


Gull Force made its hercic stand in jungle country like this (which
They had no time for taking pictures.

is on a neighboring island).

Long rows of crosses in the war cemetery beside the Ambon harbor
mark the graves of hundreds ¢f Australians who died on the island.

Not a man of 13 Platoon, C Coy. (pictured) lived to describe how
they fought for Laha airfield. Centre (with hat) is Miskin’s brother.
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In this “hospital” at the Hainan prison camp off the coast of China
Australians from Ambon cared for their desperately sick comrades.
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1396 men. It was attacked by a
Japanese division numbering some
27,000 men. Taking into account
the soldiers held in reserve aboard
the Jap transports and the sailors
and seamen who manned the in-
vasion fleet, the odds against the
Australians were about 80 to 1.
Yet the Australians, armed with
World War I weapons, managed

to hold out for five days before -

being borne down by weight of
numbers.

Of the 1396 men who fought on
Ambon only 305 lived to return
to Australia. That is one of the
highest casualty rates in military
history, 20 pc higher than that
suffered by the Light Brigade in
its famous charge. Although there
1s no definite record of the Ambon
casualties, about 600 men are be-
lieved to have been killed in the
fighting. Nearly 500 more died in
hell-hole prison camps on Ambon
and Hainan Island, off the south
coast of China. After the war
evidence was given that 68 Aus-
tralians, captured during the
fighting, had been butchered on
the spot by the Japanese.

Although the Ambon defenders
have never recelved from their
country proper acknowledgment
of their heroism on Ambon they
are not forgotten. The Ambonese,
themselves, still
honor their wvaliant stand in a
national war chant about an AIF
transport driver named William
Thomas Doolan. Bill Doolan’s
body was found during the battle
in the centre of a double ring of
Japanese dead, whom he had slain
single-handed. The Ambonese
ever since have regarded Doolan
in particular and the Australians
in general as the embodiment oi
military virtue,

He inspired a war chart

Today, when they go into battle,
the Ambonese sing a war chant in-
spired by his exploits, They sing
it to the tune of The Rose In Her
Hair, a popular ballad among the
Australians who fought on Ambon.
The song runs in part:

Caught by the great guns, mach-
ine guns and rifles

Of the Australians on Ambon,

Thousands of Japanese lay dead
and wounded.

From his tree the Australian
Doolan killed many men of
Japan.

He did mot run away or move
back.

Until at last he was killed by
the men of Japan.

The tale is told everywhere.

The Australian soldier Doolan
killed many Japanese

Then died by the bullets of the
men of Japan,

Calling his mother, father, wife
and children,

But they did not hear him.

The story of the men of Ambon
begins in December, 1941. In that
month the American - British-
Dutch-Australian unified com-
mand, set up after the outbreak of
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war with Japan, decided to send
small Australian forces to defend
Ambon, Timor and Rabaul. The
task of defending Ambon fell to
the 2/21st Battalion. The battalion
and 1ts ancillary forces was
named Gull Force. Two sister
battalions, which with the 21st
formed the 23rd Brigade, 8th
Division, were sent to Timor and
Rabaul. These, too, were destined
to be swamped by vastly bigger
Japanese forces.

Gull Force left Darwin for Am-
bon a week after the Japanese at-
tack on Pearl Harbour on Deceme-
ber 8. The 2l1st, a Victorian
battalion, was commanded by
Lieut-Colonel] L. M. Roach MC.
Soon after its arrival at Ambon
on December 17 Colonel Roach
was replaced by Lieut-Colonel W.
R. J. Scott. DSO, a World War 1
veteran flew Into Ambon.

Best fighters in islands

Ambon, then part of the
Netherlands East Indies and a
Dutch naval base, is in the Ceram
Sea off the western tip of Dutch
New Guinea, about 580 miles
north of Darwin. It is about 266
square miles in area and has a
fine harbor, 14 miles long and
three to six miles wide, which
almost cuts the island in two. Its
native inhabitants are renowned
as the best fighters in the Indo-
nesian archipelago. For the past
four years they have been the
spearhead of the South Molucean
revolt against the Indonesian
public.

Among the men who took part
in the defence of Ambon was Syd-
ney caterer Philip Miskin, a 43-
year-old Welshman who migrated
to Australia in 1936 and enlisted
in the AIF at the outbreak of
World War II. Miskin, a former
secretary and vice-president of
the 8th Division Association
Council, gathered much of the
Ambon story at first hand and
filled in other details after the
war. He does not seek personal
publicity but gives his account in
the hope that it will bring to the
public attention the service
dered to Australia by his
rades, living and dead.

Miskin wentl to Ambon
captain in the 21st Battalion. On
the island he was given charge of
B Echelon, Battalion HQ, a col-
lection of transport drivers, HQ
staff, signallers and others gener-
ally regarded as the odds and ends
of the battalion.

Force was poorly armed

He says that Gull Force was ex-
cellently trained but poorly
armed. It had no artillery support
and there were only about 20
automatic weapons for the 1396
men. The weapons, with the
exception of between 200 and 300
rifles and a few Vickers machine-
guns, were of World War I vin-
tage.

The battalion got a slight, but
welcome addition to its armament
from an unexpected = source

April 6 1955



A battalion fought a whole
division. Only 305 survived,

American airmen fleeing from the
Philippines stripped the air-
cooled Browning machine-guns
from their planes before leaving
Ambon for Australia and the
Australians eagerly seized the dis-
carded weapons.

Requests for reinforcements
drew little response from a Higher
Command, troubled by its com-
mitments in other areas. A few
days before the Jap invasion the
transport Kanimbla berthed at
Ambon with a draft of 30 raw
recruits. Some of them didn’t even
know how to load a rifle. A Jap
air raid started as they were about
to disembark.

The Japs began to raid Ambon
early in January, 1940. The in-
vasion was heralded by 10 days of
intensive bombing. Each day the
Japs launched 70-plane raids in
an attempt to ‘‘soften up’” the
i1sland’s defences. The Australians,
however, were well dug in and
suffering surprisingly few cas-
ualties.

First news of the approach of
the Jap armada was received on
January 28, two days before the
actual invasion. RAAF reconnais-
sance planes spotted the fleet
aeading south from Menado,
southern Philippines. This was
the last service rendered by the
RAAF Hudson bomber squadron
stationed on Ambon. The squad-
ron had harassed Jap shipping
converging on the NEI, but the
Japs had destroyed many of its
planes during a raid on the Am-
bon aerodrome at Laha. As soon
the Jap invasion fleet was sighted
the squadron was ordered back to
Australia. “The dirtiest trick ever
played on white men,” was one
RAAF officer’'s comment on the
withdrawal.

The first kamikaze

But one pilot refused to desert
his army cobbers. He lingered
behind on Ambon and, when the
Jap task force appeared, made a
lone attack. Miskin saw him
plunge into the middle of the Jap
fleet. According to one report the
plane crashed on to a Jap trans-
port and sank it. *“That,” says Mis-
kin, ‘““seems to have been the first
kamikaze action of the Pacific
War **

The Jap invasion fleet consisted
of 23 warships, 1ncluding three
cruisers and five destroyers, and
28 transports. It carried 32.000
troops, 27,000 of whom were used
in the Ambon fighting. The as-
sault on Ambon began on the
night of January 30. Had the
Australians been able to keep to
their original plan of defence, the
Japs might have been held off
much longer.

The key to the detence of Am-
bon was the harbor, which
thrusts like a knife into the heart
of the 1sland. It was obvious that
an enemy 1n control of this water
could deal the defenders a death
blow. So the harbor was mined
and a Dutch battery posted on the
shore to prevent the entry of Jap
mine sweepers.

These measures
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could have

made the harbor impregnable.
The Australians assumed that
they had, and concentrated on the
defence of the aerodrome at Laha,
on the northern side of the har-
bor, and the most likely lines of
attack around the island peri-
meter. B and C companies
and a detachment of HQ company
were set to guard the aerodrome.
The rest of the battalion was
scattered on the southern side of
the harbor. A company was
stationed at Latahalot near the
mouth of the harbor. A detach-
ment of pioneers was posted on
Mount Nona, highest point on the
1sland. Don company, Battalion
HQ and B Echelon were strung
out below Mount Nona on the
harbor side. B Echelon en-
trenched itself in a coconut grove
on top of Koedamati Hill, which
overlooks the harbor and the town
of Ambon.

Tombstone camouflage

On the hillside immediately be-
low B Echelon was a Christian,
Moslem and Chinese cemetery.
The dead were to help the living
in the battle for Ambon. Miskin
safeguarded his ammunition from
air attack by white-washing the
ammunition cases and laying
them along the graves in the
cemetery. From the air they looked
like tombstones and the Jap pilots
passed over without giving them
a second glance.

No such success attended the
general strategy of the Austra-
lians. Within two days the Japs
had thrown the whole defence
system out of gear. They attacked
along supposedly “impossible”
approaches, and worst of all, they
broke into the harbor.

Blame for this set-back rests
with the Dutch gunners assigned
to cover the harbor minefield, says
Miskin. At the first appearance of
the fleet they spiked their guns
and fled, allowing the Jap mine-
sweepers to enter the heads un-
molested and to clear away the
mines.

That afternoon the Jap war-
ships. followed by the transports,
swept Into the harbor and began
to bombard the Australian de-
fences at pointblank range. B
Echelon, normally in the rear of
the battalion, found itself in front
as a result of this unexpected
attack. Miskin’s position was only
500yds from the belching muzzles
of the Jap naval guns. Miskin
says the first Japanese writing he
ever saw was inscriptions on the
guns which shelled him.

Odds were too heavy

The odds and ends of B Echelon
fought back magnificently under
the terrible pounding of the naval
barrage. They swept the decks of
the warships with rifle, machine-
gun and mortar fire. But the ex-
change was unequal. In return
for .303 and .5 inch bullets and 3-
inch mortar bombs they got 4 and
61n shells.

Nevertheless fire from a
Browning, manned by a Corporal
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Survivors of Gull Force who were kept in Ambon were vears behind

with the news when they boarded a hospitar siip to return home.

Hawkins, made things so hot for
one Japanese destroyer that it re-
treated crab-wise into the stream.
It was the first sizeable warship
to fall victim to a medium mach-
ine-gun. As it squirmed out it ran
into the only mine overlooked by
the minesweepers and blew up.
A column of smoke, flame and
debris shot 1200 feet into the air.
Hawkins claimed the destroyer as
a “kill.” Miskin told him to chalk
it up and promised that after the
war he'd give him the Browning
as a prize. But Hawkins did not
live to collect his trophy. He died
in a prison camp.

The destroyer was sunk on the
third day of the invasion. On the
first day the Japs had infiltrated
between the Australian positions,
isolating the different units. By
the end of the day most of the 100
men In B Echelon had either
been wounded, battered by shell
blast or grazed by shrapnel and
spattering coral. The sky was red
with the glow from o1l storage
tanks near the town, exploded by
Dutch and Australian engineers.
The town itself had been set afire
by a Jap column which had pene-
trated from the coast. B Echelon,
looking down on the smoke and
flames, heard the screams of the
inhabitants as the Japs marched
through the streets, killing,
raping and pillaging.

The Japs, convinced that their
shelling from the harbor had
wiped out all opposition, began
to land In strength on the second
day. A whole battalion swarmed
ashore on the harbor edge below
B Echelon. Miskin ordered his
men to hold their fire. The Japs
loosed a few rounds in the direc-
tion of the Australian positions
and, drawing no reply, slung their
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arms and began to march up the
hill in column of route.

Miskin let them get within
pointblank range then gave the
order to fire. The sudden hail of
bullets and mortar bombs caught
the Japs by surprise. They ran
like rabbits back to the boats.
About 200 were killed or mortally
wounded.

That same day B Echelon re-
pelled anether attack from the
east. A Jap contingent, which
landed 1in the perimeter of the

- 1sland, occupied the Dutch sana-

torium, which stands on a hill
dominating Koedamati. From here
they were able to fire down into
the Australian slit trenches. At
the height of the duel between
the two groups an ambulance
with a large red cross on its side
drove up from the town of Ambon
towards the Japanese position.

Ceasefire for ambulance

Miskin, obeying the articles of

war, ordered a ceasefire while the
ambulance climbed to the enemy
strongpoint. A moment later a rain
of mortar bombs from behind the
ambulance made him regret his
scrupulous observance of the
rules. The Japs had brought up
the mortar under cover of the Red
Cross.
But the Australians had their
revenge. A fighting patrol, let by
an engineer lieutenant named
Campbell, set out to “get” the
mortar, which was seriously men-
acing the Australian defences. It
lay for a whole day within at-
tacking range of the enemy posi-
tion. After nightfall the Aust-
ralians pounced on the unwary
Japs, killing the mortar crew and
destroying the mortar.
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