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Journey to Timor:
South Dakota National
Guardsmen in the
Dutch East Indies, 1942
ROBERT G. WEBB

On the moonless night of 31 January 1942, an American destroyer
dropped its anchor in heavy seas off the southwest coast of Timor,
a small island in the Dutch East Indies. On hoard ship were sixteen
young artillerymen who were about to embark upon an extremely
hazardous mission. That mission came at the end of a journey that
had carried them halfway around the world.
The soldiers'journey to Timor had actually begun some fourteen
months earlier, on 25 November 1940, when the 147th Field Artillery
Regiment of the South Dakota National Guard received a call to active duty. On 5 December, about one thousand officers and men
under the command of Col. Eugene I. Foster of Sioux Falls left
behind their home stations of Aberdeen, Pierre, Mitchell, Flandreau,
Sioux Falls, Parker, Yankton, and Vermillion for a year's training af
Fort Ord, California. The guardsmen found the next few months
at Fort Ord less intense than they had expected, but as the year
neared completion. Congress extended their period of service by
eighteen months.'
On 22 November 1941, the 147th Field Artillery Regiment, whose
leadership had passed to Col. Leslie Jensen of Hot Springs, joined
1. Richard Cropp, The Coyotes: A History of the South Dakota National Guard
(Mitchell, S.Dak.: South Dakota Board of Military Affairs and the National Guard Officers Association, 1962), pp. 147, 149-54; Richard Cropp, "A ¡ourney to the Mina River,"
1976 (typescript in author's collection),p. 1; Leonard L. Lerwill, The Personnel Replacement System in the L/n/íedSíaíes Arm)'(Washington, D.C: Department of the Army,
1954), p. 253.
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the 148th Field Artillery Regiment of the Idaho National Guard and
about one hundred officers in boarding the United States Army
Transport Willard A. Holbrook in San Francisco. Alt of those on board
knew they were bound for the Philippine Islands, even though their
destination (code-named PLUM) was top-secret.^
Following a brief stop at Pearl Harbor in the Territory of Hawaii,
the Holbrook sailed again on 30 November in a convoy of nine ships
including the cruiser Pensacola and the subchaser Niagara. The outbreak of war with Japan on 7 December found the Pensacola convoy approximately fifteen hundred miles southwest of the Hawaiian

The United States Army Transport Willard A. Holbrouk,
pictured here near Seward, Alaska, served as home for the South Dakota
National Guard's 147th Field Artillery Regiment on its six-week
journey from San Francisco to Darwin, Australia.

Islands.^ On 13 December, it put in as ordered at Suva in the Fiji
Islands, where it received instructions to proceed on to Brisbane,
Australia. There, "following arrival and depending on the situation,"
its further movements would be determined.'' Nine days later, on
22 December, the convoy docked at Brisbane. After spending
2. Cropp, Coyotes, pp. 154-55.
3. Ibid., pp. 155-57; Cropp, "journey to the Mina River," p. 1; Louis Morton, The
Fall of the Philippines (Washington, D.C: Office of the Chief of Military History, Department of the Army, 1953), pp. 145-40, 153-54.
4. Morton, Fall of the Philippines, p. 146.
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Christmas ashore, the 147th and 148th Field Artillery regiments
reboarded the Holbrook and on 28 December sailed north inside
Australia's Creat Barrier Reef under Pensacola escort. The soldiers
hoped that their destination was no longer Manila, for the war news
was not encouraging and the likelihood of reaching the Philippine
Islands safely seemed remote.^'
On 3 January 1942, at Thursday Island in the Torres Strait (that
passageway between the northeastern tip of Australia and the southcentral coast of New Guinea), the cruiser Houston ted the United
States Asiatic Fleet to a rendezvous with the Holbrook, and the Pensacóla turned and sailed for Pearl hiarbor. At dawn on 6 January,
the transport and its escorts arrived at Darwin, Australia, where the
travel-weary troops learned they were to disembark. By 13 January,
when the 147th finally established a camp several miles inland, the
Holbrook had been home to the regiment for fifty-two days. To the
soldiers, it seemed much longer."*
When the 147th and 148th Field Artillery regiments arrived in Darwin, they found the military situation in the South Pacific discouraging. In British Malaya, the Dutch East Indies, and the American
Philippines, Japanese forces were advancing at an alarming rate. To
help strengthen Allied defenses in the Darwin area, the two artillery
units were assigned to the Australian Army's tiny Northern Territory
Forces. On 24 January, the Northern Territory Forces became part
of the newly created American-British-Dutch-Australian (ABDA) Command, the first Allied command of the war. British general Sir Archibald Waveil headed the command, establishing his headquarters
at Batavia, Java, in the Dutch East Indies. Wavell's orders were to
hold the Malay Barrier, a hastily drawn Allied defense line that included British Malaya, the islands of Sumatra, Java, and Timor in
the Dutch Fast Indies, and northern Australia. In addition, the command was to operate as far beyond that line of defense as possible
in order to check Japanese advances and restore communications
with the Philippine Islands.'^
On 29 January, as part of the attempt to fulfill these orders with
the limited resources available, ABDA Command called upon the
147th to furnish an officer and fifteen enlisted men for a special mis5. Cropp, Coyotes, pp. 157-61, and "Journey to the Mina River," p. 1.
6. Cropp, Coyotes, pp. 161-63; U. S., Department of the Navy, Office of the Chief
of Naval Operations, Naval History Division, Dictionary of American Naval Fighting
Ships, 8 vols. (Washington, D.C, 1970), 5:256.
7. Morton, Fall of the Philippines, pp. 149, 242; Mary H. Williams, comp.. Chronology,
1941-1945 (Washington, D.C: Department of the Army, 1960), pp. 11, 15, i a
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Assigned to help the Australian Army's
Northern Territory Forces defend the Darwin area, the 147th established
camp several miles inland from the northern coast town.

sion. Each man was to be a volunteer and a strong swimmer. The
individuals selected included Sgt. Nathan Bond of Ida Grove, Iowa;
Corps. Richard Stafford of Pierre, South Dakota, and Olin Thompson of Seneca, South Dakota; Pfcs. James Thomas of Duepunter,
Missouri, James Lanctot of Yankton, South Dakota, Roland Baier of
Wetonka, South Dakota, Warren Steltzsmiller of Aberdeen, South
Dakota, and Kenneth Wold of Mitchell, South Dakota; and Pvts.
Walter Swanson of Chicago, Illinois, Edward Heinz of Burley, Idaho,
Delbert van Hoosier of McLean, Illinois, James Jaquith of Waukesha,
Wisconsin, John Lindboe of Aberdeen, South Dakota, John Johnson
of Everett, Washington, and Pierre Meyer of Pierre, South Dakota.
Except for Sergeant Bond, who belonged to Battery F of Vermillion
when the 147th mobilized in 1940, the non-South Dakotans were
either draftees or regular army enlistees assigned to the regiment
at Fort Ord in 1941.«
8. Special Order No. 20, Headquarters, 147th Field Artillery, Camp Rushmore,
Noonimah Area, 30 |an. 1942, Charles Burnside Papers, 1942, South Dakota National
Guard Historical Resource Collection, Beulah Williams Library, Northern State University, Aberdeen, S.Dak. (this collection repository is hereafter cited as SDNC); General
Order No. 34, Headquarters, Sixth Army, 2 Mar. 1945, Roland V. Baier Papers, 1942-1945,
SDNG; Will G. Robinson, ed.. South Dakota in World War 11 ([Pierre, S.Dak.]: World
War il History Commission, n.d.), pp. 301-2.
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In charge of the detachment was 2d Lt. Charles H. Burnside of
Mitchell's Battery B. Burnside had demonstrated his leadership
abilities during training at Fort Ord and received an officer's commission. Years later, when asked why he had been given command
of the special mission, Burnside replied that his battalion commander, Lt. Co!. Harold W. Garwood of Aberdeen, had volunteered
him. At American Base Headquarters in Darwin, Burnside learned
that his group was to accompany one hundred barrels of aviation
gasoline, which had been loaded on the deck of a destroyer, to a
secret Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) emergency landing strip on
the island of Timor in the Dutch East Indies. After getting the gasoline ashore and onto the airstrip, he was to arrange with the RAAF
to get his party back to Darwin."
Timor, an island some three hundred miles long and sixty miles
wide, is located about four hundred miles northwest of Darwin. The
mountainous island is covered with large stands of forest and
numerous areas of swamp and heavy jungle. In 1942, the western
portion of Timor was Dutch and the eastern was Portuguese. The
ABDA Command intended to establish a landing strip on the southwest coast of Dutch Timor, near the Mina River, for the emergency
use of Allied aircraft that could not reach the Penfui Airdrome near
the capital of Koepangdue to poor weather or Japanese interference.
Penfui Airdrome was the only refueling point on Dutch Timor for
fighter planes staging through from Darwin, Australia, to Java in the
Dutch Fast Indies. The completion of an emergency landing and
refueling ground near the Mina River, on which Australian crews
had already begun work, thus took on critical importance for ABDA
Command planners."*
Late in the afternoon of 30 January, Burnside and his men set sail
in a northwesterly direction on board the USS Peary, a World War
l-vintage destroyer. En route to Timor, the soldiers filled watch duty
in the crow's nest.^' On the following afternoon, the wind picked
up and the greenish-grey sea became heavy with twenty-to-twentyfive-foot waves. Corp. Olin Thompson spent two hours in the crow's
nest that afternoon and remembered that the Peary "would roll from
9. Cropp, Coyotes, p. 166, and "journey to the Mina River," pp. 2-3; Robinson, South
Dakota in World War II, pp. 301-2; Douglas Gillison, Royal Australian Air Force, 1939-1942
(Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 1962), p. 418.
10. R. W. Robson, comp. and ed., The Pacific Islands Yearbook (Sydney: Pacific
Publications Pty. Ltd., 1944), p. 368; Gillison, Royal Australian Air Force, pp. 417-18;
Williams, Chronology, 1941-1945, p. 24.
11. General Order No. 34, Headquarters, Sixth Army, 2 Mar. 1945, Baier Papers; Dictionary of American Naval Fighting Ships, 5:242.

Copyright © 1992 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

282

South Dakota History

side to side so that it seemed that upon looking down I was looking directly into the sea rather than [at] the deck."'^ Pvt. Pierre Meyer
also had watch duty on the afternoon of 31 January. The rolling of
the ship proved too much for him, and he had to be relieved
because of seasickness.'-'*
As tbe second night approached, the Peary turned north, directly toward Timor. Arriving off the island well after dark on 31 January,
the ship dropped anchor in the heavy seas and cut its engines. From
onshore, a signal light flashed the location of the area where the
barrets were to be landed. While the Peary stood offshore. Burnside and his men hoisted the gasoline barrels, which had been
lashed into rafts, overboard and used the ship's lifeboats to tow them
toward the beach. The scheme might have worked in calm seas and
daylight. Instead, the surf was high, and the night was dark as pitch.
As the first boat headed toward shore, the raft of barrels began to
override it. The boat capsized and beached itself. The sailors made
it to shore safety, but most of their rations were tost, and the gasoline barrels were set adrift.'"*
The second lifeboat also had problems. As Private Meyer recalled:
"We got toward those big waves, and those barrels came right
aboard. We either had to get out of there or get crushed. We saw
what happened to the other boat. We cut the barrels loose but still
couldn't get to shore—the waves were that big." Lieutenant Burnside ordered the men, who were wearing life jackets, to jump into
the sea and make for the beach. "You know," remembered Meyer,
"some of the guys took their shoes off and everything, but I kept
my gun on my side and kept my shoes on."'^
White the original call for volunteers had stipulated that all the
men be good swimmers, three soldiers apparently had not been
informed of this requirement."' Pvt. Kenneth Wold, a nonswimmer,
hesitated to go over the side of the boat. Meyer remembered that
Wold's eyes "were as big as saucers." Sgt. Nathan Bond, who stood
six feet, two inches tall, weighed 225 pounds, and had been an outstanding athlete at the University of South Dakota, took Wold into
12. Thompson to author, 22 July 1991.
13. Cropp, "Journey to the Mina River," p. 3.
14. Dave Richardson, "These Clerks Saw Action," Yank, 18 Nov. 1942; General Order
No. 34, Headquarters, Sixth Army, 2 Mar. 1945, Baier Papers; Charles Burnside to author,
11 Mar. 1989; taped interviews of Charles Burnside, Waco, Tex., ca. 1975, Ace. No. NCsp
75-2, and Pierre Meyer, Pierre, S.Dak., 29 Dec. 1959, Ace. No. NGsp 59-3, both by Richard
Cropp, SDNG; taped interview of Roland Baier, Monterey, Calif., by Robert C. Webb,
11 Oct. 1985, Ace. No. NG 85-109, SDNG; Cropp, "Journey to the Mina River," p. 3.
15. Interview of Meyer.
16. Interview of Burnside.
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the water with him. Together, they rode the breakers into shore. According to Corp. Olin Thompson, another nonswimmer, "The sight
of those barrels crowding around the lifeboat was enough encouragement to jump overboard and trust that excellent life jacket."
When Thompson went into the water, he was wearing a gun belt
with a .45 caliber pistol. Somehow the waves unhooked the belt,
and both it and the pistol sank. Pfc. Roland Baier, the third volunteer
who could not swim, jumped into the sea without thinking and dogpaddled his way toward the beach. "The waves just took us in," he
recalled. "They were high, twenty to twenty-two foot breakers,
. . . and they rolled you up and down that coastline for awhile before
you made it out of their reach." Because of a strong undertow near
the shore, Baier had to plant his feet firmly in the sand in order
to make it to the beach.''''
Despite the high surf, strong undertow, sharks, stonefish, barracuda, Portuguese men-of-war, and other perils of the deep, everyone
made it to shore safely. Lieutenant Burnside ordered a count on
the beach and discovered that the party had grown by the addition
of three sailors from the beached lifeboat who now had no way to
get back to the Peary. Meanwhile, the destroyer crew had dumped
the remaining gasoline barrels into the sea, used the ship's lifeboats
to tow them to the outer edge of the surf, and released them to
float ashore on the breakers. The Peary then set sail for Darwin in
order to be as far from Timor as possible by dawn.'^
On the beach, the soldiers—wet, half-clothed, and often shoeless
—lay down to wait for daylight. Instantly, swarms of malaria-carrying
mosquitos began feeding on them. Baier later remembered that the
only way to escape the insects was to burrow into the sand "until
only a nose stuck out, . . . and that way you could sleep."'" While
his men settled in for the night. Lieutenant Burnside met with Flying Officer A. F. Cole of the RAAF, his Australian contact for the mission. Cole and his three-man crew had landed their Lockheed
Hudson bomber on the Mina River airstrip the previous day. Shortly thereafter, several Japanese Zeros happened by and shot up the
aircraft, stranding the Australians.^" After introducing himself. Cole
asked Burnside, "Have you got any tucker?" "What?" replied Burnside. When the Australian asked again, Burnside inquired, "What's
'tucker'?" "Food," responded Cole. "Yeah, we have some," Burn17. Interviews of Meyer and Baier; Burnside to author, 11 Mar. 1989; Thompson to
author, 22 luly 1991.
18. Cropp, "journey to the Mina River," p. 4; interview of Burnside.
19. Interview of Baier.
20. Burnside to author, 11 Mar. 1989; Gillison, Royal Australian Air Force, p. 418.
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Second Lieutenant Charles H. Burnside
commanded the fifteen-man detachment ordered to fuel the
remote Mina River airstrip on the island of Timor.

side informed the Australian. At that point, the young lieutenant
did not know that most of the food had been lost when the first
boat capsized in the heavy surf.^'
At daybreak, the two officers inspected the beach and found that
eighty gasoline barrels had washed ashore but were scattered over
several miles. Cole showed Burnside the airstrip, three-quarters of
a mile from the beach. He and his crew, he decided, would set off
on foot for Koepang, forty miles away, to get a truck or tractor to
move the barrels. The three sailors from the capsized lifeboat accompanied the Australians. Before leaving, Cole provided the
American soldiers with a supply of quinine to combat malaria.^^ Had
he not done so, Burnside recalled many years later, "we would have
been a sickly bunch of Yanks on his return from Koepang."'^-'
During Cole's absence, the soldiers rolled the barrelsoff the beach
to prevent them from washing out to sea with the tide and to hide
21. Burnside to author, 11 Mar. 1989.
22. Interviews of Burnside and Baier; General Order No. 34, Headquarters, Sixth
Army, 2 Mar. 1945, Baier Papers.
23. Burnside to author, 31 Dec. 1988.
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them from Japanese reconnaissance planes. With that task accomplished, they began moving the barrels to the grass landing strip.
Because a number had beached on the wrong side of the Mina River,
the men had to push them through the jungle, full of dense undergrowth, swamp, and everything imaginable, and then swim them
across the river. After a number of barrels had been manhandled
in this manner, someone noticed what appeared to be a crocodile.
"Once we saw that," Meyer said, "we were through swimming in
the river."^^
The frequent appearance of Japanese airplanes compounded the
soldiers' problems. With each sighting, the men had to stop work
to take cover in the jungle. On one occasion, Japanese aircraft surprised Corporal Thompson and several other soldiers on the beach.
Too far from the jungle to reach cover, the artillerymen made themselves "as small and inconspicuous as possible" and thus avoided
enemy observation.^'"' The reconnaissance planes usually flew so low
that the soldiers could see the pilots in their cockpits. Several of
the artillerymen still had their pistols and wanted to shoot, but Burnside forbade them to do so in order to maintain the fiction that the
emergency landing strip was secret.^"^
In tbe tropical heat of the long days, the work was backbreaking.
Because little food had been salvaged from the beached lifeboat,
themen went hungry most of the time. One of them shot a monkey
out of a tree, then skinned and roasted it whole. When the troops
were ready to eat, someone remarked that it looked like a roasted
baby Appetites quickly disappeared. The men later shot and consumed several ducks and ate bananas, mangoes, and papayas picked
from nearby trees. The lack of food was not the only problem the
volunteers faced. In addition to being crocodile-infested, tbe river
water was dark and dirty-looking. Attempts at boiling it proved unsuccessful, and the men drank little. "It was funny," Meyer remarked
years later, "you never got thirsty [because the water] was so bad."-^
After several days of short rations, insufficient sleep, sore and
bleeding feet, and nightly mosquito attacks, some of the soldiers
were nearing the limits of their endurance. At this point. Flying Officer Cole returned from his forty-mile trek to Koepang with an old
Caterpillar tractor, a trailer, food, and water. Among the food items
were several loaves of thick-crusted bread and jars of marmalade.
24. Cropp, "Journey to the Mina River," p. 4; Interview of Burnside and Meyer.
25. Thompson to author, 22 |uly 1991.
26. Cropp, "Journey to the Mina River," p. 4; interview of Meyer; Burnside to author,
11 Mar. 1989.
27. Cropp, "Journey to the M i n a River," p. 4; interviews of Meyer and Baier.
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To the half-starved soldiers, the bread was the best they had ever
tasted. With adequate sustenance and mechanical assistance, the
volunteers soon moved the remaining barrels to the airstrip. By 13
February, the task was complete, and the party set out for Koepang.
Arriving at Penfui Airdrome two days later, the bedraggled and exhausted soldiers were outfitted with shoes and clothing. They also
received razors and shaving soap, with which they attacked their
heavy beards. Most lacked money for such luxuries as beer and
cigarettes. At the airdrome's finance office. Lieutenant Burnside
cashed the last paycheck he had received at Fort Ord and loaned
each man enough Dutch guilders to make purchases at the canteen.2**
Timor, like all other advanced positions, had poor Allied defenses.
In addition to the RAAF personnel at Penfui Airdrome and a small
Dutch garrison at Koepang, only one Australian infantry battalion
guarded Dutch Timor, the 2/40th. Further east in Portuguese territory,
a single company of Australian commandos, the 2/2nd Independent
Company, kept watch. When Allied intelligence indicated that the
Japanese would invade the island soon, the ABDA Command
ordered one battalion of the American 148th Field Artillery Regiment
and the Australian 2/4th Pioneer Battalion to Timor as reinforcements. On 15 February, transports carrying the additional troops left
Darwin with the USS Houston, the USS Peary, and two Australian
sloops as escorts. The following day, a large fleet of Japanese bombers and seaplanes attacked the convoy. Although the ships escaped
with only minor damage, the episode indicated that continuing on
to Timor without air cover was too risky. ABDA Command ordered
the convoy back to Darwin, where it arrived on 18 February. The
future of the Allied forces on Timor, including the Burnside party,
looked bleak.^"
On 18 February, the RAAF commander at Penfui Airdrome received
orders to evacuate his base staff to Darwin. Lieutenant Burnside and
his detachment were to be taken out as well. At 3:30 the next morning, Burnside's men and the other evacuees boarded six Lockheed
Hudsons. According to Meyer, the airplane he was on was so
overloaded that the passengers were "packed in like sardines." To
get the tail up for the difficult takeoff, everyone shifted toward the
plane's nose section. When the Hudson was nearly airborne,
everyone pushed back toward the tail section to get the nose up.
2a Gropp, "Journey to the Mina River," p. 4; interviews of Burnside, Meyer, and
Baier; Thompson to author, 22 July 1991.
29. H. P. Willmott, The Barrier and the Javelin (Annapolis, Md.: Naval Institute Press,
1983), p. 142; Cillison, Royal Australian Air Force, pp. 420-21.
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The flight was uneventful, but as tbe overloaded Hudsons approached Darwin, one of the antiaircraft batteries near the harbor
mistook them for Japanese bombers and fired briefly. A near miss
partly flipped the plane carrying Sergeant Bond and Corporal
Thompson, but no one was seriously injured. When the Hudsons
finally touched down at RAAF Field at about 8:00 A.M., alt on board
were relieved to be back on the ground.^"
Shortly after arriving at RAAF Field, Lieutenant Burnside and his
men, who were already showing the effects of various tropical
diseases from their stay on Timor, reported for medical checkups
at the hospital before returning to their regiment. It turned out that
19 February 1942 was a poor time to be at RAAF Field. Earlier that
morning. Vice Admiral Chuichi Nagumo of the Imperial Japanese
Navy and a large task force of four aircraft carriers, two battleships,
five cruisers, and some twenty destroyers had steamed into the
Timor Sea and reached a flying-off position about two hundred
twenty mites north of Darwin. Nagumo, with some of the same carriers and pilots, had led the attack on Pearl Harbor just over two
months before. Now he had been ordered to neutralize Darwin so
that the Allied forces there would not interfere with the planned
Japanese assault on Timor, due to begin the next day.^'
Around 9:50 A.M., a huge fleet of Japanese Zero fighters, dive
bombers, and torpedo bombers—188 in atl—passed over the 147th
Field Artillery camp southeast of Darwin at fourteen thousand feet.^^
As the sotdiers looked skyward, someone commented, "Who says
we haven't got an airforce?"-''' When the planes neared Darwin the
antiaircraft batteries began to fire, but the shetl bursts were well
betow the planes. Someone else remarked that the guns were just
practicing. However, when the exptoding bombs shook the earth
and a huge cloud of smoke began to rise above the trees in the direction of Darwin, the artillerymen knew it was not just practice.^'*
With the beginning of the raid at ten o'ctock, Burnside's party,
who had been waiting for the doctor to arrive, jumped into slit
trenches near the hospitat and hoped they would be safe. After
disposing of severat American P-40 fighters that had taken off from
30. Gillison, Royal Australian Air Force, pp. 421, 425; interviews of Burnside, Meyer,
and Baier; Thompson to author, 22 July 1991.
31. Cropp, Coyotes, p. 168; Cropp, "Journey to the Mina River," p. 5; interview of
Burnside; Gillison, Royal Australian Airforce, p. 431.
32. Timothy Hall, Darwin 1942: Australia's Darkest Houf (Sydney: Methuen Australia
Pty. Ltd., 1980), p. 19; Cropp, Coyotes, p. ^6Ö•,G\l\\son, Royal Australian Air Force, p. 426.
33. Quoted in Cropp, Coyotes, p. 168.
34. Ibid., p. 169; William H. Daly, "Darwin's First Air Raid—Thurs. Feb. 19," William
H. Daly Papers, 1919-1976, SDNG.
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the field to oppose them, the Japanese fighters and dive bombers
selected their targets carefully and flew in for the attack. In a short
time, many of the buildings on the field had been bombed or
strafed, and several were in flames. Confident of their air supremacy,
the Japanese fighter pilots raced up and down the runv\/ays at such
low altitudes that the men in the slit trenches could see their faces
clearly At 10:30, the Japanese broke off the attack, and the "all clear"
sounded ten minutes later.
Before those on the ground could fully recover, another Japanese
air fleet arrived. This time fifty-four twin-engine, land-based horizontal bombers from the Japanese-held islands of Ambon and Celebes
in the Dutch Fast Indies forced the Americans back into their slit
trenches. The enemy bombers approached RAAF Field in two formations of twenty-seven aircraft each, one from the southwest and
the other from the northeast, at about eighteen thousand feet. They
appeared to cross one another, and both laid a pattern of heavy
bombs so accurately that the entire airdrome was smothered with
explosions. The noise was deafening, like a gigantic roll of thunder.
For what seemed an eternity, the air was full of shrapnel and flying
debris. The midday tropical sun blazed down on the Americans,
whose legs ached in the cramped slit trenches, while their parched
throats became nearly unbearable. Near misses hurled stones and
rubble down to clatter off their steel helmets, as gaping cracks appeared in the sides of their slit trenches. The dense smoke from
burning buildings and petrol dumps made the whole scene nearly
as dark as night.
When the second "all clear" sounded some twenty minutes later,
the Americans emerged from their slit trenches dazed by the concussions and shaken by the sight of the station in ruins. Through
the heavy smoke, they could see that the hospital was a blazing inferno. The station's runways were also destroyed, and the recreation huts, mess halls, hangars, storage buildings, airmen's barracks,
and a number of other structures were badly damaged and ablaze.
Only the officers' quarters, operations building, and wafer tower
escaped destruction.'"'^
The two Japanese raids, the first enemy attack on Australian soil
in that nation's history, left RAAF Field a mass of burning wreckage
and destroyed much of Darwin as well. In the harbor, ships were
beached, others were sinking, and still others lay on the bottom.
35. Interviews of Burnside and Baier. For detailed descriptions of the raid on Darwin, see Cropp, Coyotes, pp. 168-72, Hall, Darwin 1942, pp. 84-102, Gillison, Royal
Australian Air Force, pp. 424-32, and Douglas Lockwood, Australia's Pearl Harbour:
Darwin, 1942 (Melbourne: Cassell Australia Ltd., 1966), pp. 30-43, 138-47.
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Among the sunken ships was the USS Peary, which had taken at
least five direct bomb hits. It had sunk sternfirst in a sea of burning
oil, taking its captain and some eighty crew members to watery
g raves. ^^
As the second "all clear" at RAAF Field sounded. Lieutenant Burnside decided that it was no longer necessary to wait for the doctor.
If he were still alive, he would be attending to more important duties.
The Americans, some of whom had suffered superficial wounds,
fell in and started marching toward the camp of the 147th.'^^ On the
road out of Darwin, a flood of panic-stricken refugees had slowed
all traffic, including Capt. Richard Cropp of the 147th's First Battalion

Members of the 147th Field Artillery Regiment examine
a bomb crater in Darwin following the raid of 19 February 1942.

Headquarters, who had secured a command car and set out toward
Darwin to check on the fate of a missing service battery. As Cropp
sat stalled in the midst of the exodus, he spied a small group of
soldiers moving along with obvious organization and discipline. At
the head of the dirty and blood-smeared party strode Lieutenant
Burnside. "Geez, Charlie/' Cropp yelled out, "we thought you were
36. Cropp, "lourney to the Mina River," p. 6; Dictionary of American Naval Fighting
Ships, 5:242; Walter Karig and Welbourn Kelley, Battle Report: Pearl Harbor to Coral
Sea (New York: Farrar & Rinehart, 1944), p. 207.
37. Cropp, Coyoies, p. 171, and "Journey to the Mina River," p. 6; interview of Baier.
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dead. We were just going to divide up your things." Burnside
grinned widely and informed the captain that he was very much
alive^"
In the weeks that followed the return of Burnside's troop, the
soldiers fell ill with malaria, dysentery, and other tropical maladies
and had to be transferred to hospitals in southern Australia.'^*' While
hospitalized, each received a letter of commendation from Lt. Gen.
George H. Brett, commander of United States Army Forces in
Australia. It read, in part: "In volunteering for this detail you were
confronted with an arduous and hazardous assignment. The courage, devotion and determination displayed by yourself and your
comrades is highly commendatory in contribution to the successful
accomplishment of an important military mission."^"
General Brett's 1942 letter of commendation to the volunteers was
considered sufficient recognition at the time. Late in 1944, however,
38. Cropp, "Journey to the Mina River/' p. 6.
39. Thompson to author, 22 |uly 1991.
40. Letter of Commendation, Headquarters, United States Army Forces in Australia,
Melbourne, Victoria, 25 Mar. 1942, Baier Papers.

Burnside (right) and Capt. Richard Cropp (leñ) had a happy
reunion on the road from Darwin following the second Japanese raid on the
town. The pair is pictured here during training at Fort Ord, California.

Copyright © 1992 by the South Dakota State Historical Society. All Rights Reserved.

Journey to Timor

291

Lt. Cot. Kenneth R. Scurr of Pierre submitted recommendations for
decorations for each of the participants in the Timor expedition.
Scurr, who had become commanding officer of the 147th when Colonel Jensen was transferred to another command in January 1944,
believed that others in the Southwest Pacific were being awarded
decorations "for exploits of much less hazard and importance" than
that in which the Timor volunteers had participated.'" On 2 March
1945, the fifteen enlisted men who made the journey to Timor each
received a Silver Star. Scurr recommended a Distinguished Service
Cross for Lieutenant Burnside, but neither it nor any lesser decoration was ever awarded to him.''^
The soldiers had successfully completed their mission, but their
efforts went for naught. Not a single Allied plane used the emergency landing ground on the Mina River in the few days between the
time it became functional and 20 February, when the Japanese invaded Timor. Ironicatly, on 9 February, while the votunteers were
still manhandling barrels of aviation gasoline through swamp and
jungle, heavy storm clouds prevented nine P-40s of the United States
Army Air Force's Third Pursuit Squadron, on their way from Darwin
to Java, from locating Penfui Airdrome. Unaware of the emergency
landing strip near the Mina River, they apparently decided to head
for Dili in Portuguese Timor, but one by one they ran out of fuel.
The pilot of one of the P-40s died when he attempted a crash landing in the jungle. All the others bailed out of their planes near Atambua, some eighty miles from the Mina River tanding ground. An
RAAF rescue party brought in those who had parachuted. The
rescued pitots ftew out of Penfui Airdrome to Darwin with the Burnside party and other evacuees on 19 February.""^
By the summer of 1942, American victories at the battles of the
Coral Sea and Midway Island had eliminated the threat of a Japanese
Invasion of Australia. An entire Australian division could now be
located in the Darwin area, and the 147th was no longer needed
in the Northern Territory. In late June 1942, the regiment began a
two-thousand-mile trek southward to Ballarat on Australia's southeastern coast, arriving there in early July. Several weeks later. Lieutenant Burnside, who had rejoined the regiment in Ballarat after a
lengthy stay in the hospital, received a tetter from the United States
41. Quoted in Robinson, South Dakota in World War II, p. 302.
42. General Order No. 34, Headquarters, Sixth Army, 2 Mar. 1945, Baier Papers; Burnside to author, 31 Dec. 1988.
43. Walter D. Edmonds, They Fought with What They Had (Boston: Little, Brown
& Co., 1951), pp. 324-25; Gillison, Royal Australian Air Force, pp. 418-20; Burnside to
author, 31 Dec. 1988.
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Army Finance Office in nearby Melbourne, asking him to cash his
last check from Fort Ord so that his records could be updated.
Another letter arrived a few days later from RAAF Headquarters in
Melbourne, informing Burnside that he owed the equivalent of one
hundred twenty-five dollars for the Dutch guilders he had received
at Penfui Airdrome in February Apparently, the RAAF finance officer at Penfui Airdrome had not brought all records when the base
was evacuated on 19 February Among the items left behind was
Burnside's paycheck.'*''
Shortly after receiving the letters, Burnside journeyed to Melbourne to straighten matters out. As he walked down the hall of
RAAF Headquarters, he was surprised to see Flying Officer Cole,
his Australian contact on Timor. Burnside had assumed that Cole
was either dead or a prisoner of the Japanese, for he had remained
behind at Penfui Airdrome with the rear party after the base evacuation. Cole informed Burnside that when the Japanese invaded Timor
on 20 February he and the rest of the rear party had fled into the
island's interior. For the next two months, they managed to evade
capture. An American submarine finally rescued them from a beach
on the northwest coast on the night of V April 1942. With Cole's
help, Burnside was able to solve his financial problems with both
the United States Army and the Royal Australian Air Force, and for
the young lieutenant the journey to Timor officially came to an end.**^
The hazardous mission that the sixteen young artillerymen participated in fifty years ago marked their baptism of fire in World
War II. Other difficult missions would follow as the 147th Field Artillery fought with Gen. Douglas MacArthur's forces in New Guinea
and the Philippines from 1943 to 1945. None of those later combat
operations, however, remained as clear in the memories of participants as did "the journey to Timor" in the dark days of the Pacific
war early in 1942. Perhaps the Timor expedition remained memorable because even though misfortune dogged it from start to finish,
the men accomplished their assigned mission without the loss of
a single life. In the end, an extraordinary amount of good luck,
alongside the bad, saw the volunteers through.
44. Interview of Burnside.
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