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Author’s Preface

Tus story of the Battle of Muar was written quickly and
emotionally in 1942, while the facts were fresh in the
author’s mind.

It was published at a time when there were many
public misconceptions about the role Australizn troops
played in Malaya. The book helped to create a more
sympathetic and admiring artitude towards the men of
the 8th Division, who had by then disappeared into
CﬂpElVlty.

"This new edition contains some new material and some
amendments, but it is felt chat any great changes to the
original narrative would destroy its spontaneity.

The book never purported to be a history of the
Malayan campaign or even of the Bartle of Muar irself. So
if everybody doesn’t get a mention and some units seem
to be neglected, please remember that the book’s original
purpose is still its main purpose. The Battle of Muar
remains a symbol of the §th Division itself.

Sydney,
August, 1955.






Foreword

By LIEUT.-GENERAL H. GORDON BENNETT, CB.,
CMG, DSO, VD.

Tue publication of this revised and expanded edition of
Grim Glory is timely, coming, as it does, when Australian
troops are again stationed in Malaya.

This troop move is in line with the tradicional British
policy of preparing for the last war instead of the next
one. The one battalion already sent is too small to be
effective in a modern war. It will probably be followed
by other units.

The Australian public was led to believe that this
battalion was to be used against the Communist guerrillas
in Malaya. It was for that reason that many Australians
supported the move.

Now we are told, it is also to be part of a strategic
reserve. As such, Penang Island seems to be the wrong
place for it. If an enemy advance is expected through
Siam, as in the last war, it would be well placed, but it is
most unlikely that any enemy will repeat the methods of
the 1941-45 war.

‘We now have established a happier relationship with
Siam, It seems more than likely that an enemy will use In-
donesia next time, as the Japanese used Thailand in the
last war. This would leave a force in Penang cut off from
our main Australian Defence Force.
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FOREWORD

Modern aircraft developments and the introduction of
nuclear weapons have made Singapore ineffective as an
outpost of vital importance either to Australia or the
Indian Ocean. Air forces would now fly high over any
such outposts, and they could render them ineffective by
one well-placed bomb.

In the next war aircraft and airborne weapons and
even guided aerial missiles will leave land forces on the
ground gazing up at them. Our best weapon of defence
will be strong air forces with radar and other modern
equipment, well placed to intercept any invader. In short,
the war, at the outset, will be fought in the air and not
on the ground.

It will be remembered that the Battle of Muar (the sub-
ject of this book) took place towards the end of a long
victorious advance by the Japanese army down the
Malayan peninsula, when the Jap General Y: hi
outwitted and out-generalled the British General Percival.

This was due to the adopted British policy of passive
defence (the Maginot Line complex) being outmoded
and outflanked by the more modern and more realistic
German method of aggressive penctration deep into
enemy territory, accepting great risks in doing it. Yama-
shita had had a two-year attachment to the German
General Staff just prior to the war. In fact, it seems prob-
able that the campaign was planned in Germany.

The Australian 2/30th Bartalion had acquitted irself
exceptionally well in Australia’s first clash of arms with
the Japanese in the Battle of Gemas. Percival had refused
to allow the two brigades of the A.LF. to fight in one
formation, otherwise the course of the campaign would
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FOREWORD

prohahly have been different—at least, it would have
delayed the final decision.

Circumstances, however, forced Percival to detach the
2/19th Battalion from the 22nd Infantry Brigade at Mer-
sing to join the 2 /29th Battalion at Bakri. These two bat-
talions, with artillery and other ancillary support, fought
the epic engagement which is the subject of this book.

The story of the battle ar Bakri and Parit Sulong is
more than the story of a battle between a small force of
less than 2,000 fighting Australians and the 1st Japanese
Guards Division—in which the Australians held the
enemy at bay for five long important days. It is the story
of indomitable courage, grim determination and unusual
endurance.

These men went into battle, breathing the words, “No
quarter given or asked for.” Most of them fought to the
death. Not once in their many wireless messages to A.LF.
Headquarters did they ask for help or suggest surrender.
And when the tired and battered remnants of this small
band returned to our lines, they hurriedly reorganised
and went back into battle filled with the determination
to destroy their foe.

The story tells of fine leadership and exemplary cour-
age of their Commander, Licut.-Colonel C. G, W. Ander-
son, V.C., M.C,, in civil life a grazier from Koorawatha,
near Young, New South Wales; of a strong offensive
spirit in all ranks, who, though depleted in numbers,
attacked and counter-attacked over and over again,
forcing their way through miles of stoutly-defended road
blocks; of human endurance, especially among the
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FOREWORD

wounded who struggled past the Japanese lines through
miles of jungle and swamp back to our lines.

In this book, Gilbert Mant has accurately described the
battle and has written a story that every Australian
should read, particularly the young men of the new Aus-
tralian force stationed in Malaya, who will tread the
tracks and bartlefields of the 8th Division.
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CHAPTER ONE

The End and the Beginning

HE trucks with the badly wounded men inside were
Tpulled into the side of the road so that the Japanese
tanks could go through unimpeded.

This was the hardest moment of all-leaving the
wounded behind. A young Australian officer, himself
with a shrapnel wound in his thigh, limped along the line
of trucks. e had two clean white towels with him and
the last of the morphia tablets. These he distributed to
those who were suffering the most.

He said huskily, “Good-bye, old man,” to a fellow
officer, but by the time he had come to the last truck he
could not speak at all.

The young officer found 31 “walking wounded”
willing to make the last desperate bid for safety before
the Japanese tanks rumbled down the road. The un-
wounded remnants of the two battalions, and atrached
troops, already had left in deployed formation for that
miraculous gap in the ring of Japanese besiegers.

For four days and nights they had fought their way
along the Bakri-Yong Peng road against overwhelming
numbers of the enemy, who surrounded them on every
side. Perhaps 1,800 strong at the beginning, they had
fought the cream of the Japanese invading army in
Malaya, Against them was the crack 1st Imperial Guards
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GRIM GLORY

Division, probably 15,000 strong, and other Japanese
storm troops.

At cruel cost to themselves they had saved the British
left flank in Malaya at a critical period and made possible
the extrication of our main army in the centre. Of them
General Gordon Bennete was to say: “No more astound-
ing effort has been made in this war or the last war. The
Australians were in a hopeless position, but there was no
thought or mention of surrender. They were as full of
fight at the end as they were in the beginning. Such devo-
tion to duty would be difficult to surpass.”

During those incredible four days and nights they had
undergone continuous artillery and mortar fire from the

round; vicious dive-bombing and machine-gunning from
the air. They had smashed their way through miles of road
blocks; foughr at one stage with axes like crusaders of old;
crushed Japanese tank assaults at point-blank range; made
irresistible bayonet charges singing “Waltzin’ Matilda.”

Food, water and morphia running low, by the third
day they were being called the “doomed battalions.” But
you cannot doom gallantry or glory. They fought on.

And then they came to the bridge at Parit Sulong. They
had done the impossible. Much of their equipment was
still intact—the trucks, the Bren gun carriers, the guns.
Now they were only a few miles from the British lines,
and there was new hope in the tired, sunken eyes of the
battered but unconquerable band of Australians.

The bridge at Parit Sulong, when they had started on
the long road home, had been in British hands. They had
1o reason to doubt that it had changed hands.

And so the end had come. The bridge at Paric Sulong,
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THE END AND THE BEGINNING

with its murderous ambush of Japanese machine-guns,
its impregnable barricades. The terrible farewell to mor-
tally wounded comrades in the trucks . .. and the break
for safety through the gap. They might have preferred
to stay there and die, had they known the ghastly fate
awaiting their helpless comrades at sunset that day.
One of the men left behind, lying in a truck with a
shattered leg, was thinking back as he waited for the
Japanese to come: “It’s a long way back to that day at
Wialgrove when the old battalion was formed ..."

It was indeed a long way back to that cold winter's
morning in July, 1940, when 22nd Australian Infantry
Brigade came into being at Walgrove, New South Wales.
They shuffled along in the manner of semi-raw recruits
from the wing of militia battalions and formed up on the
rise overlooking the stone building so aptly described on
ordnance maps as a “ruin.”

Soon those who elected to join 2/19th Battalion were
caught in the complicated machinery of “forming a bat-
talion.” They came, some from the city, but chiefly from
the Riverina district of New South Wales. They talked
of Wagga, Cootamundra, Gundagai, Leeton, Griffith.
They were the real country breed. They had the
puckered-up look of the Australian bushman in their
steady eyes, in their loping wallk, in their bronzed skins.
Many of them were born to the rifle, to snap-shooting
against kangaroos—it was to stand them in good stead
later on.

They had all enlisted just after the fall of France. There
were many men with four-figure incomes in civil life now
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GRIM GLORY

proudly earning their 6/- a day. They were barristers,
bank clerks, journalists, schoolmasters, rubbing shoulders
with navvies, stockmen, prize-fighters, bricklayers and
unemployed labourers. There was a large proportion of
married men with children. They were all in it because
they thought it was the right thing to do. They were the
salt of the earth. They were at home with their C.O., a
Cootamundra doctor in private life, Colonel Duncan
Maxwell. Their 2/1.C. was Major C. G. W. Anderson.
We shall hear more of Maxwell and Anderson,

So 2/19th was born, pledged to uphold the traditions
of the “Fighting Nineteenth” of the first A.LF. No veteran
from Gallipoli and France of the old rgth can doubt how
well that tradition was upheld, after reading this story.
They lined up in countless queues for palliasses, uniforms,
hats, rifles. Ugrmriously they shouted, “You'll be
sorry!” as new detachments came in from training camps,
including a New Guinea contingent of eight, Life uncrer
canvas. “Giggle suits” (those shapeless khaki training
slacks and jackets). The “Bull Ring.” Round and round
until they were giddy with new knowledge. Machine-

n stoppages. Lunging at each other with bayonets.
Squad drill. Rife exercises. More squad drill. They
cursed the mechanics of infantry training, but they real-
ised dimly later that it had taught them the co-ordination
of mind and muscle.

Then the move to the Ingleburn huts and the feeling
that they were getting out of their swaddling clothes.
They were “learning to crawl,” as the C.0. put it. More
Bull Rings. Longer route marches along hort, dusty roads,
with “Piccolo Pete” setting the pace on his penny whistle.
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THE END AND THE BEGINNING

The excruciating growing-pains of a band and the wail of
bagpipes. The first bivouac. The joyous sensation of con-

uering Mount Everest as the Weakest Member reached
ghc summit of Leppington with a full pack for the first
time. A long, gruelling bivouac around Narellan and
back. Company drill. More Bull Rings for luck. The first
real “stunt” with blank cartridges and smoke bombs.
Slowly, but surely, thci: were getting the “feel” of things.
That memorable march through Sydney when they sur-
prised even themselves by the discipline and precision of
their marching. Although they said it themselves, it would
be a long time before Sydney saw Australian troops
march again as 22nd Brigade marched that day.

They moved to Bathurst, cheered and greeted from in-
numerable houses as the special trains climbed the Blue
Mountains. The 2/19th Battalion truly “found itself” at
Bathurst. There was a sudden stirring feeling one Sunday
morning at church parade that it was a battalion at last.
The men, as they swung behind the band, seemed to have
a new spring in their stride, a pride in their bearing, a
supreme confidence in themselves, their mates and the
battalion. Now the bivouacs came thick and fast. Mock
battles over the brown hills and down by Campbell’s
River, with the carriers charging recklessly over obstacles.
The digging of a complete trench system and the first
Brigade “stunt” ever carried out in Australia, and pro-
nounced a conspicuous success.

After a while they reckoned they had learnt as much
as they would learn in Australia. They grew impatient
for the overseas adventure. Rumours of early embarka-
tion seemed confirmed when identification discs and sea
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GRIM GLORY

bags were issued. The Latrine Wireless tipped Egypt,
Darwin, Iraq, India, England, West Africa, Abyssinia—
and the delightful suggestion of a goodwill tour to
America. Tropical shorts (they had another blasphemous
name for them later on) appeared and—heaven knows
how it leaked out—the word Singapore was on every
tongue. Then it was good-bye to Bathurst and fine
Bathurst friends. Before they could catch their breaths
almost, they werc aboard their anonymous luxury liner
with a noisy flotilla of launches to bid them farewell .. .

The voyage. The stifling blackouts with closed port-
holes at night. The blessed sunshine on the boat deck.
Bull Rings on board ship. Boxing tournaments. Lectures
on tropical diseases (and one disease not peculiar to the
tropics). Lectures on the importance of maintaining
“British prestige” in foreign places. Bedlam in the wet
canteens at night. Boat drill with lifcbelts. The false
German broadcast which “sank” them somewhere or
other. And then the gradual approach of the tropics and
a sullen sort of heat from the sun.



CHAPTER TWO

Malaya In Peacetime

ONE morning on 18th February, 1941, the 6,000 odd

passengers” on the anonymous liner (it was the
Queen Mary) crowded the decks as a woodlined coast-
line appeared. Ahead of them was a slim, grey British
escorting cruiser, and, as the great liner slipped up the
narrow straits, it was joined by a slimmer patrol vessel
manned by brown-skinned Malays.

It was a great moment when the liner edged into the
mighty Singapore (Ichabod) Naval Base. This was a great
occasion, not only for the first Australian troops ever to
reach Malaya, but also for Singapore itself. A British regi-
mental band was there on the wharf. The Governor of
the Straits Settlements, Sir Shenton Thomas, was there.
The G.O.C. Malaya Command, General Bond, was there.
And sundry Big Wigs. The Australians had fun and
games throwing down pennies to the coolies on the wharf.
When they saw the Governor and the Big Wigs, the
Australians couldn’t resist throwing down pennies to
them also. The Big Wigs took it in good part. They
smiled. It was a good story for the newspapers, especially
the American newspapers, which expect Australians to
do that sort of thing. That same wharf was to have dif-
ferent things thrown on it later on.
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News cabled to Australia about this time makes curious
reading now. Here are some examples:

Batavia Daily News: “Singapore could hold out against
a simultancous land and sea attack for a ycar. Therefore
we can see no direct danger for Singapore if the Japanese,
in despair, act against the Netherlands East Indies.”

Singapore Straits Times: “As to the danger of an air
attack, China's small air force and few guns do not pro-
vide a comparison, as the Japanese airmen will not find
such conditions if they attack this country. They will
learn the real meaning of aerial combat long before sight-
ing our shores and, if an odd one got through, he would
be warmly welcomed.”

Sydney Sun: “Washington.—United States naval experts
declare that Singapore is well-nigh invincible and could
only be starved out by a blockade. They believe Japan
could not capture Singapore without very heavy losses,
even if there was not a single British battleship in the
vicinity."”

The troops were disembarked at various times during
the day and night. Laden down like packhorses, the in-
fantry battalions staggered on their “sea legs” a quarter
of a mile to the narrow gauge F.M.S. railway trains. At
first the vivid green of the countryside fairly dazzled their
eyes as the trains slid through paddocks, padi fields,
rubber estates and the jungles.

The 2/19th Battalion was allotted to Seremban, pic-
turesque capital of the State of Negri Sembilan. Thanks
to Japanese radio propaganda about the “rerrible Austra-
lians,” the local reception was somewhat chilly at first.
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MALAYA IN PEACETIME

Some of the Chinese shopkeepers boarded up their shops.
Hardly a woman ventured into the streets for at least a
week. Rape, murder and loot were to be expected from
these terrible Australians. These ugly stories were soon
dispelled by the quiet behaviour of the A.LF. Soon
women came timidly into the open, their virtue inviolate.
Soon z/1gth Battalion lines were swarming with cocoa-
brown Malay youngsters with wide eyes and flashing
white teeth. They bartered words in Malay for Australian
postage stamps. The children spoke perfect English them-
selves, a tribute to the fine English schools in Malaya.
They were jolly children, solemn one moment, then
breaking into infectious merriment. Within a few weeks
the Australians were firm friends with Malays, Chinese
and Indians.

With the 2/19th Batralion at Seremban, and 2/18th
and 2/z2o0th Battalions theoretically in reserve 25 miles
away at Port Dickson, famous beauty spot on the shores
of the Strait of Malacca, training now began in earnest.
In many respects the Australians were raw recruits again,
They had to learn elementary lessons in a strange terrain
and a strange climate. The Malayan jungle was a different
proposition to the bleak bare hills of Ingleburn and
Bathurst. A nose for direction, with which so many of
the Riverina bushmen had been born, was likely to be put
out of joint in the dense forests with their jigsaw puzzle
of narrow tracks.

The jungle was the jungle of Hollywood, a “green
hell,” as the newspaper cliche has it so often. Anyone
going into a jungle for the first time was familiar with it
through reading stories about “Darkest Africa.” It was

23



GRIM GLORY

exactly like that. A monstrously dense expanse of trees
and undergrowth. The lirtle trees, straight and as tightly
packed as match-sticks, fought for a place in the sunlight
against the giant cedars hundreds of feet above. Great
vines, some as thick as ships’ ropes, laced the trees together.
It was the survival of the fittest in the jungle, for man,
beast and vegetation alike. There was a silence, too; the
unearthly silence of a great leafy cathedral. And yet it
wasn't a silence at all, but really a great stillness. There
were noises. The chatter of monkeys. A perceptible crash
as a leaf fell to the ground. The “hoot-hoot” of a strange
tropical bird. The tiny squeak of a jungle animal. Rust-
lings and whisperings that could not be identified. But
the great stillness dominated. The steamy, sweaty smell
of the jungle arose everywhere. It was dark and dank
“inside.”” Only occasional shafts of sunlight splashed and
dappled down through the tangle of trees and vines.

Tt was a hard school the Australians learnt in. Lack of
green vegetables and excessive sweating was largely re-

onsible for a crop of worrying skin complaints. Nearly
all of them had Prickly Heat, Tinea and Dhoby's Itch,
the last-named an exasperating itch in the nether regions
apparently from germs carried in clothes afrer severe
man-handling by native laundrymen. The Australians
sweated and toiled and swore in the jungle and the hilly
rubber country. Bivouacs meant sleeping under mosquito
nets and wondering whether one would roll over into a
King Cobra during the night. They dragged through
steamy, stinking swamps, and cursed as they got entangled
in labyrinthine vines and creepers on rubber estates.
Leeches, scorpions, snakes, mosquitoes—they suffered

24



MALAYA IN PEACETIME

them all, but not in silence. They “saw red” when well-
meaning folk wanted to know if they were “having a nice
holiday.”

Some day proper recognition will be given to the fore-
sight and realism of red-haired, pugnacious Major-
General (now Lieut.-General) H. Gordon Bennett,
under whose direction the various Australian com-
manders at once set to work to train their men for jungle
warfare. It meant, in many ways, revolutionary changes
in the training the battalions had received in Australia.

The 2/1gth Battalion was especially fortunate in having
Colonel Maxwell and Major Anderson as No, 1 and No.
2. Maxwell, a giant of a man, was known naturally enough
as “Tiny" Maxwell, and for his size, had extraordinary
physique and stamina. His military carcer had been as
unusual as it had been distinguished. By profession a
physician and surgeon, he served in the 1914-18 war asa
front-line soldier, trooper, sniper, N.C.O., and lastly as
officer, winning the Military Cross and several mentions
in despatches. The war over he returned to the practice
of medicine and became one of the best-known doctors
in southern New South Wales, On the outbreak of war
he offered himself again for military scrvice, character-
istically secking service, not with a medical unit in which
he would readily have gained high rank, but with an
infantry battalion. Later on Maxwell was to make another
characteristic gesture in the last tragic days of Singapore.
He sought, and gor, General Bennett's permission to
stay behind in one of Singapore’s military hospitals, where
doctors were desperately needed.

Anderson, who was to win the Victoria Cross on the
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GRIM GLORY

road to Parit Sulong, was another remarkable character.
An Englishman, he was born at Capetown, South Africa,
in 1897. In the last war he served with the King’s African
Rifles and was awarded the Military. Cross in the Fast
African campaign. He was a master of jungle warfare,
and a big-game hunter whose fame was known through-
out Africa. Jungle lore and military strategy and tactics
were his hobbies, He met and married an Australian girl
in South Africa, and began sheep-farming near Young,
New South Wales, in 1937. As soon as the war broke out
he joined up again. Anderson was a compact, sturdily-
built man, who wore glasses over his keen penetrating
eyes. He was a fast, precise, fluent talker with a shrewd
sense of humour. In the Malayan jungle he was in his
element. He predicted with uncanny fore-knowledge the
tactics the Japanese would use if chey invaded Malaya.
He lectured the men, in effect: “The jungle will frighten
you at first. Don't let it. There are simply no terrors in
a jungle if you know it. You have got to learn the jungles
here. You must think you are on safari stalking wild
animals. You have got to learn to be Boy Scouts again.
You must learn the jungle tracks intimately. You must
learn stealth and silence and how to find your way about
in the dark. You must learn to be as cunning as the wild
animals themselves. You must learn to live on as little food
as possible and to do without water for long periods.
Japan has crack troops trained in jungle warfare for years.
Do not under-estimate them. Through owning tin mines
and rubber estates—curiously enough in strategical parts
of Malaya—the Japanese have detailed ilaus and know-
ledge of the country. They will probably try to sneak
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MALAYA IN PEACETIME

round behind our rear and flanks and catch us unawares.
But, remember, two can play at chat game. We st learn
to stalk the Japanese like antmals . ..

He and Maxwell drummed in the lesson over and over
again. They drummed in also the importance of fire con-
trol; to shoot only when the shot would take effect. The
Jesson was so well learnt that it played a decisive part in
the heroic battle of Muar River. The same thing was hap-
pening in other Australian units. Intelligence Sections
spent weelks in the A.LF.s war station, in the Mersing area
of the east coast, familiarising themselves with the dense
jungle areas and mapping hundreds of narrow tracks,
water-courses, roads and other features, some of them
never mapped before.

The months passed, and the Japanese threat seemed to
recede further and further into the limbo of speculative
things. The polite little Japanese hairdressers in every
Malayan town cut the hair of the Australians soldiers and
asked innumerable questions. The cager little Japanese
photographers canvassed to develop films taken by the
soldiers. The slant-eyed little Japanese prostitutes in the
hotels looked for Australian customers.

Boredom set in amongst the Australians, who did not
take kindly to what they called “garrison duties.” They
wanted to be fighting with their brother divisions in the
Middle East. Scores of applications were made for trans-
fer to units outside Malaya. Satirical notices began to
appear outside tents and atap huts: “MENZIES’ GLAMOUR
BOYS,” “WE CAME HERE FOR GLORY AND ALL WE GOT WAS

.

GLAMOUR,” “WHEN Do WE FIGHT?" and so on.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Tuan Besars

MUCH has been written, and much will be written,
about the Furopean population of Malaya before
and during the Pacific war. This population, amounting
to about 30,000, included a large number of Scots, Aus-
tralians and New Zealanders, chiefly engaged in rubber
planting and tin mining.

Tribute should be paid at once to the British and
Dominion women in various parts of Malaya, who so
quickly provided canteens for the Australian soldiers
when they reached the country, and gave up so much
of their time to operating them. Notable examples were
the Anzac Club in Singapore, which a gallant band of
women kept going until the Japanese invaders were
actually on Singapore Island, and the Anzac Club at Kuala
Lumpur. It should be mentioned, however, that no volun-
tary effort was made before the arrival of the Australians
to make easier the lives of British garrison troops, some of
whom had been in Malaya for four years. The British
Tommies were sore about this preferential treatment to
the A.LF., and rightly so. A prophet as lowly as a British
private soldier had very little honour amongst his own
pe’%PIc in Malaya in pre-war days.

o understand the background of the “Tuan Besars”
(“Big Shots” in other words) of British Malaya, it is
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THE TUAN BESARS

necessary to recognise that Malaya, in common with other
British possessions in the Far East, was an exploited
country. It was exploited commercially in the same way
as the Dutch exploited Java, or the Australians exploited
New Guinea.

To be sure, in Malaya, as in Java, the coming of the
European explmrcrs brought with it material benefits.
Malaya had good main roads, a fine railway system, good
schools, and administrative lmildings The lot of the
Malay had improved, but it is doubtful whether he was
intrinsically any happier than in the days when he lived
in his kampong and was a fierce fighting man.

The British dominated the country commercially and
politically, and the native inhabitants were the subject
races. Exaggerated stories have been told thar all Malays
and Tamils in Malaya were fifth-columnists and traitors
when war did break out. This was not borne out by facts,
although there were many cases of treachery. Whereas in
Burma the politically discontented Burmese actually bore
arms against the British, the Malays in Malaya, of whom
there were over 2,000,000, as a race maintained a dis-
interested neutrality. The truth of the matter is that the
native races were completely indifferent regarding the
Allied cause. Without actively opposing it, they had little
cause to love the British regime of the type Malaya en-
joyed, and felt that if Japan won, it would mean merely
a change of masters. They were taught in the English
schools that Britain was a benevolent master and was there
to protect against aggression. Their loyalty, if it ever
really existed, suffered a rude shock when war broke out.
In many cases they were left to fend for themselves.
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GRIM GLORY

The Chinese, of whom there were more than 2,350,000
in Malaya, were on a different footing. The merchant
class had practically a commercial stranglehold in various
Malayan towns and cities, and had considerable invest-
ments at stake. It was this fact and the fact that China
was already at war with Japan, rather than any particular
love for the British, that ranged the Chinese so solidly on
the British side. Time and time again Chinese of all classes
took great risks in aiding British and Australian soldiers
who were cut off from their units by the Japanese. And
yet the Chinese had grievances. For instance, the Chinese
manager of a big British store in a certain town was paid
less than his European clerk, presumably because he was
a Chinese. This was called upholding “British prestige.”

Australian private soldiers were quickly aware of the
undercurrent of hostility against the British in Malaya.
One of the reasons which made this apparent to them was
that, as private soldiers, they were barred from European
clubs in Malaya, such as the Selangor (“Spotted Dog”)
Club at Kuala Lumpur and the Sungei Ujong Club at
Seremban. In some cases the question of admitting Other
Ranks was put to a vote and defeated. It is only fair to
the clubs to say that the Australian milirary authorities in
Malaya made it fairly plain that they were opposed to the
principle. From the disciplinary point of view, this was
understandable enough, but it led to some quaint situa-
tions. For instance, the volunteer A.LF. being what it is,
there were many privates who were respected members of
exclusive Australian clubs, and they carried letters of intro-
duction to the secretaries of affiliated clubs in Malaya.

They were refused admittance because of their military
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rank, in the same way as they were refused admittance to
Raffles Hotel in Singapore, In Australia at this time such
well-known clubs as the Royal Sydney Golf Club, the
Union Club and others were extending hospitality to
Malayan judges and civil servants (privates in the Malayan
V.D.C.) who were members of affiliated Malayan clubs.
The Australian clubs were angry, and it was only the
outbreak of war with Japan, when clubs did not matter
very much anyway, that stopped “retaliatory” measures.

In all parts of Malaya the cultured class of Indians and
Chinese had first-class clubs of their own, and many Aus-
tralian private soldiers soon found that here they were
indeed welcome. Soon the Australians were their friends,
and gained their confidence. It was apparent, especially
amongst the educated Indians, that they and the Chinese
were treated as distinet “outsiders” by the Europeans.
They were socially snubbed and had been for years. Some
of them were graduates from Oxford and Cambridge,
and the snubs rankled. It seemed to them that their mem-
bership of the British Commonwealth of Nations was so
much hypoerisy. Tt was the stirrings of national con-
sciousness, and the war brought it to the surface. The Aus-
tralians, raw in the intricacies of Imperialism, could not
but feel sympathy for them.

No more biting commentary on the European outlook
in Malaya can be given than to mention that Australian
soldiers, banned from their own clubs, were accused of
“lowering British prestige” by mixing so intimately with
the Indians and Chinese in their clubs.

Blame it on the climate, the life they were forced to
lead—but unquestionably there was an acute class con-
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sciousness and a moral flabbiness amongst the Euro-
peans in Malaya of this period. Here snobbishness ruled
supreme. A British Resident was an official and social god.
The “Tuan Besars” were minor gods, with many
worshippers. The story goes in Malaya that Noel Cow-
ard’s “Mad Dogs and Englishmen,” that cruel satire on
the white man in the East, was inspired after a Singapore
hostess had rebuked him for some inconsequential social
misdemeanour.

The Pacific war proved beyond much doubt that the
White Man’s Prestige in the Far Fast was never founded
on racial prestige, but simply on fear. The crumbling of
native support in Malaya came when the strength of
British arms began to totter.

‘What has to be said about the European civil servant,
the rubber and tin man in Malaya, should not be inter-
preted as an “attack” on them. They were all Michael
Arlen’s “charming people,” and, through lack of official
guidance, the events after the outbreak of war with Japan
left them in a rather pathetic daze. They saw their whole
world collapsing around them; not only material bomb
damage but spiritual damage. Many of them lost every-
thing they possessed. The whole thing to them was fan-
tastically” unreal. They walked around, bewildered,
unable to understand the catastrophe.

For years they had enjoyed a despotic and arrogant
social rule. They had paid no income tax. They had
lived in delightful bungalows with an abundance of
native servants. Most families were able to support a syce
(chauffeur), cook, house boy, amah (nurse), gardener
and perhaps others. Many women going to Malaya for
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the first time had wanted to lead practical lives in their
new homes. But they found, for instance, that Chinese
cooks resented their presence in the kitchen; it was a
loss of “face.” Inevitably they drifted into the easy life
of the tropics. Many women found that they had literally
nothing to do during the daytime.

Life on rubber plantations was not exactly strenuous.
A manager worked early in the morning and again late in
the afternoon overseeing his colony of Tamil labourers.
Immediately after luncheon all Furopeans took their
afternoon siesta until about 4 p.m.; it was a solemn rite.
The equatorial climate was enervating; the siesta was
regarded as absolutely necessary from the health point
of view. And so was the regular drinking of whisky and
gin. At night Luropean life revolved around the clubs.
There was a great deal of drinking and a great deal of
gossip and scandal.

Tt is impossible to escape the conelusion that the Euro-
peans in Malaya, as well as in other parts of the Far Ilast,
led preposterously spoilt, artificial existences, Life was a
terrible round of leisured boredom. They lived in an out-
dated atmosphere of Kipling, and nobody was wise
enough to sce the coming of the tragedy that was to
engulf them. Worst of all, the climate was considered
unsuitable for children, so that when they were about
cight years old they had to be sent abroad to school. This
enforced separation robbed many Malayan homes of a
normal family life. It flung Europeans more and more
into the clubs, and it created moral looseness.

‘Women did not have enough with which to occupy
their minds. It inevitably bred in them an attitude of

33



GRIM GLORY

tid'apa (“it doesn’t matter”). Malaya suffered acutely
from tid-apathy. It wasn’t the people’s fault; it was simply
force of circumstances; but it did not help to stabilise
matters when Malaya was falling to pieces. When the
blow fell there were fine examples of courage and self-
sacrifice by men and women alike. But underlying it all
was a feeling of helplessness, a complete inability to
understand why the native races were so indifferent to
the fate of the Europeans.

This was the civil background to the Malayan tragedy
of 1942, caused largely through lack of direction from
higher quarters. Anyone who knows the story can only
feel unutterably sorry for the victims of it.

There is no helplessness or indifference today. Many
of the victims of 1942 are courageously back on their
rubber estates with their equally courageous women,
fighting behind barbed-wire barricades and machine-
guns to hald their place in the sun and to carry the in-
creasingly heavy burden of the white man,

The enemy they fight today is not “tid-apathy,” but
ruthless and fanatical foreign ideologists. Paradoxically,
many of the Chinese who fought a guerrilla warfare
against the Japanese in 1942-45 are now fighting just as
implacably under the Communist flag against the people
of Malaya.

It was once said that “Malaya is a country owned by
the Malays, run by the British for the benefit of the
Chinese.”

Nobody today quite knows who Malaya is being run
by or for—but its future is still of immense importance to
Australia.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Onslaught

arey in December, 1941, the blow fell in Malaya, as it
fell ar Pearl Harbour and in the Philippines. The
Japanese swiftly occupied Thailand; pounced on Kota
Bahru in the north-east corner of Malaya; swept down
from Singgora in Thailand into Kedah and towards the
strategically important and lovely island of Penang, where
Australian troops are being stationed in 1955, In Kedah
the 2nd Battalion, Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders
met the first shock of the onslaught. One company of
1ls and an A.LF. transport unit were actually inside
Thailand the day after war broke out. On the previous
day, it was stated, this company of Argylls had stood-to
on the Kedah-Thailand border with orders to proceed to
Singgora; but the Japanese were onc jump ahead and
had already occupied this vital railway junction. There
have been tales of Foreign Office political caution about
this move into Thailand; anyhow, the chance was missed.
On gth of December, Japanese reconnaissance "planes
flew over Penang. On the following day the Japanese
Jaunched their first big acrial blitz. The town, docks and
Chinatown were mercilessly bombed. The story of
Penang provides the sorriest chapter of the whole
Malayan campaign. Evacuation apparently was decided
upon, as a military necessity, from the first bombing.
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Hardly a shot was fired in defence of the island, which
commanded the northern end of Malacca Strair and the
sea and air lanes to India, and the Middle East. On rith
December Penang was bombed and machine-gunned
again. On 13th December there was another bombing.
This time three Brewster Buffalo fighters went up to
tackle the Japanese. One returned.

There were disgraceful stories of the evacuation; of
private motor cars belonging to mining officials, golf
sticks, tennis rackets taking up valuable space on the
evacuation ships. The British still maintained the sanctity
of private property; they had not yet learnt the Russian
“scorched earth” policy. At Penang huge stores of rice
and other foodstuffs were left behind, ostensibly to feed
the Chinese, Indians and Malays for whom there was no
room on the evacuation ships. Stores of clothing, equip-
ment and ammunition were also left intact. Only the
valves were destroyed in the Penang radio station, one
of the most powerful in the Far Fast. (The Japanese had
it working within a few days, pumping out propaganda
throughout the campaign.) Worst of all, no effort what-
ever was made to destroy the small boats thar cluttered up
Tastern Harbour with a forest of spars. Sampans, ton-
kangs, ferries, barges, they were all left intact. These
vessels later on helped to seal the doom of Malaya.

The great withdrawal began down the main north-
south road, lifcline of Malaya. Soon the Japanese had
complete mastery of the air. Our Buffalo fighters had no
chance against the faster, more heavily-armed Japanese
Navy O (known in Australia as Zeros). Prodigies of
courage were performed by our fighter pilots who, with
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stoical disregard of odds, took up their crates and gave
battle to an 1mmensely supenor enemy.

Meanwhile came staggering news of the destruction of
the Prince of Wales and Repulse by Japanese dive-
bombers. No single event rocked the morale of Malaya
more than the loss of these fine ships through lack of
aerial protection,

British and Indian troops were taking the brunt of the
Japanese attack, with varying success.

Some Indian troops fought well. Others were green
and raw and collapsed under pressure, especially after
their officers were killed. Some, indeed, were later traitor-
ously to act as guards for the Japanese over British and
Australian prisoners of war.

The neglect of their men after parade hours by officers
(English and Indian) of the Indian Army resulted in a
loss of battle morale that helped to lose Malaya.

But not so with the tough little Gurkhas, so frighten-
ingly like Japanese in looks, who were loyal to a man and
slit Jap throats efficiently and quietly.

The Argv!.ls. grand fighting men, always with the
pertinacious A.L. K. 2/3 Reserve Motor Transport unit in
attendance, reached Singapore Island less than 100 strong.
Malaya can go on their battle honours without shame,
with pndc in their achievement,

The Battle of Malaya was lost before it started, lost
in the myth of Singapore’s \mprcgnabllxry lost in the
gross under-estimation of Japan’s strength and military
cleverness, lost in the belicf that it would be impossible
to use tanks in Malaya, Australia cannot escape its share
of blame for all these things.
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Day by day Japanese air strength grew. Day by day
our fighting troops were subjected to a persistent aerial
bombardment and machine- i The J
worked to a timetable. The ’planes began to appear at
about 8.30 a.m.; swept the skies, with their swift scud-
ding clouds, until 1 p.m.; took an hour off for lunch;
started up again at 2 p.m.; and finally stopped for the
day about 4.30 p.m. There was little night bombing at
the front. Why bomb at night when you can bomb
throughout the daylight hours and pick your target
without opposition except from ground fire? Why,
indecd?

The Japanese bombed cunningly. Seldom did their
bombs fall slap into the middle of a road they wanted to
use themselves later on. They knew the personnel of
transport convoys dashed for the shelter of rubber trees
beside the road. Their bombs fell just off the road, the
machine-gun bullets whistled and pinged as the "planes
zoomed down almost at tree-top level. They bombed
the ourskirts of aerodromes, because they knew it was
there that our "plancs would be dispersed. They strafed
numbers and numbers of our "planes on the ground.

They did not cause many casualties by aerial atrack,
but as the weels went on this daily and continuous straf-
ing had its effect on tired men. It did not break their
morale, but it made them nervy and dispirited by the
lack of our own aircraft. Occasionally one of our fighters
would be seen at the frone, but only occasionally. They
had a satirical saying at the front—"Famous last words—
that's one of ours!”
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There was the story of the Indian manning a Bofors
gun and firing at a strange ’plane. An officer suddenly
recognised it as a Buffalo and shouted, “Don’t fire—that’s
one of ours!” “I don't believe it!” responded the Indian
and blazed away harder than cver. Some Australian
fighter pilots had hair-raising escapes from our own anti-
aircraft fire.

The Japanese were attacking our vital aerodromes one
by one and compelling our evacuation. This was their
plan and it worked admirably for them. What air strength
we had was being forced southwards, and soon our
fighters were being held back in preparation for the
inevitable defence of Singapore Island itself.

Night after night the long convoys wound along the
roads in the darkness as the troops fell back. There was a
psychological reaction in the tired soldiers at the know-
ledge of this nightly withdrawal. There was a stand at
Kuala Kangsar, on the border of Perak, and for a moment
it seemed as if the Japanese momentum might be halted.
But the chance, if it was a chance, was lost.

Now the threat to the west ceast was growing. Using
the sampans and barges we had so obligingly left behind
in Penang, the Japanese were landing and infiltrating
around our flank. Small British naval forces did their
best to intercept these landings, but, because of lack of
aerial support, they could operate only under cover of
darkness. The Brinsh land commander was in an unenvi-
able dilemma. Lack of aerial reconnaissance denied him
knowledge of the strength of these enemy landing parties.
He had no reserves. The ranks of his troops were thinned
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by casualtics. If he detached a strong force to deal with
these infiltradons it would weaken his main front. If he
detached a small force and they were overwhelmed by
superior numbers, he was that much worse off.

He chose the safe course and withdrew his forces to
a line parallel with the Japanese landings. The line
straddling the main road further east had perforce to
withdraw in conjunction to protect its flank. This sec-
saw movement continued inexorably down the peninsula.
Ahead of it wenr a thin pathetic stream of Chinese
refugees. They carried their belongings in rickshaws, ox-
drawn carts, bicycles. Women trudged along the road
with babies slung over their shoulders. Shops were
smashed open and looting, afterwards controlled, was rife.
One aged wrinkled Chinese was seen on the road one day
pulling his rickshaw with a large modern barber’s chair
stuck in the back. Others looted sewing machines, rolls of
silk, radio sets, cases of beer. The shops were wide open;
why not take what was in them?

Japanese troops, disguised as Malays, were infiltrating
through the British lines. It was difficult to tell a Japanese
from a Chinese. Japanese snipers were picking off British
soldiers from rubber trees. Fifth-columnists were oper-
ating with extreme cunning. Long banana leaves, the
shine on them casily discernible from the air, were found
pointing towards the British headquarters. Bombs fol-
lowed. Reminiscent of a Hans Andersen fairy story, trails
of rice were found leading to British positions. Shirts
innocently hanging on a line were full of menace; the
arms indicated a gun position.

The convoys wound and wound along the roads, carry-
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ing ammunition, food and the wounded. Food was a
major worry. Indian troops needed special food. British
troops had not learnt, as the Dutch taught their white
officers in Java, to live on rice. The Japanese had none of
these worries; they lived on the country as they moved
remorselessly through it.

The grear withdrawal went on, sometimes five miles
each night, sometimes ten, twenty, thirty miles. It was a
skilful withdrawal, with always hope that aerial rein-
forcements would arrive in time to establish and hold a
Malacea-Mersing defence line. They never arrived.

Veterans of World War [ frequently express an almost
contemptuous bewilderment at the inability of the British
forces to “dig in” and maintain a definite line in Malaya.
They point to the terrific artillery bombardments our
troops sustained in France in 1914-18, and draw an unreal
parallel with the Japanese aerial bombardments in Malaya.
They fail to recognise that the 1939-45 warfare was not
static—except for the winter campaigns in Russia—but
fluid. Territorial gains, in terms of mere territory, were
not decisive. It was a war of swift movements and counter
thrusts, for which strong aerial support was essential.
There were no “safe” arcas in the rear, A modern army’s
rear is just as vulnerable as its front line. No matter how
“impregnable” the Maginot Lines of France, Greece or
Malaya, overwhelming enemy air strength could isolate
them or reduce them to impotency by attacks on com-
munications and supply lines. There are no “cushy” jobs
in modern war; the clerk at Divisional Headquarters and
the much-abused “brass-hat” arc liable to be under fire
just as much as the soldier in the front line.
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In Malaya it was a constant battle to maintain com-
munications and protect our flanks and rear against a
clever and fast-moving enemy who always held the in-
itiative. Whether by more offensive methods—even lack-
ing control of the air—we could have struck back
decisively is a matter of debate. In no circumstances, how-
ever, can such a campaign be compared to the battles of
France in 1914-18 or Gallipoli.

So far, apart from the pugnacious 2/3 Reserve M.T.

with the Argylls, the Gurkhas and the Punjabis in their
care, the A.LF. had not yet been engaged.

42



CHAPTER FIVE

The A.LF. Strikes at Last

or two months the A.LF., consisting chicfly of 22nd
F and 27th Infantry Brigades, had been at their battle
stations in the Mersing area on the east coast. Strategists
before the war had been convinced that the Japanese
would strike at this junction of the roads to Kluang and
Johore Bahru, As it happened, the Japanese, to all intents
and purposes, by-passed it.

The Australians had prepared strong defensive posi-
tions in their sector. “Artillery Hill,” at Mersing, over-
looking the beach and the small islands offshore, consti-
tured a powerful menace to any sea-borne invading force.
When war broke out the Australians at once applied the
most drastic and realistic “scorched earth” policy Malaya
ever knew. Whole villages were burnt to the ground.
Mining machinery was smashed to atoms. Every native
inhabitant of the area was compulsorily evacuared. There-
after anyone straying into the Australian lines did so at
considerable personal peril.

The Australians were quick on the draw. They knew
every inch of the country, every jungle track, every twist
of the watercourses and rivers. They were fighting fit
and “rearing to go.” No troops in Malaya had been more
rigorously trained in every aspect of jungle warfare. And
already small bands of Australian commandos were slip-
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ping northwards at night and creating havoc behind the
Japanese lines. As Anderson had said, two could play at
that game.

Anderson, now a Colonel, had command of 2/19th
Battalion. On st August, Colonel Maxwell had been
promoted Brigadier and given command of z7th Infantry
Brigade.

The Australians stood by their posts, warching the sea
for the expected invasion. As the weeks went by nothing
much happened around Mersing. At night they heard the
distant and distinctive whine of Japanese bomber forma-
tions as they flew high overhead on their way to bomb
Singapore. The Japanese, who must surely have known
of the Australian positions, chose to ignore them. It was an
ironic situation. After nearly a year in Malaya, the A.LF.
still seemed to be baulked of a chance to show their
mettle. They began to fret again. They itched for action.

They would have been savage had they known of
fifth-column tales circulating amongst the British troops
further north to the effect that the Australians would not
fight because of the lack of air support. This story was
pinned on the half-forgotten statement of a former Aus-
tralian Prime Minister, who said after Greece and Crete
that never again would Australian troops go into action
without adequate air protection. The statement was
wickedly revived and embellished and caused intense
bitterness amongst British and Indian troops who so far
had borne the brunt of the fighting. War correspondents’
stories about this fifth-column activity asking that Mr.
Curtin, the Australian Prime Minister, should issue an
unqualified denial, were censored in Singapore.
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As it happened there was a more dircet way of scotch-
ing these malicious rumours, The Australians went into
action. It had an clectrifying effect on Malaya.

It was at Gemas, about 150 miles north-west of Singa-
pore, that men of the A.LT. first fought the Japanese—
always remembering the deeds of 2/3 Reserve M. T, who
were still battling through bombs and machine-gun
bullets from Japanese 'plancs along the roads.

The oth Indian Division, which had fought at Kota
Bahru and Kuantan was very fatigued. It was decided to
rest them at Batu Anam, just south of Gemas, while the
Australians formed a line in front of them to take the
first shock of the expected Japanese attack.

One resulr was that the 27th Australian Infantry Bri-
gade, under Brigadier Maxwell, had to be taken out of
their position at Mersing. It was a great day for everyone
when the A.LF. swung into action. There was a broad
grin on the face of a Provost Corporal directing traffic
at the Ayer Hitam cross-roads, as, hour after hour, the
Australians drove through from Kluang and turned
north. They sang the A.LF.’s most popular bawdy song,
“Oh, Gord blimey how shamed I was!” They beefed out
“Walezin® Matilda.” They made rude gestures at the
corporal, who grinned back, as thrilled as the men them-
selves. This was the day they had waited for so long.
Now it was to be proved whether they were “Glamour
Boys” or not. Bronzed as berries, stripped to the waist,
with their equipment beside them, they went past, hour
by hour, truck by truck. The guns rumbled up and the
carriers rattled down the bitumen road.
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“T touched her on the knee—how ashamed I was!
1 touched her on the knce—how ashamed T was!
1 touched her on the knee; she said ‘You're rather free!’
Oh Gord blimey how ashamed I was!”
(And other verses progressively indecent.)

Never before had the Ayer Hitam cross-roads re-
sounded to a song like that. It rang through the rubber
trees, through the kampongs, and the song it sang was
“The Australians are coming!” They went into it singing,
cheering, jubilant, eager to prove how well they had
absorbed their lessons, They proved it, but they were
not aware that it was too late, six months, twelve months,
too late.

The first defensive position in the country near Gemas,
important railroad centre, was covered by young rubber
trees four or five feet high, and the ground was fairly
open and hilly. The Australian line was covered by the
guns of the 2/15th Field Regiment.

It was some miles in advance of this position at Gemas
that 30th (N.S.W.) Barttalion, under the command of
Lieut.-Colonel F. G. (“Black Jack”) Galleghan (now
Brigadier Galleghan) decided to ambush the advancing
enemy. An ambush unit of one company commander
and 20 men were stationed four miles beyond the main
advance party. They prepared a bridge for demolition
and then waited patiently for the advancing Japanese
tanks and infantry. It was a perfect trap and the Japanese
went head-first into it. The Australians let the enemy go
through, and then blew up the bridge sky-high. The
Japanese, still not suspecting a trap, marched on in a
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straggling column straight into the devastating fire of
the advanced A.LF. forces, in well-concealed positions
beside the road.

At least eight Japanese tanks and a whole battalion of
Japanese infantry were wiped out in an audacious series
of actions, of which this was the prelude. The company
commander and his 20 men had a torrid time, bur they
extricated themselves ar night; hid in a Malay kampong
(v1[|1ge), and eventually rejoined their unit.

Here is a graphic first-hand story of the first ambush,
written to his father by a young Australian gunner who
took part in it with his troop:

“Marching up to a bridgehead at a river crossing we
concealed ourselves in the jungle flanking a sunken road.
For 48 hours we waited, watched, dozed and munched
bully beef and biscuits—drenched by the incessant rain.
The nights were cerie in the dense dank undergrowth,
the waxworls atmosphere being accentuated by the phos-
phorescent fungus and glow-worms, whilst the haunting
calls of the night creatures but served to emphasise our
isolation,

“Dawn of the great day broke clear. A few straggling
vehicles of our rearguard crossed the bridge—then
nothing. The terse comment of the infantry commander
telephoning back to the battalion that anything further
coming would be Japanese gave us a thrill of anticipation,

“We had not long to wait. At about four o’clock in
the afternoon the look-out announced, ‘Large party of
cyclists crossing the bridge.” We froze and my heart
stepped into h:rrh' as on the roadway 15 feet below
passed the first of the enemy. Oblivious of the fate in
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store for them, they cycled easily under our gaze,
laughing and chattering while Aussic fingers tightened
around triggers and Mills bomb pins.

“After some hundreds had crossed the river and
entered the cutting, the captain gave the order. With a
roar like the crack of doom, the bridge and the Japanese
on it soared skywards on a dense column of smoke and
fragments.

“This was the signal for hellfire to break out. From
cach side of the road for a length of half a mile the Aussies
poured into the congested, panic-stricken ranks of the
Japanese cyclists a devastating fire with machine-guns,
sub-machine-guns and rifles; the while our men leisurely
removed pins from Mills grenades and rolled them over
the lip of the defile to further rend the enemy ranks with
their car-splitting bursts.

“After a brief but terrible few minutes, the order was
given to retire. The job was done, the road a shambles
on which not a living thing remained. :

“We now had to return to our lines for the major
action, for which the ambush was but a prelude. Issuing
from our post, we found our path to the road being
gamely contested by a party of Japanese partly concealed
under a thicker. A brisk exchange of fire, and they too
were silent.

“At this juncture it became apparent thar we had
become separated from the main body of the company.
As we had a number of wounded and the strength of the
enemy that had escaped into the jungle was unknown, it
was decided to avoid the road lest we be repaid in our
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own coin and to execute an arc back to our own lines
some miles to the rear. Lasier said than done!

“After proceeding along these lines in single file
through fairly dense undergrowth, we were grounded by
a burst of machine-gun spray. We returned the fire and
had the satisfaction of sceing the body of a Japanese
gunner slump to the ground from the tree where he had
been concealed.

“For two hours we lay doggo while the Japanese view
hallooed in the jungle around us, even calling out ‘Hello,
Joe!” in an attempt to get us to betray our position. Iven-
tually, silence again scttled over the jungle, and the whis-
pered order to prepare to move was passed by word of
mouth from the head of our little column. All but one
arose to obey. He had died quietly as a result of the last
encounter. Later we found that two more had been
wounded at the same time.

“Following a compass bearing we marched without
hindrance, first on a track, then through virgin jungle
over precipitous rain-drenched hills for eight hours of
darkness. It was so black that we were as though blinded;
each man had to cling to the bayonet scabbard of the
preceding man to keep the file together. Only touch and
hearing were of use.

“A nightmare night, indeed. T cannot hope to describe
the slipping, crawling and floundering over invisible logs
and vines, into pits that could not be seen; the panting,
gasping and cursing with bursting lungs as unscen swamps
and mire added almost insuperable handicaps to our

rogress.

“Eventually, at about 2 a.m., ten hours after the start
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of the action, the aching limbs of ¢.en the well-trained
infantry demanded a halt. Sinking to the drenched jungle
floor, we snatched a few hours of fitful rest.

“At the first hint of daylight we were on our feet again
and feeling the first pangs of hunger. A muster produced
five small tins of bully beef between the 30 of us. We
had a mouthful with a biscuit and resumed our climb.

“About noon we emerged from the jungle at a point
near that occupied by our old front lines to find the
Japanese in possession. They took a few inerectual pot-
shots at us and once more we slid into the jungle. All day
we kept up the pressure in the jungle and rubber country,
and at one stage we even marched along the railway line,
relying on Japanese short-sightedness to lead them to
believe that we were one of their own patrols.

“Towards nightfall we approached a town, and, not
being sure of its ownership at the time, once more we
took to the friendly jungle which by now had lost much
of its awe and mystery. Skirting the town, we emerged
at dusk on to the local golf course, which our scouts
found deserted. A Japanese helmet in the ransacked club-
house, where we had hoped to get badly-needed food,
proved that he was still ahead of us.

“Had we required any further proof as to our where-
abouts, it was available shortly afterwards by the com-
mencement of our own artillery barrage, which for some
hours proceeded to pound methodically every objective
in the neighbourhood. It was a change for an artilleryman
to be on the receiving end for a while, but our detached
interest changed to personal concern when they ceased
to whistle and the clang of the burst was followed by
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the ‘bee-buzz’ of fragments of H.E. flying amongst us.
We moved 500 yards to the left, and after counting heads
and posting sentries, settled down and slept through the
rest of the bombardment.

“Before dawn we set forth again, and by this time the
lack of food was evidenced by the heavy drag of our feet,
made more leaden by saturation with mud and water on
our boots and stockings. Jungle, rubber, swamps and
streams, on we plodded until half-way through the morn-
ing we emerged into a clearing containing a native house.
It was inhabited by a friendly Tamil, who saved our
bacon by producing coconut, pineapples and biscuits.

“This humble repast was like a seven-course meal to
our famished band. With renewed energy and hope we
pressed on by compass to where we thought our lines
should be. Our course now lay through rubber, which
was fairly casy going, except for the hills, which be-
trayed our aching muscles and overwrought lungs.

“After a few hours a number of our aircraft (rare
sight) passed overhead going north-west. They were
greeted by machine-gun fire from a post behind us. Tt
looked as though we were through. A lictle later we heard
the approach of an armoured vehicle. We took to cover
to give it an appropriate welcome should it prove hostile,
but boy, oh boy! it was one of ours, and we actually ran
to meetit...”

It was our first clash with the Japanese (said General
Gordon Bennett in his official narrative of the action) and
it was important that our men should establish the fact
that they were better soldiers than their enemies, They
did it. Colone] Galleghan, who was awarded the D.S.0.
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for his conduct in the battle, realised that in this first
encounter he had to show his men the way they were to
fight. He led the men personally, and set a stimulating
example.

On one occasion Brigadier Maxwell sat beside Galle-
ghan at the telephone while the captain commanding the
forward company sent back a “ball to ball” description
of the fight.

“They are coming at us now,” said the captain. “They
are attacking from the left. They are holding their hats in
their hands. They are shouting not to shoot because they
are Indians.”

Galleghan to Maxwell: “Are they Indians?”

Maxwell to Galleghan: “Tell them to shoot; there are
no Indians in that sector.”

Galleghan: “Shoot; there are no Indians in front.”

Over the telephone could be heard the rattling and
pinging of rifle-fire; the hoarse cries as the Australians
charged into action with their bayonets. This was the
moment they had been waiting for. They made the
most of it.

It was estimated that at least 1,000 Japanese were killed
in their first clash with the Australians. The A.LF. in
Malaya had blooded themselves, and their encmies.
“Menzies' Glamour Boys” were content at last.



CHAPTER SIX

The Crisis at Muar River

Tm-:mz was dog-fighting along the Gemas sector for
two days. Gradually, in accordance with General Ben-
nett’s design, the Japancse were drawn on to the main
defended position, which the Indians were preparing,
and they were snugly held there. The Australians had
strong fighting patrols on each flank preventing any in-
filtrating parties of Japanese from getting round our
flanks through the jungle.

It had just been decided to replace the tired 2/30th Bat-
talion with the 2/29th (Victorian) Battalion when the
situation at Muar, on the west coast, became critical. The
4sth Indian Brigade, new troops with hardly any ex-
perience of the difficult Malayan conditions, could not
stop the Japanese, who crossed the Muar River and forced
them back.

First Australian troops to engage the Japs in this sector
were gunners of 65th Battery, 2/15th Field Regiment,
under the command of Major W. Julius, who had been
hurried across from the east coast to support the wavering
Indians,

Their eight 25-pounder guns had been proofed only
three days before they went into action, but the guns
were to run hot in the next six days. T'wo troops of the
battery were separated in a Jap ambush in Muar and had
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to engage in street-fighting like infantrymen to get out
of the town.

The position became dangerous. A Japanese advance
would imperil our flank and threaten our line of com-
munications well to the rear. Something had to be done,
and done quickly. The 2/29th Battalion, instead of re-
lieving the 2/30th, was hustled into lorries and rushed
across to the Muar front.

It arrived just in time to halt the Japanese advance. In
halting it, the 2/29th Bartalion suffered grievous casual-
ties in some of the most ferocious fighting of the Malayan
campaign. They arrived at Muar at dusk on Saturday,
January 17, and were attacked half an hour later. An-
other violenr artack was launched against them at dawn
the next morning followed by an assault by light Japanese
tanks, apparently ferricd across the Muar River.

In half an hour gunners of 4th Anti-Tank Regiment
had destroyed all ten tanks! The battle took place on a
road running through a rubber plantation. The Austra-
lians once again used ambush methods. The guns were per-
fectly camouflaged beside the road, and again the ].\p'me:ie
went unsuspectingly into the trap. There was savage joy
on the faces of the Australian gunners as the ranks rumbled
along the road and were shattered one by one at point-
blank range. Soon the road was blazing with smashed and
burning enemy tanks. One tank, coming up behind two
others that had already been disabled, was sheltered by
them from our gunners, The gunners were not to be
denied their kill. They dashed up an embankment and
hurled hand grenades and “Molotov Cocktails” on to the
tank. The Japanese crews who tried to escape from the
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blazing tanks were mown down by tommy-gun fire.

This was a magnificent start for the new troops, and
they were jubilant. Meanwhile, the Japanese in the centre
near Batu Anam had had enough after the thrashing the
2/30th had given them. Pressure ceased there more or
less. Rapidly and cleverly the Japanese transferred troops
to the Muar front, and the enemy launched what was to
all intents and purposes a full-scale offensive. At Muar
now were the 1st Japanese Imperial Guards Division,
crack seasoned soldiers who had been fighting in China
for years. With them in Malaya was the famous Japanese
sth Division. These two divisions had a remarkable
record. They had been associated together in many not-
able actions, especially the capture of Canton, where
they made an astonishing forced march. The sth Division
were usually used for landing operations, at which they
were expert. Behind them would come the Guards, storm
troops of undoubted valour and dash. It was these soldiers
who faced the Australians at Muar. There were at least
15,000 of them, and possibly more.

Events moved rapidly. Now 2/29th were in grave
danger of being overwhelmed as more and more Japanese
troops arrived to exploit the Muar River break-through.
Acall costs it had to be stopped.

It was decided to send 2/1gth Bartalion, then
stationed at Jemaluang, south of Mersing, to the assist-
ance of 2/29th Battalion.

At 4 am. on Monday, January 19, the 2/19th began
their race across the peninsula. They went out singing,
as 27th Brigade had done before them. Four-and-a-half
hours later they arrived at Yong Peng, where General
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Bennetr had his headquarters. There Colonel Anderson
received orders to proceed to Bakri, on the Yong Peng-
Muar road. Two platoons, under Lieut. J. A. Varley,
were left behind to hold the vital bridge at Parit Sulong.
It will be difficult for the layman to follow in detail
the events of the next four days without proper ordnance
maps. A rough picture of the position only can be given.
It should be remembered that the Australians had been
taken away from General Bennett and were now under
British command. Colonel Anderson contacted Brigadier
Duncan, of 4sth Indian Brigade, consisting of Gwalis,
Jats, and Raj Rifles, and was ordered to take up a position
covering the Bakri cross-roads leading to the Muar River
ferry. About a mile ahead was 2/29th Battalion, nursing
its wounds after its unequal battle against a flood of
Japanese storm troops. Their C.O., Licut.-Colonel John
Charles Robertson, had been killed on Sunday night.
The Japanese had swiftly laid down a road block, and
now the enemy were between 2/19th and 2/29th Bat-
talions. Tt was a desperate situation, but nothing to what
was to come later. At 11 o’clock that morning, “A” Com-
Eany of 2/1gth attempted to gain contact with 2/29th,
ut the attack failed. For the remainder of the day “C”
Company carried out aggressive patrols west and allowed
a section of 2/1gth Carriers, under Lieut. J. Howard, to
get contact with 2 /29th. This the Carriers did in fine style,
and brought back Captain Gibson of 2/29th for a con-
ference with Colonel Anderson.
At 6 o'clock that night the dispositions of the British
forces in the Muar River area were as follows: —
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2/20th Battalion forward in a perimeter with the
Japanese pouring in more troops all around them,

2/ roth Battalion a mile further back at the Bakri cross-
roads.

4s5th Indian Brigade half a mile behind 2/1gth,

“B” Echelon (transport, mortars, etc.) of the 2/19th
hidden in jungle and rubber country about a mile behind
4sth Brigade.

This was the opening scene of Malaya’s most heroic
battle.
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The 2/29th Come Through

Hm a wild night, with heavy enemy shelling of our
positions, the mists on the river rose to find the Aus-
tralians still holding grimly to their posts. The only
alteration during the night had been an enforced with-
drawal of half a mile, owing to the Japanese gunners’
accuracy, of 2/15th Field Regiment. The Australians
were full of fight and still fresh, but overnight the
Japanese had consolidated their wedge between the two
Australian batralions.

Monday began with disaster. Earlier than usual,
Japanese "planes were roaring over the beleaguered Muar
forces. They were out for the kill. As early as this the
position looked hopeless. At 9.30 a.m. bombs landed
directly on top of 45th Brigade Headquarters in a rubber
gatherer’s hut. Only three men survived—Brigadier Dun-
can, Brigadier Major Anderson and an Assistant Staff
Caprain. All signals were destroyed.

At the same time, “B” Echelon of 2/19th Battalion in
the rear got the full force of a similar air blitz. And the
Japanese had now got between the main 2/ 19th force and
their “B” Echelon. It was impossible to regain contact at
that time. A Carrier tried to get through, but there was
a road block and a land mine in its way. The Carrier
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forced the road block and ran slap on to the land mine. It
was blown to smithercens. The crew escaped.

Imagine the position at this stage; practically every
component of the British-Australian force was isolated
by immensely superior numbers of the enemy. The most
striking feature of the whole Muar River action was that
the Japanese, although fighting hard, seemed to take for
granted that our forces were doomed to annihilation.
How costly their mistake! How gross their under-estima-
tion of the spirit of the A.LF. in Malaya!

Colonel Anderson now took command of the Austra-
lians, That afternoon he ordered 2/29th to withdraw and
fall back on 2/1gth. Up to this point the 2/29th, their
commanding officer dead, had stood their ground and
defied all efforts of the Japanese to dislodge them. How
they obeyed Colonel Anderson’s order to fall back to the
2/1gth is a story of grim heroism on its own. They fought
like tigers against tremendous odds. The Japanese had
machine-guns on either side of the road and raked their
flanks. But they made it; some of them directly by road;
others through the jungle around the flanks of the
Japanese.

The 2/29th—or the remnants of this gallant Victorian
battalion—reached 2/1gth after hours of dogged fighting.
There were only 200 of them left out of more than 8oo.
Jay mortar and hine-gun fire had wreaked a
terrible toll. A tattered force, but as full of guts and fight
as when they sang their way across the peninsula to Muar
River. Some others who were cut off by the Japanese
eventually reached General Bennett’s headquarters at
Yong Peng days later after incredible adventures in the
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jungle. One party of a captain and seven men went into
the jungle waist- -decp in mud and slush, and reached
2/19th at 10.30 p.m. that night.

While 2/29th were battering their way back along that
tragic mile, things had not been 11u1a with 2/19th. Our
amlILry had done excellent work, but most of it was
shooting from the map. Then suddenly the Japanese
launched a heavy attack on the south and caprured high
ground overlooking and within 150 yards of 2/19th Bat-
talion Headquarters, “A™ Company went into attack.
They retook the hill, but were heavily pressed. Colonel
Anderson ordered “B” Company to make a flank attack
on the Japanese. It was very successful. The Japanese
retreated, leaving at least 8o casualties behind them. “B”
Company had suffered only two wounded.

The 8th Division Signals wireless truck, manned by
Corporal G. Bingham and two others, had been operating
smoothly despite shells and bombs. They had kept in con-
stant communication with General Bennett, And that
afternoon a message had been received ordering Colonel
Anderson to withdraw on Yong Peng,

As the quick tropic darkness blanketed the jungle and
the rubber trees, the two Australian battalions and the
Indians formed a night perimeter. The night was so dark
that it restricted patrols, but Anderson was taking no
chances. The sentries strained their eyes into the depths
of the jungle, their fingers lightly on the triggers of
tommy-guns and rifles with bayonets fixed. Nobody
slept. In the event of trouble the men were ordered to
use their bayonets as much as possible. Ammunition had
to be conserved and, morcover, rifle-fire gave away posi-
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tions. The Japanese were experts at “noises.”” They let off
sham fusillades and then attacked from another direction.
“Make your killing quiet,” said Anderson. “The bayonet.
The bayonet every time. Those little varmints don’t like
it, especially at night.”

As he watched his men snatching a meal of “hard tack,”
Anderson wondered what tomorrow would hold in
store for them. At any rate now they were all together
in onc force. He saw clearly cnough that they could
expect little outside help; they would have o fight their
own way out. Well, he had the fighters; Providence would
have to do the rest. Something else was worrying Ander-
son. That day they had run out of liquid morphia; there
were only a few tablets left, and every hour the number
of wounded was growing.

General Bennett's headquarters were in a barn-like
building under the rubber trees near Yong Peng.

The General, this morning, was standing in front of his
“situation map” and there was anxicty on his face. The
“doomed” Australian battalions had been placed under
his command again, and it was his job to get them out of a
seemingly impossible situation.

In the distance could be heard the “boom” of Japanese
bombs and the drone of Japanese *planes secking out his
position. Strolling around the headquarters were three or
four steel-helmeted Australian  soldiers, grim-faced,
stripped to the waist, with wicked-looking tommy-guns
slung under their shoulders. Their naked brown torsos
dripped with sweat. As the General studied his map, an
army truck drove up; out of it were pushed four blind-
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folded Chinese, or perhaps Japanese. They were hustled
under some trees and there Intelligence officers cross-
examined them. Later they were taken away.

The drone of Japanese planes came closer. A “spotter”
cried sharply, “Take cover!” Headquarters personnel
moved under the shadow of the rubber trees. Work pro-
ceeded in the building. The General studied his map. Out-
side everything was as still as death except for the drone
of the bombers. A few bombs thudded down harmlessly
and there was a splatter of machine-gun fire, and then the
droning died away.

The General was worried because he had had no word
from Colonel Anderson since 6.30 p.m. on the previous
evening. From the wireless truck had come an ominous
silence. The previous night he had sent a message in
cipher ordering Colonel Anderson to destroy all trans-
port and withdraw on Yong Peng. Then silence. The
General’s anxiety was reflected on the faces of everyone
at headquarters. The faces of the guards with the tommy-
guns were grimmer than ever. They knew that the bat-
talions were trying to smash their way through those
terrific road blocks and the chances of them succeeding
were pretty slim.

Then later on in the day, suddenly, dramatically, a
laconic message came over the wircless. “We now east
of road block stop most of equipment still intact.” It
galvanised headquarters, A great load dropped from
General Bennett's shoulders. The guards with the tommy-
guns grinned and swaggered through the trees.

“They've still gor to force their way along that cause-

62




THE 2/29TH COME THROUGH

way,” thought the General, “and after that there's only
the bridge at Parit Sulong.”

As he strode up and down, a motor bike hurtled up to
headquarters. Off it, unsteadily, got a burly Provost Cor-
poral. There were streaks of blood across his face; his
shirt and shorts were dirt-stained; he was shaken and he
was panting,

“They got two direct hits on the cross-roads, sir.
Knocked out a Bofors and three Indians. There’s a big
crater in the middle of the road; no chance of transport
getting through. Just missed me, sir; I dived into a ditch.

he s machine-gunned me.”

“Did you tell the Pioneers?”

“Yes, sir. They're repairing it now. Should be fixed in
half an hour.”

“Good! Carry on, Corporal.”

“Yes, sir.”

After the Corporal had gone the General suddenly
wondered whether the last message from Anderson had
been genuine. Better check up; one never knew with the
Japanese—they were shrewd little devils. What if they
had captured’ the wireless truck and were sending him
bogus messages? It did scem incredible that Anderson’s
men should have forced those blocks. The General
beckoned one of his staff officers to his side.

A little later a strange conversation took place between
A.LF. Headquarters and the wireless truck that was
dodging bombs somewhere along the Bakri road.

“Is that you, Geoff?”

“Yes.”

“We got your last message.”
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“Yes.”

“How's Max?”

“He's all right.”

“How's Cyril?”

“Cyril? Who's Cyril?”

“What's the name of that strect near the Petersham
Town Hall?”

“You mean New Canterbury Road with that pub on
the corner?”

“You'll do, Geoff.” ‘

“Say, what's it all about, anyway?”

“Tell you someday, Geoff. Cheerio!”

“Cheerio! . . . *Struth, did you hear that one? It was
bloody close! Wouldn'tit! ..."”

They went to the General.

“I's Bingham all right, sir.”

“Good!" said General Bennett. “Good!"”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Long Road Home

THERE had been sudden tropic thunder during the
night, and lightning spilling blue quicksilver across
the Strait of Malacca, bur the dawn came quictly along
the roads that led to Muar River. The dawn comes
quickly in Malaya; there is a small chill wind that rustles
the leaves of the rubber trees; and then the dawn breaks
like the sudden lifting of the curtain on a drama. One
moment it is night; and the next moment it is day.

There was silence around Muar River, where the mists
were rising and evaporating, but it was a menacing silence.
Amongst the trees were sinister shadows; there was an
urgency of movement everywhere. Swift clouds dashed
across the flushed face of the sun; those clouds would
soon hide the rushing silver wings of Japanese bombers,
prettiest murderers in Malaya.

Long before dawn broke the wounded were made as
comfortable as possible in trucks, and all other unessential
equipment destroyed, This was to be the most dreadful
day of all; this was to be Australia’s greatest day in
Malaya, to rank with Gallipoli, Greece, Crete and
Rabaul.

At 7 am., on Tuesday, January 20, the columns began
the long road home—z/1g9th Battalion forward, then
2/2¢9th Battalion transport and artillery, with Indians of
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45th Brigade, under Colonel Anderson, covering the rear.

Now there were less than 1,000 Australians left, and
an indeterminate number of Indians. On all sides of them
were closing in 15,000 or more crack Japanese troops.

An hour later contact was made with the Japanese, at
the g9 Mile Post. The first of the road blocks was en-
countered—there were to be seven wiles of road blocks
before the day was through. The first road block, con-
sisting of rubber trees fallen across the road, was covered
by a well-dug Japanese strongpost, on top of a cutting,
with six machine-guns spitting death from it. “Great difhi-
culty,” says a bald official story, “was experienced in
taking the position.” The Australians charged with fixed
bayonets. “B" Company 2/19th Battalion took the north
side of the cutting.

On the south side Colonel Anderson took it with seven
men. He ordered “A” Company to create a diversion else-
where and then charged into action, a dynamic figure at
the head of his small force. He put one gun out of action
with a grenade, and with his revolver shot dead two
Jap soldiers ing the other machine-gun. That
was the beginning of Anderson’s Victoria Cross, greatest
tribute to valour the British Empire can award.

The 2/19th tell you Anderson won it five times over.
His physical endurance was astonishing. Throughout the
fight back to the bridge at Parit Sulong he was as lively
as a cricket. He was here, there and everywhere. He had
a word for everyone. He had tactical genius of a rare
sort. He was cheerful at all times and he never lost his
grip on the situation. His mind was as lively as his body.
This, and his complete disregard of personal safety,
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inspired his men to tremendous heights. Anderson was on
human safan, he was stalking the Japanese as he had
stalked in Africa. All the troops would cheerfully have
laid down their lives for him.

The whole composite force was on the main road now,
and the road blocks were almost continuous. The
Japanese had worked fast and efficiently. Some of the
blocks were composed of fallen rubber trees; others of
jungle poles tied together.

Heavy Japanese shelling was directed on the Indians in
the rear during the morning. Our motor transport began
to move east again at 1145 a.m., with infantry deployed
in the adjoining rubber country. At times the hills were
black with Japanese troops. One Australian officer at this
stage killed fifty Japanese with bursts from a Vickers gun.
There was no “white shirt and sandshoes” about these
enemy troops. They were hand-picked soldiers dressed
in greenish-khaki tunics, slacks, half-puttees and black,
hobnailed boots. They came on and on. The branches
of the rubber trees seemed to be alive with snipers. They
were hard to distinguish. They waited until the Austra-
lians went through and then tried to pick off the officers.

Some of them had wireless transmitters strapped to
their chests. They wirclessed back positions and then the
Japanese g-inch mortars would crash down. There
was an heroic Australian private who volunteered as
a human targer. He walked down the centre of the road
alone, while his comrades with tommy-guns crepr along-
side amongst the rubber trees, There were a lot of dead
Japanese snipers that day. The private was wounded, but
fought his way on to Parit Sulong.
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The Australians smashed their way through the second
road block and neared where “B” Echelon 2/19th Bat-
talion had been assailed from the air. Colonel Anderson
passed the word to his Company commanders: “We will
see some grim sights here; get the bnyq singing.”

So they sang “Waltzin” Matilda"—it was the only song
they all knew. “B” Echelon arca was a shambles of shat-
tered motor vehicles and shattered bodies. Ghastly the
sights that met the cyes of the enraged Australians. They
charged with their bayonets, singing, but there was no
joy n the singing, only a cold deadly rage. They took
their vengeance at the point of the bayonet. All the
vehicles of “B” Echelon were out of action, and there
was no sign of Licutenant Varley’s platoon which had
been relieved at the Parit Sulong bridge by five Norfolk
platoons,

Saddencd by the loss of fine cobbers, the force moved
on again at 12.15 p.m. to contact the Japanese in con-
siderable strength, and to run into no fewer than six road
blocks.

Fierce fighting continued all that afternoon as Ander-
son’s men made superhuman efforts to force the Japanese
position. Success was only limited and casualties were
heavy. Bayoner charge after bayoner charge was made,
but the men were too tired to sing now. Their long ordeal
was beginning to show on their haggard, unshaven faces,
but they weren't beaten yet—not by a long chalk. Very
heavy artacks were made by the Japanese on our rear,
supported by intense artillery and mortar shelling. In a
charge by Gwalis, which he personally led, Brigadier
Duncan was killed,
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By s5.30 p.m. the situation was critical and the force
had gradually contracted into about 8oo yards of road-
way. Colonel Anderson held a council of war with his
officers. He made no attempt to disguise their plight. “It’s
a case of death or going through, gentlemen,” he said,
in his precise way. “And we're going through!”

He decided on a dusk attack. As the shadows length-
ened under the rubber trees, and the swollen sun slid
down towards the horizon, the Australians made their
supreme effort. Every man was fighting mad. Mortar
shells were directed on to targets by infantrymen a few
yards away. Gunners of 2/15th Field Regiment were
fighting with rifles and bayonets and axes. The range was
too short for their 25-pounders. Yelling and cursing,
the gunners grabbed axes, tackled the Japanese with them,
ran the gauntlet of murderous machine-gun fire, and
slashed recklessly at a block across the road. One 25-
pounder crew pushed their gun around a cutting and
blew a road block formed of vehicles to smithereens at
75 yards range. Bren-gun Carriers rattled forward to
within five yards of a Japanese machine-gun nest and
blew it to bits.

Beside the road was a house with concrete walls four
inches thick. In it were 6o Japanese with three machine-
guns. Spurting death, they had been giving the Austra-
lians hell, but nothing could stand up to this onrushing
tide of fighting-mad Australians, Two Carriers charged
forward to within ten yards’ range and raked the house
with Vickers gun fire from ground to roof. Thirty Japan-
ese soldiers rushed out and were cut to ribbons. Now there
was only one road block left before the long ten miles’
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causeway to Parit Sulong. The capture of the concrete
house was the turning point of the battle. A call was
made for volunteers to force the remaining road block.
Twenty men responded. They raced ahecad with axes
under a hail of machine-gun bullets and chopped the
block to picces. The Australians charged through with
bayoners—and the day was won.

Atabout 6.30 p.m. the Japanese had had enough. Their
dead lay strewn in hundreds across the roadway and
sprawled under the rubber trees. They gave up the fight
and retired. Colonel Anderson’s column, its ranks thinner
than ever, moved on and contact with the enemy was lost.

Colonel Anderson, as he marched indefatigably with
his men, was proud of them. Badly as they needed rest
and food, he had relentlessly to drive them on. There was
a tight smile under the sweat and blood on his face. If
they could stumble along the causeway during the night
and cross the bridge at Parit Sulong before dawn, all
would be well. From there it was only a few miles to
General Bennett's main forces—and safery.

It was as well Anderson did not have in advance the
heartbreaking knowledge that the bridge ar Parit Sulong
was no longer in British hands, It was as well that he did
not know the Norfolks had withdrawn from the bridge
and the high ground dominating it on the approach of a
small force of Japanese.

Earlier that day the news had caused consternation at
A.LF. Headquarters, The withdrawal seemed to seal the
doom of the Australians who had come so far at such
cost and were now almost in sight of relief.

General Bennett acted with characteristic vigour. First
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of all he sent out a party of tried guerrillas under Captain
Lloyd with orders to try and work their way around the
Japanese and hold the bridge long enough to let the be-
leaguered battalions through. Then he got into his car
and hurried some miles beyond Yong Peng.

There at intervals came three other staff cars. As
Japanese bombers droned overhead, the four Generals in
whose hands was the destiny of Malaya, met under the
cover of the rubber trees in a dramatic two hours’ confer-
ence. They met actually on an estate, at the other end
of which was then progressing bitter fighting. The
Generals were General A. E. Percival, G.O.C. Malaya,
General L. Heath, General Keys and General Bennett.
Afterwards General Percival explained the position
frankly to waiting British, American and £.ustralian War
Correspondents,

The map was laid out on the ground and the General,
the scarlet around his cap contrasting vividly with the
green countryside, placed his finger on the bridge at
Parit Sulong.

“We are going to counter-attack at two o’clock this
afternoon,” he said. “We hope to regain the high ground
here and capture the bridge. That will allow those gallant
Australian battalions to go through. General Bennett has
also sent out commandos to worry the Japanese by in-
filerations . . .

The conference broke up. General Bennett was smiling,
as he left. There was another chance for his beloved
Australians.

But the counter-attack never took place. At 2z pm. it
was postponed until 5.30 p.m. At 5.30 p.m. it was post-
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poned until dawn on the following morning. At dawn it
was postponed until 9.30 a.m. At 9.30 a.m. it was aban-
doned altogether for reasons that have never been shown
as anything but trifling.

It was as well that Colonel Anderson and his men,
bartling along the Bakri road, were unaware of these
things.



CHAPTER NINE

The Bridge at Parit Sulong

vr through the night the tattered force trudged along
A the long stone causeway which ran in a dead straight
line across the stcamy swamp country.

An advance guard went ahcad, then Carriers trundled
along at the head of the main body. Then came the trucks
filled with badly wounded men, with armoured cars at
the rear. The infantry troops marched in single file on
each side of the road. The “walking wounded” limped on
through the night, some of them with blood-soaked
bandages across their foreheads, others with arms in
slings. Occasionally a man would help his cobber along.
It was sheer fortitude that got them through.

It was a tragic cavalcade of gaunt bearded men, peril-
ously on the edge of physical exhaustion, but the Japanese,
licking their wounds znm the savage encounter farther
back and prevented by the swamps from staging any
heavy flank attacks, allowed them along the causeway
without much interference. At the rear, however, the
enemy were pressing on and tightly closing any gap
towards Muar.

At 3 a.m. Lieutenant Varley, who had been relieved by
the Norfolks at Parit Sulong, rejoined his unit with 50
men. At about the same time a wounded Indian Sepoy
strayed into the lines. He rold Colonel Anderson that he
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had been fired on by Japanese that afterncon at Parit
Sulong. It was a shock to Anderson to hear of the presence
of Japanese in this area.

Two Despatch Riders were sent forward to check the
Indian’s report. The Don Rs raced to the bridge. Their
full headlights showed up a sandbagged barricade across
the western end of the bridge. In the glare of the lights
they saw four coloured soldiers in pith helmets. The Aus-
tralians were challenged in a foreign language, but were
not fired on.

The Don R's hurried back and reported to Anderson,
whose suspicions were now thoroughly aroused. He sent
a patrol forward to the bridge. This time the Australians
were fired on.

Dawn broke as the force came in sight of the little
village of Parit Sulong beside the river, Colonel Ander-
son, bitterly disappointed by events, decided to attack
the bridge at 7 a.m. The bridge over the river at Parit
Sulong was a conerete arc about 8o yards long.

Colonel Anderson, Major Anderson (of 45th Brigade)
and Lieutenant S. F. Bure (Intelligence Officer of 2/1gth
Battalion) went forward and met an English-speaking
Malay, He told them that therc was no need to worry
about the bridge; it was held by members of the Johore
Military Forces. The Malay led these three officers and
their small escort into a Japanese ambush, but the trio
fought their way out of it.

The bridge, definitely in Japanese hands, was ideally
suited for defence, and the enemy had exploited it to the
full. Tt was very strongly defended by machine-gun
nests in adjoining houses. After bitter fighting, however,
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the western approaches of the bridge were captured,
but further progress was found to be impossible without
air support. The range was too short for our artilicry
and our mortars were ineffective against the houses.

At about 11 am. the Australian position was in the
form of a triangular perimeter, with the apex at the
bridge. After a heavy artillery barrage and intense
machine-gunning of the road from the air, the Japanese
launched another rank attack. It fared no better than
other tank attacks they had made against the Australians.
One tank was destroyed by small-arms fire and two others
by accurate shooting by our anti-tank gunners.

A cheer went up when what seemed to be a squadron
of British bombers soared overhead. Jubilation was short-
lived when the "planes rained down anti-personnel bombs;
it was discovered afterwards that they were American
*planes originally delivered to Thailand and the Japanese
had used them to deceive us, There was no doubt about
it—the Japanese were devilishly cunning fighers.

Fate was dealing heavy and decisive blows against the
Australians now. Gradually the rear was forced in by
vicious Japanese attacks and a mounting list of Australian
casualties. As darkness came down the enemy launched
yet another tank attack along the road, but it, too, was
smashed. Lieutenant John Ross, Sergeant Bertie Tate and
a 25-pounder gun crew blew one tank to pieces at 40
yards over open sights. Bombs and Mills hand grenades
destroyed five other tanks. Ross was awarded the M.C.
and Tate the D.C.M. for this feat.

The Japanese fell back again. This small Australian
force seemed indestructible, unconquerable . . .
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For four days the wireless truck under Corporal Bing-
ham had led a charmed life. Nerve-centre of the be-
leaguered battalions, it had functioned day and night. It
had survived shells, mortar fire, bombs and machir n-
ning. Bingham and his two assistants had stuck manfully
to their tasks. There were only two of them now. One
of the men had been wounded, but had refused to leave
his post. Then a bullet from a Japanese sniper in a rubber
tree had killed him. The other two carried on, receiving
and transmitting vital messages.

At first, when they were allotted to 45th Brigade, they
had a two-way wireless ser, but later much of their equip-
ment was destroyed. Undaunted, they managed to build
up a composite set from the remains of various wireless
sets in the area. At one stage messages were being trans-
mitted by a key improvised by joining two leads together.
But they could not build new wireless batteries, and now
the precious batteries had begun to fade and messages
were difficult to receive. Soon the batteries were useless.

And not long afterwards shells wrecked the truck alto-
gether. Bingham (who was awarded the Distinguished
Conduct Medal) and his remaining assistant, Max Benoit
(Military Medal), had miraculous escapes from death.
Benoit was wounded threc times before the action
finished, but refused to give in.

The plight of the wounded was causing Colonel Ander-
son more and more concern. Some of the men were in a
bad shape and suffering dreadfully. The festering tropic
climate of Malaya was no place for a wounded man with-
out proper medical attention. They had sufficient morphia
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now to deaden agony from jagged splinter wounds, but
that was not enough.

Anderson resolved on a desperate mercy move. He
selected 15 of the most badly wounded and had them
placed in two ambulance trucks marked with the Red
Cross, and called for volunteer drivers and attendants
from the slightly wounded men. There was no shortage
of volunteers.

Just before dark the trucks were slowly driven up to
the sandbag barricade at the bridge. They were not fired
upon and a driver, <.1rrv|ng a white flag, was escorted to
the Japanese commander in Parit Sulong village. Some-
body was found who could speak English. The Australian
explained that the men in the trucks were so seriously
wounded that even if they recovered they would never
fight again. They had been chosen that way so as not to
cause any embarrassment to the Japanese. Would the
Japanese commander allow them safe conduct to the
British lines?

The Japanese commander was polite but firm. The
ambulances were to remain in the middle of the road as a
road block. He could not discuss terms of any kind unless
the whole of the Australians surrendered unconditionally.

The driver returned to Colonel Anderson with the
message. Colonel Anderson's jaw set, Hard as the decision
was to the wounded men at the bridge, he knew that his
men would never surrender now. They had come so far,
had suffered so much. They would sooner all die fighting
to the last. He refused to countenance the Japanese com-
mander’s proposal. He considered for a while the possi-
bility of artempring a withdrawal towards the sea, but
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increasing pressure on the road at the rear by enemy tanks
and arul]ur\' foredoomed that to failure.

Night came down on a fantastic scene like the defence
of a covered wagon against Red Indians in the pmnccr
days of America. The Australians were clustered in a
small perimeter around upwards of 25 trucks, including
those marooned with the wounded at the bridge. It was
a pitch dark night with pale stars stabbing the black
velvet canopy of the sky. Away back along the road to
Muar were blazing Australian trucks and blazing Japanese
tanks luridly lighting the darkness. It was so dark other-
wise that patrolling was restricted. The Japanese were
active at the bridge and there were several bayonet
clashes in the darkness,

At midnight, when there was a lull in the fighting,
Licutenant Richard (“Baby”) Austm, himself badly
wounded, and a private stole out into the darkness to-
wards the trucks with the wounded at the bridge. They
slid from rubber tree to rubber tree like shadows, and
crawled along the road to the stationary trucks.

Austin reached the back of the nearest truck and whis-
pered into it: “Hang tight, boys, I'm going to let the
brakes off!”

One after another Austin and his companion loosened
the brakes of the trucks and guided them as silently as
possible into the Australian lines. Darkness had been their
protection; the Japanese were scarcely aware of the move.

“Good work!” said Anderson, putting out his hand,
“Good work!”
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The Gap in the Circle

ENERAL BENNETT'S final message to the beleaguered
Australizn forces at Parit Sulong wrote “finis” to
an extraordinary feat of arms, an extraordinary epic of
courage and self-sacrifice and devotion to duty, of which
Australia and the whole British Empire should be proud.
It was despatched from Yong Peng at five minutes
past eleven o’clock in the morning or Thumday, 22nd
January, 1942, and it read:

“Regret that there little prospect any success attacks
78M-80M to help you Lloyds party if successful should
have appeared before this. 20 of your men and many
Indians already returned via river to mine then track to
road which is present our possession 78M. You may at
your discretion leave wounded with volunteers destroy
heavy equipment and escape. Sorry unable help after
your heroic effort. Good luck. Gordon Bennett.”

Ironically enough, the message never reached its des-
tination; by this time the wireless truck was incapable of
receiving messages.

There was nothing clse General Bennett could do ex-
cept wish these brave men of his command good luck in
escaping through the ever-increasing cordon of Japanese
fire around them. The counter-attack which might have
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saved them had never taken place; and Lloyd’s com-
mandos had not been successful.

Already survivors of the action, cut off by the Japanese
somewhere along that road of death and destruction, were
drifting into Yong Peng in small parties. They had
appalling stories to tell, but proud stories. They were un-
shaven and gaunt, and their uniforms were in a sorry mess
where they had plunged into swamps and morasses and
swum rivers. Some of their feet were in a shocking con-
dition. Some of them had raw, festering wounds. But
they were all still unconquerable; they were all concerned
chiefly about their cobbers, wha were still out in the
jungle somewhere trying to fight their way back. They
were all loud in their praises of that remarkable man who
had brought the force through to Parit Sulong, Colonel
Anderson, of Muar.

The position of the Australians on Thursday rapidly
became untenable after daybreak. The Japs seemed im-
pregnably established covering the bridge, with a deadly
phalanx of machine-gun nests. Heavy enemy artillery
shelling began as daylight broke and caused more tragic
gaps in the ranks of the Australians.

Nevertheless, a final artempt to capture the bridge was
made by “A” Company, 2/19th Bartalion, reinforced by
walking wounded of both battalions. They were cut to
pieces on two Japanese road blocks.

The Japs moved around to the right flank and atracked
heavily. Some of their planes circled continuously over-
head to drown the noise of their approaching tanks, Other
*planes machine-gunned the approaches to the bridge.

There was one bright feature that morning. At about
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8 a.m. three British aeroplanes flew overhead and dropped
by parachutes sorely-needed supplies of morphia, water
and bully beef.

Colonel Anderson came to a quick decision. There was
only one way out and that was to move north, swing east
and fight their way through the Japanese towards Yong
Zeng. The remnants of them should go out as they had
gone in—as a composite fighting force. Anderson gave
orders for the destruction of all equipment, including
transport and guns.

Half an hour before the bid for safety was made, gal-
lant Major Anderson, of 4sth Brigade, was killed by
machine-gun fire from the air as he sheltered in a ditch.
It was a sad ending to an Englishman who had won the un-
stinted admiration of the Australians. He had fought side
by side with them, using rifle, tommy-gun and hand
grenades, with complete disregard of personal danger.

Sadly the Australians drew the trucks with the
wounded into the side of the road. Eighteen-ton Japanese
tanks had been reported coming up from Muar—they
would have scant mercy on trucks in the middle of the
road. There were farewells that morning that would be
an intrusion on personal feelings to narrate. This was the
hardest part of all; to leave good comrades behind after
what they had gone through together these last five days.
There were handshakes and husky farewells and un-
ashamed emotion on the faces of these haggard fighting
men. There were messages to deliver “if you ever get
home, old man.” There were men who turned away
because, physically overwrought, it was more than they
could bear . . .
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Company by company, the Australians moved out at
five-minute intervals in deployed formation on a bearing
of 340 degrees to a distance of 1,000 yards, and then
turned cast. The Japanese in that sector saw them coming
and misinterpreted it to be a strong counter-attack. They
hurriedly withdrew and left a gap of 400 yards up the
Sempang River, between the edge of the Japanese lines
and the river.

The battle of Muar River was over, and Providence
had come to the aid of the Australians at the last moment.
They hurried through the miraculous gap towards Bukit
Incas. There were to be long hours of wading through
swamps, of plunging through jungle and rubber, ahead
of them—but they were safe, and the Japanese had let
them slip out of the trap.

They formed a human chain in the creeks to get the
wounded across. The Indians took off their turbans and
tied them together for a lifeline. Night was spent in a
jungle so dense that they moved at the rate of only roo
yards an hour. The swamps were sometimes waist-deep,
the trees were laced with vines, their jagged spikes shaped
like fish-hooks.

The wounded, their unattended wounds suppurating,
cried aloud in their pain. They were given water from the
Malayan water vine, which grows in the jungle. In the
open’ rubber country they were guided by friendly
Chinese, who gave them food and fresh water.

And so those who remained, got through.

During the five days of fighting it was estimated that
the Australians had killed anything from 1,000 to 3,000
of Japan’s front-line soldiers. The rifle and bayonet had
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proved to be the decisive weapon. Infantrymen had aver-
aged 50 rounds per man and 8 out of 10 shots had taken
effect.

There were countless examples of individual bravery.
There was a Sergeant who lay in a Regimental Aid Post
with a bad wound in his neck; who grabbed a rifle and
joined his mates in the battle line when things were criti-
cal. There was a red-haired ex-schoolmaster who rode his
motor bike through hell and back, tearing along roads
ringed with snipers, sometimes with gallant Major Ander-
son riding pillion behind him with a tommy-gun stuck
under his arm. There was a Carrier Corporal who fought
all day with a wound in his back, got another wound in his
leg and had to be more or less forcibly dragged from his
Carrier. There was a doctor who upheld all the finest
traditions of his profession under the most awful condi-
tions. There was a young, smooth-faced Presbyterian
Padre whose courage the 2/1gth Battalion will not easily
forget. It will be tactful not to chronicle some of his
exploits in the field.

There was a Regimental Sergeant-Major nicknamed
“Hip-Hi,” a giant of a man with tremendous physique
and stamina who had spent most of his life in New Guinea
and the Solomon Islands. A crack rifle-shot, “Hip-Hi,”
when nighe fell, would go out alone stalking Japanese
snipers with conspicuous success. He was reported missing
after Parit Sulong, but swaggered up a fortnight later, a
great bearded figure of a man who had led a small party
of Australians right across the peninsula to the east coast
and safety.
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The Massacre at Parit Sulong

IT was eight-and-a-half years before a horrified world
heard about the fate of the wounded men, and other
prisoners, who were left behind ar Parit Sulong.

Then, in June, 950, at a War Crimes Court at Los
Negros, Manus Island, ghastly details were given of one
of the most cold-blooded massacres in the history of
warfare.

In the dock was Licutenant-General Takuma Nishi-
mura, charged with the murder of 110 Australian and 35
Indian prisoners of war at Parit Sulong on January 22,
1942.

The accuser was Licutenant Ben Charles Hackney, of
2/29th Battalion, sole living survivor of the massacre. He
was 26 years old when the massacre took place.

Hackney, a Bachurst (N.S.W.) grazier in civil life,
survived machine-gunning, rifle-fire, bayoncting, mass
cremation and subsequent recapture and imprisonment.
He became known as “the man they could not kill.” He
feigned death to escape and tell his damning story eight-
and-a-half years later.

He spent 36 days crawling about the Malayan jungle,
with a bullet wound in his left leg, shell splinters in his
back, right calf and behind his right knee.

He was recaptured by Malayan policemen and taken to
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Changi Gaol, Singapore. There he wrote the story of the
massacre and buried it in a shellcase. The shellcase was
recovered after the war and its contents included in the
six typewritten pages of sworn evidence given by
Hackney at Manus in 1950.

The Parit Sulong prisoners, many of them badly
wounded, were made to sit, some in the nude, in a circle
ringed by Jap guards (Hackney’s evidence ran).

About sunset, the prisoners, their hands tied behind
their backs with rope or wire, were herded together and
shot. The officers were tied together first, then other
ranks in the same manner.

“Often a soldier who was more difficult to tie because
of his wounds, was subjected to lashings, sometimes with
wire, and kicked,” Hackney testified.

Later, Japanese soldiers poured petrol from tins over
other prisoners, many of whom were still conscious, and
set them alight.

In feigning death, Hackney displayed extraordinary
fortitude, perhaps conscious that he must stay alive to
assure that someday justice would be wreaked for this
fiendish deed.

He was kicked on countless occasions on all parts of
the body, especially on the wound in his back. He was
battered over the head with rifle butts, prodded with
bayonets more than 20 times to see if he were alive.

He survived it all and at Manus, General Nishimura
was found guilty of ordering the massacre, and sentenced
to hang.

‘When sentenced, he said contritely from the dock: “I
am deeply sorry that, due to my carelessness, such an
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incident happened. T w:sh to give prayers with sorrow to
those who were

Nishimura was Imngcd at Los Negros on June 11, 1951.
Death was instantaneous and he was buried at sea because
torrential rains upsct plans for the cremation of his body.
He thus had a far more merciful death than the victims
of his atrocity.
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The Fall of Singapore

AN stories could be told about the death agonies of
M Singapore Island, but this is not the place to tell
them. As an epilogue to this story of the bridge ac Parit
Sulong, let us rather use General Bennett's official narra-
tive of the withdrawal acrogs the Johore Causeway and
the final surrender, a surrender that had been inevitable
to those in authority some weeks before.

“After Parit Sulong,” said General Bennett, “the
Japanese concentrated on Batu Pahat, farther down the
west coast. Here, as elsewhere along the west coast, they
landed men in sampans they had seized. Troops who had
just arrived from England and were quite unused to
Malayan conditions had the sector here, and they were
unsuccessful in their actempt to deny the enemy a landing
at Batu Pahat. This meant that our main force at Gemas
was almost cut off about 6o miles south of them,

“Our withdrawal from Gemas, which our men had
s0 long and so skilfully defended, was one of the saddest
events of the campaign from the Australian point of view.
The men up there had resolved not to give any ground,
and they had succeeded, but circumstances forced their
withdrawal after they had so thoroughly proved their
superiority over the Japancse.

“During the next week the whole force was gradually
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withdrawn, keeping a close eye on the Batu Pahat flank
and the west coast generally, where the Japanese were
still landing from sampans, to make sure that the Japanese
did not cut the road behind it. This meant withdrawing
the last two battalions—2/18th and 2/20th—from the
Mersing position.

“The men were saddened by the realisation that they
had to withdraw without testing the strength of the
defences. On the way south, the 2/18th, 2/z0th and
2/1oth Field Regiment dealt out severe punishment to
the Japs in a bold ambush near Jemaluang.

“Sadly, the men crossed the Causeway to Singapore
Island. By the time the force reached the Island all our
reinforcements had been absorbed and all our battalions
were restored to their full numbers. But the new Austra-
lians were only partly trained. Our position was strength-
ened by the arrival of 4th (Western Australian) Machine-
gun Battalion.

“The seven Australian battalions were given the
western half of the Island from the Causeway inclusive.
The A.LF. had with it the 44th Indian Brigade. The 3rd
Indian Corps, with the newly-arrived English division,
occupied the north-east part, and Singapore fortress
troops defended the only part of the Island where de-
fences had been prepared—positions on the south coast.
The task of the Australians was to begin from the begin-
ning, to build defensive positions along a very long front.
Tt was then that they felt far more than before their serious
weakness in the air.

“Previously enemy aircraft had not been able to do
serious damage because troops had the concealment of
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rubber plantations and jungle. But when the men began
to build beach posts for guns and machine-guns and beach
lights, Japanese aircraft flew up and down, bmnbinﬁg and

hi ing them, lested except by the fire of
anti-aircraft guns.

“The Japanese were able to observe Australian posi-
tions so closely from the air that they had maps, which we
captured afterwards, showing the position of every one
of our mortars, machine-guns, searchlights and field-
guns. When their bombardment began they destroyed
every beach light and gun in the sector. They launched
their attack in boats in the dark, and, by concentrating
all their efforts on one section, completely overwhelmed
the thin defence.

“The front was too wide to be held by so small a force.
By continual pressure the Japanese were able to force
back our depleted units. Our units received inadequate
support from others now holding parts of the line. It must
be remembered that many of these troops were com-
pletely exhausted after the long fight in Malaya, and the
new formations were only partly trained and were quite
unused to Malayan conditions.

“Even at this stage the A.LF. managed to form a strong
perimeter, against which the enemy were smashed over
and over again. But, over and over again, retirements on
our flanks forced withdrawals, until our line approached
the city of Singapore itself. Then the enemy was able to
concentrate his whole air forces and many of his guns on
Singapore, which was gradually being reduced to a heap
of rubble. Casualties amongst civilians were very heavy,
the city’s water supply was cut off, and circumstances
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developed which ultimately forced the surrender of
Singapore.

“During the final stages our numbers were so depleted
in the A.LF. that it was found necessary to use non-com-
batant troops to occupy positions in the firing line. These
men—Signallers, Army Service Corps, and Ordnance—
did fine work. Everyone had his mir up at the end, We
occupied the perimeter, from which we refused to budge,
and it was in this position that we stood when the decision
to surrender was made.”

" * . “

Lieut.-General Bennett's bald and factual official report
on the fall of Singapore was written on the spot and pub-
lished in 1942, at a time when words had to be judicious
in order not to create dissension among the Allies or cause
the Japanese to ill-treat their prisoners.

Butafter V] Day (August 15, 1945) no such reticence
was necessary and much new light was thrown on the fall
of Malaya and Singapore.

The Percival Report of 1948 set off a controversy
about the conduct of the Malayan campaign that persists
today and will persist into many tomorrows.

General Percival, this writer thought and wrote in the
Sydney Sunday Sun at the time, was unfair in seeming
to pass the buck to Australian troops for the loss of Singa-
pore. It might, indeed, have been partly Percival’s own
mistake in (firstly) declining to allow the Australians to
fight as a brigade and (secondly) when their remnants
were at last together as a brigade, allotting them a long
and thinly defended line on the west coast to hold, on
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the apparent assumption that the enemy would make his
main attack somewhere else.

The enemy, on the contrary, attacked this very spot
in the west where the line was so thin and where lack of
reserves made the classic counter-atrack impossible. The
Australians had no chance of holding on for long in their
improvised foxholes against this major assault.

There were no fixed defences of any kind on the top of
Singapore Island facing Johore, though God knows there
were years and years before 1941 when they could have
been constructed. But even the big guns of Singapore
Fortress pointed immutably out to sea to sink imaginary
hostile fleets, instead of to the shore where hordes of real
enemics closed in remorsclessly.

Even in the last weeks something might have been done
to bolster the defences of Singapore Island. There weren't
many weeks, to be sure, because the Great Retreat
covered 550 miles in 55 days.

It was obvious all this time that the last battle would be
fought on Singapore Island. But the Singapore Micawbers
of the High Command thought something would turn up.
Something never did.

General Percival, in his report, had the gall to declare
that Australia’s civilian soldiers were “a little out of date”
on methads of war. It was, in fact, the High Command’s
methods that were out of date, It was the hidebound
British texthook soldier who failed against the ungentle-
manly and quite “un-textbook” Japanese.

There were to be many cruel months before Allied
soldiers in other Pacific theatres of war fully learnt the
lesson of Malaya—taught to them in heroic stupidity,
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blood and suffering. But they learnt it in the end and,
looking back, the sacrifice was worthwhile.

Singapore’s agonies ended at 8.30 p.m. on February 15,
1942. By then the city’s water supply was exhausted.
Civilians were being killed and injured by air raids quicker
than they could be collected. Food was running short.
The armies had no water, only three days’ rations and no
artillery ammunition.

General Percival was forced to walk out and surrender
in person to the arrogant Japanese (three-and-a-half years
later he was to stand, a quiet and dignified Englishman,
on the deck of the U.S. battleship Missouri in Tokio
Bay as a chief witness of Son of Heaven Hirohito’s
own abject surrender to the Allies).
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The Glory

EARs of frustration ran down the checks of many over-
T wrought and exhausted Australian and British troops
when the surrender came at Singapore. This was an
humiliating end to something that might have been an epic
disaster with an heroic Dunkirk to give them a chance
to fight again.

But there was no Dunkirk for these men—and no under-
standing of their sacrifice by the outside world for years
to come. Details of their sufferings were, rightly, censored
by the various Governments until the war’s end, in order
not to provoke the Japanese into reprisals.

Australian, British, Dutch and other prisoners of the
Japanese were condemned to a captivity of such sadistic
cruelty that it appals civilised imagination.

It was a more personalised savagery than the mass
savagery of the Hitlerite German. A Jap guard might
gloat over deliberately kicking the festering ulcers on a
prisoner’s leg, whereas a professional German assassin
of Belsen or Dauchau would unfeelingly push 1,000
prisoners into a gas extermination chamber as part of his
daily routine.

‘The whole of the 8th Division, including its units over-
whelmed on Timor, Ambon, Rabaul and other islands,
were caught up in this evil web of Nippon ferocity.
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For threc-and-a-half years they were lost to Australia,
wiped off as failures and defeatists by soldiers of other
A.LF. divisions who had won great reputations in other
theatres of war where there were Dunkirks and a second
chance.

Then, after the mushroom-shaped cloud arose over
Hiroshima, the stories of the great victories of the 8th
Division (we are concerned here only with Australians)
in captivity were able to be published. These were vic-
tories of the spirit over the body—Dunkirks of the soul,
but none-the-less real.

There was the Burma-Thailand Railway of Death,
where someone died, they said, with every sleeper laid by
the gaunt, emaciated prisoners, 60,000 of them.

There were inspiring stories of Australian doctors who
operated with sharpened spoons along the railway, ampu-
tating limbs without anaesthetics and scooping away at
gangrene and ulcerated sores. Names such as Coates,
Fisher, Cahill, Fagan, Dunlop, Krantz, Hobbs and so
many others.

There was another railway of death on Hainan Island,
off the coast of China, built by Australian prisoners.
Horror camps in Borneo and Java, and that most dreadful
Sandakan death-march which only a few survived. And
coal mines in Japan and Manchuria, and hell-ships filled
with Allied prisoners sometimes unknowingly torpedoed
by our own submarines,

As the Jap considered it able to be taken
prisoners themselves, so they treated their prisoners dis-
honourably. Starvation, beatings, tortures, blindings, be-
headings, mutilations, humiliations beyond imagining—
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all these horrors were suffered and conquered. There
- were some shabby things, of course, among our own
risoners—IOU’s signed m blood and hunger, the theft of
?ood and medicine, But the good outweighed the bad, the
nobility the baseness.
This was the ultimate battle they won and their glory,
grim perhaps, but a glory just the same.
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