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World war at our doorstep as Townsville almost 

became Australia's Pearl Harbor 

By: Samantha Healy From: The Sunday Mail (Qld) March 11, 2012 10:28AM 

 

The Consolidated B-24 Liberator was an American heavy bomber stationed at Garbutt Air Base in 

Townsville during World War II. Source: The Courier-Mail  

HISTORY tells us that the Japanese attack on the Pacific Fleet stationed at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii 

70 years ago was a devastating act of aggression that shocked the world and forced the US into World 

War II.  

What history hasn't told us is that Townsville was next. 

Only a comedy of errors and an overstretched enemy force saved north Queensland from becoming 

Australia's Pearl Harbor. 

Just two months before enemy planes bombed Townsville in a scaled-down air raid in July 1942, Japanese 

commanders had been planning a major attack on the city, it has been revealed. 

"The reconnaissance missions over the city in March 1942 were for an air raid much larger and more 

destructive than the July attack," Townsville historian Ray Holyoak said. 

"There is evidence they were planning major attacks from somewhere off Innisfail - that is, a major carrier-

based air raid." 

Mr Holyoak is a PhD student at James Cook University and has been researching the war efforts in 

Townsville for more than a decade. During his studies he has uncovered several startling discoveries, 

including a mutiny by African American soldiers in Townsville in 1942. 
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He said Japanese forces were planning to "neutralise" Allied forces operating in northern Australia and 

disrupt supply routes to New Guinea. 

He said that the enemy force had thankfully underestimated just how overstretched their capabilities had 

become. 

But that did not stop them from planning a major air raid. 

Japanese planes began conducting reconnaissance over the garrison city on March 21 and 22 in 1942. 

Darwin had already been attacked 19 times and Horn Island, off the tip of Cape York, became the first 

Queensland casualty after it was bombed on March 14 - one week before Townsville found itself in Japan's 

crosshairs. 

The first hint the city was a target came just after midday on March 21 - less than 16 weeks after the Pearl 

Harbor attack. 

Enemy surveillance aircraft had been reported off Kissing Point. The following day, another unidentified 

aircraft was seen near the city around the same time. 

"Those midday sightings meant no shadows. No shadows from mountains or buildings so they had clear 

vision of potential targets," Mr Holyoak said. 

"There were more missions over Townsville in (following) days which were the preliminary reconnaissance 

for an air raid far larger than the July attack on the city." 

Mr Holyoak said historians and military researchers had largely dismissed suggestions that the Japanese 

were planning strikes on Townsville before July 1942. 

But documents obtained by Mr Holyoak showed spy missions had been conducted over the northeastern 

coast of Australia weeks after the fall of Singapore in February 1942. 

He said documents showed that a large raid planned for Townsville was cancelled just 48 hours before the 

Battle of the Coral Sea. 

Mr Holyoak said Japanese forces had planned to conduct an air raid on Townsville using more than 120 

aircraft launched from two of Japan's largest aircraft carriers. 

They were to be supported by two cruisers, six destroyers and an oiler. 

"South Seas Force Order No.13", issued by the Commanding Officer of the Port Moresby invasion force on 

April 23, mentioned the planned attacks on Townsville, and further proposed strikes at Coen, Cooktown and 

Horn Island. 

The message was intercepted by Allied intelligence with troops ordered to protect personnel and supplies 

and man anti-aircraft weapons around the clock. 

But not all Japanese commanders supported the attack, arguing they would probably be detected and 

attacked by mainland forces before reaching their targets. 

Mr Holyoak discovered that the decision to launch a large-scale air raid on Townsville had been cancelled 

on April 30. 
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But an incomplete understanding of Japanese coding meant the city remained on high alert. 

 

The runways were a hive of activity at the Garbutt Air Base in Townsville during World War II, with many 

planes on the ground. Source: Supplied  

In July 1942, smaller-scale air raids by Japanese flying boats went ahead. Five raids were planned but only 

three were carried out. 

On July 25-26, enemy aircraft had been seen in the region with the first bombs dropped near the port at 

12.40am. 

Six bombs were seen falling on the eastern side of the harbour but only four craters and one unexploded 

bomb were discovered. 

The all-clear was given 35 minutes after the first bomb was dropped. 

Townsville had just had its first frightening taste of life at war. 

The second raid was on July 28. Allied aircraft were scrambled and shells were fired at the enemy planes 

which dropped their bomb loads near Many Peaks Range. 

"A few trees, a few craters, one rock wallaby - that was the extent of the damage," Mr Holyoak said after 

examining army surveys following the raids. They had missed their targets. Both times." 

The final air raid on July 29 was more significant. Allied aircraft made contact with enemy planes, a bomb 

was dropped much closer to a populated area and the episode was captured by local radio broadcasters. 

The ABC broadcast, which was not aired at the time, captures the sound of the enemy and allied planes 

overhead, the sounds of shells being fired from the ground and bombs being dropped. 

It was 12.25am. 



Page 4 of 5 

 

Seven bombs fell in Cleveland Bay and one in a paddock at Oonoonba. 

The only casualties of Townsville's "most significant raid" were a fence post and a palm tree, Mr Holyoak 

said. "If the reconnaissance missions and air raids were designed to attack the morale of Allied forces 

stationed in north Queensland, they failed miserably," Mr Holyoak said. 

"They missed all of their targets and were far too overstretched to even consider a Pearl Harbor-style attack 

on Townsville. 

"But that didn't stop the propaganda machine . . . the coverage of the events, of the level of destruction 

supposedly inflicted. 

"It was a frightening time, but Townsville was lucky. It could have been a lot worse but no doubt that is cold 

comfort for the people who were in Townsville at the time." 

War veteran Stan Mellick can remember the air raids on Townsville as if they happened yesterday. 

Stationed with Signals 5 Division, he recalls the air raid sirens blaring and the bombs being dropped on the 

city on all three occasions. 

"When I used to visit air shows and they blared those sirens after the war, I wanted to hit the deck," he said. 

Stationed in Townsville between July 1942 and January 1943, Mr Mellick recalls talking to his 

Commanding Officer during the final air raid on July 29, 1942. 

"The guard came in and told us the air-raid warning had been upgraded to yellow," he said. "Five minutes 

later, the guard came back in and said it had been upgraded to red. We just looked at each and asked, 'did he 

say red?', and I ran out to tell the unit. 

"Searchlights picked up the plane, but the bombs dropped nowhere near us." 

The career soldier joined the army in 1936. He was 19 when World War II broke out. 

At the time, the Australian Imperial Force would not take the young officer so he joined the full-time army 

and eventually transferred to the AIF in 1942. 

"In 1942 I was a captain. I came up from Duntroon (near Canberra)," he said. "Townsville was a military 

town, even more so than today. 

"Military vehicles were everywhere. Soldiers were everywhere, American and Australian. The whole place 

crawled with 'em. 

"Wherever you went there were camps, soldiers and guns." 

Mr Mellick, who did tours of Milne Bay and Moresby and retired as a Lieutenant Colonel in 1970, described 

the Japanese bombings as "a spectator show" compared to the heavy fighting in New Guinea. 

But the 92-year-old has little doubt the Japanese had bigger plans for Australia. "If they had made it to Port 

Moresby there is no doubt they would have pushed in to north Queensland," he said. 

"I know for a fact some of our signals blokes found a Japanese supply dump near Iron Range, munitions, 

fuel, that sort of thing. 



Page 5 of 5 

 

"Thankfully, the Battle of Coral Sea put a stop to that. It halted them in their tracks." 

 

DECEMBER 7, 1941: Aftermath of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour during World War II.  

 


