governor on the 27th of February it
was decided to go ahead with the military evacuation of Rangoon,
and to prepare to destroy its important facilities. General Wavell
reached Delhi from Java that very day, and almost his first act was
to suspend the orders for withdrawal and demolition. He has stated
that ‘on balance . . . we gained by the delay’1, but to the men on
the spot the reversal of orders inevitably caused confusion and
difficulties. An Indian brigade was rushed in to try to stiffen the
defences, but such eleventh-hour measures could not affect the issue.
Graham and the demolition parties did not leave until the 8th of
March, by which time they had done all that they could. Looting,
treachery, arson and desertion were then rife throughout this great
port and city. The Governor described the final apocalyptic scene
in these words: ‘All along the normally thronged foreshore not a sign
of human life was to be seen . . . it was almost dark, and the flames
topped by columns of dense black smoke rising thousands of feet into
the air from the oil refineries presented an awe-inspiring sight. As
night fell the whole sky was lurid with the glare of that inferno’. Two
days after the final evacuation Graham summed up the tragedy in a
letter to his wife. “This melancholy experience—of sinking one’s own
vessels and blowing up a refinery . . . can be blamed on no one
person. The indictment is against the whole nation for generations of
neglect and comfortable living. We have had the butter’.2

Before the fall of Rangoon some partially completed motor-mine-
sweepers were towed away to India, while others which could not be

1 Despatch by General Sir Archibald P. Wavell. Supplement to the London Gazette of
the 5th of March 1948, para. 21.

8 Letter of 8th March 1942, printed in 4 Space for Delight. The letters of Rear-Admiral
Cosmo Graham to his wife. (H. F. and G. Witherby Ltd. 1954), p. 192.
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shifted were destroyed. Graham and the surviving small craft of the
Burma Navy then went to Akyab. There they were reinforced by two
sloops and some smaller vessels from India. But the tide of dissolution
could not be stemmed for long, and on the 4th of May Akyab also
was abandoned.

While the campaign in Burma thus moved to its tragic but in-
evitable conclusion, far away to the south-east the Japanese had
occupied the important bases of Rabaul and Kavieng in the
Bismarck Archipelago, and others in New Guinea.l Here were
stationed the naval and air forces which were intended to command
the north-eastern approaches to Australia.

Thus, in a matter of four months, was the first phase of Japan’s
vast ambitions accomplished, and with an ease which had surprised
even her own rulers. But the ambitions of the conqueror were by no
means satiated, and the very ease with which they had gained so
much tempted them to try for more. Thereby Japan sowed the seeds
of her own downfall. Instead of consolidating the gains so far made,
her rulers decided at once to extend the perimeter of their conquests
to include the Solomon Islands, the New Hebrides, the Fiji Islands
and Samoa.2 In the central Pacific Japanese eyes were now on
Midway Island, which commanded the approaches to Hawaii, and
in the far north on the Aleutians, which commanded the shortest
invasion route from America to Japan. All this rapacity showed,
however, as great an overestimate of Japan’s own strength as it
revealed ignorance of America’s determination, power of recovery
and industrial capacity. It would have been hard enough to protect
all that Japan had won; to disperse her strength still wider was to
prove fatal.

To turn now to Allied plans, the collapse of the A.B.D.A. Com-
mand plainly demanded a complete recasting of the command
organisation. Towards the end of March a new division of strategic
responsibility was agreed between Britain and America. The United
States assumed responsibility for the whole, vast Pacific theatre,
including Australia and New Zealand; while Britain’s foreign com-
mitments became the Middle East theatre and the Indian Ocean,
including Malaya and Sumatra.s We will follow the course of events
in the Indian Ocean first, and return later to the Pacific.

Readers of our first volume will remember that the Admiralty’s
strategy to counter the increasingly aggressive attitude of Japan had
been to build up a substantial fleet in Ceylon, whence the vital routes
across the Indian Ocean could be guarded.4 It had originally been

! See Map 5 (opp. p. 33)-
2 See Map 1 (opp. P. 5)-
2 See Map 1.

¢ See Vol. 1, pp. 554-557-
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hoped to complete this plan by March 1942, so that the fleet would
be able to move to Singapore as and when the situation further east
demanded it. But it was not to be. The suddenness of Japan’s on-
slaught, and the ruthless efficiency with which her carefully laid
plans were implemented, rendered any such gradual development of
British strategy impossible; and the first reinforcements sent east had
met with immediate disaster. By the beginning of 1942 the need to
build up a new fleet in the Indian Ocean, where the threat to our
maritime control was all too plain, was greater than ever; but it was
desperately hard to find ships for such a purpose while the Royal
Navy’s heavy commitments in the Arctic, the Atlantic and the
Mediterranean remained unabated. As early as the 8th of March the
First Sea Lord sent the Prime Minister a prescient warning that
Ceylon was now threatened, and ‘a similar state to Malaya [was]
likely to arise’. Its loss would, in Admiral Pound’s view, ‘undermine
our whole strategic position in the Middle as well as the Far East’.
The new Commander-in-Chief, Eastern Fleet, Admiral Sir James
Somerville!, would be told to use the battleships Ramillies and Royal
Sovereign to protect Ceylon, keeping them at Colombo. Other rein-
forcements were being sent to him as quickly as possible. In the light
of after events it certainly seems that the Naval Staff failed to realise
the true nature of the threat to Ceylon, when they expressed a belief
that it could be protected by a couple of old battleships. When this
idea reached Admiral Somerville his reaction was to ask the First
Sea Lord ‘how is it considered that two R-class [battleships] under
fighter cover can repel a landing ? It seems to me that unless we have
a balanced force we may get a repetition of Prince of Wales and
Repulse’. On the question of co-operation with the United States
Admiral Pound told the Prime Minister that he considered the ‘idea
of combining with the American battle fleet attractive but impractic-
able. We cannot’, he continued, ‘join the Americans in the Pacific,
nor they [join] us in the Indian Ocean without uncovering our vital
areas. Each must retain and strengthen its battle fleet where it is’.
While on his way out to his new command Admiral Somerville
sent the First Sea Lord a letter in which he analysed his prospects.
The loss of Ceylon was obviously the greatest danger, and if the
Japanese launched an attack on the island with their whole naval
strength he could do little against them. If, on the other hand, an
attack was made on a smaller scale, he considered that ‘the best
counter is to keep an Eastern Fleet in being, and to avoid losses by
attrition’. This purpose could be accomplished ‘by keeping the fleet
at sea as much as possible, and [by making] feints to the east of
Ceylon from time to time’. Somerville also gave warning that if the

1 Recently in command of Force H., working from Gibraltar. Sce Vol. I, p. 242.
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Japanese captured Ceylon ‘it will be extremely difficult, but not
necessarily impossible, to maintain our communications to the Middle
East. But if the Japanese capture Ceylon and destroy the greater part
of the Eastern Fleet, then . . . the situation becomes really
desperate’.

In spite of the acute difficulties of these anxious days the Admiralty
had by the end of March scraped together a force which on paper

" looked substantial. Admiral Somerville arrived at Colombo on the
26th of that month, and he then took over command of the Eastern
Fleet from Admiral Layton. His fleet consisted of the two large
carriers Indomitable and Formidable, the small carrier Hermes, the
battleships Warspite (recently returned from repairing battle damage
received off Crete in Americal), Resolution, Ramillies, Royal Sovereign
and Revenge, two heavy and five light cruisers (including the Dutch
Heemskerck), sixteen destroyers and seven submarines. It was fully
realised that in this vast theatre maritime air power would be of .
critical importance, and the Admiralty had done its best to meet the
need by giving to Somerville a large proportion of our surviving
carriers. None the less his air element was not nearly strong enough
to deal with the main Japanese striking forces, whose power and
efficiency had been demonstrated all too convincingly. His three
carriers had between them only some fifty-seven strike aircraft and
three dozen fighters. Furthermore, there were insufficient shore-
based long-range reconnaissance aircraft, and almost no shore-based
air striking forces. If Admiral Nagumo’s carrier force came into the
Indian Ocean it would heavily outnumber Somerville’s air strength.
Nor was that the end of his deficiencies. The R-class battleships
were old, slow and ill-protected, and might well prove more of a
liability than an asset; many of the cruisers were also old and un-
modernised, and some of the destroyers were in urgent need of
refitting. Lastly, the state of his main bases at Colombo, Trincomalee
and Addu Atoll was such as might well cause any Commander-in-
Chief concern2; and his fleet was far from being adequately trained
to undertake co-ordinated and intricate operations.

Admiral Layton was one of the officers who came out of the
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