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REPORT ON THE AIR OPERATIONS DURING THE CAMPAIGNS
IN MALAYA AND NETHERLAND EAST INDIES FROM STH

' DECEMBER, 1941 TO I2TH .MARCH, 1942. .
The following report was submitted to the

Secretary of State for Air on July 26th, 1947,
by Air Vice-Marshal Sir PAUL MALTBY,
K.B.E., C.B., D.S.O., A.F.C., Assistant Air
Officer Commanding Far East Command,
Royal ,Air Force, from January izth to

' February loth, 1942, and Air.*0fficer Com-
. mandtng Royal Air Force in Java from
February nth to March izth, 1942.

*. - . FOREWORD.
A report on the operations in Malaya and the

ISLE.I. would be incomplete without a survey
of the situation in the Far East before war
broke out ,there. A convenient date for begin-
ning such a survey is ist June, 1941, soon after
the date, 24th April, 1941, on which the late
Air Vice-Marshal C. W. Pulford became Air
Officer Commanding R.A.F. Far East
Command.
" A number of other newly posted Senior

Officers also took up their new duties about
the same time, the more important amongst
them being Lieut.-Gen. A. E. Percival (G.O.C.
Malaya—i6th May, 1941), Air Commodore
C. O. F. Modin (A O.A. at A.H Q. 10.6.41),
Group Captain A. G. Bishop (Group Captain
Ops', at A.H.Q. 1.6.41) and the late Group
Captain E. B. Rice (Fighter Defence Com-
mander of Singapore and Co-ordinator of Air
Defences of Malaya, both newly established
appointments, 10.7.41).

Although ist June, 1941, has been chosen as
the datum line from- which to start the survey,
full recognition is given to the large amount of
preparatory work which was done by the pre-
decessors of the officers whose names are men-
tioned above. Some reference is necessarily
made to matters which occurred during the time

they were in office, but in general the survey
deals with the period between ist June, 1941,
and the outbreak of war. It indicates the
energetic measures which were taken immedi
ately beforehand to prepare the Command foi
war, and points a picture of the situation as it
existed at the outbreak of hostilities.

The narrative contains only brief reference to
developments in Hong Kong, Burcma and the
Indian Ocean, operational control of which
passed out of the hands of the A.O.C. Far East
Command soon after the Japanese had landed
in Malaya. Their presence in the Command
during the pre-war penod did, however,,
appreciably divert attention, and work from
pressing matters of local application, and to
this degree affected preparation for war in
Malaya.

Some reference is necessary to sources of
information on which the report is based.

Official records from the Far East are few
and incomplete. Most of' those which were
maintained there had to be destroyed to pre-
vent their capture by the Japanese. The few
which survive consist of brief situation reports
and a few files of important signals and corre-
spondence, now with the Air Ministry. ^ To
make good the loss of the destroyed documents,
reports have since been obtained from a num-
ber of officers who held important appointments
in the Far East Command. But these are" fai
from authoritative. Most of them were written
in December, 1945, and January, 1946, nearly
four years after the events which they describe
had taken place, during which years their
authors had been prisoners-of-war in Japanese
hands, or alternatively had been actively em-
ployed in other theatres of war. A number of
important individuals who could have given
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valuable evidence, I regret to report, died in
captivity or during subsequent operations. Dis-
crepancies have been slow and difficult to
reconcile between sources of information now
scattered thoughout the world, despite the ready
help I have received from the authors of such
reports.

On the other hand valuable information has
been freely supplied to me from the Cabinet
War Library, the Air Ministry, the War Office,
the Colonial Office and by the authors of several
other despatches relating to the War in the Far
East. To them also I am much indebted.

For the sake of brevity only those matters are
mentioned in the report which are necessary for
establishing important events, for elucidating
the factors which governed action at the time,
and for compiling before it is too late a reason-
ably comprehensive narrative of what happened
in the Far East.

Within these limitations every effort has been
made to ensure accuracy, and the report, as a
whole, is believed to give a reasonably true
picture of the campaign from the air aspect—
although doubtless it may display inaccuracies
of detail brought about by the circumstances
in which it has been compiled. It should,
however, contain the necessary data from which
correct deductions can be drawn. In order,
however, that inaccuracies may be corrected,
readers are invited to call attention to them
through the Air Ministry.

The whole report has been written under my
direction, the first two sections on behalf of
the late Air Vice-Marshal Pulford who held his
command until nth-February, 1942, two days
before he left Singapore. In my opinion there
is nothing in these sections, or in Section V,
with which he would not agree.

I myself took over my duties at his head-
quarters on I2th January, 1942, from which
date the report is written on my responsibility,
and largely with my personal knowledge. This
part of the report continues in the third person
for the sake of continuity in the narrative.

London.
July 26th, 1947.

P. C. MALTBY,
Air Vice-Marshal
Royal Air Force.

LIST" OF ABBREVIATIONS USED IN THE REPORT.

G.H.Q.—General Headquarters of the Com-
mander-in-Chief, Far East.

H.Q.M.C.—Headquarters of the General Officer
Commanding, Malaya Command.

A.H.Q.—Air Headquarters of the Air Officer
Commanding, R.A.F. Far East Command.

Norgroup—Code name for Group H.Q. con-
trolling air operations in Northern Malaya.

Abdacom—Code name for Supreme Allied
^-Headquarters, S.W. Pacific, which formed
on I5th January, 1942, and absorbed
G.H.Q.

Abdair—Code name of the Air Section of
Supreme Allied H.Q., S.W. Pacific.

Westgroup—Code name allotted to A.H.Q. on
the formation of Supreme Allied H.Q ,
S.W. Pacific. 7 T"

Recgroup—Code name for the Allied Air
Reconnaissance Group responsible for sea-
ward reconnaissance of whole sphere of
Supreme Allied Command, S.W. Pacific.

Britair—Code name for A.H.Q. in Java after
the dissolution of Supreme Allied H.Q.,
S.W. Pacific.

A.A.C.U.—Anti-Aircraft Co-operation Unit.
A.H K.—Headquarters of the Dutch Com-

mander-in-Chief at Bandoeng, Java.
A.I.F.—Australian Imperial Forces.
A.L.G.—Advanced Landing Ground.
A.M.E. Station—Air Ministry Experimental

Station (Radar).
A.O.A.—Air Officer in charge of Administra-

tion.
A.S.P.—Air Stores Park.
(B)—Bomber.
D/F—Radio Direction Finding.
(F)—Fighter.
(F.B.)—Flying Boat.
F.E.C.B.—Far East Combined Bureau—a

combined service intelligence organisation
for obtaining intelligence, under Admiralty
administration, throughout the Far East.

(G.R.)—General Reconnaissance.
I.E.—Initial Equipment.
I.R.—Immediate Reserve.
M.U.—Maintenance Unit.
M.V.A.F.—Malayan Volunteer Air Force.
N.E.I.—Netherlands East Indies.
[N.F.]—Night Fighter.
O.T.U.—Operational 'Training Unit.
P.R.U.—Photographic Reconnaissance Unit.
R T.—Radio Telephony.
R. & S.U.—Repair and Salvage Unit.
S.A.O.—Senior Administrative Officer.
S.A.S.O.—Senior Air Staff Officer.
(T.B.)—Torpedo Bomber.
V.H.F.—Very high frequency radio.

SECTION i.

PRE-WAR PREPARATIONS.
SCOPE AND FUNCTIONS OF THE ROYAL AIR

FORCE, FAR EAST.
By mid-summer 1941 the geographical area

of the Far East Command, Royal Air Force,
included Hong Kong, Borneo, Malaya and
Burma; then, embracing Ceylon, it stretched
across the Indian Ocean to Durban and
Mombasa.

2. The main functions of the Command were
firstly to protect the Naval Base in Singapore,
and secondly, in co-operation with the Royal
Navy to ensure the security of the trade routes
in the Indian Ocean and South China Sea. The
Headquarters of the Command was in
Singapore.

3. In November 1940, Air Chief Marshal Sir
Robert Brooke-Popham was appointed Com-
mander-in-Chief, Far East. He was respon-
sible for operational control and general direc-
tion of training of all British land and air forces
in Malaya, Burma and Hong Kong, for co-
ordinating the defences of those territories; and
for similar responsibilities for additional
British Air Forces it was proposed to locate
later in Ceylon, the Indian Ocean and the Bay
of Bengal. He set up his headquarters at the
Naval Base in Singapore where he was pro-
vided with a small operational staff, but no
administrative staff.

4. The formation of G.H.Q. in no way re-
lieved the Air Officer Commanding, Royal Air
Force, of- his responsibility (which was now
within the policy laid down by the Commander-
iri-Chief) for ensuring the effective co-operatiorj
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of his Command .with the Naval and Military
Commands throughout the area, nor did it alter
his position vis-a-vis these Commands "or the
Air Ministry and the several Civil Governments
with which he dealt.

THE BASIS OF" DEFENCE IN "THE FAR EAST.
General Plan.

5. The general defence plan was based on
an appreciation written by the Chiefs of Staff
in July 1940. Briefly stated, this paper laid
down that defence was to rely, in the absence
of a Fleet, primarily on air power.

The Chiefs of Staff recognised that, for the
defence of the Naval Base, it was no longer
sufficient to concentrate upon the defence of
Singapore Island but that it had become neces-
sary to hold the whole"of Malaya. Their inten-
tion now was to replace, by the end of 1941,
the existing establishment of 88 obsolete and
obsolescent aircraft by an air strength of 336
modern first-line aircraft backed up by adequate
reserves and administrative units. This
strength was allocated to the defence of Malaya
and Borneo and to trade protection in the N.E.
half of the Indian Ocean; it did not include air-
craft necessary for the defence of Burma.

6. On the basis of this C.O.S. paper, the
three Services in Malaya produced a tactical
appreciation, which became the agenda of a
conference held at Singapore in October 1940
attended by representatives from all Commands
in the Far East This conference recommended
that the C.O.S. figure of 336 aircraft should be
increased to 582, which it considered the mini-
mum strength of Air Forces required to meet
defence commitments in the Far East. The
Chiefs of Staffs' reply on this point stated " we
agree that 582 aircraft is an ideal, but consider
336 should give a fair degree of security taking
into account our experiences in Middle East,
Malta, and Air Defence of Great Britain ". The
conference also recommended that until the
additional air forces were provided, the Army
in Malaya should be substantially reinforced.

7. Meanwhile, talks had been initiated
between the British, U.S.A. and Dutch Staffs
with the object of obtaining concerted action in
the event of war breaking out with Japan.

1 After the appointment of the Commander-in-
^ Chief, Far East, in November 1940, further
I Allied conferences were held in Singapore. By
) April 1941 agreed general plans had been drawn
( up.

I Allied Air Plans.
\ 8. For the purpose of planning, it was

assumed that the Japanese would not be able
to attack simultaneously at several widely dis-
persed places in the Far East, in particular
that they would not challenge the combined
British, American and Dutch might. It was
assumed, therefore, that Allied air forces would
be able to reinforce one another. Preparations
for mutual help were to be 'made as follows:—

(a) For Malaya to reinforce the N.E.I.—4
Bomber Squadrons, R.A.F.

> (b) For N.E.I, to reinforce Malaya—3
Bomber and i Fighter Squadrons, Dutch
Army Air Service.
^^fc) For the Philippines to reinforce Malaya
—All U.S. Army and Navy Air Service Units
available, but only if the Philippines were
evacuated.

A 2

Each service accepted responsibility within
its own territory for providing the necessary
bases, where stocks of bombs, petrol and lubri-
cants, peculiar to the respective air forces which
might use them, were to be laid down.

9. Further matters of importance which were
settled at these conferences were:—

(a) Responsibility for air reconnaissance
over the South China Sea; this was co-
ordinated and defined.

(6) Allied cypher and signal procedure.
(c) Allied Naval/Air recognition signal

procedure.
10. Concurrently with the above, the Far

East Command R A.F. was authorised to pro-
vide the means for operating general recon-
naissance aircrait in the Bay of Bengal,
Ceylon and the Indian Ocean.

Implications of the Plans.
n. Here it is opportune to stress the impli-

cations of the expansion programme authorised
by the Chiefs of Staff; for the mere statement
that the strength was to be raised from 88
obsolete or obsolescent aircraft to 336 modern
types conveys no true impression of the exten-
sive preparatory measures required before this
force could be accommodated and operated.

12. It should be remembered that until the
new policy had been decided by the Chiefs of
Staff, defence had been largely confined to the
vicinity of Singapore Island: thereafter it in-
cluded the whole of Malaya.

13. The first step was the construction "of
bases. Sixteen new ones had to be found and
built in Malaya, a country largely covered with
secondary jungle remote from human habita-
tions. Of the bases in existence in the colony
5 needed modernisation and 2 reconstruction.
Concurrently, construction of new maintenance,
repair and storage units was necessary, also
throughout the colony.

Fighter defence had to be built up ab initio;
none whatever had existed hitherto. In addi-
tion to bases for fighter squadrons, provision
was necessary for an extensive radar system,
for a modernised Observer Corps expanded on
a primitive one already existing, for communi-
cations throughout the colony, and for Fighter
Headquarters to control the whole.

At 'the same time, 8 new bases had to be
built in Burma and 3 in Ceylon. Refuelling
bases for flying boats were needed at numerous
islands in the Indian Ocean from the Andamans
to the coast of Africa.

14. The second step was to provide the
authorised increase—the new units, the new air-
craft; the ancillary services and the staffs for
operating them on modern lines; and finally
the modern equipment, supplies and local re-
serves for all.

15. The third step was to-'train the^whole
Command in conjunction with the Navy^fArmy
and Civil Defences' under the circumstances
existing in the Far East, and concurrently to
introduce up-to-date methods of operating.

16. The whole presented a truly formidable
expansion programme, made" still 'more formid-
able by the fact that time was short. The end
of 1941 was the date by which the Chiefs of
Staff planned for the expanded force to be
ready for war. A "combination of circumstances
was, however, to result in realisation falling tar
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'short of the inatk, dominating all being the
prior and acute claims of the war in Europe,
and the Middle East.

ACTION TAKEN IN MALAYA TO IMPLEMENT PLANS

Development of Air Bases -
Problems of construction

17. The siting of aerodromes in Malaya was
mainly influenced by the topography of the
country. A rugged, heavily forested mountain
chain runs down the centre of the peninsula
cutting off the eastern and western coastal belts
from each other until Johore is reached al its
southern end. Much of both coastal belts is
covered by a medley of broken hills; the rest
consists of plains planted with, rubber and
paddy, or of potential mining sites. Rainfall
is heavy throughout the year, increasing as the
central mountain range is approached. Con-
stant cloud over this range handicaps flight
from one side of the peninsula to the other.
Consequently, in order to provide reconnais-
sance over the South China Sea, from which
direction the threat to Malaya by sea was
greatest, a number of aerodromes had to be
sited on the East Coast.

18. Workable sites were difficult to obtain.
Every effort was made throughout 1941 to
accelerate construction, but progress was not
as rapid as had been hoped, despite the fact
that, in some cases, sites involving a minimum
of work were selected at the sacrifice of opera-
tional requirements.

,19. There were n separate provincial
government authorities in Malaya concerned
with the acquisition of land; negotiations with
•each had to be separate. In the earlier stages,
delay occurred owing to misunderstanding of
the land acquisition legislation; later, emer-
gency powers of acquisition were invoked and
this source of delay ceased.

20. Mechanical plant was very short. That
which was- available was in poor condition,
whilst, there were few personnel qualified to
operate or maintain it, a combination which
cojistituted a primary handicap to progress.

21. Labour generally throughout Mala};a
was insufficient to meet the needs of the defence
expansion programmes of the three Services,
and later of the Civil Government. A perma-
nent Labour Committee existed but its function
was, in practice, mainly limited to controlling
wages in order to eliminate expensive and wasteT
ful competition between ithe three, fighting
Services and Government departments. The
powers- of this Committee were limited; all
labour was voluntary, not conscripted, and DO
control could be exercised over the, rates paid
by civilian firms. By mutual agreement, how-
ever, it was possible to arrange a certain priority,
of employment of the labour available; and this
was exercised to the benefit of the Royal AT
Force* in Kelanfan State (in N.E. Malaya)'.

To improve the labour situation, negotiations
were opened with the Civil Government in May,
1941, for forming locally enlisted works units
to be clothed in uniform and officered by
Europeans. Approval was obtained in
August,^ 1941, and the matter was then put to
the Air Ministry, but by the time final sanction
was given it was too late to be effecting. For-
tunately an aerodrome construction unit
arrived from New Zealand at the end of
October, 1941. It did excellent work.

22. Most R.A.F. sites were in remote and
sparsely populated spots to which it was neces-
sary first to build roads. Native labour had
to be collected, conveyed to the spot and
housed. When this had been done it was-still
necessary to carry to the area almost all the
building material- required.

23. Much effort was necessarily diverted to
anti-malarial measures, which had to be put m
hand concurrently with construction in order
to protect labour from epidemic. On comple-
tion, drained areas had to ibe maintained and
oiled.

24. Supplies of material fell far short of the
total needs of the services and civil depart-
ments. A Joint Priorities Committee was estab-
lished in the Spring of 1941. It sat regularly
and allocated supplies in accordance with the
priorities decided from time to time. During
the latter half of 1941, some shortages be-
came particularly acute. Metalling material
for runways was also always particularly short,
a serious matter on aerodromes constantly sub-
jected to tropical rainfall, which in itself was
a major handicap to rapid construction.

25. It is clear, therefore, that the problems
which confronted the Air Ministry -Works De-
partment were as numerous and complicated
as any encountered in other theatres in war
time. That it did excellent work .does not
alter the fact that it was severely handicapped
in executing quickly a very large and urgent
programme of expansion by the absence, par-
ticularly during the 'early stages, of the
accelerated administrative procedure which the
situation demanded.

State of Construction, ist December, 1941
26. The locations of R.A.F. Stations and

Establishments in Malaya and Singapore
Island, together with remarks about their state
of completion a few days before .war broke
out in the Far East, are shown in Appendix
"A."

27. Of the occupied 'bases in Malaya, both
Alor Star and Kota Bharu were old civil grounds
with little room for dispersal. The buildings
at Alor Star had been constructed on the old
R.A.F. peace-time layout and were congested
and too near the runway. This station was~high
in the priority^ list for reconstruction when
opportunity offered. Both stations were in the
forefront of operations in the first days" of the
war; their deficiencies proved a great handicap.

28. The old bases, and the first,of those built
on the new programme, had no form of
camouflage. The ground had first been de-
forested and no attempt had been made to use
natural surroundings or irregular outlines to
obtain concealment. They stood out stark and
bare," against the surrounding country, This
was largely due to failure, before 1940 to realise,
not only in the Far East but in Europe also,
the need for dispersal and camouflage on the
scale which war experience proved to be
necessary. In later bases, excellent conceal-
ment was obtained by retaining natural
surroundings, avoiding straight lines and using
a type of construction which, amongst the ,̂ ees,
was indistinguishable from the native huts.
Financial considerations, however, continued'to
prevent the. acquisition of sufficient land for
effective dispersal.
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29. Dispersal areas and splinter-proof pens at
aerodromes in Malaya were arranged on what
was then thought to be an adequate scale based
on:--

- (a) The scale of attack in accordance with
the information then available about the
Japanese Air Services.

(b) The ultimate scale of A.A. defences to
be provided at each aerodrome.

(c) The development of a fighter defensive
. system.

By the ist December, 1941, however, neither
-time nor resources had permitted satisfactory
development of the fighter system, and few anti-
aircraft weapons were available. The Com-
mander-in-Chief, Far East, had laid down that
each aerodrome was to be protected by eight
heavy and eight light A.A. guns. At no aero-
drome in Malaya was this scale approached; on
the outbreak "of war, some aerodromes had no
,A.A. guns at all (for details see Appendix A,
Column 5' (6)).

30. Each base was provided with a supply of
road metalling and labour for the repair of aero-
drome surfaces in the event of damage by
enemy attack".. The reason for mentioning this
apparently trivial point will become clear later.

Ancillary Construction

31. In addition to aerodromes the following
important works were either completed or in
hand,on.the ist December, 1941: —

\a) Combined "Army/Air 'Operations
- ' Room: This was' completed and occupied by
1 " H Q7 R.A,F. Far East Command (A.H.Q.)

and H.Q. Malaya Command (H Q.M.C.) at
Sime Road, Singapore.

(b) Alternative- . Combined Army/Air
Operations Room.: Provided because of the
above-ground vulnerable position of the main
Combined Operations Room.

(•c) Fighter Control H.Q. in Singapore:
/ This was ready for occupation!e It had an
. operations room, a filter room, a W.T.

• station, etc.
(d) A.M.E. Stations: The ultimate in-

dention was to- have 20- Radar "Stations
throughout^Malaya. Six stations only, all in
the vicinity of Singapore Island, were com-
pleted ,by -the ist December, 1941.

(e) Radio Installation and Maintenance
Unit: -This . was - partially completed at

jrPonggoi,: Singapore*.' <- "
(/) Ammunition Park: Coristruction at

Batak Quarry, Singapore; it -was occupied
although extensions were in progress.

~ ~ e (g) "Storage of Petrol: „-; .... _-, , ;„;
v - _ . ( i ) t Reserve storage accommodation for

6,5,00 tons of aviation petrol was under
construction at Woodlands North, Singa-

• pore. ' ,
(ii) Reserve storage accommodation for

I 7,500 • tons of aviation petrol at Port
. Dickson was more than 50 per cent, com-

• „ plete.
• - " (lii) Reserve storage accommodation for

. -930 tons at Kuantan was completed.
(h) 'Universal" Holding- Unit:-,"This was,

completed' and was 'occupied by 152 M.U.
_at Bukit Panjang, Singapore; extensions were
in progress. This reduced the congestion and

'concentration of stores held at Seletar.

(i) Engine Repair Depot and Universal
Holding Unit: This depot was completed at
Kuala Lumpur, provided with its own rail-
way siding and occupied by No. 153 M.U.
It was designed to service squadrons based
in North Malaya and so to reduce further the
congestion and concentration which had
hitherto persisted at Seletar.

Allied Reinforcement Arrangements

U.S.A. Reinforcements from the Philippines
32. The actual number of aircraft that might

be expected in Malaya, should the evacuation
of the Philippines occur, was of necessity in-
definite; so was the amount of equipment
peculiar to the U.S. Naval and Army Air
Services which might accompany them.

33. Reconnaissances were .carried out and
dispersed moorings planned for a total of 20
reinforcing Catalmas of the United States Naval
Air Service. A provisional plan for maintain-
ing them was also prepared.

34. The Commander-in-Chief ruled, in
September, 1941, that four bases were to be
prepared for accommodating B.i7's of the
United States Army Air Corps; two in the North
and two in the South of Malaya. Gong Kedah
and Butterworth in the North, Tebrau and
Yong Peng in the South, were selected Ex-
tensions of the runways to 2,000 yards at each
were put in hand but only those at Gong Kedah
were completed by the time war came.

Dutch Reinforcements from N.E.I.
35. In the mutual reinforcement .programme

arranged with the Dutch Army Air Servi'ce.-it
was assumed that: —

(a) Three Bomber Squadrons (27 Glenn
Martins would "be based at Sembawa'ng:

(b) One Dutch Fighter Squadron (9
•Buffaloes) would be based at Kallong:

and plans were made accordingly.
36. The Dutch Squadron and Flight Com-

manders concerned'visited these stations, toured
Malaya and werVgiven a short course in R.A.F.
operational methods. Appropriate stocks of
Dutch bombs were procured.
' 37. The Dutch Naval Air Service had been

allotted; in the initial seaward reconnaissance
plan, responsibility for the area Kuantan-Great
Natunas-Kuehing (B. Borneo). To execute
this task, it had to base a Group (3 Catalinas)
of Flying Boats at Seletar. Provision was made
for this; and stocks of petrol and moorings were
also laid down at'. Kukhtan. ̂  The Group re-
mained- under Dutch operational command.

38. Liaison Officers of the Dutch Army Air
Service and the Royal Air Force were inter-
changed and were attached to A.H.Q. in
Singapore.and at Dutch Army Air H.Q. in Java
respectively. ' ;

Preparations within R.A.F., Far East
' Command. \^,

Role of Squadrons in War. , -,;," .- •
39. In July, 1941, a memorandum was circu-

lated putlming the role of squadrons in war,
and training syllabi were issued!- Strict super-
vision was imposed to enlure that foe fullest
training value was obtained in all exercises and
that. the maximum number' of ' practices of
different kinds was arranged whenever a train-
ing flight was undertaken. - - - ' ' „ ' _ , ' ' - i


