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The allied defence of the Netherlands East Indies (NEl) is one of the 
little known campaigns of the Second World War. Few histories of this 
campaign have appeared in English, and it is usually mentioned as an 
adjunct to the fall of Singapore. Because of this lack there has arisen a 
particular myth, especially in the non-Dutch military histories, that 
implies that the Dutch conducted an incompetent and half-hearted 
defence of the NEL For example, in a book about the Australian 2/3rd 
Machine Gun Battalion that was captured in the NEl in 1942, the view 
is expressed that the Australians 'had [only] been forced to surrender 
because the Dutch had surrendered without a fight'.1 Similarly a 
British volume on the NEl campaign states that 'the Dutch far from 
having a conviction of ultimate victory had a conviction of ultimate 
defeat'.2 The reality is far different.

For 61 days, from 10 January to 12 March 1942, the Dutch fought a 
series of confused and desperate actions against the advancing 
Japanese. Japanese losses were not insubstantial, including 28 ships, 
most of which were valuable troop transports. Each battle for the 
Dutch was a rearguard act;- • while they waited for allied reinforce­
ments to reach the NEL Thus th;- :■•’£! campaign is a story of misplaced 
Dutch faith in British ...id : .ises of support. Dutch faith was
displayed through th-.-. cum. . . -cm of some of their best equipped 
forces to the inept Me. ; ■ ; < and in the provision of Dutch 
facilities to the US Nsiwc; .-heet after it fled from the Philippines. 
Unfortunately this Dutch Di :• w not repaid in kind, with the result 
that they found themselves abandoned in their darkest hour by both 
the US and Britain.

On New Year's Day 1942, the Dutch were in the unusual situation of 
being at war with the Japanese but the Japanese were not officially at 
war with the NEL The Governor-General of the NEl, Jonkheer Tjarda 
van Starkenborgh Stachouwer, had declared war on Japan as soon as 
the news of the attacks on Pearl Harbor and northern Malaya had 
reached his military headquarters at Bandoeng, in Java. Thereafter,
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for the next 36 days, that is from 8 December 1941 to 12 January 1942, 
the Dutch carried out offensive actions against the advancing Japanese 
forces, even though those forces were not formally at war with the NEI. 
This diplomatic limbo had no real effect upon hostilities though, as 
Dutch submarines sank a Japanese merchantman, plus a tanker and 
damaged four other merchantmen off Malaya on 12 and 13 December, 
while the Japanese retaliated with the sinking of the Dutch 
submarines 0-20 and K-XVII. The 0-16 was also lost when it sailed into an 
unmarked British minefield on 13 December. Similarly, in defending 
the British territories in northern Borneo, Dutch submarines and 
bombers sank two Japanese destroyers, a minesweeper, and three 
transports while damaging two more transports, with the Japanese 
claiming the Dutch submarine K-XVI in return.

The Governor-General of the NEI had used as his pretext for declaring 
war on Japan the claim that the unexpected attacks on the US and 
British territories were a grave threat to the NEI. In making such a dec­
laration, he was following a strategy that had been mapped out in con­
ferences in 1941 in which the Dutch tied the defence of the NEI to 
British assurances of the impregnability of 'fortress Singapore', as well 
as to the perception that the US would provide massive material aid 
and reinforcements to the NE' once war broke out. Thus the Singapore 
Conference held on 22 F.www. 1941 decided upon the British, 
Australian and Dutch str?, teg w ,?• when war came, with the 
Dutch being responsible w.cce duties 'in the South China
Seas, south of the equator • t • 3■■■:., and south of a line joining 
the north-east end of Born.? ■. Uc..•••;• other than the Timor and
Arafura Seas'.3 To fulfil ■■■ •••■ -' lies, the Dutch sent their
Dornier and Catalina fly- , rtin bombers and Buffalo
fighters to the airbases a- S --.-. i and II (Western Borneo),
Samarinda, Tarakan, E..:;-.. ’ ?.v. Borneo), Menado, Kema
and Makassar (Celebes). . ■. h ■ ;? Dutch agreed to reinforce
Singapore with two squa d. ... Glenn Martin bombers, and a 
squadron of Buffalo fighters. 1'h.ese arrived promptly at Sembawang 
airfield in Singapore on 8 December, but the Dutch aircraft were never 
used properly. The heavy aircraft losses suffered by the British in 
Malaya between 8 and 10 December had forced the RAF to change over 
to night bombing, which did not require fighter escort. Unfortunately 
the Glenn Martins' crews were not trained in night operations, and so 
one of the bomber squadrons returned to Java. The remaining Glenn 
Martin squadron was confined to daytime reconnaissance, in which it 
lost six bombers before being evacuated on 19 January.4 The Dutch 
Buffalo squadron assisted in the air defence of Singapore, before it too 
was withdrawn on 18 January.

Thus, even before the first Japanese attacks upon NEI territory, the 
Dutch had incurred major losses including four of their 15 submarines, as 
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well as some of their best aircraft and crews. That these losses were in­
curred in defending British territory was due to Dutch faith in the 
British and US promises of assistance in defending the NEI when finally 
it was attacked. Unfortunately for the Dutch, such faith in their US 
and British allies was misplaced; neither the material nor personnel 
reinforcements ever reached the NEI in sufficient numbers to help make 
a difference against the Japanese.

The first such reinforcements to reach the NEI were the US Asiatic 
Fleet and the remnants of the US Far East Air Force (US FEAF) which es­
caped from the Philippines. The US naval units, under the command of 
Admiral Hart, reached Soerabaja naval base in Java on 26 December, 
and comprised three cruisers, 14 destroyers, two submarine tenders plus 
a variable number of submarines, two gunboats and two minesweepers.

All of Hart's crews were finding the servicing of their ships increas­
ingly difficult because of the loss of all their naval stores when the 
Japanese destroyed the Cavite Naval Base at Manila on 10 December. 
As well the US destroyers and submarines were discovering that they 
had faulty torpedoes. The us aircraft sent out to the NEI were a 
Liberator and 14 Flying Fortress bombers together with 17 Catalina fly­
ing boats. All of the aircraft and their crews had taken a pounding from 
the Japanese before reaching the NEI, and the Dutch soon found the use 
of these bombers denied to them, as they were usually then sent to 
northern Australia from where they were to stage through airfields in 
the southern Philippines in order to support MacArthur’s trapped army 
on Bataan.

••.■mm.■•■cement of the NEI, in response 
. s i ion-existent, until the last two

■ December 1941 and January 
•; was the defence of Singapore, 

• into which so much money 
. ression years. There were simply no 

Ckl'le to divert to the Dutch. The 
he;d to die Singapore Conference agree- 

or the war, they sent some of their scarce 
the

The British assistance with 
to Dutch help in def ,'w ’ • A '■ 
weeks prior to the fati '\ ■ 
1942 the British prion' . 
or more specifically 1 • ■ .:
had been poured du; 
ships, planes or tvoo; av 
Australians on the other maid 
ment in that, at the outbit­
military resources to defend the eastern outer Indies. Australia for­
warded two flights oi i< ... ■ Hudsons together with the 2/21st Battalion 
plus ancillary troops (Gull Force) to Ambon. A flight of RAAF Hudsons, 
and Sparrow Force, comprising the 2/40th Battalion, the 2/2nd 
Independent Company plus ancillary units, were sent at the same time 
to Timor. Both Australian forces were to cooperate with the local 
Dutch defences, with Gull Force being under the direct orders of the 
local Dutch commander.

Thus, as 1942 began, the Dutch had already sustained losses in de­
fending non-NEl territory as an act of faith with their major allies, and 
the NEI had received in return some of the US naval and air force sur­
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vivors from the Philippines, nothing from the British, and small but 
inadequate ground and air forces from the Australians. Not unnatu­
rally, the Dutch were beginning to fear that they were being left in the 
lurch by their two major allies, both of whom seemed to be preoccupied 
with their losing campaigns in Malaya and the Philippines. As a re­
sponse to the deteriorating Far Eastern situation (and also to calm 
Dutch fears) a joint multinational command for the theatre was 
created. Named ABDA Command, for American, British, Dutch and 
Australian (in that deliberate order), it had established its 
headquarters at Bandoeng on 10 January. ABDA's one and only supreme 
commander was the British General Archibald Wavell, whose reaction 
on hearing of this appointment was: 'I've heard of being left holding 
the baby, but this is quadruplets!'.5 Clearly Wavell did not possess 
even initial confidence in his ability to hold the ABDA theatre against 
the Japanese.

The creation of ABDA did little to mollify Dutch fears over the de­
fence of the NEI. The territorial responsibilities of ABDA Command in­
volved Burma, Malaya/Singapore, the Philippines and the NEL On 24 
January this area of responsibility was extended further to include 
northwestern Australia, where the ports of Darwin and Broome were 
being used as aircraft ferry routes into ABDA. The US and Filipino army 
trapped at Bataan, and their other troops in the southern islands of 
Samar, Leyte and Mindanao, were under the command of General 
Douglas MacArthur. Not only were his forces in no position to help 
Wavell, but MacArthur was haroi. o; the temperament to accept 
orders from a British general even if bis fences could have been shifted 
to other parts of ABDA. Thus WavG- left MacArthur's forces to their 
own devices. In Burma and •v.-.k.-.r, -'f inyap re the- strategic situation 
was as bad as in the Philippines, with northern Malaya lost, central 
Malaya nearly lost, while Burnvi ? : nlv a meagre garrison. Yet
here again Wavell chose not .. .■ Is -upreme commander's pow­
ers over an operational thea.w . ■ r ? • e!; control in the hands of 
the local commander, Genera i W. \ .Il's involvement in the
Malayan Campaign was con' u.:. ..• ,'evisits to Singapore to hold
discussions with the commanders there. Although at the time of ABDA's 
creation the Americans had given up trying to push reinforcements 
through to the Philippines, at the same time the British were able to 
reinforce Singapore right up until its surrender on .15 February. It re­
mains inexplicable why Wavell chose not to exercise more control over 
these reinforcements (primarily the British 18th Division), which 
reached Singapore between 22 January and 5 February, especially as 
the Dutch could have made use of these troops in those parts of the NEI 
which, by then, were under attack from the Japanese.

Thus the creation of ABDA really left Wavell in command only of 
those forces available in the NEI and northern Australia. The Dutch 
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therefore expected that, as their territory seemed to be ABDA's primary 
concern and as they, initially at least, possessed the majority of ships, 
aircraft and troops in the NEI, they would be given most of the major 
ABDA command positions. This was not to be, because ABDA was the cre­
ation of Churchill and Roosevelt, and as a US/British initiative its 
strategic decisions would be made by officers from those two major pow­
ers. Both the Dutch and the Australians resented the fact that the two 
major western powers ignored their views regarding the defence of their 
own national territories. The NEI and Australia resented the British 
claim that on Far Eastern strategy Britain spoke for the Australians 
and the Dutch. The US readily accepted this position since Roosevelt 
saw Australia as an appendage of the British Commonwealth while 
the Netherlands Government-in-Exile, under Dr Gerbrandy, was in 
London and therefore under the influence of their hosts, the British.

The similarities between the way the ABDA Command was formed in 
January and the way the South-West Pacific Area (SWPA) Command 
was formed in March need to be noted. Both were created by Roosevelt 
and Churchill to suit their own interests. Both ABDA and SWPA had 
only one senior appointment made from the nationality whose territory 
was the prime focus of that command, and who provided the majority 
of defending forces. In the case of ABDA, only the command of the land 
forces was given to a Dutchman, Lieutenant General Hein ter Poorten of 
the Royal Netherlands Indies Army (KNIL). In the case of SWPA, the 
land forces command was given (and only after Roosevelt's interven­
tion) to the Australian, General Hmmas Blarney. It seems that nothing 
was learnt from the ABDA debac'e, when SWPA was formed, and Big 
Power insensitivity continued • ver ride the interests of the lesser al­
lied nations. Thus, when d . complained to Roosevelt that
none of their own officers had Lv. appointed initially to MacArthur's 
SWPA command positions (the De ch had made similar complaints 
about ABDA), MacArthur e cused himself with the claim that there 
was 'no prospect of obtaining qualified senior staff officers from the 
Australians', adding that 'there were no qualified Dutch officers pre­
sent in Australia'.'1

The other ABDA appointees were General George Brett (USAAF) as 
Deputy Commander, Lieutenant-General Sir Henry Pownall as Chief of 
Staff, Admiral Thomas Hart (CSN) as ABDA naval (ABDA float) 
commander, and Major-General Lewis Brereton (USAAF) as ABDA air 
forces (ABDA air) commander. Both Pownall and Brett were new to the 
Far East, whereas Hart and Brereton had commanded the US naval and 
air forces that had been defeated in the Philippines. Subsequent events 
were to prove that neither Brett, Hart nor Brereton were up to the tasks 
of controlling the air and naval units that were to be the primary de­
fence of the series of islands that comprised the NEI. Hart, already 
shaken by his Philippines experiences, asked to be released from his 
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command on 12 February on the grounds of ill health.7 Brereton was 
held personally responsible by MacArthur for the destruction of his air 
forces in the Philippines on the second day of the Pacific War. Later, 
on 7 July 1942, when MacArthur commanded the SWPA, he would push 
for Brett, whom he disliked, to be replaced by General Kenney.8

To add to the Dutch woes, they found that their prewar service plan­
ning and training was largely ignored by the ABDA air and naval com­
manders. Brereton took his appointment as ABDA air commander so lit­
erally that he took control of all aircraft in the NEI including the Dutch 
Navy's Dorniers, Fokkers and Catalinas, which were 'the eyes' of the 
Dutch fleet. Hart followed the US and Royal Navies' tactical doctrine 
regarding submarines, in that all ABDA submarines were sent out on 
individual patrols, rather than in groups or wolfpacks as practised by 
the Royal Netherlands Navy. The Dutch had trained their naval and 
air units to cooperate in a multi-layered defence of the NEL First, their 
long-range naval reconnaissance aircraft were to search for and find the 
Japanese invasion fleet. Next, the submarine wolfpacks would be 
guided to the Japanese ships by these planes. After the submarines had 
finished with the Japanese, the Army's bombers would attack the 
invaders. This would be followed by a mopping up attack by the small 
Dutch surface fleet of light cruisers, destroyers and motor torpedo boats. 
Like a jigsaw, the Dutch plan required all its pieces to have a chance of 
success, but when Hart removed the submarines and Brereton took away 
the reconnaissance planes the Dutch lost the advantage that the years 
of prewar training had given thDr forces.

Still, and despite these pr, ’ ■ \ tch nevertheless offered all
of their remaining forces to Wa\ ell. Fhe Royal Netherlands Navy was 
a highly professional f<>- ? t ir idition and it gave Hart a
force of three light crui ’ers. ' 13 submarines, nine MTBs,
numerous patrol and r. dn '■ ■ . ■ >- ■ a marine battalion and an
air wing comprising nc u : ■>. ■■of which were becoming
unserviceable, howe e-, • .• • :. ■ ! Dutch or German design.

The KNIL on the other . ’ t idlv expanding but poorly
equipped force whose b< o • . ■ • . Jr wing of the KNIL and its
small professional core o' ; pecialists such as the engineers.
The KNIL's air wing provided r ;■■. .ailh about 120 planes mostly of 
obsolete US design." The KNIL J tael a peace time strength of 30,000 men 
scattered in outposts throughout the islands of the NEL Its organisation 
was based on the provincial system, with units raised and trained lo­
cally to deal with small-scale attacks. In effect the KNIL was an armed 
police force possessing few heavy weapons, most of which were out­
dated. Its main artillery piece was the First World War vintage 
French 75mm, and its main machine-gun was the Lewis Gun of the same 
era. Its only armoured battalion contained an assortment of prewar de­
signs. After the fall of the Netherlands in May 1940, the KNIL tried to 
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obtain modern equipment from the Allies, but the British had none to 
spare while the US lend-lease priorities lay with the British, the 
Russians and their own domestic rearmament programme. Only 
Australia seemed able to give priority to the Dutch, and provided 
them with limited quantities of small arms and ammunition from local 
industry. The equipment that was obtained from the US was either from 
projects that were rejected by the American forces, such as the Johnstone 
rifle and the Marmon-Herrington tanks, or was delivered after the fall 
of the NEL Brigadier Elliot Thorpe, the US Lend-Lease Commissioner to 
the NEI, described the desperate lengths to which the Dutch were pre­
pared to go in order to obtain overseas armaments:

An emplacement of a coastal defence gun I saw typified the whole 
matter of materiel. In one of these improvised emplacements was an 
eight-inch rifle. This gun, taken from an American battleship junked 
after the Spanish-American War, had lain for years in the yard of 
a safe manufacturing company in the United States. It was spotted 
by a Dutch agent in the United States who bought it and sent it out 
to Java in 1941. There was no fire-control equipment with it. An im­
provised quadrant for setting elevation was made of a lead weight 
on a string with a scale marked on a curved piece of bamboo. The 
barbette mount and recoil system had to be seen to be believed.10

Such obsolete weaponry was the mainstay of the KNIL defences, as 
most NEI ports were garrisoned by a KNIL. battalion that had been 
brought up to strength with local conscripts, supported by coastal guns, 
minefields and, if available, a :ev. armoured cars. Apart from the ex­
panding KNIL, as ABDA land commander Poorten could call upon local 
militias, the Stadswachl (ton ■. .■< . / ,;iidwacht (country guards).
Consisting of over-age n ; -. lives, these militias were
largely immobile and even iae.- ■ ■ . i.-d than the KNIL. By the 
end of the NEI campaign lae n: . ' wased the KNIL strength to
122,600 troops.

Such was the military situation .Lie - El on 10 January when, as the 
ABDA Commanders were h.o: : m.-ir first meeting, the Japanese at­
tacked their first NEI ob; c-ctives—Tarakan (Borneo) and Menado 
(Celebes). The Japanese followed these attacks with the 'courtesy' of 
an official declaration of war, two days later. For the next 59 days 
ABDA was to suffer a series of disastrous defeats that would lead to the 
loss of the Dutch overseas empire.

Both Tarakan and Menado were captured before any response could be 
mounted by Wavell. At Tarakan the KNIL defenders destroyed the oil 
refinery so that it was not able to reach prewar production levels again 
until 1944, by which time the place was under attack from allied 
bombers.11 Balikpapan (Borneo) and Kendari (Celebes) became the next 
Japanese objectives. This time ABDA did react, and employing, on a 
much smaller scale, the tactics envisaged for the Dutch air and naval 
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units, they struck repeatedly at the Japanese off Balikpapan. The 
submarine K-XVIII sank one transport, Glenn Martins sank another, and 
on 24 January a US surface group consisting of two cruisers and four 
destroyers sank a patrol boat, three more transports, and damaged two 
other transports. As an example of the kind of bad luck that would dog 
ABDA during the NEI campaign, the US cruiser Boise hit an uncharted 
rock, even before reaching Balikpapan, and was sent out to America for 
repairs. Despite their losses the Japanese pressed their invasion, and 
for two days the battle for Balikpapan continued until its defenders de­
molished the refinery and escaped to the Borneo interior. The Japanese 
had previously dropped pamphlets demanding that the Dutch not 
carry out a scorched earth policy and, when they found that these had 
been ignored, the victors retaliated by massacring the entire European 
civilian population of Balikpapan.

On 27 January, only three days after taking Kendari and Balikpapan, 
the Japanese attacked eastern Borneo from across the border in 
Sarawak. The KNIL battalion defending Pemangkat was joined by the 
survivors of the 2/15th Punjab Battalion which had retreated inland 
from Sarawak. When Pemangkat became untenable, this combined 
Dutch/British force retreated to Pontianak, where the Singkawang II 
airfield was situated. After a two-day battle the Japanese seized this, 
the last allied airfield in western Borneo, and the KN IL/Punjabi sur­
vivors followed the example of their Balikpapan compatriots and took 
to the jungle. Both groups hoped to reach a port on Borneo's south coast, 
and so gain evacuation to Java. Bv.i as fate would have it the Pontianak
survivors reached Banjermasin on ch, just in time to learn of Java's 
surrender. The same fate ber '■ iwiikpapan defenders when they 
surrendered at Muaramum. •• m t : Varch.

On 31 January, just two dps ata. 
Japanese struck at Amu ties- 
fought the Japanese urn T. ?'•. • 
they had lost two mi:: w . -w-w . 
massacred an Australian . 
KNIL and Australian irw'k • 
or Dutch New Guinea. The • ■ w 
of the first month of ABDA's i : 
Borneo and the Celebes plus A .i>

. urhw Singkawang II airfield, the
• ■ si-med KNIL/Australian garrison 

■m:! forced to surrender. Because
> Dutch minefields the Japanese 

r etc surrender, but a handful of
' '.o escape by boat to either Darwin

■ w on 5 February marked the end 
It had seen the loss of most of 

■ t, with the only counterattacks com­
ing during the naval Battle of Balikpapan, together with attacks by 
the Dutch, US and RAAF bombers which achieved little except the 
gradual attrition of ABDA air's limited resources.

The second and final month of ABDA's existence finally saw the ar­
rival of some British reinforcements, evacuated from Singapore before 
its surrender. Three cruisers, four destroyers and some miscellaneous 
vessels were sent to Java, as were two RAN cruisers and seven corvettes. 
All of these ships had spent January escorting reinforcement convoys
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into Singapore, and most of the Dutch fleet had also been distracted by 
this fruitless effort. This is the reason why so few surface warships 
were available for the attack against the Japanese at Balikpapan. As 
well, the British evacuated their remaining aircraft to southern 
Sumatra. An assortment of Hudson and Blenheim IV bombers, 
Vildabeeste torpedo-bombers, Catalinas, Buffalo and Hurricane fight­
ers, and one Wirraway shifted down to the Pl and P2 airfields that 
had been built around the oil refinery at Palembang. Unfortunately, 
most of these aircraft were in such poor condition that they were sent on 
to Java, with only the 40 Hurricanes retained in Sumatra. As well, 
Australia inadvertently reinforced ABDA with some of its forces 
returning from the Middle East. The advance party of the 1st 
Australian Corps headed by General John Lavarak reached Java on 26 
January. They were followed by 3400 troops of the 7th Division, and a 
squadron of British light tanks, which reached Sumatra on 12 
February. The US also tried helping out by landing in Java an artillery 
regiment destined for the Philippines. The Americans also provided 
groups of aircraft that had been assembled in Australia and then 
hastily dispatched to Java. Such was the inexperience of their pilots, 
though, that of the 82 Kittyhawk fighters flown out from Darwin, only 
38 reached Java; of the 15 Dauntless dive-bombers only seven reached 
Java, and only three more Flying Fortresses were able to reinforce the 14 
bombers that had escaped from the Philippines.12

With these less than fresh forces, Wavell prepared to meet the next 
series of enemy'- attacks, which began on 8 February when the Japanese 
invaded Makassar (Celebes). Reconnaissance planes found the Japanese 
invasion convoy and, on 4 February, a US/Dutch fleet, designated the 
Combined Striking Force unde; the command of the Dutch Admiral 
Karel Doorman, sallied forth into :h:: Makassar Strait. The Japanese 
met the Combined Striking Force with -:ircraft based at Kendari, with 
the result that the US cruise; A4.' '.blchcad was so severely damaged 
that it was sent to the USA for r_m? vhile the US cruiser Houston lost 
its forward gun turret. Doorman's ships were forced to return to Java, 
and the only damage inflicted on the enemy was when a US submarine 
sank an enemy destroyer on 8 February. The KNIL battalion at Makassar 
held out for two days and then retreated into the jungle, from where it 
conducted guerrilla warfare until finally exterminated in July 1942. The 
day after the capture of Makassar, the Japanese invaded Bandjermasin 
(Borneo) thus completing their conquest of the Celebes and Borneo.

The allied debacle in the Makassar Strait only' served further to 
strain US and Dutch relations in the top echelon of ABDA float. The se­
nior Dutch naval officer in the NEI, Admiral C.E.L. Helfrich, did not 
approve of having the naval affairs of the NEI placed under the control 
of the American, Hart. Their relationship was so poisonous that, just 
prior to the Makassar Strait action, Helfrich had sent his Dutch cruis­
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ers and destroyers 'on a wild-goose chase to Karemata Strait between 
Borneo and Sumatra, where a Japanese surface force was rumoured to be. 
The rumour was false, as Admiral Hart happened to know, but 
Helfrich had not asked his opinion before sending the ships out'.13 
Makassar Strait was to be Hart's 'swan song'; on 9 February he asked to 
be relieved of his duties, and Helfrich replaced him. Hart had ap­
parently felt himself too old for the job, and the appointment to ABDA 
fleet had never been to his liking anyway.14

On 14 February, when Helfrich assumed command of ABDA float, he 
was confronted with a crisis of confidence. First, a Japanese invasion 
fleet was spotted sailing towards Palembang in southern Sumatra, and 
on the next day Singapore surrendered to the Japanese. The morale of 
all the ABDA forces fell when this latter news was received, but the 
Dutch particularly were shocked. They had been denied British 
equipment and reinforcements which had been diverted instead to 
Singapore. The Dutch had sent some of their best military hardware to 
help the British, while the ability of the Combined Striking Force to 
defend the NEI had been hampered by some of its units being withdrawn 
to be used as convoy escorts into Singapore. With the loss of the suppos­
edly impregnable Singapore, a sense of fatalism began to affect the 
Dutch, especially the poorly equipped KNIL.

The Japanese had dropped paratroops at Palembang on 14 February 
but they suffered such severe casualties that by the end of the day 
their survivors had been driven by the KMIL out of the oil installations 
and into the jungle. The seconf wave of attackers landed at the mouth 
of the Moesi River, and exceeded upriver by barge towards 
Palembang. Doorman took k Combined Striking Force to attack the 
invaders. He suffered an w.l/ low- when the destroyer Van Ghent 
struck a reef on Lima Isbmd and had to be scuttled. The next day 
Japanese aircraft spotted D-..o-force and then subjected them to 
five hours of heavy air albd; vcnhwily forcing Doorman to retreat. 
Despite this setback, the reinforcements on the Moesi were
held up by constant air aww.f m the RAF and RAAF planes based at 
Pl and P2 airfields and from a-'-u-d bombers based in Java. The Japanese 
lost a transport plus many troop-laden barges to these air attacks, but 
still they pressed on. At Palembang the British/Dutch defenders were 
exhausted after three days of continuous battle and, seeing no prospect 
of outside assistance, they blew up the oilfield and retreated down the 
road to the port of Oosthaven.

Yet reinforcements were close by to help the defenders of Palembang. 
The liner Orcades had already delivered 'Blackforce' to Oosthaven, 
consisting of the 2/3rd Machine Cun Battalion, 2/22nd Pioneer 
Battalion, 2/6th Field Company, and their support units of the AIF plus 
a tank squadron of the 3rd Hussars. Thus Wavell had the equivalent of 
a brigade of troops available, which he could have sent up by road or 
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rail the 250 miles to Palembang. He decided inexplicably to abandon 
Sumatra, and ordered 'Blackforce' to re-embark on the Orcades on 15 
February. Such was the hastiness of this evacuation and the cautious 
advance of the Japanese, prompted by their heavy losses, that the 
corvette HMAS Ballarat was able to return to the still unoccupied 
Oosthaven to collect valuable aircraft spares on 20 February. The cap­
ture of southern Sumatra gave the Japanese airfields in range of Java; 
thus its loss was to be the decisive action that was to doom the Indies. 
As one of the defending RAF Hurricane pilots commented bitterly:

Sumatra could have been a nasty thorn in the side of the Japanese, 
and Java might have held. It was the one possible base for opera­
tions on a grand scale granted time to prepare, fought for tenaciously 
it had the size and terrain to absorb reserves, its southern coast was 
never for long a Japanese sea.15

Yet despite the KN IL/British successes at Palembang, and the 
RAF/Dutch success on the Moesi River, Sumatra was given up, not by the 
Dutch but on the orders of their ABDA Commander—Wavell.

Having cut Java off in the west, the next Japanese moves were de­
signed to cut Java off from any reinforcements coming from Australia in 
the east. The Japanese invaded Bali on 18 February, and once again the 
Combined Striking Force, comprising three Dutch cruisers, one Dutch 
and four US destroyers, and the Dutch MTB squadron, sallied forth to 
meet the enemy. The resultant Battle of Bandoeng Strait left two 
Japanese destroyers and two merchantmen damaged, with the Dutch 
cruiser Tramp also so badly damaged that it was sent to Sydney for re­
pairs.

While the Combined Str”, mg ;>.-ce was thus distracted around Bali, 
the Japanese turned A. 'n:. to- Timor. As a preliminary move 
the Japanese launched a •’ u - . Darwin, where the destroyer 
Peary and seven transport ' . . ~ s: ■ k. Contrary to popular misconcep­
tions in Australia, the raid on Darwin, as well as the later raid on 
Broome, were not the opening Japanese moves against Australia but 
rather were part of the Japanese campaign for the NEI. Wavell had 
reinforced the original Fimor garrison by sending the British 79th Anti- 
Aircraft Battery to Koepang on 16 January, and the Australians had 
sent a further 100 raw recruits '.c Sparrow Force on 19 January. Another 
reinforcement attempt had been made on 15 February, when a convoy 
carrying the 2/4th Pioneer Battalion A1F and a detachment of the US 
148th Field Artillery Regiment and escorted by the Houston, Peary and 
two RAN sloops, was sent out from Darwin. Japanese planes found the 
convoy the next day and then subjected it to constant bombing attacks by 
up to 46 aircraft. Wavell ordered the convoy to return to Darwin where 
many of the ships were subsequently caught by the raid of 19 February.

On 20 February the Japanese launched simultaneous invasions of 
Koepang and Dili (Portuguese Timor). The Australian/KNIL garrison at 
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Koepang fought the Japanese for three days until it was forced to 
surrender on 24 February, and one wonders what effect the Houston con­
voy's reinforcements might have played in the outcome if they had 
reached Koepang. Certainly there was a danger to this convoy, but it 
had already survived heavy air attacks and was within landing dis­
tance of Timor, so Wavell could have risked having the convoy continue 
its mission. As it was, Wavell's decision to turn the convoy around sig­
nalled to Sparrow Force that they were on their own, and the trans­
ports were to be sunk in the raid on Darwin anyway. At Dili, the 
Australian Independent Company together with the KNIL company re­
treated into the hinterland, where they carried out a successful guer­
rilla campaign until evacuated in December. The Australian/Dutch 
agony over Timor continued during this guerrilla war. The Australians 
lost the destroyer Voyager in a reinforcement run on 23 September. Then 
on 1 December, the corvette HMAS Armidale and 61 troops of the KNIL 
were lost in a second reinforcement attempt.

The loss of Timor closed the air reinforcement route between Java and 
Australia. As a result attempts were made to run into Java only crated 
aircraft carried on ships. The Sea Witch and the seaplane tender USS 
Langley were allocated to this task. But the Langley carrying 32 
Kittyhawks was sunk on the way to Java on 27 February while the Sea 
Witch reached the port of Tjilatjap with 27 Kittyhawks; but no experi­
enced groundcrew were available to assemble these fighters, so they 
were dumped into the sea.

Thus one and a half months after its creation, ABDA was left with only 
Java to defend. Japanese bombers from Sumatra and Bali subjected all 
Java's airfields and ports, particularly Soerabaja naval base, to contin­
uous raids. A Dutch destroyer was sunk on 17 February while attempt­
ing to evacuate the KNIL garrison from Billiton Island off Sumatra, a 
Dutch submarine was sunk in an air raid on Soerabaja the next day, 
while four allied destroyers were so badly damaged during these raids 
that they were eventually scuttled. These raids also forced Brereton to 
disperse his dwindling aircraft amcr.gst a series of temporary jungle 
airstrips, but as these fields possessed only the barest of facilities the 
rate of aircraft serviceability dropped, with the corresponding effect 
on the number of allied planes that could be put into the air. For the 
ABDA ground forces, the bombings not only sapped morale but also di­
rectly affected the communications network used by the KNIL. The 
Dutch radio shortage lead the KNIL to be dependent upon the civilian 
postal, telephone and telegraphic service, and this service was failing 
due to the effects of Japanese bombing, the subsequent desertion of the 
native staff, and the lack of replacement stores.16

In the midst of this dismal situation, Wavell dissolved ABDA on 25 
February and left for Ceylon. He believed that Java was doomed, and 
he had cabled London to request the evacuation of all British forces on 
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the island as early as 20 February. Apparently Wavell 'did not so in­
form his subordinate commanders of the other nationalities, but it 
leaked out in ABDA headquarters at Bandoeng on that or the next day'.17 
Brett had left Java on 23 February while Brereton, who had recom­
mended to Washington that all US aircraft be evacuated from Java, 
had already gone to India on 24 February. Brereton's decision meant 
that the long-range US Flying Fortresses, Liberators, Dakotas and 
Catalinas began an evacuation service to Australia from Tjilatjap. Thus 
once again these planes were denied to the Dutch for, instead of attack­
ing Japanese, they were used to evacuate American personnel. Hence 
the reason why there was no-one available to assemble the Sea

• Witch's cargo of fighters. The NEI Governor-General allowed Dutch 
women and children to be evacuated to Australia, but he also declared 
that the Dutch forces would stay on Java and fight to the finish.

• Broome in Western Australia became so congested with these evacua­
tion flights that it became a potential target. On 3 March nine Zeroes 
struck Broome, and destroyed 23 allied planes, but two Zeroes were shot 
down by a Dutch pilot, Lieutenant Gus Winckell. Two days later, the 
Japanese raided Tjilatjap and so closed the long-range air escape route 
to Australia.

Thus, by the end of February, the Dutch found themselves in command 
of all the remaining allied forces defending Java. Doorman organised 
his ships into a Western Striking Force (one Australian, two British 
cruisers, and two British destrovors) and an Eastern Striking Force (one 
British, one US, one Aust; ali t , e Dutch cruisers; three Dutch, three 
British, four US destrovc-rs). FL-t. u-en 25 and 27 February both Striking 
Forces searched for the Japanese L». ..'-ion fleets that were approaching 
Java from east and west. The culm’ nation of these sorties was the 
Battle of the Java Sea in. which Dee m an lost both his Dutch cruisers, 
three destroyers and nis own Hie. while the Japanese in return suffered 
only damage to two of their best, -’yers and a cruiser. The critical factor 
in the Japanese victory war men complete knowledge of the move­
ments of Doorman's ships. i'hrn mrormation came from their float 
planes which dropped dares to not ■. the Japanese fleet of every course 
change made by Doorman. Do-.-rman's ships though were always blind 
to the Japanese fleet's movements because no allied aircraft were 
available to provide reconnaissance. Brereton's policy of concentrating 
all allied planes in ABDA air came to bitter fruition during the Battle of 
the Java Sea. At one stage in the battle, ten Kittyhawks and three 
Dauntless dive-bombers appeared on the scene, but they were searching 
for enemy transports or a carrier and so left immediately. The three 
Japanese float planes remained unmolested but had 'the U.S. fighters 
taken time off to dispose of these spotting aircraft, they could well 
have influenced the course of the Battle of the Java Sea. But neither 
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these aircraft nor any others were assigned to Doorman despite his and 
Helfrich's appeal for air protection'.18

After the Battle of the Java Sea, Helfrich tried to use his surviving 
warships to organise another strike at the Japanese, but his plan was 
thwarted by Admiral Glassford, USN and Admiral Palliser, RN who 
wanted instead to save as many of their ships as possible. On 1 March, 
there occurred this bitter exchange between Helfrich and his allied 
commanders:

Palliser: Then I must say to you as the Senior British Naval Officer 
in this area, that my instructions from the Admiralty are to 
withdraw His Majesty's ships from Java when resistance will serve 
no further purpose. That time, in my judgement has come. Therefore I 
feel it my duty to order His Majesty’s ships to India at once, and this 
I propose to do.
Helfrich: You realize that you are under my orders?
Palliser: I do of course. But in this vital matter I cannot do other 
than my duty as I see it.
Helfrich: You know that I lent to the British when Malaya was 
threatened, all of my fighting fleet—my cruisers, my destroyers, my 
submarines, my air—all of it was placed at your disposal for opera­
tion as you saw fit. In doing so we suffered grave losses. Furthermore, 
you did not hold Malaya. Singapore now is in the hands of the en­
emy. You failed. I think the wisest course now is to let me continue to 
handle this situation and save Java.
Palliser: I cannot alter my
Helfrich: Will you delay ow. wAl 1 :.?e the Governor-General 
and inform him of what vw; tn . w'
Palliser: I cannot delay lo .....• Cir. , ourits.
Helfrich: And you, Admire, i . ■ - -hat do you intend to do?
Glassford: My instrvc■:. ■. -r to you for duty. Any order
you give will be obeyed • ■ • - w ! ; say to you, however, that I
concur without resen .rr? d. ven to you by your Chief
of Staff (Palliser). I ?.e • w a Australia by order of my 
Commander in Chief if access.'- abandon Java, but that is for you 
to decide.
Helfrich: Very well then, Admiral Palliser, you may give any or­
ders you wish to His Majesty's ships. Admiral Glassford you will 
order your ships to Australia.19

As this evacuation was being ordered the Japanese moved a carrier 
force south of Java, and between 27 February and 4 March the Japanese 
sank three cruisers, six destroyers, a sloop, a gunboat, an oiler, together 
with 11 merchantmen. The Dutch would point out ruefully that, with 
the exception of HMAS Perth and the USS Houston, which stumbled upon 
the Japanese Western Invasion Force and managed to sink three enemy 
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transports and a minesweeper before going down, these other ten allied 
warships were lost while fleeing the NEI rather than in defending it.

The implications of the allied air and naval evacuation were obvious 
to the troops left behind to defend the island. Many native soldiers af­
fected by the bombing or nationalist propaganda began to desert their 
units, while many of the European reservists refused to leave their lo­
cal districts because they were concerned for their families' safety. 
Poorten only had two weak and immobile KNIL divisions with which to 
defend East and West Java. His only mobile reserves were the KNIL 
Experimental Tank Battalion and 'Blackforce' which had been rein­
forced with the US 131st Artillery Regiment and 165 Australian 

' unfortunates who had managed to escape from Singapore to Java, only 
to be imprisoned as deserters by the Dutch before finally being drafted 
into 'Blackforce'.

• The Japanese began to land on Java on 28 February and the battle for 
the island lasted through to 12 March, thus making it a more pro­
tracted fight than the eight-day battle for Singapore. Despite the de­
teriorating situation Poorten endeavoured to counterattack with his 
tank battalion and 'Blackforce', but Japanese aircraft halted the 
counter-attack by wiping out the tanks. The Dutch attempted to carry 
out a scorched earth policy, with all of Java's port facilities being 
blown up and then blocked with sunken ships. The surviving Dutch 
naval forces damaged a Japanese tanker and sank another transport 
before being scuttled or e c;wg to Ceylon or Fremantle. The increasing 
Dutch bitterness at bel.w T j < ? ' jcch by both their major allies can 
be seen from a wireless mess-,-ve vwt Gem Bandoeng on 7 March:

In the Netherlands i .. dirs d.ere have been some criticism [sic]
of the allies in their . ;?c c'; - campaign in Malaya ... it is more
heartrending for th- r>.>o peop'-e when they recall that a great 
part of the Dutch ce was lost in the unavailing defence of
Malaya. This pn;was • which carried with it the risk of the
quick exhaustion ci Dutch wr.w, but the risk was taken in the expec­
tation that reinforcements would soon arrive in the Far East, but 
these reinforcements never . ame.-'1

The end came fairly soo ; after the 4 March counterattack failed. 
Bandoeng was declared an open city on 8 March, and Poorten ordered 
the KNIL to lay down its arms. As he had previously told his officers to 
ignore any such surrender order, confused and sporadic fighting contin­
ued through to 12 March, when 'Blackforce' finally surrendered.

Repercussions began almost immediately after the surrender of Java. 
Helfrich who had escaped to Ceylon on 1 March complained bitterly 
that US aircraft had been held back for the defence of Australia rather 
than being sent to help out in Java. The Americans rejected Helfrich's 
claim and pointed out that they had allotted a total of 160 fighter air­
craft to ABDA air from their limited stocks in Australia. For the Dutch 
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it was not a matter of the number of planes allotted but rather the num­
ber that flew above the skies over Java, and it was pointed out to the 
Americans that only a meagre 38 of the 160 fighters became opera­
tional.21

The Allies' response to the resentment being expressed by the 
surviving Dutch officers in Ceylon and Australia was to formulate an 
official policy designed not only to win over the Dutch, but also to 
soothe world opinion on this matter. This policy was entitled 'Proposed 
Measures to Offset Dutch Resentment at Allied Failure to Send 
Reinforcements'. It stressed allied fears that the Gerbrandy 
Government might choose to make the 'Dutch merchant navy ... less co­
operative', while in the Far East the repercussions might be that the 
'remnants of the Dutch Government and forces as reach Australia will 
retain a certain hostility which may make co-operation difficult'.22

The fact that in March 1942 the Dutch still possessed a large mer­
chant fleet, some warships and aircraft and oil and bauxite resources in 
Surinam and Curacao also weighed heavily on the minds of the allied 
planners. Thus the following measures were suggested for dealing with 
the Dutch:

1) Propaganda designed to show why it was impossible to send rein­
forcements to the N.E.I. ...
2) Co-operation with the I..: h in "Salvage" operations ... 
(including finding) Ce! : ./ :ls appropriate positions in 
Australia, ... and re-equ'w . n forces which escape.... Full 
recognition of their stains \ ' c: ’J i'.-specially in the case of na­
tive troops) ...
3) Protection of Dutch bmce eg. grant of loans for
equipment etc. secured > r . ...; as gesture of confidence in
restoration of Dutch axuboJi . .
4) Assistance on orgamsaro . ’< . 1 C- wernment.
5) Co-operation in con n ■ g evacuating from N.E.I. - as lit­
tle haggling as possible ions of charter etc. Dutch to be
asked to share control of ;.'h ; .Australian waters eg. by Dutch 
representatives on the Shipping Board.
6) Co-operation in control of aircraft eg. the use of experienced Dutch 
officials on development of airlines.23

Whether this policy as adopted by the Americans, British and 
Australians succeeded in placating the Dutch is not within the scope of 
this article, although MacArthur clearly did not follow the second 
measure when he allotted command positions within the SWPA. But, in 
the final analysis and from the Dutch viewpoint, what should be 
examined is what was actually lost defending the NEI. The Americans 
lost 13 warships, about 40 planes and a regiment of troops. The British 
lost nine warships, about 40 planes, and four AA regiments and a tank 
squadron. Australia with its smaller military resources lost two 
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warships, about 30 planes and the equivalent of two brigades of troops. 
The Dutch lost nearly all their navy (52 ships), all their 200 planes 
and all but a few hundred soldiers of the KNIL. Thus, for the Dutch, only 
the Australians put in a strong effort to help out in the NEI whereas US 
and British losses were negligible while the Netherlands had lost 
nearly everything.

The Japanese, who after all were the winners of the NEI campaign, 
should be granted the last word on the Dutch in 1942. General Imamura, 
who lead the Java invasion forces, said:

The greatest mistake of the Dutch Government ... concerning the de­
fence of the East Indies seemed to be that it transferred supreme 
command in the Dutch East Indies from the Governor General to 
General Wavell of Britain who commanded only 10,000 British and 
Australian forces altogether. In fact, General Wavell fled to India 
by air, when the Japanese troops began to land and move forward in 
East and West Java, leaving the Allied forces behind. As a result, 
the remaining Allied forces did not follow the lead of Commander 
ter Poorten at all, making it very difficult for him to carry out his 
strategy. I think it was natural that the commander lost the will to 
fight. Had the Allied forces in Java been commanded by the 
Governor-General, the Japanese Army would have had to face a 
tougher battle 24

Perhaps then even the Japanese would agree that in 1942 the Dutch 
were truly the most forlorn o; the \lhes they fought against.
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Appendix 1
Allied Naval Units Used in 
+ indicates sunk or scuttled

the Defence of the NEI

Royal Netherlands Navy 
3 light cruisers: De Ruyter*,  Java*,  Tromp
7 destroyers: Banckert*,  Evertsen+, Kortenaer+, Piet Hein+, 

Van Ghent* , Van Nes+, Witte de With*
13 submarines: 0-19, K-VII*,  K-VIII, K-IX, K-X*,  K-XI, K-XII, K- 

XIII*,  K-XIV, K-XV, K-XVI* , K-XVII* , K-XVIII*
1 coastal defence ship: Soerabaja*
1 supply vessel: Zuiderkruis
2 seaplane tenders: Merel, Poolster*
1 gunboat: Soemba
7 minelayers: Prins Van Oranje* , Gonden Leeuw* , Krakatau*,  

Willem van der Zaan, Rigel* , Pro Patria*,  
Soemenep*

8 minesweepers: Abraham Crijnssen, Jan Van Amstel*,  Pieter De 
Bitter*,  Eland Dubois*,  A*,B*,C*,D*

9 motor torpedo boats: TM 3*,  TM-4*  , TM-5+, TM-6* , TM-7* , TM-8* , TM-9*,
TM 10'", TM-11*

17 patrol vessels: Bellatrix*,  Kazan!*,  Merel*,  Reiger* , Sirius*,  
Wcga* , Albatross* , Canopus* , Deneb*,  
Eridanus*,  Gemma*,  Arend*,  Valk*,  Castor, 
Hyd rograff

United States Navy 
1 heavy cruiser: Houston ~
2 light cruisers: Boise. Mart.' eh end
12 destroyers: EdsaiT . ‘A .--if* , Pope*,  Stewart*,  Whipple*,

Peary*,  Barker, Bulmer, John D. Edwards, John 
D Pent Parrott, Paul Jones

23 submarines: Shark", Perc’C, S-36* , S-37, S-38, S-40, S-41, 
Saimot:, Sea’, Skipjack, Snapper, Stingray, 
Sturgeon, Sargo, Saury, Spearfish, Sailpin, 
Swordfish, Seadragon, Searaven, Seawolf, Pike, 
Porpoise

2 submarine tenders: Holland, Otus
2 gunboats: Asheville*,  Tulsa
2 seaplane tenders: Childs, Langley*
1 oiler: Pecos*
2 minesweepers: Heron, Whippoorwill
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Royal Navy
1 heavy cruiser:
2 light cruisers:
6 destroyers:

1 sloop:
2 oilers:
3 auxiliary minesweepers:

Royal Australian Navy
2 light cruisers:
1 sloop:
7 corvettes:

Exeter*
Dragon, Danae
Jupiter*,  Encounter* , Electra*,  Stronghold",
Scout, Tenedos
J u in tn a
Francol*,  War Sidar*
Rashman*,  Gemas*,  Wo Kwang

Perth*,  Hobart
Yarra +
Bendigo, Ballarat, Burnie, Maryborough,
Toowoomba, Goulburn Wollongong

Appendix 2
Allied Aircraft Allotted to The Defence of the NEI

US Reinforcements 
Type '■lumber: Dispatched Arrived
B-17 Flying Fortress bombers 17 17
A-24 Dauntless dive-bombers 15a 7
P-40 Kittyhawk fighter 136 38b
TOTAL 168 62

a A further 37 Daun.hr.- in ■ Bombardment Squadrons could
not reach Java after the jr 

b 55 crated Kittyha ■ . ■■ .- he Sea Witch but destroyed at
Tjilatjap as no US <• . ; ■ ■ • : /able to put them together.

British Reinforcements1
Hudson bombers 10 10
Blenheim I night fighters 8 8
Blenheim IV bombers 20 20
Hurricane fighters 33 28
Buffalo fighters 2 2
Catalina flying boats 2 2
TOTAL 75 70

c All RAF aircraft committed to defence of Singapore before NEI up until 8
February 1942.

Australian Reinforcements
Hudson bombers 32d 32

d Only ten of these operated independently of RAF Malayan Command, 
six Hudsons at Ambon and four Hudsons at Timor.
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Appendix 3
Dutch Aircraft Strength in the NEI on 7 December 1941

The Royal Netherlands Naval Air Service (The MLD)
30 Dornier 24-K flying boats
6 (to be built up to 30) Catalina flying boats
13 obsolete Fokker floatplanes

The Air Service of The Royal Netherlands Indies Army (The MLKNIL)
82 Glenn Martin B-10 bombers
50 Buffalo fighters
20 Curtiss-Wright interceptors (fighters)
17 Curtiss Hawk 75A fighters
some obsolete Fokker reconnaissance planes

The Royal Netherlands Indies Airlines (KNILM)
4 Douglas DC-2 transport planes
18 Lockheed Lodestar transport planes

Appendix 4
Allied Army Defences in the NEI

West Borneo
Singkawang II airfield a KNIL Battalion

the survivors of 2/15 Funjab Battalion who had 
retreated from British Sarawak

East Borneo
Tarakan a KNIL battalion

a coastal defence battery
Balikpapan a KNIL battalion

Celebes
Menado
Kendari

a KNIL battalion 
a KNIL battalion

Ambon a KNIL regiment
2 coastal defence batteries
Gull Force (2/2i Battalion AIF, a troop of 18th Anti- 
Tank Battery, a section of 2/11 th Field Company plus 
detachments)

Timor
Koepang a KNIL battalion

a coastal defence battery
4 armoured cars
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