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Collapse of a facade

Introduction by Captain Sir Basil Liddell Hart

Arthur Swinson’s book is an able and fasci-
nating account of the Japanese campaign in
Malaya which was launched in December
1941 and culminated in the fall of Singapore,
early in February 1942.

Inthe Japanese plan, the task of conquer-
ing Malaya and Singapore was allotted to
General Yamashita’s Twenty-fifth Army,
comprising three divisions with supporting
troops- a combat strength of about 70,000,
and a total strength of about 110,000. Moreo-

i ilabl.

aircraft carrier. The one that had been ear-
marked ran ashore in Jamaica and had to be
docked for repairs. There was another actu-
ally in the Indian Ocean, and within reach of
Singapore, but no orders were given for her
to move there.

ThePrince of Walesand Repulsereached
Singapore on 2nd December, and next day
Admiral Sir Tom Phillips arrived to take
command of the ‘Far Eastern Fleet'. By mid-
day on the 8th Phillips heard that they were

ver P ly sufficed
tocarry aquarter of the force direct across the
Gulf of Siam - 17,000 combat troops, and
26,000 in all. This advanced fraction was to
seize the northern airfields. The bulk of
Yamashita’s army was to move overland,
from Indo-China through Siam.

The chief Japanese landings were made
atSingapore and Patani on the Siamese neck
of the Malay Peninsula, with four subsidiary
landings further north on the coast of Siam.
These landings were made in the early hours

king their troops at Singora and
Kota Bahru, while covered by at class, five
cruisers and twenty destroyers. In the late
afternoon Phillips gallantly sailed north with
what was called Force Z - his two big ships
and an escort of four destroyers - to strike at
the transports, although no shorebased air
caver could be provided so far north now
that the airfields there were lost.
In the evening of the 9th the weather
cleared, and withit hiscloak k ity. His

their air force over the meagre British air
strength in Malaya was decisive in crum-
bling the resistance of the British troops and
enabling their own troops to push down the
Malay Peninsula and force the backdoor into
Singapore.

From 10th December onwards, the Brit-
ish retreat down the west coast became al-
most continuous. Road blocks were over-
come either by Japanese tanks and artillery
or by flank threat from Japanese infantry
infiltrating through the bordering jungle.

On the night of Sunday 8th February,
1942, the two leading divisions of the Japa-
nese invading force, which had swept down
the 500-mile length of the Malay Peninsula,
crossed the narrow channel which separated
Singapore island from the mainland. The

than sufficient strength in the island to repel
the invasion, particularly as it came in the
sector where it was most expected. General
Percival, even now, had some 85,000 troops
under his command - mainly British, Aus-

which was composed of troops specially se~
lected for the purpose, and had been repeat-
edly outmanoeuvred in the dense jungle
country or rubber plantations. The leader-
ship in general was poor.

heair dand
outclassed from the outset of the campaign,
and the little that remained was withdrawn
in the final stage. Lack of protection against
the enemy’s fierce and incessant air attacks

crossing was mads of
the thirty-mile straits, which here were less
than a mile in width.

Armoured landing craft carried the first
waves of attackers, but the rest followed in
any sort of boats that could be collected, and
anumber of the Japanese even swam across-
with their rifles and ammunition. Some of
the craft were sunk, but most of the assault
troops landed safely, helped by failures on
the

Force Z was spotted from the air. 50 he

side that have never been
satisfactorily explained. The beach search-
ights t od, £ i

was the 1 to troops whose
spirits were already depressed by the long
retreat down the Malay Peninsula.

At Singapore the end came on Sunday
15th February - exactly a wegknll‘erﬂ\e]{pu-
city, which lies on the south coast of the
island. Food stocks were running low and
the water supply was liable to be cut off at
any moment. That evening General Percival
went out under a white flag to capitulate to

" gy

of8th December, by local time. Theintended  turned south and headed for Singapore. But
British lling adv Operation‘Mata-  thatnightasignal f + porting,
dor;, started too late because of rel to thataJap landing had been

cross the frontier before Siam's neutrality
had been violated by the Japanese. By the
morning of 10th December the Japanese 5th
Division had already swung across to the
west coast and penetrated the frontier of
Malaya, advancing by tworoadsinto Kedah.

That day a decisive disaster befell the
British at sea. After the decision in July to cut
off Japan’s oil supplies, Winston Churchill
had ‘realised the formidable effects of the
embargoes’ belatedly, by his own admission
- and a month later, on 25th August, pro-
posed the dispatch of what he called a “deter-
rent’ naval force to the East. Accordingly the
Prince of Wales and the battle-cruiser Re-
pulse sailed for Singapore - but without any

made at Kuantan, a midway point. Reckon-
ing that surprise might be possible, and the
risk justified, he altered course for Kuantan.

The Japanese were well prepared from
any interception move by Force Z, whose
arrival at Singapore had been t to

cation failed or were not used, and the artil-
lery was slow to put down its intended cur-
tain of defensive fire.

By daylight 13,000 Japanese wereashore,
and the defenders had fallen back to inland
positions. Before midday the invaders’
strength had risen to more than 20,000 and

the world. Their elite 22nd Air Flotilla, with
the best pilots of the Naval Air Arm, was
based on the airfields near Saigon, in the
south of Indo-China. Both ships were sunk,
the Repulse by 1230 and the Prince of Wales
by 1320.

This stroke settled the fate of Malaya -
and Singapore. The Japanese were able to
continue their landings unchecked, and es-
tablish air bases ashore. The superiority of

they had p inthe
north-western part of the island - which is
about the same size as the Isle of Wight. Later
athird Japanese division landed, making the
total well over 30,000.

There were two more divisions close
behind on the mainland, but General
Yamashita did not consider that he could
effectively deploy them in the island ad-
vance.

Numeri

the defe had more

the Japanese

The immediate strategic effects of the
loss of Singapore were disastrous, for it was
quickly followed by the uest of Burma
and the Dutch East Indies - two-pronged

close to India on the orie flank and Australia
on the other. Nearly four years of struggle
followed, at immense cost, before Singapore
was recovered as a result of Japan’s own
eventual collapse from exhaustion, and
atomic bombshock.

But the longer and wider effects of Sin-
gapore’s initial fall were beyond repair. Sin-
gapore had been a symbol - the outstanding
symbol of Western power in the Far East,
because that power had been erected and
long maintained on British seapower.



The General

and the
task

Onthemorning of 2nd November 1941, three
senior lieutenant-generals of the Imperial
Japanese Army reported to the Chief of the

what tense but fortunately Imamura was
able to restore calm by pointing out that
while target dates were necessary, no one

beil ked ima,

General Staff, General Sugiy They were
Masaharu Homma. Hitoshi Imamura, and
Tomoyuki Yamashita, and the news they
received was probably the most importantin
their whole carcers: that in a few weeks” time
Japan would beat war and they would be the
chief field commanders. Homma would lead
Fourteenth Army aginst General Douglas
MacArthur in the Philippines; Imamura,
Twenty-sixth Army against the Dutch East
Indies; and Yamashita, Twenty-fifth Army
against Malaya and Singapore. Pausing a
momenttoallow the generals toexpress their
humble gratitude at the honour being paid
them. Sugiyama was surprised to find him-
self under a barrage of questions from
Homma, who wanted to know exactly who
had led Intell d

ing enemy forces, who had laid down the
target dates for completing the campaigns,
and how troops for the operations had been
allocated. Homma detested Sugiyama, and
beforelong the atmosphere had grown some-

5
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he added, should accept the task allotted to
him and do his best. No soldier could do
more.

Indue course the meeting broke up and,
having wished each other luck, Homma,
Imamura and Yamashita departed for their
respective headquarters to begin planning.
Time was short and there was a greatdeal to
do. Though appreciating Homma's view-
point, it would not have occurred to
Yamashita to argue in such a manner, for he
was far too deeply versed in the samurai
code which demanded that a soldier should
carry outany task to the death, even if it were
quite hopeless. His standards were rigid and
absolute washis devotion to the Emperor.
Nevertheless, Yamashita received
his command with mixed feelings, for

Licutenant-General Tomoyuki Yamashita,
Commander 25th Army.




he knew that Tojo, Sugiyama and the Con-
trol Faction - one of the Japanese army politi-
cal cliques - who now held power, had no
{love for him. He knew also that he would be
closely watcted and spied on, and any failure
would be punished by dismissal and igno-
miny. Nor was he confident that success
would bring any great rewards. Yamash:
wasa curious and complex character. Atthis
time fifty-six years of age he was fat but higly
strung, talented but often misguided, ruth-
less but fastidious, modern in many ways but
shackled to the past. Though his mind cut
through hypocrisy and evasionand, so faras
‘soldiering was concerned, showed great re-
‘alismand judgement, still his career suffered
from divided loyalties and unresolved prob-
‘lems. Attimes he had been up to his neck in
political adventure and his hands were far
from clean. But even his enemies acknowl-
cdged his outstanding qualities of grasp and
leadership,and his friends - especially young
officers who had served on his staff - consid-
ered him the finest commander in the entire
army. They had no doubts whatever that he
would take Singapore.
Hewasborninthevillageof Osugi Mura
on Shikoku, the smallest of Japan’s main
islands, and was the son of a doclor Fora
time Yamashita had medical al

General Sugiyama, Chief of the Japanese
General Staff.

captain to lieutenant-colonel. In 1919 he
went to Switzerland as military attache; in
1926, as a m:t;or geneml he returned to m-
struct d then

government. Yamashita had long detested
the rich manufactureres who boughl pawcr,
.md i d their politi

but his academic record was far from good
and his parents eventually decided that his
best hope lay in the army. Of their decision
he said later: ‘It was perhaps my destiny. 1
didnot choose this career. Perhaps my father
suggested the idea because I was big and
healthy, and my mother did not seriously
object because she believed, bless her soul,
that I would never pass the highly compd-l-
tive entrance examination.” However, he
passed with ease and so entered the Militas
Academy at Hiroshima, passing out in 1908
with honours. Gazetted to the Infantry, he
began learning his trade and made sufficient
progress to earn a place at the Staff College.
In 1916 he graduated in sixth place, then
began a tour of duty on the General Sla{l
Here his qualities began to make th
felt,and in three years he was promoted from

hhehad i e

toVienna. Thy

d some of his young officers in

ter of General Nagayama in 1916, he had no
cluldren and when nwa) from dulv his l\ob—

rnusnc butdisliked dnnnng, hcdxd notowna
car and never learned to drive. He was a
deeply religious man, believing implicity in
the great God Norito, and the bad God or
Devil, Susano, though whether he was so
deeply attached to religion as to the samurai
code may still be argued.

By the late 1920s the military cliques
were in action in Japan, each protesting its
patriotism and Io)ally to th-.- [mpcror, bux
each
ger its way, no matter whal the msL
Yamashitta attached himself tot he Imperial
Way and its leader, the fanatical General
Araki, who peached the need for military

t}wlr B intrigues. While Yamashita
was commanding 3rd Regiment, tojo was
commanding the 1st, and making this a cen-
tre of activity for a rival military clique, the
Control Faction. They had already disliked
each other, and now political rivalry was to
make them bitter enemies. In 1936, after the
moderated had triumphed in the elections
for the Diet, the War Ministry gave notice

Bnlm, Febmnry 1941: Ymmulufn yn-mlts sword to Field-Marshal Bmudﬁkh.

the children of our dear land of the gods, act
with pure sincerity of heart.!

Neither advising nor restraining the con-
spirator, Yamashita handed back the mani-
festo without comment, and on 26th Febru-
ary (hf:y went into action. Several nwmbcn

in Tokyo was brought to a halt. Ynmlshiln
found himself deputed to act as a negotiator
between the government and the rebels, and
on 28th conveyed the orders of the Emperor
that everyone should lay down their arms

that the Ist Infantry Division (including the
1stand 3rd Regiments) would move to Man-
churia. This provoked a ferment among hte
young officers, and two of Yamashita’s pro-
teges, Captain Ando and Captain Nonake,

came to him clutching the draft of a mani-
festo. This declared openly that war against
Russia, China, Britain and the United States
was persuaded that it is our duty to remove
the villains who surround the throne. We,

and return lobamda thnm\do,Nmakn
d them

ash'd l'um whal they should do he replied
shortly, ‘Kill yourselves - commit seppuku.’
Most agreed, but when Captain Isobe de-
clared that he had no intention of dying,
Yamashita gave him a cold look of contempt
and walked away. In his view, the
samurai code demanded tha failure should
be atoned for by committing suicide
and there could be no exceptions. At the

3



same time, while encouraging the revolt in
every conceviable manner, Yamashita had
careflly done nothing which would impli-
cate himself. One of the conspirators de-
scribed his attitude as being ‘between clever
and cunning’, and there was a good deal of
truth in this. He was not cunning enough to
deceive the Emperor and, after Araki and
other senior officers had either been retired
or dismissed from their posts, Yamashit

looked on the coming war as just and inevi-
table. Later he wrof
*  The cause of this war is fundamentally
economic. Fifty yearsago Japan was more or
less self-sufficient - the people culd live off
the land. Since then the population has al-
most doubled, so that Japan had to rely on
outside sources for food supply and other
economic requirements. In order to buy or
import herc he had to pay ulti-

found his own name removed from the pro-
motion lists and he was sent to command a
brigade in Korea. Here he did well, and later
was sent to China, where he commanded a
division. Afterwards he became Chief of
Staff to the Northern China Army. Officers
serving under him at this time heard him say
more action. So keenly did he feel the active
service were limited, and when the ban on
pmmulum was lifted in 1937, he became a
1. Steadily his mi

tation grew and in July 1940 he was recalled
to Tokyo. Where he succeeded Tojo as In-
spector-General Army Aviation. A Tojo be-
came War Minister, he was sent on a tour of
Germany and ltaly. At all costs. Tojo de-
cided. He must be denied the chance of
becoming a focus for dissident elements
Yamashita spent six months in Europe, tour-
ing depots and training establishements and
studying the latest weapons of the Germany
army. In his report the Tokyo that unless the
Japanese army carried out an immediatye
modernisation programme of its air force,
tanks, signals equipment and engineering
war. Tojo was displeased with the reportand
forthemost partignored it. Yamashita on his
return was despatched to the unimportant
post of commander of the Kwantung De-
tence Army in Manchuria. Here he remained
until November 1941 when he received or-
ders from Sugiyama to report to Imperial
Headquarters in Tokyo, and learned of his
appojntment to Twenty-fifth Army

Though not such a rabid imperialist as
some, there can be no doubt that Yamashita

1937: Japanese infantry advance across the
plains of Manchuria between Kanjurmiao
and Changchumiao.

mately in commodities. This effort on her
part was prevented for one reason or another

by other countries. Japan mndc attempts to
solve th ghpeace-
ful methods, but when all ht'r efforts were
thwarted or negated she felt it necessary to
engage in open warfare.

This argument is, of course, quite spe-
cious and virtually amounts to a claim that if
a country requires territory for economic
reasons, this may be grabbed by force.

The truth was that the Japanese army had
beenintenton war formany yearsand gradu-
ally wrested power to pursueits aims. Even

asfarbackas 1919 the American, Senator Henry
Cobot Lodge, had warned:

*" Japan is steeped in German ideas and re-
gards war as an industry because from war she
has secured all the extensions of the Empire.
She will threaten the safety of the world.”

It was some while before the Senator’s
prophecies came to be realised, but in
1931 Japan invaded Manchuria and set up
the Army State of Manchukuo. In 1937 she
engineered the Peking incident, which
sparked off war China, and two




1937 : The Japanese extend their hold over China. Above: Cavalry go into action.
Below : Landing party in Shanghai. Right: The occupation of Peking.




Araki, War Minister, 1936, and fanatical
leader of the Imperial Way.

years later she carried the war into southern
China. In September 1940, just before signing
the Tripartite Pact with Germany and Italy,
her troops went into northern Indo-China.
These conquests had naturally aroused great
opposition among the Western Powers, es-
pecially in the Unites States, where there
\\l-n-slmn;, links with China. From 1938 the
had been
an uulurw on the export of manufactured
goods and in the following two years the
extent of this was mdcm'd until it included
thase: ded most
of all:scrap iron and oil. By the summer of
1941 the strangle-hold was so effective that
the Japanese leaders n'.lhscd lhm Lhc) must
suhmllm i

Hideki Tojo, Prime Minister, who led Japan
to war.

and indeed the country at large. As War
Minister he steadily increased both his own
powers and the army’s grip on the fate of the
nation. Though, when heaccepted theinvita-
tion to form a cabinet in October 1941, it was
toavertapolitical crisis, helet his
to lead the nation in war be known. So the
army and navy accelerated their prepara-
tions and the finalisation of war plans be-
came a matter of great urgency.

Already these plans were far advanced.

Masanobu Tsuji, Japan’s expert on jungle
warfare.

over the tactics to be employed against Ma-
laya, and these were thrashed out at a serics
ofinter-service conferences, Thenavy wanted
the landings to be prefaced by a prolonged
bombardment of the beach defences and an
intensive attack against ari bases. Unless this
were carried out, the Naval Staff argued,
their warships would be vulnerable to air
attack, and, as one officer put it, “Tethered
there. guarding the convoys, we should be
like sitting ducks.” the army on the other

On 6th ber an Imperial Conf

had been held before the Emperorand atime

limit was set on negotiations with America.

Despite the Emperor’s sternly expressed

views that all diplomatic efforts must be
ted before any other course was con-

orfight. Not

sidered,

um'\pcﬂrdl) nw, chose to fight.

Thestep, however, which had made war
inevitable-ifithad notbeenalready - was the
elevation of Hideki Tojo to the post of prime
minister. A sinister figure,he had made his
reputation in 1937 asChief of Staff of the
Kwantung Army. Undisputed leader of the
Control Faction, he hadpreviously been head
of the Kempei or Military Police, which un-
der his guidance had developed enormous
powers throughout both the army and navy,

6

the same time, an attack against Russia lnb
bied by oneset generals (‘the Northwarders’)
was decisively rejected in fave uurul an .m.:tk

hand ad i the use of surprise. The gen-
erals were convinced that the British would
not movea finger before war was declared or
hostilies had commenced, by which time the
assault troops would be ashore. Also, from
first light 3rd Air Division would be inaction
and, with its great superiority in numbers
and quality, should beable to attain air supe-

riority within a few hours.
There were other factors involved in the
DrNishi h logical

against Siam, Malaya and the T 3
Furthermore, Admiral Namamoto, Com-
mander-in-Chief of the Combined Sea and
Air Forces, who had fought against the plan
to attack America and Britain, was worsted
and denigrated as a defeatist. The Naval
General Staff now allied itself with the army.
There were, however, important differences

r
officer on Formosa, gave his views that on
6th and 7th December there would be mod-
erate winds, but on the 8th the north-east
monsoon would spring up, and form thenon
the sea along the Malayan seaboard would
become increasingly choppy. The 8th De-
cember, therefore, was the last possible day

Vice-Admiral Ozawa, Combined Force
Commander.

for the landings, and if time were spentona
preliminary bombardment, then the whole
operation might end as a fiasco. It was quite
probable that the landings could not be at-
tempted again until the following April.

But despite this and other arguments,
the Naval Staff dug their toes in; the risks to
their warships were unacceptable, they said,
and a compromise must be rached. Then, in
the face of an apparent impasse, Vice-Admi-
ral Jisaburo Ozawa,now designated Com-
bined Force Commander,roseand addressed
lhc cunfcmnm He understood the army’s

ickly and without pri
bardmtnt he said. Their reasons were valid
and should be accepted by Admiral
‘Yamamoto and the Naval Staff. Then, to the
amazement of the whole conference and the
horror of the Admiral, he declared, 1say that
the Navy should acceptthe Army‘s proposal,
even at the risk of annihilation. The argu-
ment was over and the shape of the Malayan
invasion plan was agreed.

All this happened, of course, before
Yamashita’sappointment, and ontaking over
on 5th November he discovered that his in-
terests had been watched by General lida. It
is doubtful if Yamashita had any
considerable knowledge of Malaya,

bom-




though it had come up from time to
_time in staff exercises, and he could have no
‘doubt as to its immense economic impor-
“tance to Japan, faced as she was by the Allied
_embargo. Taken together with Britain’s great
“naval base on the island of Singapore, it

from five tosixdivisions, witha total strength
of approximately 80,000. The proportion of
European troops was probably less than fifty
per cent.

Despite the spy network which Japan
had maintai b

presented a prize of staggering wealth.

~ But how was it to be captured? As
‘Yamashita was now to discover, the High
'Command had been tackling this problem
for the past year. In January 1941 on the
Jisland of Formosa a small unit called “The
Taiwan Army ResearchSection’ had been set
up under a minor figure in the Control Fac-
tion and henchman of General Tojo, called
Colonel Masanobu Tsuji. Tsuji was a bossy,
interfering little man, detested through

gl the Far East for
many years, Tsuji found that until recently
precise topographical data had been lacking.
Fortunately for him a Major Terundo
Kunitake had been attached to the consulate
in Singapore, and used his time in making a
survey of roads, rivers and bridges. Along
the main trunk road running from Singapore
to the Siam border, he reported, there were
no less than 250 bridges, many more than
Tsuji has estimated from the small-scale and

B
the army as a ‘thruster’ and known to have
been employed byTojo to spy onsenior com-
manders. Nevertheless he had great powers
of perception and assimilation which were
now toserve him to good stead, for his brief
was to examine the whole question of jungle
warfare as it would be waged in Malaya and
solve the problems it presented. So with ten
research assistants he began probing swiftly
and deeply. How should tactics be adapted
for tropical and jungle warfare? What special
clothes and equipment would be necessary?
How would c icati ined

psat his disposal. As heappre-
ciated at once, the longer it took to repair the
bridges during theadvance south, the longer
the British would have to build up the land-
ward defences of Singapore. So he recom-
mended that an entire engineer regiment
should be allocated to each of the infantry
divisions engaged, and an additional regi-
ment were also revised in the light of the
information supplied by Major Kunitake, and
the engineers were set to work rehearsing
their role in the Formosan jungles.
Rapidly absorbing all this material on
ey 5 3

How would such matters as sanitation, hy-
giene and care of wounded be dealt with? As
Tsujirecorded, ‘We pestered specialists from
every quarter. We even used our siesta time
for lectures, which were always eagerly at-
tended ... This unimpressive group was cer-
tainly at that time the supreme authority on
tropical warfare.’ By the spring of 1941 Tsuji
was turning his thoughts to the final objec-
tive of the campaign, the naval base at Singa-
pore, and,after interrogating officers from
boththearmy and navy, set down his conclu-
sions in these terms:

1. Singapore Fortress wassolid and strong
on its sea front but the rear facing Johore
Province was practically defenceless.

2. Newspaper reports of RAF fighter
strength were intentional propaganda, exag-
gerating the real strength.

3. The British army in Malaya numbered

was quite
confident that he could carry out the task
before him. One of the things which im-
pressed him was that the bulk of the troops
facing him would be Indians who, he
remarked,’should make things very much
easier for us.’ The idea that any Asian troops
could stand up to the Japancse in open battle
seemed to him quite ludicrous. In fact, when
offered five divisions for the campaign, he
replied,’No- four will beenough. And I'shall
only call on the fourth if I really need it.” The
formations eventually selected were Lieu-
tenant-General Takuto Matsui’s 5th Division,
Li General Renya hi's 18th
Division and the Imperial Guards Division
under Licutenant-General Nishimsura. Of
these, the highly mechanised 5th Division,
which had served in China, was easily the
most experienced and Yamashita's relations
withits der were excellent. His rela-

Japanese Divisional Commanders

Matsui, 5th Division.

Imperial Guards Division

tions with Renya Mutaguchi, the choleric,
ambitous commander of 18th Division were
amicable too. They had both been stalwarts
of the Imperial Way clique and in 1937
Mutaguchi had served as Yamashita’s chief
of staff. 18th Division, though not so highly
mechanised or experienced as 5th Division,

or
still enjoyed a sound tation and would
obviously do well its present com-
mander. On his arrival at Twenty-fifth
headquaters, in fact, Mutaguchi had bustled
in demanding a leading role for his forma-
tion and offering to lead the advance from
the coast to Singapare. No one lusted more
cagerly for military glory than Mutaguchi.
Relations with Takuma Nishimura, who
commanded the Guards Division, were not
sohnppy.Hundewlllmhndduhed‘l

fewy P
dent of a court-martial trying some young
officers of the Im 1 Way. The guards-
man, who was both stubborn and of limited
ability, resented being under Yamashita's
command and resolved to obey his orders as
little as possible. Though the Guards regi-
ments were superb at ceremonial, they had
onelittiefield dth had

Divisi

not been in action since the Russo-Japanese
War of 1905. When Yamashita saw it on

and

ordered 1 intensi
battle training at once. Nishimusra, how-
ever, did Mlhingin\)hhdimcﬁonlnd when

ion among Twenty-fifth Army staff was that
it was unfit for combat. To complicate mat-
ters further, Nishimura was an old ally of
Field-Marshl Count Terauchi, Yamashita's
superior at Southern Army who also had
belonged to the control Faction. Yamashita
had enemies both above and below. He can-
not have been happy to leam that Masanobu
Tsuilwusbcin% thrust onto his staff as the
personal spy of the prime minister, Tojo. It
b AT AR R i

may
decided to launch his offensive with three

* divisions instead of the five which were of-

fered him, he did
his view, the force selected was the largest
which could be supplied as the

7



Admiral Isoroko Yamamoto, Commander-
in-Cliief of the Imperial Japanese Navy

line of communications lengthened with the
advance south to Singapore. He had no faith
whatsoever in any headquarters run by
Terauchi

To complete the composition of
Yamashita's assault force, supporting the
infactry would be two regiments of heavy
field artillery and 3rd Tank Brigade. Air
coverwould be provided by 3rd Air Division
which totalled 459 aircraft, and a further 159
aircradit would be provided by the navy
Vice-Admiral Ozawa's Southern Squadron,
which would be responsible for guarding the

convoys till they reached the Malayan coast,
would comprisea baitle-cruiser, ten destroy-
ers and five submarines.

It was the second week in November
before Yamashita was able to leave Tokyo
and fly down to this headquarter. These
were in the port of Samah, on Hainan, a
strategically placed island which the Japa
nese had occupied in February 1939. 1t lies
between the south-castern coast of
nd the coast of Indo-China. Here
Yamashita found feverish activity and his
staff were hurriedly assembling - they had
been drawn from units and headquarters
scattered all over Japan and her occupied
territories.  Few of the officers knew each

other or had met Yamashita himself, and
how they would shake down as a team was
amatter forspeculation. Fortunately, howver,
Yamashita’s personality made a deep and
immediate impression, and haste, panic and
confusion were avoided. The chief of staff

was t-Colenel lchiji dthere
was also a deputy army commander, Major-
General Managi.

So much for Twenty-fifth Army and its
task. What was the plan? Briefly, this was
that the invasion fleet would leave Samah on
4th December - four days before the outbreak
of war - and split up into five convoys. Twa
of these, carrying Matsui’s 5th Division would
head for Singora, 120 miles north-west of the
Thailand-Malaysia border, in the Isth »
Kra; twomoreconvoys would head for Patani,
sixty miles to the south-cast; and a strong
brigade group form 18th Division, under
Major-General Takumo, would betrasported
by the remaining convoy to Kota Bharu on
the Malayan coast, just south of the Thai
border. asa glance at the map will show, the
trunk roads through the Malayan peninsula
run straight up to Singapore and Patani and
so would facilitate communications along
the axis of the advance. Also, as Yamashita
could see at once, by using these Thailand
he would be able to get the bulk of his
ashore before the British could cross
the frontier from Malaya and oppose them
The landings at Kota Bharu would undoubt-
edlybeopposedand therisks involved would
be considerable. Nevertheless, Yamashita
reasoned, it would constitute a useful
diversioned, from the main thrust, and if all
went well Takumi could make a forward
airfields. Everything depended on wresting
air superiority from the start.

For the moment, however, there was the
job of collecting the transports together, not
only from Japanese ports but from Shanghai,
Canton and Formosa. Lieutenant-Colonel
Kera, Chief of Army Shipping, seemed con-
fident that they would all show up before
dark on 2nd December, the scheduled date
but, in fact, by 1600 hours not a ship was
insight and Yamashita began wondering
what had happened. Had the skippers mis-

read their orders? Had Imperial Headquar-
ters changed the plan without advising him?
Or had Terauchi’s headquarters made the
first of many boobs? the situation became
tense, for the embarkation schedule was a
tight one, and unless troops and equipment
could begin loading as planned, the result
wouldbe chaos. Tocomplicate matters, there
was a complete ban on radiosignalling and a
series of long distance telephone calls put
through by the frantic Kera produced no
information at all. The war, it seemed, or at
least Yamashita’s campaign, would begin
with a wisps of smoke were seen on the
horizon and one by one the ships steamed
into horbour. By noon the following day
Yamashita was informed by his staff that
embarkation had begun on schedule.

That evening he received final orders
from Terauchi:

1. Itis predetermined that military opera-
tions begin on the 8th December.

2. Twenty-fifth Army is to co-operate with
the navy in the commencement of military
operations for the occupation of Malaya.

3. Twenty-fifth Army will beginoperations
based on previous orders. However, if
Japanes-American negotiations are con
cluded by the above fixed date, the military
assault operations will be suspended.

No one seriously considered that opera-
tions would be called off, and some officers
thought the insertion of an ‘if" at this late
stage might have a serious effect o morale
However, when Yamashita summoned his
staff next morning to give out final instruc
tions, confidence returned. Many officers
had tears in their eyes and the occasion was
charged with great emotion. For the Japa-
nese, Sth December would be what ‘Der Tag’
had been for the Prussians in 1914. the day
they had dreamed of and planned for solong;
the supreme opportunity to smash the Brit-
ishand Americans and establisha new order
in the Far East under the glorious sun of
Japan. They had complete confidence in the
campaign and in their commander. Nothing
would stop them.
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“Here I am at Singapore, true to my word,

andintheenj lithepl ich
 a footing on such classic ground must in-
 spire. This place possesses an excellent har-
" bour.... Weare withina week’s sail of China,
* close to Siam, and in the very seat of the
~ Malayan Empire. Your sstation completel

lead towards the town of Singapore, which ¥

lies on the southern shore, slightly towards
the eastern end of the island. Here in 1941
lived some 550,00 people, divided into Chi-

nese and Malays with a small proportion of ¥

Tamils and even fewer Europeans. If the site

* outflanks the Straits of Malacca and secures
 apassage forour Chinashipsatalltimes,and
"in all circumstances ... The writer was Sir
" Thomas Stamford Raffles and the year was
1819, With rivalry in the East Indies between
 the Britishand Dutchbecoming moreintense
every year, Raffles (aservantof the East India
' Company) had been asked to go outand find
" anew portwithin thearchipelago to form the
 centre of all native trade. Fortunately, before
leaving Malaya the previous year, he had
discovered the small island of Singapore,
nestling close tothe tip of the Malayan penin-
sula, and marked it down as a possible new
 post. Compeletly unknown to the Dutch, the
place was mostly swamp and jungle and
* almost unihabited. Raffles hinself had come
 across it during the course of his Malayan
_ studies, for many centuries previously there
" had b i lisati heisland

entc
 the ruins of which were still partly visible.
~ Acting on Raffle’s advice, the Company pur-
[ chased Singapore from the Sultan of Johore
© and the British flag was hoisted thereon 29th
| Feburary 1819.
InshapeSingaporeisland rougly resem-
bles the Isle of Wight, extending to west and
thirteen miles (at its maximum width) from
" north to south. The Johore Strait which sepa-
| rates it from the mainland varies in width
' fron 600 yards to 5,000 yards, and near the
| narrowest point the British built a causway.
| Theterrainis undulating, theonly features of

note being some hills near the centre of the

island, including Bukit Timah and Bukit
© Mandai, which rise to 600 feet. In the south
there is a low ridge called Pasir Panjang,
about four miles in length, which overlooks
the western approaches to the island. With
the exception of the south-east, the coastline
is broken by creeks and small rivers, lined
with mangrove swamps. Most of the roads

of Singap its climate was hot.
The island lies only nin

a good climate and robs Europeans espe-
cially of both mental and physical energy.
The climate, in fact, made a great impact on
events between 1920 and 1941.

The Malayan peninsula is roughly 400
miles to 60; and as a glance at the map will
show it runs from north to south with the
Strait of Malacca on the west and the South
China Sea on the east. It is joined to Thailand
by the narrow neck of land called the Kra
Isthmus. In size roughly comparable to Eng-
land and Wales put together, Malay has a
spine running down the centre, a ridge of
jungle-covered hills rising to about 7,000 feet
in the north and scaling down to 3,00 feet in
thesouth. On eitherside of the hills lie coastal
plains, flanked on the west coast by man-
grove swamps and on the east by sandy

miles from the |*
equatorand theairis hotand humid. Itisnot 1§

Malaya : Paddy fields are planted

beaches. The plains are cut by hundreds of
rivers and streams making their way form
the mountains to the sea, and, as these are
oftern choked by thick jungle, there are large
areas of swamp. Because of the heavy rain-
fall, (up t0 260 inches in the mountains) veg-
etation grows luxuriously all the year round,
and for the most part the Malayanjungles are
far thicker than the Indian of the Burmese.
T i dcloselyi ed
creepers, while at ground level the bushes
are thick and seemingly impenetrable, and
visibility may be no more than a yard or
more. In the swampy areas there are thick
belts of thorn bush, through which cutting a
path is a slow, painful task. More then half
the total area is covered with this dense,
primeval jungle buton the western plainand
in Johore large areas have been cleared for
cultivation toa considerable depth, on either
side of the road and railway. In the north
there are rice-fields and in the south areas

sownwithtapi dveg
cultivation is abandoned, if only for a short
time, the jungle takes over again, and there is
a secondary growth of quite incredible den-
sity and elephant grass up to six feet high.
In 1941 the population totalled between
four and five million. Of these, two million
were Malays, two million Chinese, and the
rest Tamils from India. The European popu-

though ed rubber. Itwasa
standing joke thata large proportion were in
the pay of Japanese Intelligence.

The story of how the British took over
Malaya is a tangled one which need not be
told at length here. It was a process of found-
ing trading posts, devi .:glns relation-
ships with local rulers, then signing

treaties whereby Britain guaranteed
o ech

lation totalled about 20,000. The Malay
1 ffish WY

They.
like to take life easily and would sit for hours
under a palm until the coconuts drop, rather
than climb up to pluck them. By contrast the
Chinese, most of whom had come to Malaya
to trade, showed tremendous energy and
many had made sizeable fortunes. For the
most part they seemed to lack political ambi-
tion and had no interest (up to the end of
1941, anyway) in the defence of the country.
There were also several thousand Japanese,
many of them barbers of local p '

P for trading and
other rights. By 1914, when the Sultan of
Johore accepted a British Adviser, the coun-
try had gained a political. structure
which was to last till the arrival of the Japa-
n:lde. Thsi structure, though, was complex,
and thi plexity had its imp

in the 1920s and 1930s. The British
governor, for example, should he
wish to reach a new agreement, would
have to deal with no less than
eleven separate governments. These

Straits of




Singapore, Malacca and Penang, which
formed a British colony; the Federated States
of Malays (Perak, Selangor, Negeri Semilan
and Pahang); and the Unfederated States of
Johore (Trengganu, Kelantan, Kedah, and
Perlis). The last four states each had its own
Sultan and was incorporated in the British
Empire by separate treaty. Though this ram-
shackle constitution might be just workable
in times of peace, it was not designed to
withstand the stresses of war. So far as most
people were concerned, it would never have
to.

Malaya to the British was notabastion of
imperial defence, but a gold mine - or to be
more accurate a rubber and tin mine. Just
after the turn of this century it had occurred
to the British Government, that if only the
right species of rubber plant could be found,
the hold maintained by Brazil on world rub-
ber supplies could be broken. So with the co-
operationof the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew,
an envoy was sent to penetrate the forests of

wild rubber in Brazil and bring back speci-
mens growing in soil and rainfall approxi-
mating to that found in Malaya. Eventually
two species were selected, and large areas of
jungle on the wester plains of Malaya were
cleared and then planted. The rubber tress
took and the sap flowed freely. By 1941 the
rubber estates covered no less than three
million acres and produced over a third of
the world's output, while the mines had been
developed to such an extent that they were
producing fifty-eight per cent of its tin.
This emphasis on the production
of raw materials and on trade naturally
made its impact on the European
hierarchy and their scales of values.
Businessmen considered themselves and
their interests - to be paramount. They rated
themselves above administrators, and the
interests of tha armed forces barely
entered theor calculations at all. No
commander, for example, dare march his
troops through a rubber estate, even for

Rubber. Right : Draing latex from the trees.
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Count Tanaka, author of the notorious Tanaka Memorial

training which might be vitally necessary.
T N o

cxlraordix‘\’ary as it may seem, for right
through the 19th Century there had been no
conceivable enemy. Until, under American
pressure, Japan opened up her ports for in-
ternational trade, she was sunk in primitive
islocaiton, and afterwards Britain had re-
garded her as a friend. In 1092 the two coun-
tries singed a treaty of alliance.

It was 1915 before Japan gave the first
hint to the world of her dreams of expansion,
and in this year she published here “Twenty-
one Demands’ on China. Though theses were
modified, afterstrong protests by Britainand
America, she still gained important conces-

ionsin theSt i i h

Eight years before the Memorial ap-
peared, the British government had recog-
nised that, with the elimination of the Ger-
man navy, the world balance of naval power
had swung from the Alantic to the Pacific.
The only British naval base in the Far Eastlay
at Hong Kong, and this - apart from offering
only limited facilities - coul not be defended
in time of war, So in 1921 the Committee o!
Imperial De i
recommended the situation and recom-
mended that a new base should be built at
Singapore. On 16th June of that year cabinet
approval was given and the following year
the exact site was chosen - on the northern
side of the island, some five miles to the eas
oftheialand il v

em Manchuria, For herre help to the Allies in
the First World War, she was granted a man-
date over the Marianas, and the Carolineand
MarshallIslands. M i she b

the
Two years later, he proejct

had really got under way, the Labour gov-

emment came into power and scrapped it.

building up here navy which now became
the thrid largest in the world. Then in 1929
came the Tanaka M ial, a d ion of

F the life of this government was
short, and upon their return to power, the
Conservatives ordered that works should

Japanese i i which has

Also the question of defence

been compared toHitler's Mein Kamp. Baron
Tanaka, who held the rank of general in the
- imerninioer andleed

of the Seiyukai (Liberal) party, and in the
Memorial setout hjs solution toJapan’s prob-
lems:

“Japan’s food supply and raw materials
decrease in proportion to her population.
If wer merely hope to develop trade, we
shall eventually be defeated by England
and American, who possess unsurpassed
capitalistic power. Our best policy lies in
the direction of taking positive steps to
secure rights and privileges in Manchuria
and Mongolia. Having China’s entire
resources at our disposal, we shall

s d, and the army gave the firm
opinion that an attack from the Malayan
peninsula was almost impossible because of
the terrain and the jungle. The only possible
attack on Singapore, so the government was
agreed, would be from the sea.

Now followed ten years of bickering
between the services. The Air Ministry
claimed that torpedo-bombers protected by
fighters could, with the support of medium
gun batteris, provide a cheaper and more
efficient defence systems than heavy gun
batteries. The Admiralty and War Office,
however, would have none of this, maintain-
ing that heavy guns had always proved the
strongest deterrent against warships. It was
1926 before the Committee of Imperial De-
f decision and thi et

proceed to conquer India, the Archipelag
Asia Minor, Central Asia and even Europe.

In face of protests from the Western
powers, the Japanese government
dismissed the document as a forgery but
events were soon to indicate that,
as a statement of intentions it was
only too accurate.

first stage of development should include
close and medium batteries plus three 15-
inch guns, and the question of aircraft versus
heavy batteris should be decided later. More
years were wasted in bickering and in 1929,
when another Labour government its efforts
on disarment. In 1930 a conference was held

13



which resulted in the signing of the London
naval treaty for the limiation and reduction
of armaments. For Singapore a policy of go-
slow was adopted.

By the following year this policy began
to look somewhat misguided, for in Ger-
many Hitler began his rise to power and the
Japanese army, having staged anincident on
the Southern Manchurian Railway, occupied
Mukden andother strategic points and even-
tually gobbled up the whole of Manchuria,
By this time the Chiefs of Staff were warning
the government that ‘it would be the height
of folly to perpetuate our defenceless state in
the Far East’, and it was decided that plans
for Singapore should be pushed ahead. But
again inter-service warfare broke cut and it
was May 1932 before the government gave
its ruling that, while the gun shoud consti-
tute the main weapon of defence, aircraft
should provide valuable assistance.

The responsibility for the defence of Sin-
gapore would be shared by all three services

14

which, it was hoped, would work in close
collaboration. But work went on very slowly
and it was the end of 1934 - fifteen yeas after
theinitial decision to construct the base - that
the first stage was completed. By then, the
government had given permission for the

ionof heavy g i
of urgency atleastappeared. There was good
cause for, apart from demanding parity in
naval armaments, the Japanese were obvi-
ously aiming at the complete subjugation of
China. Parallet with the construction of the
naval base, work onair-fields in Malaya went
ahead, the main sites being selected at Kota
Bharuand Kuantan. The reason form putting
these so far north was the need for detecting
enemy convoys as early as possible but the
RAF disdained to consult the army, with the
resultthat irfil 1d notbe defended

dasense

Malaya, so urgent revision was necessary.
Curiously enought, throughout all the-
ses years of bickering and indecision, it has
occured to barely any-one that Malay hand
over 1,000 miles of coastline, half of it ex-
posed to Japanese attack. It has occurred to
no one either that the defence of the naval
base on Singaporeisland wasbound up with
the defence of the whole Malaysan Penin-
sula. In 1937, however, a faint light of reality
began penetrating the fog, and Major-Gen-
eral W G S Dobbie, GOC Malaya, was asked
to look at the defence problem afresh and
from the Japanese viewpoint. All his calcula-
tions bebasedonth P
a British Flet could not arrive in under sev-
entydays tocarry out relief. Dobbie, amanof
ability and great religious faith (he was to
disti inth ofMalta),

against ground forces, once these had
successed in landing. To add to the confu-
sion, the defence scheme in operation at this
time did not include northern and eastern

began by carrying out a number of exercises
with troops, and in October reported that,
contrary to the orthodox view, landings, by
the Japanese on the eastern seaboard were

possible during the north-east monsoon from
October to March, and indeed this period was
particulary dangerous because bad visibility
would limit air reconnaissance. Dobbie also
pointed out that, as a preliminary to their at-
tack, the Japanese would probably establish
advanced air bases in Siam, and might also
carry outlandings along the coast of that coun-
try. The main landing places, he predicted with
extraoridnary accuracy would be Singora and
Patani in Siam, and Kota Bharu in Malaya. If
thisappreciationwereaccepted he urged, large
reinforcements should be sent without delay.
The appreciaiton was ignored. It July 1938,
when Japanese amibitionst has shown them-
selves in an even clearer light, Dobbie warned
that the jungle in Johore (in southern Malaya)
was not impassable lo infantry, but again he
was ignored. By 1939 all he had been able to
wring out of the government was a paltry
$60,000, most of which was spent on building
machine gun emplacements along the south-
em shore of Singapore island and in Johore.



General Dobbie: his warnings were ignored
by the Government.

Meanwhile, as the Japanwse triggered
off the Peking incident in July 1937,which let
towarin north China,and then th

Singapore volunteers prepare to go on training.

mittee of Imperial Defence held its session,

Toh i island - which:

i, Tled is.

though Japan was now rated a

year landed troops in Amoy, some 300 miles
north-east of Hong Kong, the Chiefs of Staff
kept reviewing the Far East defences, and
wereurged by New Zealand tosend a fleetat
once and before the out break of hostili

enemy than Italy, the view was held that with
so many unknown factors to be allowed for,
‘itis not possible to state definitely how soon
after Japanese intervention a Fleet could be
despatched to the Far East.” Nor could the
C B e 3

it twenty inlength
- was entrusted to five regular battalions, two
volunteer battalions, two coastal artillery regi-
ments, three anti-aircraft regiments and four
engineer fortress companies. There was an
even smaller force at Penang. The six air force

But attention was increasingly focused on
Europewhere Hitler wasmaking ugly threats,
and the ludicrous figure of Mr Neville Cham-
berlain was scurrying to and fro between
London and Germanyu. In February 1939,
the Chief of staff completed yet another
appreaciation, based on the promise that the
main enemies would be Germany, ltaly and
Japan. By now it was accepted that a fleet
must be sent to the Far East, though its
strength would have ‘to depend on our re-
serves and the state of the war in the Euro-
pean theatre.” With the German situation
fast deteriorating, no specific action was
taken, however, and in May when the Com-

yethow many ships could be spared. By July
it was decided to investigate the possibility
ofbuilding up food stocks in Malaya for both
civilians and troops to cover a period six
months. And just before Hitler marched into
Paland an Indian Bnhadc Group, a moun-

had a total of fifty-eight aircraft. 1f
]ap.m attacked now only a token resistance
could be offered.

It cannot be said that the situation greatly

Malays were concerned l'c‘nl; with events in
their own kampongs, the Chinese attended to

squad-
rons were sent out from India,

What then was the total strength avail-
able to defend the country now that war had
become a reality? Incredibly the defence of
northern Malaya was left in the hands of the
Federated Malay States Volunteers, and of
Johore toits States forces. The newly arrived
Indian brigade was held as a reserve for the

their

, and the Tamil labourers, mostly
illi(cralc, were intentas always on survival. !he

blissfully f th i d
concentrated their energies dueﬂy on imple-
menting government instructions to raise out-
putof rubberand tin. These commodities were
vital to the Allied war effort and demands
would intensify with every month that
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Indian troops on a training march. Above: Reinforcements prepare to disembark at Singapore.

Below : Gulrkhas move through thick jungle. Below : British, Australian and Dutch airmen on a forward airfield.
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Sir Shenton Thomas, the Governor of the
Straits Settlement.

went by. Apart from marginal changes, it
cannot be said that life in the European com-
munities changed very much. There wasstill
whisky at the club and the tennis courts and
golflinks remained asimmaculately groomed
as ever. Evening dress was de rigueur for
even minor social occasions, and servants
were cheap and plentiful. From Malaya the
war seemed very, very far away and the
newsreels had an air of complete unreality.
They would continue to do so, even when
Poland feel, and then France, and when Hit-
ler turned the full fury of the German army
and air force against the people of Russia.
In 1940 the governor of the Straits Settle-
ment was Sir Shenton Thomas, the son of a
G icar, wh
gained in the colonial servi icein africa. In his
sixties, he was finding the climate of Singa-

Air Chief Marshal Sir Robert Brooke-
Popham, C-in-C Far East.

the claims of industry.” the government, so
far as one can tell, did not disabuse him and
the Chinese, Tamils and Malays went on
labouring in the mines and plantation.
Thomas sometimes refferred to Malaya as
‘the dollar arsenal;’ pointing out that the
USA bought twenty-five times the quantity
of goods that she sold to Malaya, and in 1937
her purchases had totalled no less that 235
million Straits dollars. And, while his dis-
pute with General Bond was going on, he

ended
30thNovemberalone, 137,331 tons of rubber
were shipped to the USA. Itwould be wrong
tos ay that Sir Shenton was completely una-
ware of the danger of war. In his cables to
London he often expressed the view that if
only sufficient aircraft could be sent these
would provide the best deterrent. The Air

ofatrial would
have retired. Though not without ability, he
was not the man for a crisis; he could not
dominate events. Now he was in conflict
with the recently arrived GOC, Li

Officer C Far East, Air-Marshal
Babington, was naturally in agreement with
him.

meeting d a steady flow of

General Bond, who was horrified at the ab-
sence of defences on Singapore and wanted
to recruit a coolie labour force to get things
moving. Thomas would notagree tothisand
reported to the government that: ‘I conceive
it to be our duty to give absolute priority to

paper but not a great deal was done. and
with the worsening situation in Europe, in

Russia and the Middle East, Far Eastern af-
fairs took last priortiy. However, in October
the Chiefs of Staff recommended a unified
sstem of defence for the Far East under com-

Maj

Australian Forces.

mander-in-chief. The man selected for this
vital postwas Air-Marshal Sir Robert Brooke-
Popham, formerly Governor of Kenya, who
had been recalled to the service on the out-
break of war. The appointment did not fill
many people with great enthusiasm.
‘Brookhan’, as the Air-Marshal was known
throughout the RAF, was a tall, gangling
character with a red moustache and a shy,
boyish manner, and he had come to this
mammoth task too late. However, he had
courage and was no fool and as soon as his

ion he
7 ¥

the Chief 1dnotbe
held for the Fleet unless the whole of Malaya
were held also. To ensure security, the army
would have to work closely with the RAF,
and at the moment there was a grave short-
age both of troops and aircraft. Against the
Chiefs of Staff’s own estimate of 336 aircraft,
only forty-eight were available. To this the
reply was that the figure would be achieved
by the end of 1941, but Brooke-Popham re-
mained sceptical and with good cuase. One
of the main obstacles to despatching rein-
forcements to the Far East at this time was
Winston Churchill, whoon 13th January 1941,
wrote to the Chiefs of Staff: The political
situation in the Far East does not seem to
require, and the strength of the Air Force by

no means permits, the maintenance of such
lugefommlhe Far!-:mnmm
Brooke-F
reinforcements he needed but at the same
time it must be said that he seemed to re-
spond to the ‘never-never land’ a

of Singapore. His frequent aptimistic state-
ments, desi d h only

added to the sense of unmamy' The Japa-
nese, of course, with their exvellent Intelli-
gence servim, were never deceived for one

tralian division and more troopships were
said to be on the way. Meanwhile Babington
was replaced by air Vice-Marshal Conway
Pulford lndBondbyUeuluun!—Gm:nlAE
Percival.Oneof

to come, Percival was a colourless character,
more a staff officer than a commander and
certainly not a natural leader. He played eve-

ing by the rules, however ludicrous these

might be, and if he did not lack urgency, he
certainly lacked passion. He was not the man
for a crisis and certainly not the man for a
desperate campaign. How then, one might
ask, had he achieved his high rank? to begin
with he had shown great personal bravery in
the First World War, winning the DSO and
bar, the MC, and the French Croir de Guerre.
starting the war as a private soldier - he was
twenty-seven years of age on enlisment - he

over. His work during the troubles in Ireland
in 1921 impressed both Churchill, then War
Minister, and Lloyd George, the Prime Minis-
ter, and it was the latter who recommended
him foracourseat the Staff College, Camberley
although he was over the normal age. Show-
ing a remarkble aptitude for paper-work, he
passed out well from the Staff College and
went o to the Imperial Defence College. 1936
saw him in Malaya as Chief of Staff to General
Dobbie, and here too his gift for turning out
neatly pharsed, crisp memoranda on any
subject stood him in good stead. In fact,
he was excellent in any job which did
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for lasekstheir me
consumption rivalled that of the Americans.

not involve contact wuth troops. Finishing
his tour he returned to England but, with the
outbreak of war, agitated for a more active
appointment and someone in the War Office
remembered that he had done well in Ma-
laya. So the fateful decision was taken. He
wasappointed GOCinMarch 1941,and asked
to fly out at three day’s notice.

From the first he was doggedby ill luck.
The flying boat detailed to take him broke
d d itwas five k the
sary spares could be collected. On arrival at
Singapore he found that very little had been
done since he had left several years earlier.
There was not a single aircraft available to
help thearmy and the RAF requested him no
to use any of their aircraft “except on special
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* He found himself carrying outa
tour of the peninsula in civilan airlines, or
small DH Mothaircraft, piloted by Volunteer
AirForcemen. [t was now that he discovered
that the northern airstrips had been sited in
indefensible positions. also that they were
unused, as the RAF had not sufficient men or
aircraft to occupy them. (Ample fuel sup-
plied were laid on, however, which would in

As it happened the despatch of Hurri-
canes was being discussed at this time in
London by the Chiefs of Staff. The RAF rep-
resentative argued that American Buffalo
fighters would be a match for any Japanese
aircraft likely to be encountered and this
view wasaccepted. Beingadvised, Sir Robert
Brooke=Popham remarked, ‘we can get on
alright with Buffaloes out here .. Let Eng-

due course help the Japanese). Work on de-
i i both th insul: d

on Singapore Island was almost at a stand-

land have the Super-Spitfires and Hyper-

i ' Hisintelli ding Japa-
nese aircraft was not only faulty, it was lack-
! h ofhim

and the!

still. The armed services were not p
to pay coolies a high enough rate to attract
them from the tin mines and rubber planta-
tions. Altogether the result was that defence
work, laid down as urgent by Dobbie in 1937,
was still at the planning stage. and, of he
fighter aircraft the government had prom-
ised to send, there was no sign.

is that he was whistling to keep up his cour-
age.

It was not only aircraft which were lack-
ing in Malaya. When Percival had finished
his intial tour he was to discover that there
was not a single tank in the whole area.

But a facile optimism still prevailed in high

quarters. On 9th September, Duff Cooper, a

former diploma and friend of Winston

Churchill arrived in Singapore with instruc-

tions ‘to examine the existing arrangements
= 5 proi e

for
the various British authorities in the area ...
and report how these could be made more
effective’. On the 29th he held his first confer-
ence, and the brilliant array of military, na-
val, administrative and political talent ac-
cepted the view that Japan was concentrat-
ing her forces against Russia. She would be
very unlikely, it was thought, to risk war
with America, Britain and Holland
. ly Landingsonth fMa-
laya seemed so unlikely as not to men de-
tailed discussion. This conference of
course, was held for years after
General Dobbie’s report had shown
quite clearly that such landings were




quitefeasibleand ninemonths after Japanese
rvpara\h;ns;or the landings had begun on
Island.

Despite the fall of the Konoye govern-
ment on 16th October and its replacement by
the extremist military administration of Gen-
eral Tojo, optimism still persisted. Even on
26th October, Churchill was telegraphing the
Australian Prime Minister that Japan would
not risk was until Russia was broken by the
Germans, As an added deterrent, however,
two of Britian’s most powerful warshi
HMSs Prince of Wales and Repulse would
moving to the Far East. What he did not
mention was that the aircraft carrier HMS
Indomitable designated to accompany them
had been damaged at Kingston, Jamaica, and
as no replacement was availabe the capital
ships would be going be alone.

The defence build-up on land was not
impressive. To defend northernMalayathere
was only 11th Indian Division (at present
with only two brigades of partly trained
troops, 6th and 15th Brigades). while on the
east coast were Sth Brigade and 22nd Brigade
of 9th Indian Division. With 28th Ind d-
ent Infantry Brigade and some airfield de-
fence troops, these weak formations formed
General Heath's 111 Corps, They were fairly
stronginartillerybuthad notanks whatsover
- there was still not a single tank on the
Malayan Peninsula or on Singapore Island.
The Singapore Fortress troops consisted of
Gordon Bennett’s 8th Australian Division
(two brigades only), 12th Independent Bri-

ade and two Mala Infantry Brigades. Apart
ma few British battalionslike the Leicesters
and the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders,
these troops were of mediocre or low quality,
under-trained and indifferently led. The re-
inforcements still on their way were no bet-
ter. And none had any idea of operating in
jungle.

So the last days of peace slid by.
Aided by General Heath, Percival
tried by intensify training among
his troops, tried unsuccessfully to prise
money from the government to.carry

Too few and too slow : Brewster Buffalos on
Sembawang airfiel, Novemberm 1941.
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out defence works, tried to contruct large
defensive positions at Jitra on the trunk road,
forty miles south of the Siam border, and at
Gurun twenty miles below it. But the busi-
nessmen still held sway in Malaya and did
not want the troops near their encroachment
brought an immediate protest to the gov
nor, Sir Shenton Thomas, which usually w
upheld. Civilan life wenton the sameas ever.
Anyone talking of war was accused of ‘flap-
ping’. For Brooke-Popham, for Percival .\nd
for Duff Cooper, and indeed for any service
commander or even regimental officer to
achieve anything in this atmosphere seemed
almost impossible. It was like trying to swim
through treacle.

Nothing illustrates their dilemma more
than the muddle over ‘Matador’. This was
the plan to rush forward and seize Singora in
Siam at the outbreak any seaborne invasion.
The troops detailed for this difficult task
were Major-General Murray-Lyon’s 11th In-
dian Division - whoalso had been detailed to
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Above : The arrival of Lady Diana and Duff Cooper.
Right : Indian troops practise creek crossing hold the

Jitra position. How they could fulfil
two completely conflicting roles was never
settled. Nor was it settled exactly when the
order to rush forward would be given. The
government’s policy was to refrain from any
act of provacation, but the soldiers naturally
wanted toreach Singora well before the Japa-
nese to give themselves time to prepare their
defence. The arguments went on until 5th
December - the day after Yamashita and his
army had sailed from Samah, and even then
Brooke-Popham was told he must wait until
the territory of Siam had been violated. The
only concession was that he could order his
troops forward without reference to London.

But his concession, like everything else,
had come too late. Soon the bombs would be
falling and the jungles would echo to the
sound of machine guns and mortors. The
Japanese menace, which, to borrow Winston
Churchill's phrase had lain ‘in a sinister twi-
light' was now launching its fury across the
whole of the Western Pacific. The date was
8th December 1941.







The taste
of reality

“The moon like a tray was sinking in the
western sea and the deep red sunshowed its
face to the east. Samah harbour, shimmering
with gold and silver waves, was as beautiful
asa picture. Themen on the convoy of twenty
nhlpslm:h‘d towards thebows ...as the Navy
formed in two lines to right and left of the
convoy... This was surely the starting point
which would determine the destiny of the
nation for the next century. The die was cast.”
So Colonel Tsuji described the scene as
Yamashita’s convoy set sail on the evening of
4th December. No doubt his sentiments re-
flected those held by many officers and men
of Twenty-fifth Army.

During the night of the 4th/5th the voy-
age continued without incident. Soon after
ight cameasignal from one of the escort-
ing aircraft which read: ‘No enemy sighted in
South China sea’, and this information was
u1nﬁmu\| by several other npom /\houl

however, e Wi to
Yamashita aboard the Ryijo wlnch \\ as not
quite so comforting: ‘Enemy submarine 196
miles off Saigon, speed 10 knots’ - but later

this proved to be a false alarm. The next
incident did not occur until 1330 hours on the
6th, whena Britishaircraft flew alongside the
convoy. This was a Hudson from Kota Bahru
and though attacked by fighters it managed
to escape. As Yamashita surmised, it
nalled information concerning the s
course, and speed of the convoy, and some
reaction could be expected. But now he was
in luck, for the cloud cover increased and
there were rainstorms which closed down
visibility and made air reconnaissance im-
pu\uhlc At 1900 hours as planned the con-
ading into the Gulf
of Siam, and when it changed course again
next morning, the sky was still overcast and
the weather had deteriorated. However, at
1010 hours Yamashita received asignal from
Vice-Admiral Ozawa: ‘Landing operations
may go ahead as scheduled”,

The landing most affected by the

Singora : the Japanese assault troops scized
fishing boats to get their men ashore.




wather was at Kota Bahru, where Major-
General Takumi would be in command. a
signal relayed via the flagship indicated that
although waves were now up to three feet
high, conditions on the whole were good. In

among the palm trees on the coast. This was
followed by frifl

ceeded in landmg at 0"‘15 hmus Yamashita

then arhllxry and machine gun fire. The en-
emy seemed to be in strength’.
ith th

wavestill

1 hed the RAF!

the early hours of the 8th, learned
that just before midnight the three transport
carrying Takumi and his men had anchored
off shore with their naval escort. What he
was not told was that they were 2,000 yards
to the south of their correct position and
directly opposite the guns of 8th Indian Bri-
gade. As Takumi recalled later: ‘There was
the dull light on an oval moon from over the
sea to the east. a stiff blowingand

the convoy. This so disturbed the Naval Es-
cort Commander that he signalled Tamumi

Wasnow harbour,
hanging arrived at 0035 houn There was nu
opposition and the

laya Tribnne carried a banner headline:
“Ty Japanese sighted
olanmhodhpoinl‘.Thhwuﬂwmnum

parade order. Yamashita went ashore hlm

self at 0520 hours and his diary records:

‘0800 hours. Entered the Governor'sresi-
dordered the Solics ot ads 1

de

tip of Indo-chinaand
message which was quoted below, the ships
were steaming west, towards Siam or Ma-
laya or botl .LTo’ ]lmes Clover, the

pol
1300 hours. ledi hi

doned. Takumi refused, pointing out that he
could not recall the troops already on shore
and in any case the other waves would be
away by 0600 hours. Until then the mb
would have to be accepted. Rel

promise agreement with the Thailand gov-
ernment.

2300 hours. F liti leted al-

Id tlung‘wurTuBmuh&
Popham, howzver. it meant no such thing,
andsmnluwunnﬂmphnmmclm

lowmg us to pass through Thailand.”
of course, had

1 could hear it whistling in the radio aerials.
The waves were now up to six feet’. Hoping
that they would not increase any further,
Takumi recalled that, according to the staff
studies for the operation, waves of this di-
mension were the largest which could be
accepted. Any more wind than was blowing
at present and there would be chaos.

In fact, there was almost chaos as it was.
‘The job of lowering the landing craft proved
unexpectedly difficult, and once they had
settled in the water they began swinging
violently, shootingaway from theships’sides,
then crashing back against them. The sol-
diers, scared of being crushed by the violent
motion, shricked and screamed in the dark-
ness. Toquote Takumi again: ‘They were not
only encumbered with life-jackets, but with
rifles, light machine guns, ammunition and
equipment. It was very hard tojump into the
landing craft and even harder to move for-
ward to our places. At intervals a soldier
would fall screaming into the sea, and the
sappers would fish him out’.

Not surprisingly in these circumstances
it took an hour to launch the first wave of
landing craft, which was under the com-
mand of Colonel Nasu. Patiently he waited
on the choppy sea till the light signal came
from Takumi that he could go ahead, ac-
knowledged it, then shouted an order.
Takumi continues: The landing craft pushed
towards the coast in four lines. I could hear
the sound of the engine above the waves.
Then a red light signla flashed twice from

Escort C dergave: few min-
utes later the Awajisan Maru, carrying
Takumi and his headquarters, was hit by a
bomb and began to heel over. Calling for a
launch, Takumi was about to head for an-
other transport ship but then changed his
mind and headed straight for the shore. This
was a courageous decision, but initially he
had cause to regret it for his reception was a
rough one. As he describes it: ‘Many officers
and men were killed or wounded, many
jumped into the water before the craft had
beached, and swam ashore. The enemy posi-
tions were about 100 yards from the water,
and we could see that their posts were wired
in. Their guns were pointing directly at us’.
Othercraft, as Takumi could see had beached
just under the defence posts and in even
more difficult water. Large numbers of men
were going down in the heavy machine-gun
fire. The sea found it difficult to maintain
their balance as they jumped from the craft
and many were killed as they tried to scram-
ble the few yards to dry land. There was the
utmostconfusionall along thebeach’, Takumi
wrote ‘but nuit commanders realised that if
they remained where they were, they would
be killed to a man, so the order was “go on”.
The oficers rushed inland and the men fol-
lowcd Then the troops began to gct round

myPp
i said iriderth dwire. Wealso used

no nllcm:m\'c bul to meekly submit or see
their country destroyed. What Yamashgita
describes as ‘formalities’ was simply a blunt
demand.

While Yamashita was thus engaged,
Twenty-fifth Army Staff were energetically
getting ready for the advance south into
Malaya. Colonel Tsuji (Operations Staff Of-
ficer) had filled strucks with troops disguised

ivilli f1 d Si. and

rushed them over the border to seize vital
bridges before they could be blown up by the
British.

By now Yamashita had heard that the
air-strike against the Amarican naval base at
Pearl Harbour had been successful. He knew
thatnaval supremacy in the Pacific had now
passed to the Japanese, and in a matter of
hours he would have air superiority over the
whole of the Malayan peninsula and Singa-
pore. Meanwhile Matsui and 5th Division,
using the two trunk roads from Singora to
Alor Star, and from Patani to Kroh, were
streaming south, led by tank columns. Their
objective was Jitra, in the province of Kedah,
which lies near the western coast at the junc-
tion of the Kangar road with the main trunk
road. Jitra, in fact, was the key to the whole
campaign.

Now it is time to look at the first few
hours of the war as they appeared from the

wire.
grenades’.

It was almost 0400 hours before
Yamashita received any news from Takumi
and this was a brief signal which read, ‘Suc-

British viewpoint. Seldom has there been a
record more bedraggled by muddle, confu-
sion and indecision. Reality broke through
with painful slowness.

The Sunday morning edition of the Ma-

g that, ‘I consider it improper to
prln! such alarmist views. The position isn’t
half so serious as the Tribune makes out’.
Obviously this view was shared by the ma-
jority of the European community, for when
Glover went along to the favourite Sunda
morning rendezvous, the Sea View
there were the by the service of-
ﬁeers the civil servants and their ladies, re-
c?‘ovu their stengahs, or gimlets, while
inese boys moved discreetly from ta-
bleto table and !heord\atnphyednelee—
tion from Walt Disney’s ‘Snow Whiteand the
Seven Dwarfs’.

The military commanders were not at
the hotel, but it cannot be said that they were
reacting with great speed. On 6th December
when the sxgml (mm lhz Hudsm urcrnh

Matador, but menly ordered a state of ‘First

Degree of Readiness’. So the of the
11thIndian Dnvubonsuyedwhae
in their camps on the Siamese frontier bdn;

drenched by the monsoon rains. Percival

later wrote in his despatches that ‘there was
no undue cause for alarm, owing to the view
that the Japanese expedition was directed
against Siam’. On the evening of the 7th,
another aircraft reported a Jaj

It was just after 0100 hours on
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Right : Tamil workers try to clear the debris fter an evening air raid.

Monday the 8th that sir Shenton Thomas
heard that war had really come. From his
headquarters in Fort Canning,General
Percival was ringging up to give news that
landings had commenced at Kota Bahru.
accoring to one account, Thomas replied
somewhat casually, ‘Well, I suppose youlll
shove thelittlemen off’, then phoned through
instructions that all Japanese males were to
be rounded up and security plans were to be
put into operation. Threes hours later there
was another phone call, this time form Air
Vice-Marchall Pulford, who gave the news
that enemy air-craft wre only twenty -five
miles from Singapore. at 0415 hours the first
bombs began to drop, and by the time the
raid was over sixty-one people had been
killed and 133 injured, most of them in the
Chinese quarter.

The raid cameas ashock, both to Thomas
and the military commanders. Percival did
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not even know that there were enemy air-
craftnearer than Frech Indo-China, 600 miles
away. So, the hours between the receipt of
news from Kota Bahru and the commence-
ment of the raid were wasted. No instruc-
tions were given to dim or switch off lights,
andallth lightsi ity fullon.
They were lit by gas and every single lamp
had to be lit or put out by a man with a long
pole-aprocess which took somehours. Later,
in a prime example of administrative
jabberwocky, Sir Shenton Thomas wrote,
‘proclaiming of the first degree of readiness
did not entail a blackout’. One wonders why
he bothered to issue such instructions at all.

If there was civilian confusion in Singa-
pore, there was military confusion farther
north. Learning of the landing at Kota Bahru,
Brooke-Pophamhad decided thatit was quite
useless to launch Matador, as 11th Division
would find itself outflanked. so he cancelled

the operations and ordered the troops back
to Jitra to take up their defensive role. The
troops, it may be mentioned here were exas-
perated and demoralised. They were inexpe-
rienced and lacked basic training, let alone
specialised training in jugnle warfare, and
many units had lost their best NCOs and
men, who had been sent back to India to help
train new units. There was a long chain of
command between Brooke-Popham could
not find Percival, the later having chosen this
moment to leave his quarters to inform the
Legislative Council of the situation. Once
Percival had been found, he had to get back
to his ofice and book a telephone call on the
civilian line to the front. Orders did not reach
Murray-Lyon, GOC 11th Division, until 1300
hours had been lost. When the troops did
eventually getback toitra, it was to find that
the trenched there were water-logged and
useless, so they had tostart diging again. The
lost ten hours gave victory at Hitra to the

But, of course, the whole notion of Matador
was ill-conceived. The troops on the frontier
should have been withdrawn through posi-
tion already wired in and occupied by fresh
units. The Official War History observes
mildly that the The need for quick decision
was not apprently realised at Headquarters
Malaya Command'. This, of course, is an
d f ing proportions. If
a commander cannot give a quick decision
when the enemy is at the gates, what can one
say of Brooke-Popham, but Percivalhad given
the first hint that despite his personal record
inaction and his success as a staff officer, he
wasno leader of men. From now on the hints
were to come with increasing frequency.
MuddleinSingaporeand muddleon the
frontier. Already there had been muddle at
Kota Bahru. The Indian troops of Brigadier
Key's 8th Brigade had fought with
great gallantry behind their heavily
mined and wired defences, inflicting

Jap

heavy but by 0400 hours the
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i Lieutenant-General Sir Lewis Heath, Commander 111 Indian Corps.
Lieutenant-General A E Percival, GOC Malaya.
+ Admiral Tom Phillips with his Chief of Staff, Admiral Palliser, on left.

Japanese had to secure two stror

points. At dawn, when they were sn.adtly
expanding their hold, launch a counter at-
tract with the Dogra Frontier Force Rifles,
who were to move easlwards along the

inheavy rain. Taking up
line a few miles inland, they were hmvuy
mnnzmd and then nnadtzd by mfanu’y lnd

bcnchcs from Badang, whi
, cutby ri py 5
was difficult and the k failed.

to m(rm!ngmn Thl.‘ airfields at Gong Kedah
and \ By 11th
ml\ber Key lud concentratd his briaged

Still the Dogras held on by the beach and
although the situation there was confused, it
was far from hopeless.

At frequent intervals during the day the
airfield had been bombed and machine
gunned. Then about 1600 hours rumours
began to circulate through Japanese had bro-
ken clean through the beach defences and
were on the airfield perimeter. What may
have heppened is that a few stray bullets
came over, and the troops - who had never
been in action before - drew rash conclusi-

ons.M 'lmpc. an.

be identified, gave orders that the ‘denml
plan’ was to be put into operation. So in a
matter of minutes the buildings were set on
fire and the ground staff piled into their
vehicles and drove away. Leaming of this,
the wing commander and Brigadier Key car-
ried ot a rapid reconnaissance to find that
there were no Japanese near the airfield. But
it ws to late; the men could not be recalled.
Even worse, the stocks of bombs and petrol
had still to be destroyed, and the runways
put out of action. The aircraft had already
been withdrawn to Kuantan, on orders from
Air Head-quarters, so now the Indian troops
resolutely holding out on the beaches were
denied all air cover.

The next move was inevitable. When
more Japanese troopships arrived off the
coast, Brigadier Key decided to withdraw.
The Japanese had achieved their beach- head

nndhemhetokupamundeﬁngdwpod-
tion. However, Key's divisional commander,
Ma)or-GenenlAEBanmw hadnlredyukﬂ
General Hath, f

withdraw to Lipis in central Mnhya The
brigade's primary task, he pointed out,had
been to de[end the noﬂhan air-fields, and
now th doned itshould
shorten its tenuous line of communications.
Heath in turn sought permission from
Percival, butagin the later was not ther when
he was wanted. He had left his heaquartes
and taken the traiin back to Singapore. In the
word’s of the Official Historians ‘his absence
from the front at this critical juncture was
inopportune’. It was worse than inoppor-
tune; it was bad generalship.

The war in the air had gone even worse
than the war on the ground. A bomber force
sent to bomb Singora had achieved little suc-
cessand lost heavily to the fighters, The RAF
had not been able to provide effective cover
for the northern airfields and the warning

P for
airfield and the warning system proved ut-
terly inadequarte. Time and agian aricraft
8th Decemberalone th i h

of aircraft operating from the northern air-
fields was reduced from 110 to fifty.
From airfields around Singora and the
northern airfields as they came into
opemuon again, the ]npancse rupldly

injustunder twenty-four hours.
me 73rd Field Bam.-r) had gone to |hc air-

at poim -blank range ‘but the runways wem
still usable.

Afterdarkness theartillery, together with
theanti-aircraft guns, gotaway without trou-
ble. But the three forward battalions has a
rough time, foiundering in the crecks and

would

bmll up y

ln uus atmosphere of confusion and

it is not surp that

rumous and false reports went on multiply-

ing; and the most serious of these was of a

landing at Kuantang on the east coast, 20

miles north of Singapore. Events marched as
follows.
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heed Hudsons of the Royal
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. Australian Air Force on a training flight




Soon after mid-day on the 8t Admiral
‘Tom Phillips, commander of Z Force, con-
sisting of HMSs Prince of Wales, Repulseand
four destroyers, called a conference aboard
his flag ship. Infomraiton had just been re-
ceived of the landings at Singora and Kota
Bharu, and Phillips gave the opinion that,
granted fighte cover, the Roal Navy could
smash the Japanese transports and their es-
corts. In any case, Z Force could not remain
inactive at such a juncture. so at 1735 hours
the grey ships left Singapore harbour
andsteamed north-west. Just before leaving,
the Admiral was warned that the RAF was
doubtfuliffigher cover could be provided off
Singora and the following day he learned
that the north Malaya air-fields had been
lost. Courageously Phillips decided that if
his force were not sighted by aircraft on the
9th he would attempt to carry out his force
were not sighted by aricraft on the 9th he
would attempt to carry out his mission, and
at 1600 hours orderd course to be sent due
north. At this time the weather was overcast
and there wre heavy reainstroms, but a few
hours later the sky cleared and then three
aircraft came into View. All hope of surprise
waslostand denied air cover, theships would
come under heavy attack from the Japanese
squadrons long before they reached their
targets. Soat 2015 hours Phillips decided that
therisks were toogreatand reluctantly turned
back for Singapore. Now signals giving news
of the ‘landing’ at Kuantang arrived, and the
admiral decided tht he must take action.
Having seen him steaming north, he rea-
soned, that the Japanese would suspect him
sofar southas Kuantan and there wasa good
chance of achieving surprise. so just before
0100 hours on the 10th he altered course
again - for Kuantan.

But the admiral had underrated both
Jap fficiency and their iation that
the Prince of Wales and the Repulse should
not up-set their plans. Submarines had
sighted Z Force carly on the 9th ad given
details of course and speed.

Below : HMS Prince of Wales. Above: HMS Re-
pulse. Fine ships, but the aircraf-carrier was still
in Jamaica leaving them unprotected.




Admiral Kondo had at once ordered 7th
Cruiser Squadron to steam southwest to in-
tercept Phillips.aircraft of 22nd air Flotilla
armed with torpedoes took off for a night
attack, but, however, they failed to find Z
Force because of the change of course, and
returned to Saigon. But then at 0210 hours on
the 10th another submarine sighted the Brit-
i s and fired five torpedoes, all of them
missing. To his fury Admiral Kondo realised
that his ships would never catch Phillips and
so ordered 22nd air Flottila to attack at dawn.
Immediatly on receiptof thesignal the flottila
commander sent out twelve reconnaissance
aircraft and just before 1030hours one ot
these found Phillips. Keeping the ships in
sight, the pilot signalled his headquarters,

and before dawn the strike-force rose into the
air: thirty-four high-level bombers and fifty-
one torpedo-bombers. Confidently they
headed south-west across the sea.
Meanwhile Phillips and Z Force had been

Below : Vice-Admiral Nobuyuki Kendo. (right) Commander Southern Force on his

steaming towards Kuantan, which they
reached at0800 hours. Nosign of an invasion
fleet could be found, so Phillips decided to
carry out a sweep to the north and east to
examine some barges which had earlier been
spotted in the distance. At 100 hours reports
of hostile aircraft were received, and twenty
minutes later the radar operator aboard the
Repulse reported dots on his screen. Aircraft
were approching form the south-west. By
1100 hours nine could be seen in the sk
systematically they begana high-level bomb-
ing attack on the Repulse. The accuracy was
good and bombs fell close on either side and
one right on tp the deck, though fortunately
it failed to pierce the armour plating. Just
beforemid-day asquadronof torpedo-bomb-
ers came in and the great capital ships began
manoeuvring to ‘comb the track’. The Re-
ulse was successful, but as the Prince of
Wales veered to port, there were two
enormous explosions. Her propeller

way to an audience with the Emperor,

Right : The end of the Repulse.
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shafts immediately stopped turning and she
went out of control. A few minutes later she
was listing to port and her speed went down
to fifteen knots. At 1210 hours her captain
signalled ‘Not under control’. Meanwhile
the Repulse had come under heavy attack
from both bombers and torpedo-bombers,
but showing incredible skill of manoeuvre,
her skipper, Captain Tennant, had managed

squadron of Buffaloes, detailed to give air
cover, arrived from Singapore, the sea was
littered with wreckage and men floating
around in the water waiting to be picked up
by the destroyers, Curiously enough, the
men were far from dispirited, as the pilot
reported later:

‘  Itwas obivous that the three destroyers

to escape damage from both. M. d more
aircraft came. The Prince of Wales was hitby
three more torpedoes and then it was the
turn of the Repulse. aircraft were coming at
her fromall directions, wave after wave, and
itwas only a matter of time before a torpedo
caught her. Losing power of manoeuvre, she
was hit again and again. The rudder was
jammed, and Captain Tennant, realising that
the situation was hopeless, ordered his crew
to 50 on deck and the floats to be cast loose.
What happened next is best told in his own
words:

‘Men were now pouring up on deck.
They had all been warned twenty-four hours
before tocarry or wear their life-saving appa-
ratus. When the ship had a thirty-degree list
to port [looked over the starboard side of the
bridge and saw the commander and two of
three hundred men collecting on the star-
board side. Inever saw any sign of panicorill
discipline. I told them from the bridge how
well they had fought the ship and wished
them good luck. The ship hung on for at least
aminuteand a half or two minutes witha list
of about 60 or 70 degrees to port and then
rolled over at 1233 pm.’

~ Outofsixty-nine officers and 1,240 men,
forty-two and 754 respectively were picked
:ﬁ by the destroyers. Many had been killed

eady and the rest were drowned.

. Meanwhile with its decks awash, the
stricken Prince of Wales had been steaming
north, attacked againand again by the bomb-
ers. By 1300 hours she began tosettle and her
captain gave the order to abandon ship.All
except twenty officers and some 300 men
‘Were rescued, but there was nosign of Admi-
1al Tom Phillips and Captain Leach. Perhaps
they did not wish to be saved. When the

were going to take hours to pick up those
hundreds of men clinging tobits of kagy
and swimming around in filthy, oily water.
Aboutall this the threat of another bombing
d his k i i Every
one to those men must have realised that. yet
asIflew round every man waved and putup
his thumbasIflew over him... Itshook me for
here was something above human nature.”
The loss Z force was one of the greatest
disasters suffered in the whole history of the
Royal Navy. For the British in Malaya, the
loss of their two great ships meant the end of
a legend, for they had been told that the
arrival of the fleet would endure their secu-
rity and now it had been wiped out in a
matter of hours, just as the American fleet
had been wiped out at Pearl Harbor. When
Duff cooper broadcast from Singapore that
night that the grievous lass should make
everyone fight harder, there was hollow
laughter among the troops and their moral
sank even lower. what on earth had their
leaders been doing? And the admirals too?
And where were all the aircraft? No one
could give them any satisfactory answer or
even a ray of hope. all they could do was
trudge on the fight in the drenching rain.
To Winston Churchill the disaster was
without parallel and later he wrote:
‘  In all the war I never received a more
direct shock ... As I turned over and twisted
in bed the full horror of the news sank in
upon me. there were no British of American
capital ships in the Indian Ocean or the Pa-
cific except the American survivors of Pearl
Harbor, who were hastening back to Califor-
nia. Over all this vast expanse we every-
where were weak and naked.”

HMS Prince of Wales : hit by three torpedoes
she keels over,
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Captain (later Vice-Admiral) W G Tenna
tain of the Repulse.
Right : Crew leave the Repulse. The Japanese

now rule the eastern Pacific.

Like every other naval disaster, the loss

4 mysteries. Why did no Tom
Phillips signal Singapore when he knew that
he was being shadowed at 1020 hours on the
10th? Why did he not signal his intention to
head for Kuantan? and, once enemy aircraf
weresighted on the radar screen. Why did he
not call up the Buffaloes of 453 Squadron,
which were waiting at Sembawang, to give
him air cover? The information that the bat-
tleships were under attack came from Cap-
tain Tennant and that was too late ... far too
late,

The news that the Prince of Wales and
the Repulse had been sunk for thetrifling loss
of three aircraft was received in Japan with
enormous enthusiasm. It was a unique vic-
tory quite unprecendented in all military
history. to Yamashita, whose headquarters
L at Singora, it meant that his line of
communications, running back to Samah,
was secure, Meanwhile, his troops were rac-
ing south towards Jitra and he was confident
that if victory were achieved here, nothin
would hole them before Singapore.

N
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Disaster
at Jltra

" broak d

On a
diplomat Duff Coopcr had bc-:n

famous England -Australia Air Race 0f 1934,
and the D Moll and P

by Churchill to the poslofkmdenl Minister
for Far Eastern Affairs and was given cabinet
rank. His main job was to preside over a War
council, but he was also to relieve the service

landed here, the Am.rlnc‘aim Roscoe ‘l‘u&n:;r
and Clyde Pangborm the winning
lishmen, Scott and Black. Alor Star, with its
n\slnllalonnndruerveofﬁldmdmpplb,
was of to the RAF.

commanders  of their

rded, 11th Di

, give political guid. and
settle any matters on the spot which could
not be referred to Whitehall because of the
time factor. His duties, however, so the brief
warned, would not cut across the responsi-
bilities of service heads or ‘of His majesty’s
representatives in the Far East’. The brief was
not an easy one, but Duff Cooper, who was
ve igentand had an
in hlm,dcadnd that the only possible job for
a War Council was to run the warand , at the
first meeting on 10th December made no
bones about this. Immediately there was
opposition from Sir Shenton Thomas who
denied that the Council had executive pow-
ers. Brooke-Popham sided with him, telling
Duff Cooper that he would continue to take
his orders from Whitehall and not from any
civilian. so the President of the War Council
and his two principal colleagues became
sworn enemies, with the result that the three
services did not work together now, any
more than in the past. It almost seemed as if
some of the senior commanders preferred
defeat peration with their
Inany case, the War Council proved a failure.

To return to 11th Division which had
taken up its position astride the road juction
at Jitra. Though the best position in the area,
this was far from ideal, and had been chosen
because it covered the airfield at Alor Star
and a group of smaller fields further south.
alorStarwas oneof the most famous airfields
in the Far East at this time, since it had been
ased it £ dbreaking fli d
ir races. Amy Johnson had stage here during
her flight from England to Australia in 1930,
as had Kingsford-Smith, Bert Hinkler, Ray
Parer and other. It was also used on the

Brooke-Popham and Duff Cooper: the com-
mander resented the civilian

bnckhvanndwtoﬂndlhnrmduwa-
ter-logged, and no barbed wire of other de-
fensive measures taken care of. Theanti-tank
mines were still waiting harlles and not a
yard of telephone cable: been run out.
Hurriedly they set to work, squelching over
the soggy ground, and with the heavy rain
pouring down their necks. Every moment
counted, and as they realised only too well,
there were not many to
Murray-Lyon had deployed his division
with 15th Brigade on theright, 6th Brigade on
the left and 28th Brigade in reserve, The
frontage ran from the jungle-covered hills
through the open paddy field to the sea, a
total distance of 24,00 yards of which 6th
Brigade covered three-quarter. Supporting
the infantry were two batteries of 155th Field
Regiment and a battery of 22nd Mountain
Regiment. There was also 80th Anti-Tank
iment, less one of ite batteries. Detach-
ments of 1/14th Punjab were covering the
main position, and from 0800 hours on the
11th these came under attack from the Japa-
nese. Soon their leading sections had been
overrun and two anti-tank guns were lost.
Brigadu:r Garmlt (lS!h Bng:de) dmded to

near Nangka two miles belumlln’a,and the
Punjabis began trudging back in the rain,
Then at 0430 hours the Japanese struck with
a column of infantry led by tanks, which
burst down the road at speed. Soon it had
mown down the rear-guard and caught up
with the main column which immediately
broke formation and panicked. Most of
the Punjabis had never seen a tank in
their lives and their only instinct was to
run for cover. Worse still, a section
of 2nd Anti-Tank Battery was caught
with its guns limbered up - of certainly
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Above : An Indian battalion on the marc

S s 230

before it has managed to get off a round. The
Japanese rushed on until their leading tank
was knocked out by anti-tank rifles, and they
came up against the 2/1st Gurkhas holding
the main outpost positon at Asun.

Now astiff fightdeveloped, but the Japa-
nese retained the initiative. Attacking the
Gurkhas both forntally and from the flanks,
they soonsucceeded in clearing the road and
went on saveagely attacking position after
position. The Gurkha battlion fragmented
and all attempts at an orderly withdrawal
failed. Like the Punjabis before them, the
jungle in small groups and rejoined their
brigaded next morning.

Meanwhile there had been another dis-
astrous muddle. After dark on the 11th the
outpost troops of 6th Brigade were with-
drawing to the main Jitra position under
orders, taking with them their transport,

ifourmountain
Their route ran across a stream at Manggoi,
to the west of Jitra, and here the bridge had
been prepared for demolition. Hearing the
colmn approach, the jittery officer in charge
imagined it must be the Japanese and

promptly blew the bridge. As there were no
materials to repair it, the tmasport andguns
had to be abandoned. Seldom in the histroy
of war can there have been such an jnbroken
skein of muddle, confusion and stupidity.
And it was by no means fully unravelled.

It is interesting to compare British ac-
counts of the debacle with those of the Japa-
nese. According to Tsuji, who was on the
spot, the unit which ploughed through the
Punjabis ner Nangka was Licutenant-Colo-
nel Sacki’s Reconnaissance Battlaion, sup-
ported by ten medium tanks. Of the incident
involving 2nd Anti-Tank Battery, he say

“Ten guns with their muzzles turnes to-
wards us were lined up on the road, but
beside them we could not find one man of
their crews. The enemy appeared to be shel-
tering from the heavy rain under the rubber
trees...and through thisslight negligence they
suffered a crushing defea

Whether the guns were limbered up, or
whether it wasas Tsujisays, the disgrace was
the same and the loss just as grievous. With
two battalions cut up before the main battle
had begun, Murray-Lyon was robbed of his
divisional reserve

As soon as it was dark, Saeki sent out a
patrol under Lieutenant Otto to reconnoitre
the position held by 2/9th Jats ont he British
right flank. Anhour later Otto returned with
the news that the companies were wired in
strongly, but there were gaps between the
forward positions. From what he had heard
int he darkness, he added, the enemy troops
wre still settling in and he thought that a
night attack would have a good change of
succeeding. Saeki accepted this advice and
putinan attack two hours after dark, but the
volume of machine gun and artillery fire
caught the infantry by surprise and they
came toa halt. When the reserve companies
were thrown in, they made no impression
either and Sacki, now somewhat shaken,
talked of committing suicide by leading a
forlorn rush against the enemy. Though a
senior officer dissuaded him, the surviving men
of the Reconnaissance Battalion sensed the




Jack of decision and were momentarily
shaken. However, when Saeki called for an
attack in the centre by the whole unit, sup-

8 < d hi 5 LA)H.?'h

By the 12th Percival’s Order of the Day,
issued forty-eight hours previously, had
reached the troops atJitra. Itmade noimpact

h . Th lehad b ALy

rted by mortars, the men resp and
after some heavy fighting succeeded in driv-
ing a deep wedge into the British positions.
However, the Leicesters and the 2/2nd
gurkhas held on and again the attack ground
toa halt. Then the Carrier Platoon of the 2nd
East Surreys conterattacked, checking an at-
tempt to envelope the Leicesters.

“In this hour of trial the General Officer
Commanding calls upon all ranks of Malaya
Command for a determined and sustained
effort to safeguard Malaya and the adjoini
British territories. The eyesof the Empireare
upon us. Our whole position in the Far East
is at stake. The struggle may be long and
grim, but let us resolve to stand fast, come
what may, and prove ourselves worthy of
the great trust which has been placed in us.”

and was continuing in confusion. Percival
was little faith in their leaders or hope in the
eventual outcome of the campaign.

The instinct of fighting troops is usually
sound in these matters, and even as they
were reading the Order of the Day, their
Divisional Commander, Murray-Lyon, was
pressing General Heath, GOC III Corps, for

is i illinSingay ercival
and put the matter to him. Percival was
against such a long retreat, convinced that it
would have a bad effect both on the troops
) d the civili i

he was supparted by the War Council.

But though he managed to impress his
will on this occasion, Percival did not domi-
nate as an army commander should and
displayed an increasing tendency to kunckle
under to Heath. Gordon Bennett, the Aus-

to the south. His reason was, he said, that it
had been impressed upon him that his divi-
sion was the only formation available to de-
fend northern Malaya and he must not take

tralian der, has written:
“Heath...had a stronger personality than
Percival and generally managed to impose
his will on that of Percival. Throughout the
conferences which I attended (Heath) urged
3 Enirpesly ey

risks. The troops headded, disprited at

In fact,

having to fight superior forces supp:mcd by
tanks. He was also worried about his com-
munication - that is, that the Japanese would

Japanese Medium Type 94 Tank

First introduced in 1933, this tank was used extensively in China and continued to be used
in Burma and Malaya as late as 1942. Weight: 15 tons. Crew: Five men, Armour: 17mm
maximum. Armement: One 57mm gun, one 7.7mm machine gun in the hull. Ammunition:
100 rounds of 57mm and 2,750 rounds of 7.7. Speed: 28mph. Engine: 160hp Mitsubishi air-

cooled diesel. Range of action: 100 miles

been detailed to reconnoitre successive lines
of retreat down the peninsular...(On one oc-
casion) I suggested the only way todeal with

the situation was to attack. He ridiculed the
idea.’

for the possibility that Bennett

(whose troops had not yet come into action

while Jitra was being fought) was trying to

justify his own conduct, there still must be
some truth in his statement.

Apart from failing to Impm? his wl{.l.

progress, to exercise any tactical imagina-
tion. By 12th December at least, it must have
been obvious that 11th Division was taking
such a hammering that retreat was only a
mater of time. Why did he not select the
strongest possible defensive positionon the
road back to Singapore, use every available
man to fortify it and stock it up for a long
siege. Why did he not construct a series of
jungle bases from which the Japanese could
be attacked from the flank and rear as they
carried out their hooks? Why did he not

Japanese Light type 95 Tank
This tank 4 vicein Mal

11943, As with otherJapanese

light tank designs, the Type 95 was very cramped and lightly armoured. Weight: 10 tones.
: A One. one7. hi

Crew: Threemen. Armour:

gun in the hull. Ammunition: 130 rounds of 37mm and 2,970 rounds of 7.7mm ammunition.
Speed: 28 mph. Engine: 110 hp Mitsubishi diesel. Range of action: 100 miles
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consider guerilla warfare in suchideal coun-
try for it. Colonel Spencer Chapman, later
famous for his guerillaexploits, had already
put up constructive suggestions, only to be
told that Malaya Command had be told that
Malaya Command had no interest whatso-
everinsuchnotions. Sothe pattern would go
on repeating itself; fight, retreat, fight again,
retreat... until there was nowhere else to re-
treat to.

BY noon on the 12th, Major-General
Kawamura,commander9th Infantry Brigade
had arnived on the scene and ordered 41st
Regiment to attack down the eastern side ot
the road, while 40th Regiment attacked on
the other side. The operation would take
placeafter dark. Meanwhile, Sacki had been
inaction again and by 1500 hours was threat-
ening the flanks of the Jats and the Leicesters.
Thelatter unit, however, had fought welland
was full of confidence. When, at about 1515
hours, they received orders to retire behind a
stream called the Sungei Jitra, they protested
violently. However, Murray-Lyon was in-
sistent, and so they came back, and the Jats
too. This was yet another great blow to
morale.

Butthe damage did notend there. Going,
back down the road to his headquaters that
evening, Murray-Lyon found the transport
column panicking because of rumours that

ke had broken througt

Later on rumours reached him that the Jats
and Punjabis had been overs dalthough
these wre quite unture, they still made their
impact. Fearing that the road would soon be
cut behing his division, Murray-Lyon de-
cided that he must get it behind a viable tank
obstacle by the following day. So at 1930
hours he signalled Heath, asking permission
to withdraw behind the Sungei Kedah at
Gurun. Heath, stillinSingapore with Percival,
supported the application and Percival gave
way. The following signal was sent:
“Itisdecided that your task is to fight for
the security of north Kedah. It is
estimated that you are opposed

Japanese infantry attack Alor Star:with Jitra
lost there was nothing to stop them.
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by only one Japanese division. Consider the
best solution may be to hold up the advance
of enemy tanks on good obstacles and dis-
poseyourforcestoobtain considerabledepth
on both roads and to obtain scope for your
superior artillery. Reserves foremployment
in the divisional area are being expedited.’
With this signal - the naivety of which is
scarcely credible - was sent permission for
Murray-Lyon to withdraw at his discretion.
5o at 2200 hours he sent orders for his men to
o back to behind the Sungei Kedah at Alor
gtar, some fifteen miles back.
Again the weary troops collected their am-
munition and their kit and streamed down
the road in dreching rain. they were tired
and bewildered. The Leicesters were furious
at being brought back from their position.
Units became scattered and fragmented in
the darkness,and all order and cohesion was
Jost. Some unit commanders, fearing con-
gestion on the road, took their units via the

Japanese 2.2mm machine gum, gas operated
and air cooled.

railway track to the west; some wentdown to
the beachand tried to getsouth insmall craft;
and some did not even get the order to re-
treat. It was next morning before these real-
ised whathad happended, and then they had
to break with the enemy in a hurry, leaving
behind a good deal of their ammunition and
equipment. Though a Japanese attempt to
interfere with the withdrawal was dealt with
decisively by the 2/2nd Gurkha Rifles, the
retreat was a mistake and a disaster. 11th
Indian Division would never be the same
again.

As for the action at Jitra itself, this had
proved possibly the biggest disgrace to Brit-
ish/Indian armies since Chilianwala in the
Second Sikh War of 1848. Hundreds of men
had been lost, as well as guns, equipment
and transport. But the most galling thing was
that Matsui had not even been forced to
deploy the entire 5th Division: the job had
been done by the advance guard whose
strength totalled no more than two battal-
ions, and a company of tanks. Their total
losses were under fifty. Matsui wrote in his

diary: The enemy troops have no fighting
spirit ... they are glad to surrender... they are
relieved to be out of the war.' As for
Yamashita, he had written in his diary on
10th N ber TFIndi ;

taded

in the British forces defending Malaya, the
job should be easy.' Now he considered his
prohecy justified.
The main reasons for the defeat have
T i lof

uarters seem to have been primitiveand, in
:Le absence of radio sets, runners, who fre-
quently got lost, had to be relied on.

It might be mentioned here that neither
side was well equipeed with maps. The Brit-
ish maps were large-scale, but mostly dated
from about 1915 and did notshow the recent
development of estates. The Japanese relied

1l-scal

already b P

the unit positions, which allowed the Japa-
nese to effect deep penetrations; the scram-
bleafter operation Matador doned,

ona mostly copied from

scholl atlases, but theri officers were used to

these - the Japanese army had always fought
i ds Once con

and the short time allowed 11th Division to
occupy ad prepare its position. Undoubtly
Murray-Lyo made a disastrous mistake in
committing two battalions to outpost duties
without the cover of an anti-tank obstacle,
When these were cut up, he lost his divi-
sional reserve and so had no trrops left with

hick ion.apart

with q maj tact was
made, however, the Japanese worked excel-
lently from the ground and were fortunatein
capturing a British map with all the defen-
sive positions n:ar!wd ‘After their training

WOrT
me,ﬂmuylthcyhndmmznlovenl]m{-
gle than any other troops.

Most imp was the fact that they

from this the troops were badly trained and
reacted to any rumour which swept through
their ranks; and their officers lacked the abil-
ity to handle them in the field. Communica-

st
believed in their commanders and they held
the initiative. In the battles to come they
had no intention of letting it slip.






The Allied situation in northern Malaya, asa
watery sun came up on the morning of 13th
December, was not a happy one. Covered by
rea-guards found by 28th Brigade, the rest of

s streaming back to
man a position behind the Sungei Kedah at
Alor Star. Many of the troops had lost or
thrown drifting around trying to find their
units. Meanwhile, Japanese snipers, dressed
as Malays, had got into the jungle flanking
the position, and it was some time before
these could be winkled out.

Obviously, to halt, let alone slow up the
Japanese advance, it was vital to blow the
orad and rail bridges over the Sunger Kedah
and during the nightof the 12th/13thcharges
had been put into position. Soon after dawn,
Murray-Lyon and his Sapper officer waited
by the road bridge as the last troops streamed
over, and was surprised when two Japanese
motocyclist roared down the road towards
them. These were soon despatched, and
Murray-Lyon ordered the bridges to be
blown. The road bridges went up without
trouble but the railway bridge, though dam-
aged, managed to remain upright. At this
moment an amoured train came down the
line fron the north, and so it was hoped it
would complete the destruction. But to eve-
ryone’s amazement, it jumped the gap in the
rails and went on out of sight. so more explo-
sives had to be laid before the bridge went
down

It was only just in time, for at this mo-
ment the Japanes advance guard appeared
and the leading troops tried hard to cross the
river. a few succeeded but were driven back
by a counterattack launched by the 2/9th
Gurkha Rifles. Still, looking at his tired,
soaked and disorganised troops, Murray-
Lyon decided that they were in no shape to
withstand a prolonged defence, and the only
hope was to break contack with the enemy
and go back twenty miles to Gurun. Here
perhaps, there would be time to reorgai
Percival might carry our his pledge to xnd
up reinforcements from Singapore.

So that night the division went again
with the rain still bucketting down, and the

transportjammed on thesingle road. Though
the position at Gurun had been reconnoitred,
no defence works had been dug and the
exhausted troops would have tostartall over
again. The exact position chosen lay astride
the main road and railway, about three miles
to the north of Gurun, and ran from the
jungle-clad slopes of Kedah Peak on the left

to the jungle some two miles away on the
right. Though not a position of great natural
strength, it could have been worse. But what
11th Division needed more than anything
was time.., time to dig ... time to put out wire
and mines ... time to clear a field of fire...and
more than anything time to sleep.
Unhappily for them it was to be denied.

Japanese infantry : if the bddg! is not fin-
ished, human columns will serve.

Yamashitas en
working with tremendous repairing
the Allied demolitions. So it was that soon

after lunch on the 14th, when the last of
the stragglers had barely fetched up.

37




adozen truck load al]npanesc lnlnnlry, sup-
portedb 3
the road. Murray-Lyon had

the left of the road. Two hours later, after

being heavily reinforced, they managed to

nese to take lhm. days at lmsx to ir lhc
road brid 4 Keda ""’P:"ow
here uu-y were, barely thirty hours later. 6th
Brigade were holding the road and railway
line (with 28th Brigade on their right and
15th Bngﬂdc, which was now down to 600
men, inreserve). It was the anti-tank gunner,
however, who opened the first, knocking out
the leading tank. The other two retired, but
the infantry, who had now deployed,

launched a furious attack on the Punjabis to

Some Malayans collaborated with the en-
emy: Indians guard suspects awaiting inter-
rogation.
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the Indians’positions, and indi-
vidual soldiers could soon be seen running
back. The battalion’s morale was pretty low,
and the accuracy of th Japanese mortars wor-
ried the Indian jawans. Also they were des-
perately tired. But now the brigade com-
mander, Brigadier Lay, recognised that un-
less something were done soon, the position
would fragment, so with great courage he
organised a counterattack and led it himself.
The position around Milistone 20 was stabi-
lised, and the sight of the Brigadier in action
did a good deal to restore confidence
Meanwhile the Corps commander, Gen-
eral Heath, had come forward at last to meet
Murray-Lyonat his headquartersa few miles

to the south of Gurun. Here the later argued
that his troops were quite unfit to carry outa
series of battles interspersed with long re-
treats. What must be done, he urged, was to
make a long retreat by lorry to a selected
concentration area. Once the formation had
been rested and recognised, it could fight
again-butnotbefore then. Inprinciple Heath
agreed, but laid down that the immediate
task of 11th Division was to hold the Japa-
nese at Gurun. There was no need to worry
about the line of communications he added;
12th Brigade had now come under his com-
mand and would be used to block the road
from Kroh and Grik to the east. That night
Heath telephoned Percival, recommending
that 11th Division should go back sixty miles
or more to behind tha Perak River. a empo-
rary stand could be made on the Muda river
to give time for the garrison to be evacuated
from Penang Island. Meanwhile, the Japa-
nese would be held up by a long series of
demolitions along the road and railway. to

that night. Fortunately the Japanese, who
had suffered heavily from artillery fire dur-
ing the day, did not follow up. By the morn-
ing of th 16th the remnants of 11th Division
wereback in their new positions. Needless to
add they had lost more men and equipment
by th ion of yetanother retreatand by
premature demolitions.

This decision meant that the island of
Penang, already under heavy bombardment
from the air, would have to be evacuated.
The blow to lian morale was a serious
one, but there was no alternative. Already,
following the destruction of power stations
and the contamination of water supplies,
there was the fear of cholera and typhoid.
There was no need for the evacuation to be
carried out in such disorder and with such
carelessness, When the Japanesearrived they
found dozens of powered craft, junks, and
bages, which they soon put to good use for
the seaborned operations.

On 18th Dccembcr by which time 11th

this, Percival agreed thata f
might be inevitable but told Heath that 11th
Division must not go back behind the Muda
River without his permission.

Again the Japanese did not wait on
events. soon after midnight they launched a
sustained mortar bombardment, then at-
tacked straight down the road, through the
Punjabi positions. Before long they had bro-
ken through and penetrated positions held
by the2nd East Surrey tothe south. Here they
reached the regimental headquarters, killing
the commanding officer and his staff and
went on to deal with 6th Brigade headquar-
ters. With the exception of Brigadier Lay,
whowasoutwitha unit, everyone was wiped
out. Next morning, with a gaping hole in the
centre of the position, Brigadier Carpendale
of 28th Brigade got together all the troops he
could find and managed to hold the enemy.
But when Murray-Lyon arrived, he at once
ordered a further withdrawal to a position
seven miles back, which was covered by a
mixed force of infantry and cavalry. before
long, however, he realised that 28th Brigade
was now the only formation under his com-
mand in a fit state to obey orders, and he
decided to withdraw behind the Muda River

Divisionh thirty miles
toa position behind the Knan river, Percival
was forced to carry out a major review of his
strategy. It was now clear to his that apart
from Matsui’s 5thdivision on the trunk road,
he was facing another division on the Patani-
Kroh-Grik Road - running into the trunk
road from the east at Kuala Kangsar - and a
third on the cast coast in Kelentan. To meet
this powerful striking force he had the re-
mains of 11th Division. Now exhausted, two
brigades o the east coast, gordon Bennett's
8th Australian division (two brigades only)
in Johore at the southern end of the penin-
sula, and the garrison troops on Singapore
Island. Now it must be remembered that
Percival’s primary task was not the defence
of Malaya, but the Naval base on Singapore
Island. I!mhm» inthe present circumstances,
was this to be achieved? If he used the
Austrailians to relieve 11th Division, then
Johor would be denuded, but if he did not
therewas the chance that the Japanese would
burst through before reinforcements could
arrive. Here was another problem. the fur-
ther the Japanese came south, the more air-
fields would fall into their hands,
and from these they could threaten




the convoys bringing in the reinforcements.
So, having to make the best of a bad job,
Percival was forced to ask 11th Division to
try and hold the Japanese as far north as
possible until the reinforcements arrived.

But when would these come? The most
optimistic forecast was mid-January, and af-
ter arrival the men would need time to un-
Joad their kit, get orgaised and accustom
themselves to the hot sticky climate. and this
in turn meant that the exhausted, demoral-
ised troops on the northern front would have
to keep fighting for yet another month, de-
nicd air cover or the support of a single tank
and increasingly out-numbered.

How could they possibly be made to
-p going? thebest chance Percival decided
was to bring them back to behind a viable
tank obstacle - the Perak River, which runs
down to the sea through Kuala Kangsar.
Here 12th Indian Brigade would join the
division, and the depleted 6th Brigade wuld
be merged into 15th Brigade. But
reorganisations, necessary as they were, did
not give the troops any rest and their condi-
tion continued to deteriorate. During the
retreat to the Perak River an officer wrote:

‘It can’t go on like this. The troops are
absolutely dead-beat. The only rest they are
getting 1s that of an uneasy coma as they
squatincrowded lorries whichjerk their way
through the night. When they arrive they
tumble out and have to get straight down to
work. They are stupid with sleep, and have
to be smacked before they can connect with
the simplest order. Then they move like
automatons or cower down as a Japa aero-
plane flied two hundred feet above them.'

The behaviour of the troops, indeed the
whole situation was not lost on the Asiatic
population. The British hold on their coun-
try. which had seemed so strong and perma-
nent, was now collapsing and European su-
periority revealed as a myth.

Yamashita was not greatly concerned by
the obstacle presented by the Perak River for
he knew that his enemy was too weak to
cover it on a broad front. So he ordered 4th
guards regiment to make a hook through the
thick country tot he east of Kuala Kangsar
and advance on the town of Ipoh. On 26th

December the regiment crossed the river un-
opposed and headed south with all speed.
Yamashita was concerned, however, about
the obstacle presented by the stretch of coun-
try between Kampat and Kuala Kubu. Here
both the road and railway ran through a
narrow defile, giving no opportunity for
flanking movements except by sea. In the
hands of a stubborn enemy, the defile could
be blocked for weeks on end, and the mo-
mentum of the Japanese advance could be
lost. Whatwere thebest tacticstobeadopted?
Yamashita’s appreciation was that the Brit-
ishand Indian troops wereinsuchastate that
stiff resistance could only be offered by them
atlong intervals. So hc must keep hustling
them, ¥ gt
another sothat there was nulul -up. Hisorder
were, therefore, that once the Guards had
taken Ipoh, Matsui should go through and
head for Kuala Lumpur, the large city and
.1dm|m.«lmn\'n-cm\lm|nSel.mbnr While this
move was in the carly stages, 4th Guards
Rchmwm would carry “out a lightning move
via Bentong to cut off the British retreat.

Yamasita was angry at the way nior
commanders kept letting the enemy troops
~I|p away at night. ‘1 don’t just want l| m

k' hekeptrep g1 e

destroyed.” So far his line of communica-
tions was working fairly well, though there
was laready a shortage of artillery ammuni-
tion. As he realised only too well, every mile
h 7y i

cations and he was still hundreds of miles
from Singapore.

During the next few days he moved
forward rapidly, and by 31st December
1l Corps was back at Kampar, some
twenty-five miles to the south of Ipoh. Here
General Heath hoped to halt the Japanese,
for the position was a strong one, laying
cither side of a steep jungle-clad hill. For the
infantry there was a field of fire of over a
thousand yards -a great relief after

Black smoke from burning rubber supplies:
valuable war material was denied to the
advancing enemy.

the country through which they had fought
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so far. Artillery observation was good also
and there was a hope that at last the gunners
could tip the balance against the Japanese.
Matsui’s plan was to attack down the road,
while 42nd Regiment made a detour to the
west. In fact the latter d itself floun-

the men of the British battalion and their
supporting artillery, and finally when the
enemy had captured a key position and the
battalion reserves in the old traditional style
by the Sikh company of the 1/8th Punjab

i througha dous barrage of

dering in swamp and was too late to influ-
ence the battle.

This opened just after dawn on New
Year's Day 1942 The Japanese guns and
mortars opened up, plastering the forward
positions before kampar. As the guns lifted
the infantry rushed in and heavy fighting
broke out.” They were held, except on the
right where they captured a feature known

mortar and machine gun commander, Cap-
tainGraham, until he feel mortally wounded,
and then to a roar as they charged, routing
the enemy with heavy loss. The situation
was completely restored, but only 30 of this
gallant company remained. The battle of
Kampar had proved that our trained troops,
whether they were British or Indian, were
superior man for man to the Japanese troops.
e i d

as Thompson's ridge and her the situ-

ation looked reasonably stable. Some of te

British and Indian troops put up the best
showing they had made so far. To quote

“The (enemy) attacks were made withall
4

But q1
ment, and commanders need confidence in
their own ability to dominate events. Before
nightfall General Heath received news thata
Japanese sea-borne force had landed some
twenty miles further southat Utan Melintang,

Above : Many Chinese joined the Royal Army Medical Corps.
Below : Indian reinforcements reach Singapore. Their uniforms, like their training,
were for desert warfare.

the well-k bravery and di of
dangerof the Japanese soldier. There was the
dogged resistance inspite of heavy losses, by

%

and kingitsway inland. 12th Brigade
were ordered to keep it away form the trunk
road but meanwhile Major-General Paris
(who had replaced Murray-Lyon as com-
mander 11th Division) became worred about
his line of communications and asked per-
mission to withdraw. Heath approached
Percival, whoeventually agreed, but insisted
that 11th Division must go on fighting in the
defile and keep the enemy north of Kuala
Kubu - eighty miles below Kampar - until
15th January. Once Kuala Kubu went,
Kuantan airfield would go withit, and if this
happened before the promised convoy had
reached Singapore there would only be fur-
ther disaster.

In fact, on 3rd January, as 11th Division
was withdrawing from Kampar, a convoy
carrying 45th Indian Brigade reached Singa-
pore in safety. But the news was not so good
asitsounded. When Percival saw the troops
he found them ‘very young, unseasoned and
undertrained, and straight off the ship after
their first experience of the sea’. The
reinforcaments to follow them would not be
muchbetter,and some would be even worse.



Wavell takes

command

On Christmas Day 1941 there was a confer-
ence of the Chiefs of Staff at the White House.
Here the American Army Chief of Staff, Gen-
eral Marshall, proposed thataSupreme Com-
mander should be appointed for the Far East
and, after further discussion, the name of
General Sir Archibald Wavell was put for-
ward. The British Chiefs of Staff were not
very happy about theidea, fearing the results
of public opinion in America if further disas-
ters occured, and they seemed incvitable.
Wavell probably had a greater reputation
than any British general at this time. he had
won a fine voctory of the war - but later had
becn overhelmed by eventsin the Mediterra-
nean Command, and transferred to India
where he became Commander-in-Chief. a
dry, unflamboyant Scot, Wavell was liked by
troops and subordinate of great ability. Dr.
Johnson once said of Oliver Golsmith that ‘he
writeslikaanangel and speaks like poor poll’
and to some extent this comment applied to
Wavell too. His prose was supple and lucid,

and he had a great narrative gift. Among
British generals he could only be matched as
awriter by Sir lan Hamilton, the commander
atGalpoli. Butasa lecturer of speaker he was
somewhat pathetic. Like Hamilton hehad an
unlucky streak in action and oftern seemed
toarrive on the scene when the situation was
desprate. His new command was known as
ABDA - the intials stood for American Brit-
ish, Dutch and Australian - and stretched
from Burma to the Phillipines. It is not sur-
prising that on being informed of the ap-
pointment he commented, ‘I have heard of
men having to hold the baby but this is
twins’. Lieutenant-General Sir Henry
Pownall, who had replaced Brooke-Popham
(on Duff Cooper’s insistence) would become
his chief of staff, and the old Headquarters
Far East was abolished.

But appointing new commanders does
not produce immediate dividends,

General Sir Archibald Wavell
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any more than reorganisiing units. It was 7th
1 b 1l resched Sis i

) Y P
by that time there had been new disasters.

On 1st January the Japanese struck at
22nd Indian Brigade (of General Barstow's
9th Division) and pushed them off the air-
field at Kuantan, which lies on the east coast,
some 160 miles to the north of Singapore. The
enemy land-based aircraft took a giant step
towards their final objective.

Meanwhile 11th Division had gone back
to the only obstacle before Kuala Lumpur -
the Slim River. Here its task, laid down by
Percival, was to keep the enemy north of
Kuala Lumpurtill 14th January, and longer if
possible. Naturally, General Heath was wor-
ried by the possiblity of further Japanese
landings down the coast, especially at Kuala
Selangor and Port Swettenham where there

llenct harbour. Tomeet this th
he detached a mixed force of cavalry and
infantry, supported by a battery of guns.

In fact, Yamashita had just given out
new oders which involved a seaborne land-
ing behind the British. Matsui and 5th Divi-
sion, reinforced by a tank battlion, would
advance direct on Kuala Lumpur, while de-
tachments from the Guards Division landed
at the ports just mentioned. When these ar-
rived, however, on 2nd January, they met a
hot receitpion from the gunners and failed to
land that day, or on the 3rd. On the 4th
however, they secured a foothold north of
Kuala Selangor, and after a sharp battle
pushed inland inbattalionstrength. Urgently
Percivalcalled on the Royal Navy tostopany
furtherlandings, but the Perak Flotilla, which
had b 3 hiskind of threat,
was down to two motor launches. Again the
overwhelming superiority of the Japanese
air arm was making its impact. By day the
Flotilla was bombed so mercilessly that it

could only shelter in the creeks, and when it
came out at night, it was too late to catch the
enemy seaborne forces. So the army had to
cope as best it could.

While this was happening, 11th Division
tried to fortify its new positions covering the
Slim River, Theses covered the road and

railway lines, and it ws though that the jun-
gle on the flanks was so thick and cluttered
with undergrowth that the Japanese could
not possible carry outanother of their hooks.
Apart from the roal itself, which was mined,
the positionalso was though tobe tank proof.

But the trouble was that the men could
not work during the day because of the in-

dbombi; bt fromm

the air, so digging could only take place in

darkness. Though the bombing did not in-

flict many casualties, it robbed the troops of

leep and its d lising effect sid

ecrable. The commanding officer of 5/2nd
Punjab wrote of this time:

The battalion wasd dead tired; most of
all the C d hose responsibiliti
prevented them from snatching even a little
fitful sleep. Theb had withd 176
miles in three weeks and had had only three
days’ rest. It had suffered 250 casualties of
whicha high proportion had been killed. The
spirit of the men was low, and the battalion
had lost 50 per cent of its fighting efficiency.
And of 5th January, he wrote:

Ifound a most lethargic lot of men who
seemed to want to do nothing but sit in slit
trenches, They said they could not sleep be-
cause of the continued enemy air attacks. In
fact, they were thoroughly depressed. There
was no movement on the road, sized by the
blanketing effect of the jungle was getting on
the men’s nerves....The jungle gave the men
ablind feeling,”

Itwasthisday that the Japanese launched
theirattack. Soon they came under heavy fire
fromthe 4/19th Hyderabad and retired, leav-
ing sixty dead on the field. After midnigh
they attacked again, down both the railway
and the road. Then, as the moon come up
after 0300 hours, put down a series of artil-
lery concentration and sent a tank column
down the road, followed by lorried infantry.
Within an hour the first road block had been
dealt with, and the tank d on again till

and light machine guns, and later with the
bayonet. Three tanks were put out of aciton.
Then the Japanese discovered some loop
roads which, though overgrow with bushes,
werestill usable, and pushed the tanks round
them on to Milestone 62 where they bumped
the Punjabi’s Reserve Company. Of the fight
which followed, Colonel Deakiing of the
Punjabi’s has written.

The din...baffles description. The tanks
were head to tail, engines roaring, crews
secreaming, machine-guns spitting, and
mortars and cannon firing all out. The pla-
toon astride the cutting threw grenades, and
one tank has its track smashed by anti-tank
rifles. The twoanti-tank guns fired two round
one of which scored a bull and then retired to
the Argyll's arca. One more tank wrecked
itself on the mines.”

For a whole hour the reserve company
and battalion headquarters held the fury of
the attack, though not without taking heavy
casulaties, Then at 0630 hours the Japanese
discovered the second loop road and moved
onagain. By this time they had thirty tanks in
action.

The gallant defence of the Punjabis
against great odds should have given the
units behind them ample time to bolck and
mine the road, but again there was muddle
and confusion and the telephone lines were
cut. The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders
just had time to put up one block where the
trunk road ran through a rubber estate, when
four medium tanks came down the road and
swept its aside. Now the tanks went on to
Trolak, some six miles north of the Slim River
bridge, where they were temporarily halted
by the Argyll's armoured cars, armed, in-
credibly, with only anti-tank rifles. Before
long, however, the inevitalb happened; the
armoured cars were knocked out and the
Argylis had to take cover and watch help-
lessly ad the tanks swept on. Again, those

isble dgehad failed

blowing

the leader stuck a mine in front of the
Punjabis’, by Milestone 61. Inmediately the
infantry leaped out of the trucks and came at
the Punujabis who fought them with rifles

in their duty. Eventually the scots made their
way back to the Slim River through the jun-
gle.

Meanswhile the Japanese tanks had gone
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y Pownall:at the last minute
he took over from Brooke-Pophanm.

General Sir Hen

on, catching 5/14the Punjab as it moved
forwardtooccupy acheck position. The lead-
ing companies lost heavily before thay had
time to scramble into the jungle. Here they
wer joined by the rear companies and fired
onto the road. Soon the tanks were joined by
lorried infantry and a battle developed. The
Japanese, with the support of the tanks,
gradully got the upper hand, and yetanother
battalionhad to makeits way back to the Slim
River through thejungle. The anti-tank guns,
which had been sent forward to support the
Punjabis in their check position, were over-
run before they could even come into action.

Whatbrought the Japanese success, apart
from the greatadvatnage of possessing tanks,
was the incredible speed with which they
launched their attacks. Any unit ch was
caught off-guard or out of position was
scatered and overwhelmed in a matter of
minutes. Time and agian 11th Division was
caught by events, not only because of ex-
haustion but because of bad communica-
tions. In the series of retreats from Jitra most
of the radio equipment had been lost, and in
any case, the art of using radios in thick
country ahd notyet been mastered. Telephone
lines were frequently cut, and by the time
runners.
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had got through with messages, the situation

had changed - always for the worse.
tanks kept going. They passed straight
through the 2/9th Gurkhas who were mov-
ing into position at Kampon Slim, a village
about six miles before the river bridge.
the troops stayed where they were to await
theattackby infantry. Furtherdown theroad,
however, the tanks cought 2/1st Gurkhas
advancing in column of route and quickly
scattered them, then shot up two batteriews
of 1371; ld Regiment, parked by the road,
before heading for the Slim River Bridge
which they reached soon after 0830 hours.
Here the only unit was a troop of Bofors
anti-aircraft guns, and its commanders, for-
tunately warned by a signaller who raced
back in a truck, brough down his sights and
opened fire on the tanks at a hundred yards
range. It was quite useless. The small shells
bounced off the ranks’ hull, and the Japanese
took a heavy toll of the Bofors gunners, who

Fosi

Kampar

were soon scattered. The ranks went over the
bridge, leaving one of theirnumber to guard
it, and continued down the road another two
miles. Now they came across the 155th Field
Regiment, RA whose gunners had no idea
that there were enemy tanks within twenty
miles. Rapidly getting over their guns into
action, and a 4.5-inch howitzer scored a di-
recthiton theleading tank ata range of thirty
yards. This brought the advance to an end
and, harrassed by tank-hunting parties, the
Japanese concentrated their armour on the
bridge, where they came under heavy fire
foem 155th Field Regiment. But they had
done a magnificent job disorganising almost
twobrigades and robbing the British of large
quantities of guns and transport. The British
Official War History describes the action as
‘amajor disaster’ and thisis no exaggeration.
the British losses led to the abondonment of
central Malaya, and reduced the chances
of holding on to Johore until reinforce




The Japanese secretweapon, the bicyle,which
could be used on jungle pateh as well as
roads.

ments could be brought onto the battle. That
the regiments fought badly cannot be de-
nied, but so would most units caught by
armour when moving in close formation
along a road. There was obiviously a com-
plete lack of training on how to deal with
tanks, and especially on the use of anti-tank
guns in country like Malaya but 1941 infan-
try were simply not equipped to deal with
tanks.

It was while the Slim river action was
going on that Wavell arrived in Singapore to
tak d. From the first h lised that
at he needed more than anything was
tis time to land 18ty British Division at
Singapore, and, if possible a fresh Australian
corps. Somehow, if this were to north of
Johore until the end of January.

But first he wanted to inspect the troops
and find out what was wrong with them, so
he headed north to see Heath and Gordon
Bennett. The Australian commander Bennett
was a controversial character, highly critical
of everything British and almost anyone put

4“4

over him. He had not yet led his troops into
action. Many of these had arrived in Singa-
pore completely untrained - as he put it:
“They were recruited on a Friday and were
putonaboat for Malaya the following week’.
Some of them on disembarkation did not
even know how to fire their riffles. However,
as the division had not yet been in action,
there was time to do some jungle training
and Bennett seemed confident that he could
stop the Japanese if no one else could. Now
he would be put to the test, for Wavell's
orders were that he should take up a position
along the Muar River. Heath 1l corps, which
could obviously not hold out before Kuala
Lumpur formore than twomore days, would
withdraw through his lines, and after refit-
ting, take up position on the east and west
coasts of Johore. The plan had disadvan-
tages, allowing Yamashita to advance with-
out opposition through Selangor, Negri
Sembilan and Malacca, but he realised that
there was no point in trying to keep 11th
Division in action any longer. It had com-
pletely shot its bolt.

Having given out his orders, Wavell re-
tumed to Singapore, where another shock
was awaiting him, almost as great as the

news from Slim River. Questioning Briga-
dier Ivon Simson the senior Sapper officer on
the island, he found that the latter’s sugges-
tion that defence works should be started
had been turned down by Percival. Further-
more, he had now been taken away from his
job to run Civil Defence. Thinking that per-
haps Simson might be exaggerating, or try-
ing toworkoffanold grudgeagainst Percival,
Wavell sent for him, and the two generals
made a tour of the north shore of the island.
It was now that Wavell realised for the first
time that nothing had been done at all; that
the shore was utterly planned. “Very much
shaken’ - to use his own words -he turned to
Percivaland angrily demanded why Simson'’s
advice had not been taken and why nothing
had been done. Percival’s reply was that the
construction of defence works would have a
bad impact on morale. Hardly able to believe
his cars, Wavell retorted that the impact
would be even greater when the troops be-
gan crossing the causeway from the main-
land, and by the look of things it would start
happening before very long. With this he
ordered Percival to set matters in hand at
once.
Bef

laise was still as enervating as ever and real-
ity had not even begun to break in. when a
young officer commanding a detachment of
ambulances drove up to the bungalow ona
rubber plantation near Kuala Lumpur, the
manager appeared, asking angrily how he
dared to trepass on private property. A for-
mal complaint would besentin, he added, of
a breach of regulations. The young officer
replied that he would be leaving soon, as the
Japanese would be arriving. Perhaps they
would listen to the manager’s complaints.
On13th anuarya second convoy reached
Singapore, bringing the British 18th Divi-
sion, and fifty-one Hurrican fighters, still in
crates. A week later, when the Japanese bomb-
ers came over, eight of them were hot down.
But thr Hurricanes proved no match for the
Zeros, except at heights of over 20,00 feet,
and the Zeros had nowidh to go that high. So
even with new men and material the situa-
tionstill worsened. The British generals could
only think of retreat, and everything noe
depended on Gordon Bennett and the Aus-
tralian.
Itmightbeimagined that, as hisadvance
was going rapidly and at such little cost,
amashita might have been higly delighted

ing, asessionwith
Duff Cooper, who now felt that he had nojob
leftand wanted to getaway. A few days later
his request was granted, but berofe leaving
he signalled Churchill that there existed ‘a

preadand p ck of confid
in the administration’and added that, as a
breal might paral g serv-

ices, some major dmné;(s were necessary.
The result was that Stanley Jones, the much
detested Coloni. yw ked, while
Sir Shenton Thomas remained where he was.
Afew days later, ina desparate bid to restore
confidence, the later declared in a circular to
the Malay Civil Service:

“The day of minute papers has gone.
There must be no more passing of files from
one department to another and from one
officer in a department to another.”

To this the Straits Times commented
sharply, “The announcement is about two
and a half years too late’. The Malayan ma-

with himself,but his diary indicates other-
wise. By now he suspected that when Singa-
pore had fallen Tojo planned to kill him:
though on what grounds it is not quite clear.
Perhaps reports had reached him from home
of the ecstatic press coverage given to his
campaign. Since Homma was bogged down
in the Philippines, the newspaper were writ-
ing up Malaya for all they were worth and
Yamashitahad becomeanational hero. As he
realised only too well, Tojo feared and de-
tested ri and Yamashita had been too
deeply involved in the business of assassina-
tion himself to doubt that tojo would
hesitate to put him out of the way. Relations
withhhisold enemy, Field-Marshall Terauchi,
had deteriorated too, and on Ist January
Yamashita wrote in his diary:
‘I can’t rely on communications with
Terauchi and Southern Army, or an air
support from them. It is bad that Japan
has no one in high places that




Above : The Japanese infantry move forward under cover of the tanks.

Below left : The advance on Kuala Lumy

Below Right : A British soldier surrenders: no more fighting, but his troubles were Just
beginning.




can be relied upon. Most men abuse their
power”. The following day headded: I dislike
the selfishness of men in power, They have
no conscience and their only aim is to grab
even more power’. Yamashita had always
hated rich civilians, espcially those near
scat of government and on 5th ws writing
about Iﬁe opportunistis in Tokyo: “These
men pressed into national service are seldom
any good in a crisis. Both civilian and mili-
tary officers abuse their powers. I shall have
to tatch them'. The military officers wer, of
course, hisold enemiesin the Control Faction
and the civilians the industrialists.
If his superiors did not win Yamashita's
appmval, his subordinates did little better.
f Nishimura, commander of the Imperial
Guards Division, he wrote. "He has wasted a
week by disobeying orders’, and even
Matsui’s 5th Division, which had carried the

burden of the campaign, eared no praise.
On the 6th Yamashita was writing:'On the
6th Yamashita was writing’On the 6th I or-
dered them to carry out a flanking move-
emy and crush Ium

ment and 5o trap the
But my orders weren't obeyed. 1 am ¢
gusted with the lack of training and inferior
quality of may commanders;. On the 8th he
even wrote: “The battalion commanders and
troops lack fighting spirit. They've no ldul
how to crush the enemy.’Probably he
again harping n the fact that 11th L on
kept getting away.

Though Yamashita was a perfectionist,
there is no doubt that many of his remarks
were justified. Many of the Japanese troops
were badly trained; they chattered as th
moved throught the jungle; they lost their
way; many officers and men werebad at map
reading; co-ordination between infantry and
gunners wassome-times primitive; and their
standard of patrolling was weak. Licuten-
ant-colonel cer Chapman, who was to
stay in the jungles to organise guerilla war-
fare (now it was far too late Percival had
agreed to this suggestion), watched the Japa-
nese advancing towards Kuala Lumpur.

‘The majority were on bicycles in partieis
ol forty or fifty, riding three or four abreast

talking and laughing just as if they were
[,olng to a football match. Indeed, some of
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them were actually wearing football jersey
they seemed to have not standard uniformor
eqipmentand were travelling as light as they
possibly could.”

The ordinary bicycle, in fact, was one of
the Japanese army’s secret weapons, for
astride it a man could ride twenty miles or
more a day witha rifle or light machine gun,
ammunicationand up tosixty pounds weight
of equipment. When a unit came to a river,
the men put the bicycles on their backs and

waded across. By this simple method the
incredible momentum of the advance was
maintained. And because of the over-
whelming superiority in aricraft and tanks,
many units had still not been in action, and
partof Renya Mutaguchi’s 18th Division had
not even come south of the Thailand border.

Like all army commandefs, Yamatshita
did not welcome visitors to his headquarters
and on the 9th he wrote; ‘Five staff officers
have arrived from GHQ Tokyo. [ hate them'.

Kuala Lumpur : street fighting begins,

In fact, the nearer he drew to Singapore, the
more he was harassed by Tokyo and
Southerin Army Headquarters. Then
Terauchi deliverately insulted him by issu-
ing decorations to Major-Genral Takumi and
his brigade group without prior consulta-
ion. Yamashita was incensed and wrote in
is diary:

“If Southern Army is going to hand out




the awards, men will take their ords

that formation and not from Twent
Army. That bloody Terauchi! He's living in
luxury in Saigon with a comfortable bed,
good food and playing Japanese chess.’

As the month of January wore on,
Yamashita’s neurosis grew more and more
ponounced, and on one occaison his chief of
staff, Suzuki recorded that ‘Our general is
near to mental explosion’.

Meanwhile, to cheer him, he had the

spoils from Kuala Lumpur. Must of the re-
serve stocks had been moved back by rail,
together with teh supplies. Petrol and oil
supplies were run to waste or fired and the
airfield buildings were destroyed. Neverthe-
less, Kuala Lumpur was a huge prize and
many stores werefound intact.

On th day that his leading troops enterd
totown, Yamashita made a new apreciation.
Thelastdefensive position before Singapore,

he thought, was the line of the Sungei Muar,

and here he believed the British would make
adesperate effort to halt him. In view of this
his plan was to concentrate the Imperial
Guards DivisionatMalacca, whre they wouid
prepare tomovedown the coast. Meanwhile,
after a rest, Mutsui’s 5th Division would
continuedown the trunk road. Inother words,
his tactics were to keep outflanking the Bri

ish positions while engaging them frontally
atthesametime. Also he forntally atthe same.
time. Also he remaining units of 18th Divi-

sionat Singora and then send them to Johore
by road. While this were happening he or-
dered 55th Regiment to advance down the
east coast to occupy Endau and Mersing. The
plan was a good one given air superiority.
Whether it would enjoy the swift success of
the plans which had preceded it depended
on Gordon Bennet and the Australians.

Australians in Bren gun carriers : the carriers
were not a great success.,







Bennett’s theory, which he had long pro-
pounded to Percival and Heath, was that the
Japanese could be halted by a series of am-
bushes. The trunk road near Gemas, where
his division (with 9th Indian Division in their
rear) was now situated seemed ideal for the
purpose,and sohelaid his plans. Acompany
of infactry was concealed in the jungle to the
east of a river bridge, while a battery of field
guns covered the road from the west. About
tea-time Mukaide detachment (a battalion of
infantry on bicycles, supported by a tank
Tegiment, some guns and sappers) came
down the road and was allowed to pass.
Then the bridge was blown and the infantry
Opened fire. again ications with the

loosely, but while he was winning action
afteraction, Yamashita did notinterfere more
than necesary..

In the action on the Sungei Muar,
Nishimura was in luck, for hi

Sungei Muar far more easily than he had
expected, how planned trap and annihilate
the enemy facing him, between the Sungei
Muarand the Sungeri Batu Pahat, thirty miles
to th th-east. So he ordered 5th Guards

was
11th Indian Brigade which had only just ar-
rived and had not been into battle before. Its
commander, Brigadier Duncan, ws handi-
capped too, by orders from Gordon Bennett,
who had made the same mistake as Murrey-
Lyon at Jitra - trying to cover every conceiv-
able approach and therefore dispensing his
troops far too widely. So, on 15th January,
after the town of Muar had been bombarded
for four days, the forward companies of the

nners failed, so they did not open fire, but
E:gc numbers of Japanese were killed.
 Next morning enemy bombers hit
Gemas, and the Australian infantry posts a
few miles west of the town came under at-
tack, and again an ambush paid dividends.
Several tanks were destroyed and the Japa-
nese received eighty casualties. Asmoreand
more reinforcements came forward to join
the battle, however, the Australians had to
give some ground. On the 15th the RAF
Buffalo fighters made a sortie, shooting up
traffic heading for Gemas, and altogether the
situation looked slightly more promising.
Hearing of the heavy losses in Mukaide
Detachment, Matsui took control, sending
9th Infactry Brigade down the trunk road
with orders to wipe out resistance before
Batu Anam. Meanwhile he sent 21st Brigade
ona wide sweep to the west of Mount Ophir.
Pressure wasalsobeing exerted by the Impe-
rial guards Division who were moving down
the 1 jonintwocolums. Nishii ’s
plan was to pin down the enemy in Muar
town with one regiment, while another
ctossed the Sungei Muar higher up. It might
be mentioned here that although relations
between Yamashita and Nishimura had by
no means improved during the campaign,
the Imperial Guards Division had done far
Dbetter than anticipated. Nish a stub-

ip Rifles, down by the coast near
Kesang, wereoverun. Then, after nightfall, a
Guards battalion crossed the river in small
craft and moved on Muar, surprising more
Indian troops en route. Some of these were
resting with their arms piled. Next day a
frontal attack on Muar was foiled by 65th
Australian battery who fired at the oncom-
ing craft over open sights, but in the after-
noon an attack from the east by the troops
who had crossed higher up the Sungei Muar

Rifles withdrew. In two days’ fighting they
had lost their commanding officer and secon-
in-command plus hundreds of casualties.
They had been completely outnumbered and
outfought.

When news reached Bennet' of events at
Muar, he became concerned with his line of
communications running back from Gemas,
so despatched a battalion from 27th Austral-
ian Brigade to reinforce 45th Indian Brigade.
His Intelligence, however, was wildly inac-
curate, and he imagined that only a minor
setback had been suffered at Muar. When
briefing the commanding officer of the Aus-
tralian battalion, he even remarked that “The
enemystrengthisonly about200. You should
be able to restore the situation with a coun-
terattack, and get back to Gemas in a few
days’ time.” He seemed to have no idea that

born character, still went about things in his
Own way, interpreting his orders somewhat

with his wh
ing down the coast.
Nishimura, however, having crossed the

Regiment to attack Bakri, while 4th Guard
Rogi long th P
the Sungei Bat Pahat north of the town, and
held the road running inland to Bukit
Palandok. The attack went in at dawn on the
18th, and though the Indians and Australian
held on grimly, they were outnumbered and
eventually had to go back.

It was on the 18th too, that Percival tum-
bled to Yamashita's plan of pushing 5th Divi-
sion down the road and the Imperial Guards
Division down the coast. against opposition
from Bennett, he transferred the troops on
the coast to Heath’s copmmand (labelling
them while Bennett’s f i
wre called Eastforce. But the laberls did not
greatly help the situation. as Nishimura
pushed on down the coast, Percival was
incradingly worried about the threat to
Bennett’s rear, and so again the policy was
retreat. There was no thought of getting
behind the Japanese to cut their tenuous com-
munications, no thought of any offensive
actionatall. Meanwhile 45th Brigade at Parit
Sulong was cut off and its wounded were
lying in the open, many of them dying for
want of medical attention. On 22nd January
two aircraft from Singapore were able to
drop food and medical supplies to the belea-

A pasrisor Buttha alftiatl

g & n. grow-
ing desperate. When a counterattack by an
Australian unit failed to provide any relief,
Li -Colonel And decided toget
thebrigade outas best he could. Orderingall
heavy equipment and ammunition reserves
to be destroyed and leaing the wounded
behind under the charge of volunteers, he
ordered the units to break up and make their
way through the jungle in small parties.
Eventually 500 Australians and 400 Indians,
many of them wounded, succeeded in get-
ting back, But as a fighting unit the brgade
had been destroyed.

By this time Matsui’s troops had reached
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A street in Johore: Japanese infantry wait while the tank knocks out machine gun

positions.

Labis on the trunk road and he decided to
stick to the coastal road and head for Batu
Pahat. Once this town had been reduced, he
would be within eighty miles of Si

Above: The attack on Gemas railway station

‘It was with feeling of painful surprise
that I read this message on the mornig of the
l9|h Sc there were no pl'rm.‘ml'm fortifica-

g the | thenaval

Singapore began to occupy the thoughts
of many peopleat this time, notleast Winston
Churchill and the Allied leaders. On 15th
January Churchill wrote to Wavell:

‘Please let me know your idea of what
would happen in the event of your being
forced to withdraw into the island.

How many troops would be needed to
defend this area? What means are there of
stopping landings [such] as were made in
Hong Kong?

On the following day Wavell replied
that during his first visit to the island he
found that all the plans were based on the
need for repulsing a sea-borne attack, and
the situation was “that little or nothing was
done to construct defences on north side of
island to prevent crosing Johore Straits...”
The news came as a st blow to

base And of lhl: city! Moreover, even more
astounding, no measures worth speaking of
had been taken by any of the commanders
since the war began, and more especially

in IndoChina, to construct field defences...

I cannot understand how it was I did not
know this. But none of the officers on the
spotand none of my professional advisers at
homeseemtohave realised thisawful need...1
donotwrite thisinany way to excuse myself.
Toughttohave known. My advisers ought to
have known and I ought to have been told,
and I ought to have asked.’

The reason he did not ask, Churchill
explains, was that the possibility of Singa-
poreisland having nolandward defences ‘no
more cnh-rcd into my mind that that of a

il being launched withoutabottom.’

Churchill who later was to write:

But this mdcc\! was the situation. And



Mitsubishi G3M2 (Navy Type 96 attack Bomber Model 22) Allied code name ‘Nell’
Engines: Two Mitsubishi Kinsei 45 Radials, 1,075 hp at take off. Defensive armament: One
20mm Type 99 Mk I cannon and for 7.7mm Type 92 machine guns. Bomb load: 1,764 Ibs.
Maximum speed: 232mph at 13,715 feet. Ceiling: 29,950 feet. Range: 2,722 miles. Span:
82feet 01/4 inch. Length: 53 feet 11% inches.

Though by the Allies to be capable of besting the Japanese aircraft by which it would
opposed, the Brewster F2A Buffilo was in fact inferior in every resp P thand
pilot and fuel protection to the Mitsubishi Zero. Engine: Wright R-1820, 940 hp.
Armament: Four 5-inch machine guns and two 100-Ib bombs, Maximum speed: 301 mph
at 17,000 feet. Climb rate: 3,060 feet per minute. Celling: 32,500 feet. Range: 1,095 miles.
Weight empty: 3,785 Ibs. Weight loaded: 5,370 Ibs. Span: 35 feet. Length: 26 feet.
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the excuses given to Churchill were the same
as had been given to Brigadier Ivan Simson
when he had first raised the matter.

But with the enemy less than a hundred
miles away and coming on fast, what was to
be done? On the 19th, Churchill wrote to
General Ismay, Chief of Staff, that an emer-
gency plan should be made at once by at-
tempting to use the fortress guns with re-
duced charges, by mining and obstructing
landing places, by wiring and booby-traps,
by constructing defence works ... the defence
of Singapore Island must be maintaned by
every means ... the city of Singapore must be
converted into a citadel and defended to the
death. No surrender can be comtemplated.”

Onthe 20th Churchill signalled to Wavell:

‘I want to make it absolutely clear that [
expect every inch of ground to be defended,
every scrap of material or defences to be
blown to pieces to prevent capture by the
enemy, and no question of surrender to be
entertained until after protracted fighting
among the ruins of Singapore City.”

It was significant that the word ‘surren-
der’ had now been mentioned for the first
time. This message crossed with a signal
from Wavell who, while assuring Churchill
that Percival had orders to hold out as long as
possible, added:

‘I must warn you however that I doubt
whether island can be held long when Johore
is lost...Part of garrison had been sent into
Johore, and many troops remainig are doubt-
ful value. 1 am sorry to give you depressing

icture, but of island fortress.”
17\1'(ollowm5d.w, 0th January, Wavell
signalled again, advising that the situation
had greatly deteriorated, and * will necessi-
tate withdrawal of troops in Segamat-Labis
area, and may nm\slulcgmmlwimdmwnl

ERELs

His garding ‘prep ¥
’for P d
something of an cxap,bcmlmn although
Wavell had been urging Percival on, virtu-
ally nothing at all was done till 23rd January
when an outline plan was issued, and it was
another five ils went out. By

towards Johore, Baharu, and y to
island.” Preparatory measures for the de-
fence of the island, he added, were being put
in hand with the limited reasources avail-
able. The viability of the defence, however,
would depend not only on the state of the
troops, but ‘the ability of air Force to main-
tain fighters on Island.” Though he did not
add this, l}w RAF had only twenty-cight

y's
this time the civilian labour force had been
scattered by theincessantair raids, and when
the call went out, very few came forward to
answer it. Not a spade was thrust into the
earth until the end of the month.

As long as military history is written,
ther will be speculation on this fantastic situ-
ation. Why did itnotoccur toanyone to build
def h borndly

ven theb.

pl dinthe 1920sand 1930s? why did
no one react to General Dobbie’s warning
that the Japanese could come down the pe-
ninsula? Why did not Percival respond to
the danger - and more especially why did he
takenonotice whatever of Brigadier Simson’s
warning? Why did he not obey Wavell's
‘urgings' as the Official War His-
)? How could a man who was so

ters, be inept to the borders of insanity in this
one? Why should civilian morale have so
dominated his thoughts to the extent that
military necessity was ignored? His own
account in The War in Malaya had a kind of
crazy logic about it and is worth quoting:

The Australians have met the enemy: Gordon
Bennett with war correspondent.

“The fact that no defences had been con-
structed on the north and west coasts of the
island...has been the subject of much critical
comment, even in the highest quarters, Ithas
been imputed to a lack of foresight on the
part of successive officers commanding.
Such criticism is most unjust. In the
first place, general officers commanding
had no authority to construct defence
when or where they liked. The defences
of Singapore were built up in accordance
with a War Office plan... Then there was the



Johore : the battle of the rockblocks. Above left: An Australian anti-tank crew take
on tanks at close quarters. Above rightand below : The tanks burned and the crews did

not all escape.




Above left : As always the civilians suffered: after an air raid on a Malayan Kumpong.
Above right : Impressive but useless: the guns on Singapore pointed the wrongway.
Below right : Ack-ack guns had occasional successes

question of the object of the defences. It was
quite definitely the protection of the Naval
Base - not the defence of Singapore Island’.
But how could the Naval base be pro-
tected once the enemy had been allowed to
cross on to the island? To this he gives no
acceptable answer. Altogether, one can only
conclude that in this sphere Percival was as
stupid as he was stubborn. Because ev
thing had been done ‘in accordance with a
War Office plan’, because the paper work
had gone through and every procedure had
beenobserved, he remained content. Percival
simply did not respond to the realities of war.

His mind could not seem to grasp the fact
that Yamashita;s swift advance had blown
previous theories sky high.

Curiously enough, while defending his
own record for having done nothing, Percival
compliments himself onwhathadbeendone,
before the troops streamed over the Johore
causeway:

Sites for forward defended localitiesand
for reservers had been selected. Artillery ob-
servations posts and gun positions had been
reconnoitred. Locations of formations head-
quarters had been fixed and communi-
cations arranged. Machine-gun positions had




been constructed. Oil obstacles and
depth charges had been placed in creeks
which appeared to be likely landing places.
spares searchlights had been collected and
madeavailabe. Anto-tank obstacles had been
constructed .. The general plan of defence
Was to cover the approaches with defended
Iocalities and to hold mobile reserves ready
for counter-attacked".

To this one can only observe that these
preparations sound much better on paper
than they appeared to the troops. The de-
fence plan would probebly not have worked
eyen without his own inepthandling of the
battle. But that is to anticipate. There were
still the last battles to be fought on the Penin-
sula.

Onthemomingof 22nd January Percival

eld a conference at Regam during which he
decided to fall back on a line running from
Kluang to Ayer Hitam. This would mean that
only the tip of the peninsula - twenty miles of
it- would remain in allied hands. The with-
drawal went ahead untidily,hampered by
bad communications called for air support,
but with theRAFdowntoseventy-four bomb-
ers and twenty-eight fighters (the Japanese
strength was 250 and 150 respectively) only
one call could be dealt with at a time. How-
eyer, attacks were made on Kuala Lumpur
and Kuantanairfieldsand thebombersstruck
enemy transport on the trunk road. These
efforts, however, made no impact on events
whatsoever. Meanwhile the Japanese kept
hammeringaway attownsand villages, dam-
aging civilan moral. In January there were no
less than 2,100 civilan casualties in Singapore
city alone.

The retreat went on, delayed from time
on time when regiments fought stubbornly,
and junior commanders rose to the occasion.
There was no lack of gallantry among either
officers or men; they destroyed, more and
more were ready to come against them. The
hammering from the air went on all through
the hours of daylight. away on the east coast,
22nd Australian Brigade scored a minor suc-
©ess, ambushing doth Infantry Regiment near




Mersing. The Japanese were so heavily
mauled that they began retiring and
Yamashita sent strong reinforcements.

On 26th January Heath issued orders for
1l Corps to withdraw to Singapore Island.

Butstill there was to be another disaster.
22nd Indian Brigade was cut off by a Japa-
nese encircling movement, and its com-
mander, Brigadier Painter, decided that the
only hope was to retreat through the jungle
to the west of the railway. The units moved
off, carrying their wounded, and for four
days struggled to escape the enemy net. By
now the formation was reduced to 35 men,
almost without ammunition,and on 1st Feb-
ruary when they came up against a strong,
Japanese position blocking their path, Painter
had no option but to surrender. Only a few
men, separated from the main body, gained
the temporary haven of Singapore Island.

But to go back a few days: on 26th Janu-
ary Percival had signalled Wavell:

“Consider general situation becoming
grave. With our depleted strength it is diffi-
cult to withstand enemy ground pressure
combined with continous and practicvally
unopposed air activity. We are fighting all
the way but may be driven back into the
Island within a week."

The next evening he wrotein a personal
message:

“Very critical situation had developed.
The enemy has cut off and overrun majority
of forces on west coast ... Unless we can stop
himitwillbedifficulttogetourowncolumns
onother roads back in time especially as they
arebothbeing pressed. Inany caseitlooks as
if we should not be able to hold Johore for
more than another three of four days. We are
going to be bit thin in the Island unless we
can get all remining troops back.’

The total fighter strength, he added, was
down to nine, and it was becoming difficult
to keep the airfields in action.

from the mainland. It was certainly no use
letting them get cut off there to gain one or
two days. On 28th Percival held a conference
at which Heath pointed out that neither
Eastforce nor Westforce had any reserves
left, and any attempt to cling on toe southern
Johore would mean further disaster. So it
was decided that evacuation should beginas
soon as possible, and be completed by the
night of the 30th/31st. This decision was
fortunate, for Yamashita had decided tosend
acolumn striking infand from the west coast
toseal the retreat routes. If he could cutoffall
the troops in Johore, he believed, Singapore
would surrender wihout a protracted strug-
gle. His move very nearly succeeded.

The weary troops began streaming back
overthe,100 yard causeway between Johore
and Singapore Island. Many,it is said, be-

lieved that their long nightmare was over,

that the island was an impregnable fortress
where they could hold out until a strong
naval and military force came torelieve them.
They were soon to be disillusioned. The is-
land was not a fortress. The plan for its de-
fence had only been brought out on 28th
January; and civilians, even in this moment
of crisis, were still trying to exercise their
overriding privileges. When Major Angus
Rose, of the Argyll and Sutherland High-
landers, decided to cut down some banana
tress fo improve his field of fire, he was told
peremptorily that he must first get permis-
sion “from the competent authority’; and
when it was decided to make the Golf Cluna
strong point, the secretary there advised that
‘nothing can be donetill we’ve called a meet-
ing of the committee’. And a gunner officer
who sited his troops on the links was asked
whaton earth he was doing. Didn’t he realise
that the Golf Club was private property.
Apart from other considerations of com-
mand and morale, it was hardly likely thata
battle begun in such an atmosphere of fan-
tasy and frustration would go well. The
augurs were correct. The campaign was now
entering the last phase .. the last and most

Wavells’s view was that in this emer-
gency all the troops should be evacuated
The last acti Singapore :street fight-

ing in Johore Baliru.

of all.
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On31stJanuary Percival assumed command
of all the troops on the island. They totalled
some 85,000,but of this number 15,000 were
administrative or non-combatant, so he had
nearly the strength of three division. Of in-
fantry, he had thirteen British battalions, six
Australian, sventeen Indian and two Malay.
There were also three machine gun battal-
jons. On paper this looked a strong force but
reality was somewhat different: six of the
British battalions had only just come off the
ships, and the other battalions were very
much under strength, Every unit contained
large numbers of men who were virtually
little more than recruits. There was a terrible
shortage of weapons, particularly among the
units which had fought on the mainland, and
only one of the three machine gun units was
anything like complete.

But even worse than lack of weapons
was the blow to moral when the men learned
that not anly were the ramining aircraft be-
ing flown out, but also that the Naval base
had been evacuated. The later was a stagger-
ing blow, for the base was what the cam-
paign had been fought to defend. Geroge
Hammond of the Malaya Tribune, wrote
later of his reaction to the news:'Never
throughout all the fighting - all the defeats -
did Iever feel sucha sence of utter dismay. It
seemed impossible that this naval fortress
which had cost $60 million and taken seven-
teen years to build could have been thrown
away like this - without even a fight for it."
The base, it should be emphasised, was gi-
gantic. It had oil tanks with a capacity of
millions dumps, workshop, dry docks and
graving docks. The floating dock was so
huge that 60,000 men could stand on its
bottom. There were twenty-twosquare miles
of deep sea anchorage. There wasa complete
town to house several thousand men, com-
plete with shops, cinemas, churches, and no
less than seventeen football pitches. How
had troops had marched over the causeway
- the troops who had come to offer their lives
in its defence? Who had given the orders?

Though the troops were never to learn
this, the Admiralty had wamed Rear-Admi-

ral Spooner, Naval Comander-in-Chief, as
early as 21st January that he should get

skilled personnel away from the Base. A
week later Spooner had transferred all the
dockvard Si stv thenshioped

doc Bap P
most of them to Ceylon. The only men left
behind were those detailed to give assistance
to the army demolition units. Spooner did
not even advise Percival that the carefully
worked out ‘scorched earth’ scheme had not
been carried out before his men left, and , if
anything were to be done at all, the troops
would have to act.

Learning the news, Geroge Hammond
and some other journalists motored out to
the Base and the scene which met them was
almost beyong belief. to quote Noel Barber's
Sinister Twilight:

‘Lolling Indian sentries at the gates
waved them inside without bothering to en-
quire what they wanted. They walked past
deserted barracks which had housed a la-
bour force of 12,000 Asian; near the empty
administration offices an acre ground was
littered with equipment - everything fron
shirts and truncheons to gas masks and
wooden lockers. The great crane that could
lifrt out an entire gun turrent was still in
working order; enormous ships boilers shop
awaiting the Japanese navy, together with
lathes, spares for seaplanes, shelves of radio
equipment, scores of boxes of valves; one
warchouse was filled with huge coils of rope,
wire of cord. In the causeway Geroge could
see the upper works of the giant floting dock
that had been towed all the way from Eng-
land.

Everywhere remained signs of hasty de-
parture or panic. A football lay still by the
goal posts. Hald finished meals littered the
Mess Hall, and the galleys were crowded
with plans, plates,and cutlery still unwashed
after the last meal. Flies and rats had already
moved in to locate the abandoned food and
then truck-loads of troopa arrived ‘on the
scrounge’, many of them replacing shirts
and trousers which had been wom to shreds
on the retreat. They also were glad of the
cigarettes and tinned food which were still




available in huge quantities.
The army had toallocate 120 lorries each

that the whole seventy miles of coastline

of which made twenty-one trips before all
the portable gear left by the navy bad been
removed.

Hurriedly preparing for his ast battle,
Percival decided that the i

would ded. But whatwereto
the defensive tactics? To stop the Japanese
landingand deal with them near the beaches,
should they succedd? Or to hold the beaches
thinly, holding the main forces available for

alternative, though realising that the coast-
line, intersected with creeks and mangrove
swamps would be difficult to defend, and
that large stretches would be held lightly

because of lack of troops.
But what was to be the command pat-
tern? Percival decided tosplsittheislandinto

y ds. In h area
were a mixed bag of troops, including 1st
Malaya Brigade. The plan can hardly be de-
scribed as a good one, and contained
one fatal flaw. During his visit to the island

bine their attack across the Johore Strait with
a seaborne operation, and therefore decided

Australian anti-tank gun in position cover-
ing the Johore causcway, with the Imperial
Palace in the background.

Thesecond al
mean that the battle would have to be fought
inland, in close country which would favour
the Japanese. It also meant a steep drop in
bothcivilianand military morale, once knowl-
edge spread that the enemy were on the
island. Percival therefore decided on the first

three areas - Northern, Southern and West-
ern. Gordon Bennett's 8th Australian Divi-
sion would be the major formation in the
Western Area, running west from the cause-
way, while 11th and 18th Divisions would
hole the Northern Area, which ran from the

e 4

on20thJanuary, Wavell had warned Percival
that the h t coast p d the
weak spot, and here Yamashita would be
most likely to attack. Here, he suggested
the 18th British Division - which though in-
experienced was still fresh - should be sited.
Percival, however, believed that the attack
would come in from the north-east



British infantryman: not mllfy at home in
the conditions prevalent inMalaya, the Brit-
ish troops, many of them not fully trained,
were no match no for the Japanese, c:fc-
cially as they were not well or boldly I
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and so disposed his troops accordingly. So
the vital north-west sector was given to
gordon Bennett who had under him his own
division (weakened by 1,900 untrained rein-
forcements) and 44th Indian Brigade, a for-
mation that was partially trained and unsure
of itself. Bennett was for from sure of himself
too, and wrote:

“To hold the Australian fron I have only

four y wocom-
panies of the well-trained machine-gun bat-
talion. The area is the most uninhabited part
ot the island. 1 held a conference of brigade
commanders ... all agreed that we were
undermanned. | realised the unfaimess of
asking them and their men to fight without
resources... The northwest part of the island
is thickly covered with timber, mostly rub-
ber, wsith thick mangrove growing right
down to the water’s edge. The posts, which
are many hundreds of yards apart, have a
field of fire of only 200 yards."

If the front was weak the rear was clut-
tered, for all the administrative unist were

located in their

magazines on the island. Petrol from stock
held on the airfields - now that no aircraft
were left to use it - was allowed to run waste
in the creeks, but, with a complete lack of
imagination, Percival made no plans to suse
it against the enemy. With the millions of
gallons available, it should have been possi-
ble to create a barrier of fire right along the
Johore Strait - and this indeed is what the
Japanese expected to happen. Apart from
some booby-traps designed to spread small
amounts of burning oil in the north-castern
crecks, nothing was done. And as Percival’s
appreciati enemy i

was quite wrong, even the booby-traps
proved useless.

It will be recalled that [Percival’s reason
of excuse for the complete lack of defence
works along the northern coast was the pos-
sible damage to civilian morale. Now morale
was damaged bu rumours that Singapore
was not to be defended. The Chinese, who
feared the arrival of Japanese troops more
than anyone, werein a state of panic. There
were no air raid shelters and as the Japanese

of these had no real tasks to perform, their
men werenot allocated to infantry units of
formed into patrols to cover the ground be-

bombers er, the streets of Singa
v ded with peoplefunring hither

and thither, having no idea what to so or

where to go. After each raid was over, trucks
W bt

and many ]Ap.;m-se agenta were still using
their radios to give information on the siting,
and moves of unist. Tokyo Radio was able to
give details of damage caused by bombing
raids.

It was now that the policy of not con-
structing defence works paid its frightful
divedends, for all civilian labour had disap-
peared and the troops had to start digging
gheir own defences. The task was a difficult
one, and it proved quite impossible to dig
trenches down near the beaches, for the wa-
ter oozed in. So breastworks had to be con-
structed protected by barbed wire and tons
of anti-tank mines. Most of this work had to
be done at night to avoid air attack, so valu-
able hours were lost. However, dumps were
assembled in the forward area with ten day’s
reserve of food and ammunition. Atthesame
time, plans were made to blow up the main

B icking up dies, which
would then be dumped into communal
graves. As one writer has observed, it was
like the Black Death all over again.

Observing the state of morale, Percival
issued a statement to the press:

“The Battle of Malayahascometoanend,
and the Battle of Singapore has started. For
nearly twomonths our troops have foughtan
enemy on the mainland who has held the
advantage of great air superiority and con-
siderable freedom of movement by sea.

Qurtask has beentoimpose losses on the
enemy and togaintime toenable the forces of
the Allies to be concentrated for this struggle
in the Far East. today we stand beleaguered
on our island fortress.

In carrying out this task we want the  Japanese infantryman: though, hardy and
help of every manand womanin thefortress,  well trained, he swept through Malaya and

into the sugr,msedly inmpregnable gn‘tis’l
i

There s work for all to do. Any enemy who ;
sets foo in the fortress must be dealth with [T of Singapore with great speed and



immediately. The enemy within our gates
must be ruthlessly weeded out. There must
be no more loose talk and rumours-monger-
ing. Our duty is clear. With firm resolve and
fixed determination we shall win through.’

Itis doubtful if this appeal had any great
effect; both troops and civilian could see the
demolitions, or preparations for them, going
onand draw the logical conclusion that those
at the top regarded the situation as hopeless.

If Percivalis situation was desperate,
Yamashita's was far from happy. Instead of
devoting their energies to keeping open the
long and tenuous line of communications,
Southern Army were bombarding him with
paper. On 23rd January Field-Marshal
Terauchi evensent his Chief of Staff, Lieuten-
ant-General Osamu Tsukada, with volumi-

tes on how to capture Singapore, and
to Yamashita’s fury left after lunch without
saying ‘thank you’. Yamashita tore the note
into shreds, observing in his dias en-
ever there are two alternatives, Southern
Army always insist on the wrong one’. Am-
munition was short for the assault on Singa-
pore, especially shells for the field guns, and
wvery little was coming through. Though the
Air Division were hammering away at Sin-
gapore, they seldom obeyed Yamashista’s
instructions, and many requests forairstrikes
were completely ingnored.

However, preparations for the assault
went ahead with all speed and Yamashsita,
from his headquarters in the Imperial Palace
of the Sultan of Johore, could look across to
the island, his last objective in the campaign.
His three divisions had closed up now, and
in the creeks facing Singapore he had

bled llapsiblel equipped
with outboard motors, and 100 larger land-
ing craft. Day after day the assault troops
were carrying out embarkation and landing
drill and nothing was being left to chance.
The 4,000 men forming the first wave had all
fought in China and were masters of sea-
bome landings. Yamashita knew they would
not fail him.

By 4th February the reconnaissances for
the crossing and the subsequent staff work

Johore Causeway, blown up by demolition
squad.
Right: The dockside after a bombing raid.

had been completed, and the chief of staff,
Suzuki, began drafting the orders. At 1100
hours on the 6th Yamashita summoned his
divisional commanders to the Imperial Pal-
ace to receive these. Briefly his plan ws that
Nishimura’s division would make a feint to
the cast on the evening of 7th February by
landing on Palau Ubin Island opposite
Changi. Then after dark ont he 8th 5th and
18th Divisions, under Matsuiand Mutaguchi
respectively, would cross to the north-west
comer of the island. Once they were estab-
lished the Imperial Guards Division would
follow. Matsui and Mutaguchi were de-
lighted with the plan, but Nishimura under-
standably was not, feelong that the Guards
had been insulted by being given a subsidi-
ary role. It might be added here that
Yamashita was not merely relying on
the feint by the Guards Division to
mislead Percival. Dummy camps had
been erected on the mainland opposite




the Naval Base, and convoys of lorries were
ordered to move east by daylight, then dou-
ble back after dark to repeat the manoeuvre
the following day.

There was nothing particularly original
ablut this manoeuvre - Allenby had done the
same thing in Palestine in 1918 - but it con-
firmed to Percival that his judgement was
ritht, So Brigadier Ivan Simson, who had
been stocking up dumps to the west of the
causeway, found himself ordered to move
them to the east. Simson was naturally hor-
rified, for all his military experience told him
that theattack would come in from the north-
west. He was certain of it. For weeks he had
been assembling mines, booby-traps, barbed
wire, pickets, drums of petrol and other ma-
terials. However, Percival was in com-
mand and his orders had to be obeyed, so
with great effort the dumps were moved cast
of the causeway by 5th February. Thatnight,
however, Percival received reports from
Gordon Bennet that the Japanese were miss-
ing opposite his sector to the west. Percival
gaveorders that the dumps were tobe moved
back again. But there was no time.
Yamashita’s artillery bombardment
opened on the 5th, the main targets being the
three northern airfields, the Naval Base, and
main road junctions. On the 6th the bom-
bardment continued, mainly directed against

h stof d,and th dof the
card gap had now been
! brideeal

causeway. A sixty-y
blownin this,and i ybridg
side it. But, as the Japanese found later on,
the water by the gap was only four feet deep
atlow tide and their men could wade across,
On the 7th there was more shelling, and that
night a patrol was sent across to reconnoitre
the coast between the Sungei Skudei and the
Sungei Melayuy, but did not penetrate far
enough to locate the landing craft. They did
however report troop concentrations in the
rubber plantations, and said there wasa good
deal of traffic on the roads in the area. This
information did not reach Percival’s head-

Chaos in Singapore city: the population was
swollen by 500,000 refugess.

quarters until 1530 hours the following after-
noon - even now the situation was static,

icatii d to be unbeliev:
ably bad. When Bennett asked foran aircraft
to observe for his artillery, he was told that
nonewasavailable, so put down unobserved
fire int he areas mentioned by the patrol. It
should have been obvious to everyone by
now, even Percival, that the attack was
imminient, and every gun should have been

trained on the creeks to the north-west. But
as usual, Percival was not around when
wanted, and the assult craft were alloed to
assemble and load without interference.
From first light on 8th February the Japa-
nese aircraft came over, bombing and ma-

munications. Atsunset, by whichtimeall the
telephone lines had been cut, there wasalull,
to be follewed by an even heavier bombard-
ment. Percival’s view, with which Bennett
agreed for once, was that the shelling would
5o on for three or four days, so no orders
were given for the gunners to put down

chine gunning the in the West-
em Area. Then in the afternoon the guns
opened up, and for nearly five hours shelled
forward defences, headquarters and com-

conc on the creeks. Yet again
Percival;’s instinct had led him astray, and in
fact many of his decisions at this time seemed
to make no sense whatever. Within a few




The fall
of Singapore

hours, however, he was toreceivea disagree-
ablesurprise, and the forward infantry would
be opening up on the first assault wave. The
last battle of this disastrous campaign was
about to begin.

“The battalions crept out of their shelters to
the embarkation points, then the artillery
concentration began. ‘On board” then ‘Cast
off’ - the orders came from an officer a few
yardsaway. Theartillery had stopped firing
now and everywhere was silent. [looked up
and saw the sky was bright with stars. The
second boat was launched into the channel,
then the third. Then the enemy’s artillery
opened up.’

The writer was Kiyomoto Heida, a sol-
dier of Matsui’s 5th Division. It must have
been soon after 2130 hours on 8th February
that his unit embarked, for an hour later the
Australians saw the landing craft approach-

ing, and before long the whole coast from
Tanjong Buloh to Tanjong Marai was under
attack. Though there was a heavy fire com-
ing down on them from both guns and mor-
tars, the Australian of 22nd Brigade, strung
out over eight miles of coastline, opened a
steady fire. But thenight wasdark and it was
only when they had set some of the craft on
fire that they could see very much. For the
most part they were merely aiming at black.
shapes, or pointing their rifles and Bren guns
towards the sound of the outboad motors.
The machine gunners slowly traversed their

p the:
ally used upall theirammunition. Where the
hell, the troops were crying, were the search-
lights? The plan, so they had been told, was
that the moment the landing craft were spot-
ted batteries of searchlights would be
switched on. But what they could not know
was that all the lines had been cut hours ago,



50 rders reached the unit d. It
might be argued that if they had any sense at
allthesearchlightcrews would have switched
on without waiting for orders. But in factit
had been impressed on them that on no ac-
count must they use their own initiative.
Brigadier Taylor (commander of 22nd Bri-
gade) was worried apparently that the lights
might be shot out before the boats arrived.
The signal lines running back to the gun-
ners were cut also, and it was only when the
Australian infactry began sending up dis-
tress rockets l.h'“ any guns ;opened fire. But
ittleand toolate. The)

the:
had already begun landing. g

The wholeaction was a tragedy and, like
those on the Peninsula, it stemmed from lack
of imagination and bad planning, Obvi-
ously, with a heavy bombardment there was
arisk that lines would be cut, and the deci-
sion as to when the searchlights should be
switch tillery ded
should have gone on an
down the moment the machine guns opened
up. As it was, the Australians destroyed the
first wave of assault craftand inflicted heavy
casualties on the second. Soon the Japanese
could see where the defended localities were
sited, and steer between succeeded in reach-
ing the shore after two or three attempts.
Once this happened the men dashed inland,
then came round the back of the these had
expended all theirammunition, and so there
was hand to hand fighting ‘in the mangrove
swamps, the infactry defending themselves
with their bayonets. Many of the posts were
overwhelmed and when this happened gaps
appeared through which the next wave of
assault craft came in unopposed. Steadily
the weight of the assult built up, and collect-
ing their units together, the Japanese com-
manders, who had compasses strapped to
their wrists, led their men south towards
Ama Leng. Meanwhile, the Australians who
still survived tried to make their way back,
and one of them, Kenneth Attiwill, who
served through the whole Cam?‘aigx\, has
given a vivid picture of their plight

Singapore: the air raids increase, the panic
grows.

o




“Groups of men bx d from
their ccmmdcs in the bew lldcnng darkness.

wildly Bennett, he also learned,
h.:d given Bngadxer Taylor such reserves as

off most of the Western Area. When daylight
came their advance would continue.
Before noon on the 9th, in fact,

way. Many F atfirstlight
glcd hackaslmrasﬂulul'ﬁmah Okhcrwven Th ining ai theisland, ten Hu
reac ity,and ricanes and four obsolete Sword-fish, were

could be pld:cd up, reorganised and senl
Back, the disosrganisation was complete. The
effect of the withdrawal was to dislocate the
wholebrigadearea, and by ten o’clock on the
morning of the 9th - less then twelve hours
after the assault had been sighted - the 22nd
Australian Birgade, on whose fighting power
had rested the defence of the north-western
area of the Island, was no longer a cohesive
fighting force.’

It erci btained
.‘nv pictum of what was happening and
Itwould

also oredered to attack the enemy landing
areas ar first light. They took off soon after
0600 hours to find a fleet of no less than
eighty-four enemy aircraft approaching the
island. These they intercepted, and in two
dog fights shot down several of them.
Some hours before this happened the
ed the Aus-
tralian positions near rAma Keng, which cov-
ered the approach to Tengah Airfield, two
miles to the south. For a while the Austral-
ians held their positions and even put in a

s staff reported to him that all the.
infantry of 5thand 19th Divisi

‘Yamashita wrote later: ‘I oredred the Impe-
rial Guards to cross the Strait. Then their
commander asked for further orders from
me. lrmeivednmuug:fxmnlumﬂwlhls

were

the Strait, with several of their artillery units.
Now it was time for the Imperial Guards
Division to land behind 5th Division but
Nishimura hung back. the Guards felt they
had lost face during the Muar River battle,
and in a blind fury had beheaded 200
wounded left behind by the Australian and
Indianbrigades, who had been forced to take
to thejungle and cut their way south. During
this battle the commander Yamashita’s old
regiment, 3rd Guards Regiment, had been
wounded and Yamashita chose hls rvplam

flames on the surface of the water. lllools:d
mrrw-slfl'u:wasadllupseubwmo!being

red hij

duty’. Even then Nishimura did not budge

and sent a young staff officer to argue with
Yamashita. Thelatter had heard enough, and
snapped at him: ‘Go back to your divisional
commander. Tell him the Imperial Guards
Division can do as it likes in this battle’. The
implied insult here was that the Imperial
Guards Division was of no timportance
and vlctory would be won without it En-

not belaunched for several days had proved

: Singapore : the pillar proved
no protection.

Below right : Cars like all war material
must be denied to the enemy.

but inevitably the

ment. Nishil

Jap:
andit 'y toretreat. Th

in 22nd Brigade mcrcnscd and Taylor de-
cided that the only hope was to pull right
back to the Jorong Road. Within six hours of
landing the Japanese had succeeded inbiting

his own prerog; had been infringed, and
decided to make thinga as awkward for
Yamashita as he possible could. First he kept
protesting that his division was being held
back from the battle. Then, when orders to
advanm amved began questioning them.

raged, N gave orders to advance.
After dark on the 9th Yamashita crossed
lolhcishndwl\hhislhfflbondllmlll
barge.
to stand upright, hn!dlng each other by the
shoulder. as they scrambled ashore, Colonel

Tsuji felt something move under his feet ans
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The ships leave Singapore, but some did not
et far: The Emperor of Asia on fire following
ir attack.

fuitched on his torch, There roped on the
round in rows were British and Australian
prisoners captured in the first assault, and
ihe Japanese were now walking over them.

" Bynow Gordon Bennetthad beenable to
Stabilise the situation in the Western Area,
hough, as he must have been aware, the
Japanese werenow bringing their tanksacross
o the Island and soon the pressure would
increase considerably. However, the Jurong
line was now occupied, a high ndy,e running
for about three miles between the sources of
the Kranji and Jurong rivers. Even though
tl'nn was no wire and no mine fields had
bwn laid or tank ditches dug, it was a natu-
mally strong position. Ifheld by resolute troops
it could hold out for days.

. Viewing the situation, Percival had to
decide what to do if the Japanese broke
ﬂuoubh towards Bukit Timah, which lay
only five miles to the north-west of Singa-

pore City. What should he do? Retreat to the
eastern end of the island? Of form a perim-
eter defence line around the City? He de-

Such was lhc situalion when Wavell ar-

he 10th for his last

plete chaos, its  population doubled by
SOOMmhgen.OverhudhunglMplll
of. f

Visiting Gordon Bennett's h
Percival, he ordered that a counterattack
should be launched immediately. He had
little faith, however, that is would succeed
and on his return to Java signalled Churchill:

“Battle for Singapore is not going well.

the streets which were choked with aban-
doned vehicles, wandered troops without

hand around for hours, l\avmﬁ:imt its way.
In doorways dm spra

Japanese with their usual i tactics
are 5mmg on mush more mpldly dun they

lmnps is not good and none is as high as I
should like to see ... The chief troubles are a
lack of sufficiet training in some of the rein-
forcing troops and an inferiority complex
whu:h bold and skllful ]npancse tactics and

Every-

their

fthe air
8P P
olfcmlve splril and uphmnsh’c outlook. But 1
cannot pretent that these efforts have been
entirely successful up to date. i have given
the most categorical orders that there is to be.
no though of surrender and that all troopa
are to continue ﬂghhng to the end.
Tt for the British

cided to do the latter, because otherwise it
would be necessary to abandon the main
supply dumps nnd hospilalsA Also it was
necessary

ing the town with water. During the cvcnmg
of the 9th he gave his plan verbally to Heath
and Simmons (commanding Southern Area)
and after mindight issued it as a secret in-
struction forall seniorcommanders and their
staffs. Again there was bungling, for Bennett
issued an operation order based on the in-
structions to his brigadiers, allotting them
their positions on the perimeter. Reading
this, Brigadier Maxwell, commanding 27th
Australian Brigade, decided that he must
withdraw at once and did so without advis-
ing Gordon Bennett. Brigadier Taylor, hold-
ing the central position on the Jurong line
also imagined that he had been given an
order to withdraw - with the result that the
Jurong line was abandoned and all hope of
holding the Japanesein the west of the Island
was lost.

to
deteri and by the aft f the 10th,
when tha Japanese medlum !nnks had ar-
rived, thech
covering the hills at Bukit Tmuh were scat-
tered, and that night only the Argyll and
Sutherland Highlanders stood between the
enemy columns and the vital Bukit Timah
depots. With all the trucks and cars they
could find a few anti-tank mines, they hur-
riedly threw up a road block. When the Japa-
nese column arrived about 2230 hours the
leading tanks was knocked out, but now
came a force of no less than fifty tanks sup-
ported by infantry and these forced the
Argylls to withdraw east of the road. By
midnight the Japanese were controlling the

shops. Inevitably there were ﬂghu and
drunken brawls. looting by now was on a
vast scale. Thousands of cigarette packets
littered the pavements and children wobbed
around on bicycles for too big fot them. De-
serters drove cars from the showrooms and
carecred round wildly till they were looted,
t0o, and women and children could be seen
hurrying along with dressed chickens, sacks
full of tinned fruit, of flour or rice. The cin-
emas were crowded, chiefly with troops.
Evcry hour or 5o there would belnol.l\a'lk

on the houses. People w'mald start n:nning
ymbuu(ﬂmw'nswwhut to run to. All
over the city fires were burning but few
pcople took any notice. They were doomed

and they knew there was nothing they could
do about it.

Though the battle was going swiftly, it
was not swift enough for Yamashita, His
Chief Supply Officer, Colonel Ikatini, had
warned him that his army was so short of
petrol and artillery ammunition that a long
siege was out of the question. The line of

from Japan to
had brooken down. Whal was to be done?
Should he maintain the momentume of the
assalut, hoping that Percival would surren-
der? Or call a halt and wait till Southern
Army bestirred itself and sent more sup-
plies? Against the first course was

vital road junction, tting the Allied
munication from north to south.

By the morning of the 13th the Allied
forces were back on a twenty-eight mile pe-
rimeter covering Singapore City. There was
not much farther to go.

The city by now was in a state of com-

hita’s fear that Percival would retreat
the city and figh Such

Ly

¥ dappalling prob-
lem, Yamashita’s army would be outnum-
bered - and street fighting swallows up
troops in vast number. But it was the
first course that Yamashita chose, for he
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Churchill imagined, he said. ‘He should

had shrewdly summed up Percival;s ch

ter and realised the utter d lisation of
the Allied forces. Later he wrote:

‘My attack on Singapore was a bluff, a
bluff that worked. Thad 30,000 menand was
outnumbered by more than three to one. |
knew that if | had to fight long for Singapore
Iwould bebeaten. Thatis why the surrender
had to be at once. | was very frightened all
the time that the British would discover our

d lack lies and
force me into disastrous street hghlin&
S0 the guns were ordered to go on firing as if
their ammunition would last forever. And
meanwhile the aircraft hammered away at
the airfields and the tanks kept scattering the
tired infantry, The pressure was maintained
right round the clock.

In London news of the worsening situa-
tion had been received with incredulity and
utter dismay. Even after the disasters of the
I.nl three years, and especially those since

have...quil gh to deal with who
have landed if the troops can be made toact
wnlh suﬂmml vugmxr and determiantion.”

B ing from
Smbn;mu- he had fallen from the quay inthe
dark and had broken two small bones in his
back. He would be crippled for the next few
weeks. It was from hospital that Wavell
signalled Percival ont he 13th:

“You must fight it out to the end as you
are doing. But when everything humanly
possible had been done some bold and deter-
mined personnel may be able to escape by
small craft and find their way south to
Sumatra and the island.”

The same day Percival signalled to
Wavell:

El\ug\, now within 5,000 yards of sea-front,
which swholeofSingap within
field artillery range. Weare also in danger of
being driven off water and food supplies. In

d the war, th llarooted

troops already com-

belief that a miracle must happen.  That
somehow Singapore must save itself. The
myth was so strong it withstood the impact
of even the hardest facts. On 10th February
Churchill had signalled Wavell:

‘I think you ought to realise how we
view the situation in Singapore. It was re-
ported to the Cabinet that Percival has over
100,000 men, of whom 33,000 are British and
17,000 Australian. It is doubtful if the Japa-
nese have as many in the whole Malay
paninsula..In these circumstances the de-
fenders must greatly outnumber Japanese
forces who have crossed the straits, and ina
well-contested battle should destroy them.
There must at this stage be no thought of

lation. The battle must be fought to the bitter
end at all costs..Commanders and senior
officers should die with their troops. The
honour of the British Empire and of the Brit-
ish Army is at stake. I rely on you toshow no
mercy to weakness in any form.’

nnlled are too exhausted either to withstand
strong attack or launch counterattack...In
these conditions it is unlikely that resistance
can last more than a day or two...There must
cumu a \‘dbk wh«m in lhe interests of the
blood-
shv:d will serve no useful purpose.  Your
instructions of February 10 are beig carried
out, but in above circumstances would you
consider giving me wider discretion pow-
ers?’

The formal language did not obscure the
reality of Percival's plea: he wanted to sur-
render. But Wavell would not play, and
signalled ack on the 14th:

Y

d

age on enemy for as long as possible by
house-to-house fighting if necessary. Your
action in tying down enemy and inflicting
casualties may have vital influence in other
theatres. Fully ﬂppmﬂ.\lcvoursnuahun,bul
continued action essential.”

Meanwhile Churchill had been reviewing
he situali i h Jusion tha

In his reply, Wavell was p
Though Percival had not so many troops as
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now ‘it was certain all was lost at Singapore,
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Percivalwalks to meet his conquerorundera
white flag.

itwould be wrong toenforce needlessslaugh-
ter.” So the same day he signalled Wavell:
You are of course sole judge of the mo-
ment when no further result can be gained at
Singapore, and should instruct Percival ac-
cordingly.
following day Wavell signalled
I, advising him of the change in the
situatior
‘Solong as youare in position to inflict losses
and damage to enemy and yur troops are

ysically capableof doing so you must fight
on. Time gained and damage to emeny are of

vitalimportance at this crisis. When you are
fully satisfied that this is no longer possible I
give you discretion to cease
resistance...Whatever happens I thank you
and all troops for gallant effort of last few
days.’

Percival received this signal with relief
for his problems in Singapore were mount-
ing rapidly. The only water supplies reach-
ing the city came from a pumpping station at
Woodleigh, which was now barely half a
mile from the Japanese forward positions,
Now, owing to broken mains, two-thirds of

this supply was running to waste, and in
some parts of the city no water was available
atall. Brigadier Simson and parties of Royal
Engineers tried valiantly to repair the mains
and keep supplies moving but it was quite
hopeless. Soon it was evident that the danger
of a typhoid epidemic was increasing, for
bodies had been reported in the reservoirs
and Asians weredrinking contaminated sup-
E}]ics. At 10am on Saturday the 14th Simson

d to tell Percival that a complete failure of
the water supply seemed likely within forty-
eight hours. Percival’s reaction was to call in
the Municipal Engineer, and after a brief
conference he announced: ‘While there's

water we fight on.”

To Shenton Thomas, the governor
however,thedangerof an epidemicwas over-
riding and he signalled the Colonial Office in
London to give them the situation as he saw
it:

‘General Officer Commanding informs
methatSingapore Cityisnow invested. there
are now one million people within radius of
three miles Water-supplies very badly dam-
aged and unlikely to last more than twenty-
four hours. Many dead lying in the streets
and burial impossible.




After the surrender. u/r

+ British troops are disarmed by the Japanese.

Above : Japanese infantry march into Raffles Place.

We are faced with total deprivation of
water, which must resultin pestilence. I have
felt that it is my duty to bring this to notice of
General Officer Commanding.’

Shenton Thomas had kept up the preten,
normality tight to the last minute, insisting
that guests to Government House =hou]d
wear collars and ties and the da menu
was printed as it had always beer
the 15th, Perci called a

cunlcruncv of his commanders and senior
staff at Fort Canning at 0930 hours. From
each one he heard a brief report of the situa-
tion was quite hopeless, There was almost no
water... the Army had rations for left was in
the tanks of trucks. It did not take long to be
extinguished and after aquarter of an houror
s50,as Gordon Bennett recorded, ‘Silently and
sadly we decided to surrender.

hree days earlier Yamashita had
dropped a note from the air addressed to
“The High Command of the British Arm
which read:
“Your Excellenc

1, the High Command of the Nippon
Army based on the spirit of Japanese chiy-
alry, have the honour of presenting this note
10 Your Excellency advising you to surren-
der the whole force in Malaya.

My sincere respect is due to your army
which, true to the traditional spirit of
Britain, isbravely defending Singapore which
now stand isolated and unaided. Many fierce
and gallant fights have been fought by your
gallent men and officers to the honour of
British warriorship. But the developments of
the general was situation has already sealed
the fate of Singapore, and the continuation of
futile resistance would only serve to inflic
direct harm and injuries to thousands of non-
combatants living in the city, throwing them
into further miseries and horrors of war, but
alsowould notadd anything to the honour of
your army

I expect that Your Excellency accepting
my advice will give up this meaningless and
desperate resistance and promptly order the
entire front to ce.

> hostilities and will des—



patch at the same time your parliamentaire
according to the procedure shown at theend
of this note. If on the contrary, Your Excel-
lency should neglect my advice and the
present resistance be continued, 1 shall be
obliged, though reluctant from humanitar-
ian considerations, to order myarmy to make
annihilating attacks on Singapore.

On closing this note of advice, 1 pay
again my sincere respects to Your Excel-
lency.

(Signed) Tomoyuki Yamashita.

L. The Parliamentaire should proceed to
the Bukit Timah Road.

2. The Parliamentaire should bear a large
white flag and the Union Jack."

Yamashita had received no reply to this

i and with his it
stocks going down rapidly, had begun to
wonder if disaster threatened him after all.
Once the fighting started in the streets, it
might go on endlessly, rifle against rifle, and
bayonet against bayonet. Neither his tanks
nor his artillery could dominate the battle as
they had done up to now, and with the ar-
mies locked in close combat, even airsuperi-
ority would cease to be a decisive factor. The.
fighting continued throughout the 13th and
14th..and on the momning of Sunday the 15th
Yamashita went forward to Mutaguchi’s
headquarters, situated on the vantage point
of Bukit Timah. A pall of thick smoke overlay
thecity, and Mutaguchi reported that enemy.
batteries, he believed, had been knocked out
by air-strikes. Full as always of the lust for
combat, Mutaguchi had been watching his
troops in action by the south coast, where
since dwan, he reported to Yamashista, they
had advanced two miles.

At about ten o'clock, when Yamashita
had returned to his own headquarters, a
patrol sent out from Mutaguchi’s division
reported that a flag had gone up among the
trees ahead. An officer was called to verify

h o talenb o rns i

andh

that a white flag had also gone up on the
b i ios. Later, hed

15th February 1942 : Percival surrenders to
Yamashita.
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along the Bukit Timah Road under;a flag of
truce, and Lieutenant-Colonel Sugita, an

ligence Officer on ita’
ters went forward to meet it.

In the car was Brigadier Newbiggin,
Percival’s Chief Administrative Officer, and
Hugh Fraser, the Acting Colonial Secretary,
and before they could reach the Japanese
lines they ran up against a mine field. It was
therefore necessary to abandon the car and
o ahead on foot, carrying tha flag of truce.
Eventually some Japanese troops came out
of the rubber plantations their funs at the
ready. Finally realising what tha white flag

Thevictor: Yamashitawalkd through Singa-
pore with his staff.
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portended, they asked the British to line up
for photographs. For a while there was a
good deal of jostling as each soldier tried to
fet into the picture then choose a vantage
point to take his own.

At 1400 hours Sugita and a junior officer
arrive, to whom Newbiggin gave a letter
from Percival suggesting that there should
be a cease-fire at 1600 hours to allow the two
commanders to discuss the terms of surren-
der. Yamashita’s instructions toSugita, how-
ever, admitted no discussion; he would not
cease fire until Percival had signed a docu-
ment of surrender. As he wrote later: 1 pre-
pared myself against being decef
ordered the British commder to come in per-

—

son.’ The rendexvous was laid down at the
Ford Factory at Bukit timah and here Percival
arrived at 1715 hours with two staff officers
and an interpeter. Yamashita arrived a few

ers ended at 1900 hours when the enemy
accepted d n
stood up and again shook hands with the
enemy commander. He was surrounded by
and war rters. he told me

minutews later and, after i d had
been effected by his interpreter, Hishikati,
the commanders sat down facing each other
under the eye of news photographers and
news cameramen. according to the official
Japanese account of the meeting, the dia-
logue went as follows:

“‘Answer me briefly - Do you wish to
surrender unconditionally?

‘Yes - wedo.”

‘Have you any Japanese prisoners of
war?’

‘None atall.”

‘Have you any Japanese civilians?’

“No. they have all been sent to India.’

“Very well. Will you please sign this
document of surrender?’

Percival read about half of it then asked:
‘Will you give me until tomorrow morning?’
Yamashita replied angrily:

“If you don’s sign now we shall go on
fighting. all I want toknow is: Do you surren-
der unconditionally or do you not?’

Percival went pale and began talking to
the interpreter in a low voice but Yamashita
interrupted him, pointed hin finger and
‘es of No?’
val glanced towards theinterpreter
then said: “Yes.

“Very well then, We shall cease hostili-
ties at 10pm Japanese time.” having signed,
Percival requested that Japanese forces
should not enter the city till the following
morning, as he needed time to communicate
the surrender to outlying commanders and
to the civilian population. After Yamashita
agreed, the following exchange took place

“What about the lives of the civilians,
and the British, Indianand Australian troops?

Will you guarantee them?’

“Yes. You may be easy about that. [ can
guarantee them absolutely.”

With this the meeting came to an end
Yamashita’s adjutant wrote:

“Themeeting betweenthe twocommand-

afterwards that he wanted tosay a few kind
wordstoPercival whilehe wasshaking hands
with him, as he looked so pale and thin and
ill. But he could not say anything as he did
not speak English and realised sympathy
when the words are being interpreted by a
third person.’

With the signing of the document of
surrender, Yamashita gained the greatest tri-
umph of any general in the history of the
Japanese army. The great base of Singapore,
with its huge natural resourcefs, could now
be held and developed for the national was
effort. His campaign had lasted only sev-
enty-three days and his total casulties were
only 9,824 of whom about 3,00 were killed.
And 80,00 men had laid down their arms to
him. To the Allies, and especially to Winston
Churchill, the disaster was so staggering as
to defy the imagination. It would be some-
time before its true proportions could be
realised. Meanwhile Churchill’s only cheer
came in the form of a signal from the Presi-
dent of the United States, Franklyn D
Roosevelt, whose army in the Phillippines
was to su the same fate as the British:

I realise how the fall of Singapore has
affected you and the British people. It gives
the well-known back-seat driver a field day,
but no matter how serious out setbacks have
been ... we must constantly look forward to
the next moves that need to be made tohhit the
enemy. | hope you will be of good heart in
these trying weeks, because | am very sure
that you have the great confidence of the
masses of the British people. I want you to
know you will not hesitate to aske me if there
is anything you think I can do ... Do let me
hear from you.’

Whether America ever had a greater
president than Franklyn D Roosevelt, itis not
for an Englishman to say, but certainly Eng-
land never had a greater friend. Now she
would need him more than ever.




Postscript
and post mortem

Like every other tragedy, the loss of Malays
and Singapore provokes many 1f
11th Division had been allowed to consoli-
date at Jitra, instead of being launched into
the futile Matador operation. If the aircraft
carrier Indomitable had not been beached in
Jamaica....if the troops had been led bya good
field commander instead of Percival ... if the
north shore of Singapore Island had been
fortified..if thd infantry had beensupported
by even two regiments of tanks. One could
goonendlessly buttono purpose. Thebrutal
truth is that the battle was lost year before it
started. As Wavell wrote on hearing of the
surrender:

“The trouble goes back a long way: cli-
mate, the atmosphere of the country (the
whole of Malaya had been asleep for at least
two hundred years), lack of vigour in our

il ing,and f

P
tactics and equipment, and thereal difficulty
of finding an answer to the very skillful and
bold tactics of the Japanese in this jungle
fighting.”

Even good, trainde troops are no use
Without equipment but it is futile to blame

the British government for not sending the
tanks and the aircraf. These did not exist.
Such slender resources that were availabe
had tobe concentrated for the defence of the
homeland, forif England fell to the Germans,
all hope of recovery would be lost. So Ma-
laya, and indeed all British possessionsin the
Far East including Burma, remained at the
end of the queue. Itis interesting to note that
exactly the same situation happened in the
Phillippines. Even all the vast resources of
the United States would not equip these
terrtories in time to face the Japanese inva-

sion.
So the truth is that given a Montgomery
instead of a Percival, the result would have
ns intheand ifdelayed.The
Britisharmy simply had notlearned theartof
operating in thick country and would notdo
so for another two years. It was March 1944
before XV Indian Corps in the Arakan
showed how the Japanese tactics could be

, withthe ircraft. Butbel

The plight of civilians : the Japanese had
many scores to settle.







| days later

y mo\'ein’ into Singapore with Southern
Headquartersand Twenty-fifth Army

these tactics ed, air superiority had to be
wrested from the Japanese. The air, in fact,
eld the key to the whole situation.
Yamashita’s guarantees for the safety of
joldiers and civilians were not observed.
Hundreds of Chinese were driven to the east
0ast of Singapore Island, made to dig their
wn graves, and then were mown down in
ines. Mutaguchi’s 18th Division ran amok
imong the wounded, and later thousands of
prisoners of war were to meet their fate on
he /the Death Railway’. When the Kempei
Tojo’s Secret Police) arrived to Singapore,
er tobemore. andkilli d
mg people disappeared. To what extent
e brutalities were the responsibility of
Yamashita himself it is hard to say; the task
cing him wa a formidable one, and he had
ask British firemen, doctors, nurses, engi-
neers, and sanitary workers to remain where
hey wereuntil theirjobs could be taken over
Japanese.

He certinly denied himself the bombast
of aconqueror,and when Terauchisignalled
asking when the triumphal entry into Singa-

rewould take place his reply was: Twenty-
tifth Army will not hold parade but funeral
ceremony is fixed for 2mﬂ February”. A few
erauchi signalled that he would

would have to move to Indonesia.

. What was to be Yamashita’s next role?

Would he lead hisarmy against Australia, as

hewished, or would he head west for Burma

md then India? In July he learned that the

post selected for him was that of st Area
inManchukuo, th

set up by the Japanese army in Manchuria.
task would be to defend the eastern
jon of this country against Russia, and in
e eventof war, toattack the Siberian port of

divostock. Thougha post of someimpor-
e, this could only be regarded by
ashita as an insult. After a great victory
vas to be shunted away to a remote non-
rational area, where most of his time
Idbetaken up with training troops. How-
, he accepted the order and made no
plaint. all he wanted now was toappear
re the Emperortoask forgiveness for his
in the bloddy incident of February 19:
fident that permission would be given,
& prepared a document to read before the

Emperor, giving his account of the Malaya
campaign. But then there came two shatter-
inﬁblmvs, Firsthe learned that Tojo had sent
orders that he was to proceed to his com-
mand direct. And next he was informed that

Here he was to remain till 25th September
1944, when he received a summons to take
over the Japanese forces in the Philippines,
now awaiting attack from the avenging ar-
mies of General Douglas MacArthur. There

war, first in Singapore and then on Formosa
and in Manchuria, and was half-starved like
most of his men. With the anumese surren-
der, he received the news that with
General V:lainwriyn(( Americans’gallant

the Emperor had by no means f the

eventsof February 1936,and togrant
aninterview, either now of in the f b

npaign. On 1st Septemb \.vh(:nlﬁcre-

Bataan), he had been invited
by MacArthur to attend the surrender cer-

future.

tains If Luzon he decided thathe t
ains zon he decided t must obey

On17th Jul{ h | i
set out on the bleak journey to Manchukuo.

himself.

Percival had been held as a prisoner of

emany inTokyo Bay. A

The road to Changi prison camp: it was to be
a hard sentence.




to the Philippines, where again he was to sit
opposite Yamshita, but in very different cir-
cumstances. Later he wrote:

‘As Yamashita entered the room [ saw
one eye brow lifted and a look of surprise
cross his face - but only for a moment. His
face quickly resumed the sphinx-like mask
common to all Japanese, and he showed no
further interest.”

Lateron Yamashita was tried bya Uniited
States Military Commission for ‘brutalatro
ties and other high crimes against the people
of the United States and its allies and d
rvndmmm’, chiefly committed in Manila.

{e was found guilty and was hanged on 23rd
February 1946.

Yamashita’s story has been told in detail
elsewhere and ther no need to repeat it
here. Sufficient to say that between the time
heleftSingapore they had gone onto capture
the Philippines and the East Indies, they had
swept through Butma and by the summer of

Below : Humiliation: Asians watch Australian
prisoners of war sweep the strect:

Right : For many the Allies returned to Si
pore alsmot too late: men released from
Changi prison camp.

1942 stood on the frontiers of India. Butthey
went no futher. The Australians outfought
them in New Guinea. The Americans
conterattacked in the Pacific. Then, in 1944,
after Mutaguchi’s March on Delhi’ the Bi
ish, who had now found two great com-
manders in Admiral Lord Mountbatten and
General Slim, struck back and within twelve
months won the greatest land victory ever
achieved against Japan in her entire histor
Threeentireand Thirty-third, wereirretriev-
ably smashed, 190,000 men lay dead on the
battlefied and, before theatombomb dropped
on Hiroshima, the whole of Burma was clear
of the enemy. Happily to relate the Indian
troops, which Yamashita had so much de-
spised, played a major part in this victory;
ly trained and equipped they demon-
superiorit
But the Allied victory over Japan could
not alter one thing which Singapore had
demonstrated beyond all doubt. That the
place of the white man in the cast would
never be the same again. Singapore and the
Malay States would gain their freedom, just
like the Philippines and Indonesia. Happily

onecan report thatat the moment they are at
peace.
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