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Worksheet 3.3—Contestation and Contestability 
The bombing of Darwin and its Defenders

The film Australia, which was released in 2009, includes recreated scenes of the first Japanese bombing raid on Darwin. The scenes in that movie showing a Japanese landing on an island near Darwin was historically incorrect, however. The Japanese attackers flew over Bathurst Island and their approach was radioed to Darwin by a Roman Catholic priest, Father John McGrath. It was assumed by the Darwin military that Father McGrath had confused the planes with an Allied group that had left Darwin slightly earlier thus the town and military groups in Darwin were, like Pearl Harbour, not in any way prepared for the attack that was to come
In some ways, the attack on Darwin had the same sort of reasoning behind it as the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour. In both cases, these were not preliminary moves to a landing by ground forces but an attempt to inflict as much damage as possible on the facilities of the port and on the shipping within the harbor.

Darwin was an important naval port and the initial attack resulted in the sinking of eight ships: the USS Peary (a US destroyer), the USAT Meigs (a US transport ship), the MV Neptuna and MV Zealandia (two Australian passenger vessels), the HMAS Mavie (an Australian patrol boat), the SS Mauna Loa (a US merchant freighter), the British Motorist (a UK merchant refueling tanker) and the Kelat (a coal storage hulk). Other ships, including a hospital ship, were damaged. Twenty-seven ships were in the harbour.
The attack was made from four Japanese aircraft carriers operating from the Timor Sea. The commander of this group had commanded the attack on Pearl Harbour as well. In all, 188 planes were launched against Darwin in the first wave, and then a second wave of 54 bombers from land bases attacked the RAAF bases on 19 February 1942. Six hundred and thirty-eight bombs were dropped in total, more than the number dropped at Pearl Harbour.

The damage and death toll was large, but the Australian government initially played down the figures, announcing that 35 people had been injured. Prime Minster John Curtin stated to the media that ‘the results of the raid were not such as to give any satisfaction to the enemy’. A later Royal Commission, the Lowe Commission, accepted an official count of 243 killed and another 300 wounded.

Reports and histories published since the attack talk of people panicking and fleeing, implying that this included the defence forces based in Darwin. These reports were inaccurate. The attack had been devastating and many of the civilian population left the town and went south. Included in these numbers were 278 of the RAAF ground staff, enlisted technicians who had no military training and who were, on the whole, unarmed. Their bases had been destroyed and there were no aircraft left to service. Acting on orders from their officers they moved south from the bases away from further possible attack.

Other defence personal stayed at their posts even though they were poorly armed. The heavy Ack Ack unit fired over 1100 rounds in defence of the town. Members of an RAAF meteorological unit stayed at their posts and the Civilian Construction Corp began repairs on the runways immediately so that planes would be able to land the next day. The Army had only five rounds of ammunition per man and the 2/14th Field Regiment had 80 rifles amongst its 800 men. The 19th Machine Gun regiment believed it had ammunition for five minutes if a beach defence was necessary, yet both groups stayed in their positions.

Darwin fought back. At least four Japanese aircraft were believed destroyed, with six crew members captured and one aircrew confirmed killed. Japanese sources reported other crew missing and believed killed in action. This was remarkable because no Australian aircraft on the ground had managed to take off, but had been destroyed or damaged. The only resistance in the air had come from five USAAF P-40s that had been returning from a mission to Timor. Four of these aircraft were shot down. Later histories of the attack dispute the numbers of deaths reported, most suggesting a higher figure is likely and a memorial in Darwin states that there were 292 deaths .
Darwin was left in chaos. Essential services were badly damaged and the Australian government decided to evacuate a large part of the civilian population. They did so because it was felt that the army would not be able to defend them in the event of a follow-up Japanese landing. It must be remembered, however, that 1066 women and 900 children had been evacuated already from Darwin between 16 December 1941 and 15 February 1942 following an official order from Administrator, so the new order accelerated a program that had already started.

Subsequently Darwin, along with other parts of the Northern Territory and Western Australia, were raided by aircraft on 62 occasions by November 1943. The Japanese succeeded in their plans, in some ways, as the Australian navy dispersed its fleet to other ports. The Australian airforce on the other hand carried out a build up of its air defences offering bases that later would assist the Allies in moving against the Japanese. 
1
In your own words, explain the effect that the attack on Darwin would have had on the civilian population of Australia.

2
Why do you believe the Japanese attack on 19 February was so successful?

3
Why would the Australian government have wanted to downplay reports of the attack?
4
Why did reports that the defence forces had abandoned their positions during the attack circulate once it was over?

5
Why do you believe the Administrator of Darwin had already ordered the evacuation of women and children from Darwin? 

6
While commanders of defence forces, such as those at Darwin, were routinely given the order to ‘defend to the last man and the last round’ and told that there was to be no withdrawal, how possible do you think it would it have been for the Officer in Command to defend Darwin on 19 February had the air attack been followed up by a landing? 
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