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President's Address Commemoration Service Lovekin Drive, Kings Park, 17th November 2002.
Once again it is my privilege to address you on the occasion of our Association's 53rd Commemoration Service.

I thank you for joining us this November day 2002. As I look around I see so many that have attended this service for many decades. It is wonderful to have among us the young people who have joined our service. The husbands, sons, brothers and uncles who paid the supreme sacrifice would be so pleased if they could look upon this gathering knowing that all the engagements against the armed enemy they took part in, the privations and fears that they endured, were all worth while. How proud they would be.

On this hallowed ground of Honour Avenue in Lovekin drive, Kings Park we gather to reflect and give thanks to all Australians, the men and women who gave their lives so that we, our children and their children enjoy the freedom we so dearly treasure.

Today we honour the young men who served in the 2/2nd and whose names are enshrined on the plaques at the foot of each tree in our avenue. Today we also pay tribute to the 371 of our comrades who have passed on since World War II. All were fine Australians and our thoughts are with their families on this our Remembrance Day.

I believe over the past 4 or 5 years the Australian people have developed a far greater awareness of the possible dangers that may threaten the freedom and security of our country. There is also far more awareness and respect of what Australian servicemen on operational duties accomplished and the dangers they were exposed to during World War I and II, followed by the campaigns in Korea, Malaya, Borneo and Vietnam and in recent times East Timor and Afghanistan. Our troops are still on active duty in both these countries.

We now have greater numbers of Australians attending the Anzac Day Dawn Service and March, particularly pleasing is the interest shown by the young. The official attendance at the dawn service here in Perth on April 25th this year was estimated to be 20,000 of whom the majority were young men and women, plus the children.

Federal Education Minister Brendan Nelson says the students should start the school day by saluting the Australian flag and singing the National Anthem. I believe most parents would support this practice.

Dr Nelson's call is based on a legitimate question: are our schools doing enough to pass on to students the definitive values and traditions of our nation? The flag and national anthem are key symbols, the issue is that children should understand and respect these symbols for the values they represent.

A TV programme recently showed a group of four intellectuals expressing their views on the matter. One of their number said that you cannot legislate that children honour our flag and national anthem, that may be so, however you are giving the children the chance to experience the meaning of patriotism and love of one's country. As they grow older they will make up their own minds whether or not they will continue to love their country and the flag that flies over her.

When asked if he supported the idea Prime Minister John Howard said, "Yes, very much so, it should never have stopped."

On the subject of our flag, - the banner headline on the front page of the 'West Australian' on Tuesday Nov.5 read - 'SAVE OUR FLAG.' Burning the Australian flag would be a crime punishable by heavy fines under a proposal by Deputy Prime Minister, John Anderson. To view the occasion on TV and to witness a young woman frantically tearing our flag into strips of material prior to setting it alight, was in my view a most appalling act of vandalism and desecration. That also applies to those responsible for burning the flag of the United States of America.

Last year I mentioned the events of the 11th September 2001 in new York City, this year it is with a great measure of sorrow that I make mention of the events of the 12th October 2002 in Bali.

On Saturday's October 19th issue of the West Australian the artist Alston drew a cartoon - the scene was on a beach, a young couple were embracing with an Australian flag draped over their shoulders, she is shedding tears. In the background is a line of smoke drifting out to sea, across the cartoon were these words: - "Our nation has been changed by this event. Perhaps we will not be so carefree as we have been in the past.

But we will never lose our openness and our sense of adventure. The Australian spirit has not been broken. The Australian spirit will remain strong and free and tolerant."

                      Prime Minister John Howard.

Then there were the thoughts of Pope John Paul II: -

Such cruel and misguided violence cannot be the path to a most just and civil society, and must be condemned by all who aspire to a world of peace built on respect for the inviolable dignity of every human life.

It is difficult to describe the revulsion that civilised societies must feel.
On the Malayan Peninsula and the island of Singapore we lost the 8th Australian Division, last year I left it at that, today I wish to recall some of the reasons why we had such a devastating loss. It was disturbing news for our thin line of Khaki that stretched along the equator from Singapore to Kavieng in New Ireland.

The Japanese forces commanded by General Yamashita landed at Kota Bharu in early December 1941 some 12 kilometres from the border of Thailand. With skilful use of armour, the Japanese mauled the 11th Indian Division at Slim River and effectively destroyed it as a fighting force.

The British then abandoned Kuala Lumpur and on the 11th January the Japanese entered the Peninsula's capital by rail.

Malay Command had decided to make an extensive withdrawal of all its forces into Johore, thereby conceding three provinces to the enemy without a fight: Negri Sembilan, Malacca and Selangor.

General Gordon Bennett proposed that he be given command of all troops in Johore. When General Wavell, the allied Commander in Chief, Far East had visited the front on 8th January 1942 he ordered Bennett to assemble a force called "Westforce"

The Australians were eager to join battle with the enemy. Five weeks had passed and most of the Peninsula had fallen; yet not one of them had fired a shot. For several weeks Bennett had been planning a major ambush for the Japanese when they first entered his area of command. The site which Bennett chose was on the Singapore - Kuala Lumpur trunk road about eleven kilometres west of the town of Gemas, here the road crossed the River Gemencheh by means of a bridge.

The task of executing the ambush was given to B Company of the 2/30th Battalion. About 60 metres east of the bridge, a track called Quarry Road (which still exists) led south. It was intended that B Company would withdraw down this track and join the rest of the battalion near Gemas after the ambush was sprung.

The Australians took up their positions in pouring rain on the morning of 14th January 1942. At 4pm the Japanese rounded the bend in the road about 200 metres from the bridge and headed straight towards it. They had advanced south for the past 200 kilometres without opposition. Travelling six abreast on bicycles. Capt. D. J. Duffy, the O.C. B Company, let the first group of 300 cyclists pass through the ambush area: these would be dealt with by the other companies. Another large group of cyclists began to cross the bridge and when this group was tightly packed, the Australians blew the bridge. All hell broke loose.

The Australians poured their machine gun fire and grenades into the killing ground, the Japanese were caught completely unaware, many found it impossible to fire their weapons, which were still strapped to their bikes. The ambush was all over in twenty minutes; it is estimated that over 500 of the enemy were killed in what was one of the biggest ambuscades of the Second World War.

B Company withdrew along Quarry Road as planned and after some savage hand to hand fighting managed to reach Gemas by noon 16th January.

The Japanese repaired the bridge. The following morning they advanced with tanks in the vanguard. Australian anti-tank gunners successfully repulsed this armoured advance just west of Gemas. Bennett then brought down artillery fire on the enemy troops in the rear, the combined effect of which forced the Japanese to withdraw. The action at Gemas was the first reversal experienced by the Japanese in the entire Malayan Campaign. The Japanese considered that the Australians fought with a distinction, which they had not previously encountered.

Masanbu Tsuji, a Japanese officer who fought in Malaya, wrote afterwards: The 8th Australian Division, which had newly arrived on the battlefield, fought with a bravery we had not previously seen.
 A consequence of this was that after the battle of Gemas, General Yamashita thrust a whole division of the Imperial Guards, the very best Japanese troops available at the Australians.

The gunners of the 2/4th Australian Anti-tank Regiment in a decisive engagement South of Ruar destroyed ten Japanese tanks,

They stood their ground without fear, and after their ammunition had run out, fought with hand grenades and Molotov cocktails before being overrun.

Brigadier H.C. Duncan and most of his staff became casualties from a direct hit on the brigade headquarters. The C.O. of the 2/29th Battalion, Lieutenant - Colonel C.G.W. Anderson assumed command of the Muar force, and realised that if he did not hold up to the Japanese at Muar, the Australians at Gemas and Segamat would be encircled and trapped.

At Muar, with coolness, self-control and great strength of character and despite his force being cut off, he kept a complete division of the Japanese army at bay for a whole week, enabling the rest of Westforce to withdraw. With the Australians and Indians under his command exhausted, Anderson led them fighting towards Yong Peng through the Japanese lines to safety. Only 800 men survived out of an original force of 4000. Perhaps the Australian supreme accolade comes from their enemy commander in the campaign, General Yamashita -

"The British and Indian troops are badly led and lack real fighting spirit. The Australians are insubordinate and contemptuous of authority, but will fight stubbornly even when outnumbered - their quality as front line troops is not surpassed in my experience."

On 31st January the last British troops filed across the causeway linking Singapore Island to the Malayan Peninsular, which was then breached. General Percival expected the Japanese would attack the island from the Northeast, when in fact they attacked the Northwestern sector where the 8th Australian division was in position. The 22nd Australian Brigade had a frontage of nearly 16 kilometres and the 27th brigade a frontage of 4 kilometres. Two battalions of the 22nd brigade had to defend a total of 14 kilometres of shoreline.

The Japanese landed on the Northwestern side of the island at midnight on 8th February. The 2/19th Australian Battalion, which had endured some of the worst fighting on the mainland, bore the main brunt of the Japanese attack on the island.

The first wave of 4000 Japanese nearly overwhelmed the Australians. Both sides fought with savage ferocity. By dawn on the 11th February, Bukit Tinrah had fallen, and by 12th February Singapore's water supply was in Japanese hands. The 8th division had been reinforced by 1800 raw troops hurried in from Australia, who unfortunately proved to be a liability to their own side. During Singapore's last days, some of these men looted, deserted and even fought for places on ships evacuating civilians.

The Malayans and Straits Settlements Volunteers were distributed around the city itself; amazingly, Percival had not issued orders for the erection of fixed defences on the northern coast of the island, this was despite a direct order from General Wavell. Percival's stated reason for disobeying was that fixed defences would be bad for morale. At one stage General Percival said to a shocked Australian Major, "What do we do now?" Percival should never have been given command of infantry units.

At the table where the surrender took place, Percival and members of his staff sat on one side of the table and on the other sat Yamashita and his staff. Percival wanted conditional surrender. Yamashita pounded the table with his fist and shouted unconditional, it was one big bluff on his part, his lines of communication were stretched to breaking point. The guns of his artillery units had almost exhausted their supply of shells. The 8th Australian Division wanted to attack. It is believed by many that if they had mounted an attack they would have driven the Japanese into the sea.

It was with stunned disbelief when they were ordered to lay down their arms.

This time last year we rejoiced at the East Timor people having gained their independence for the first time. At midnight on 19th May this year East Timor was officially recognised as an independent nation with dignitaries from nearly 100 countries witnessing the great occasion. In September of this year East Timor took another step forward when it became a member of the United Nations. We wish our old friends progress and prosperity in times ahead. May God be with them!

In concluding I would like to thank the men of the catafalque party, the Australian Army Band for providing a bugler and the Botanic Gardens and Park Authority for keeping our area in such good condition. We are indebted to all these bodies and grateful for their help. My thanks go to all you good people for coming here today.
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