
This weekôs Think Piece has been contributed by Michael Von Berg MC OAM. 

 

Mike von Berg served with the 1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment before attending Officer Cadet 

School, Portsea, graduating in 1965. In 1966/67 he saw active service in Vietnam with Reconnaissance 

Platoon, 5RAR during which time he was awarded the Military Cross.  

 

This was followed by service in the Special Air Service Regiment, Commandos, and Staff Postings be-

fore resigning his commission in 1973.  Mike lived, studied and worked in the UK, Germany, Austria, 

USA, South Africa and Kenya before returning to Australia in 1984 to take up his position as a director of 

The Hardy Wine Company. He established his own strategic management consultancy in 1991, which 

operated for some 20 years before retiring in 2011.  

 

Mike is the President of the RAR Association (SA). He is also the National Chairman of the RAR Corpo-

ration and Council, and a member of the Ex Service Organisation Round Table (ESORT) at federal level.  

He currently sits on the Prime Ministerial Advisory Council on Veteransô Mental Health and on South 

Australiaôs Veterans Advisory Council.  

He is a life and hall of fame member of South Australian Rugby Union, and past director of the Australian Rugby Union. Mike was re-

cently awarded an OAM for his services to Rugby.  

Story continues on Page 10 
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In years gone by my wife and I would travel from Murray Bridge to Adelaide and while I would march 

with the old and bold of the Regiment, my wife June would hurriedly walk the same route and take pic-

tures of our magnificent marching group along the way. 

 

This year we will be part of the Dawn Service at Murray Bridge, and after at the Gunfire Breakfast at the 

Murray Bridge RSL. This year we wonôt be making it down the hill to Adelaide, so we need all those who 

ARE going to march in Adelaide, to send some photos to this newsletter so they can be published in 

Mayôs edition. 
 

Just about everyone these days has a mobile phone with a camera in it, so please take a couple of pics 

and email them to the newsletter at davidlaing49@bigpond.com or rsarassociation@live.com  
 

The rest of the world also needs to know what our ñmobò looks like, and how well we represent the as-

sociation, so please take the time to send me some photos and Iôll do the rest. 
 

No pictures = boring newsletter, and no one wants that! 

 

Des Hawkins sent some pics a couple of years ago, as did Jeff Dunn from Darwin, so those guys have 

proven you CAN do it! Waiting. Out! 
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On the 14th of January 2017, we commemorate the 75thAnniversary of the Battle of Gemas. The 
Battle of Gemas is not a household name but is significant because it was the first major Austra-
lian battle against the Japanese in World War II, a well-planned ambush that was one of the few 
successes for the Allied forces in the Pacific in 1942. 
 

The Japanese invaded Malaya on 
the 8th of December 1941, quickly 
advancing and pushing back the 
British and Indian forces throughout 
December and into January 1942. 
After the invasion and the disas-
trous Battle of Slim River, General 
Percival, General Officer Com-
manding Malaya (GOCM), ac-
cessed that the most that could be 
done, pending the arrival of rein-
forcements, was to attempt to slow 
the Japanese advance and hold 
Johore, the southern state of Ma-
laya linked to Singapore. 
 

Charged with carrying out this ac-
tion was the 2nd/30th Battalion, un-
der the Command of Lieutenant 
Colonel F G ñBlack Jackò 
Galleghan. The 2nd/30th was formed 
on the 22nd November 1940 in 
Tamworth, mainly drawing men 
from NSW, reinforced from other 
states.  It was a well trained unit 
and the soldiers became known as 
Galleghanôs Greyhounds, after their 
Commander. 
 

The 2nd/30th was ordered to act as a 
ñshock-absorberò at first contact with the enemy, to inflict as many casualties as possible, and to 
hold its position for at least 24 hours before falling back. Major General Gordon Bennett, Com-
mander of the Australian 8th Division, had long discussed with his commanders the belief that 
resolute aggressive action might check the Japanese advance. General Bennett also hoped that 
that such actions may also disrupt the Japanese plans. 
 

An ambush was planned at Gemas. Instructions were given for the withdrawal of the III Indian 
Corps leaving the Japanese unchallenged for 30 miles. Orders were given for ñébridges along 
the road to be left intact to give the impression of a helter-skelter retreat and tempt the Japanese 
to become over-confident and careless as they continued their advance.ò High hopes were enter-
tained about what could be achieved by the 2nd/30th Battalion, toughened by strenuous training 
and severe discipline, when it encountered the enemy in such circumstances. 
 

The 2nd/30th Battalion chose an ambush location near the Gemencheh River, seven miles west of 
Gemas. This was chosen as it consisted of a main road leading to a wooden bridge over a small 
river where dense jungle grew on both sides of the road. ñBò Company, under the command of 
Captain Duffy, was entrusted with the ambush, while the rest of the battalion was established in 

Malaya, 17/1/1942 ï A Japanese type 97 Tankette, camou-

flaged by leaves, in the Gemas area during the invasion of 

the Malayan Peninsula.  

75th Anniversary of the Battle of Gemas 



other positions around Gemas. 
 

At approximately 4pm on the 14th of January a small number of Japanese soldiers on bicycles 
entered the ambush site, followed by a column of Japanese troops riding five or six abreast. It 
was remarked that ñthey looked more like a picnic party rather than an advancing armyò. Believ-
ing the sounds they heard down the road to be motor transport and possibly the main body of the 
enemy convoy, Captain Duffy decided to allow the 200 ï 300 cyclists through to be dealt with by 
the troops in the rear. The noise they heard actually turned out to be three motor cyclists, fol-
lowed by several hundred more Japanese troops on bicycles.  
 

Captain Duffy waited for this group to be tightly packed into the ambush site and on the bridge, 
and gave the order to blow the bridge.  The ex-
plosion flung bicycles, bodies and pieces of the 
bridge skywards. Almost simultaneously three 
of Captain Duffyôs platoons swept the Japanese 
troops with machine gun fire and launched gre-
nades into the ambush. 
 

An artillery bombardment was scheduled at this 
point however, the signal lines for both Captain 
Duffy and the artillery observer had been cut 
and the signal to begin the barrage was unable 
to be sent. The battle only lasted 20 minutes. 
Captain Duffy stated ñéthe entire 300 yards of 
road was thickly covered with dead and dying 
men.ò 
 

Mindful of the 200 to 300 troops who had 
moved through the ambush site, Captain Duffy 
ordered his Company to withdraw. During the 
withdrawal a number of troops were engaged 
and wounded in skirmishes including one of the 
Platoon Commanders, Lieutenant Head. As it 
appeared that the Japanese were amassed in 
numbers along the road, Captain Duffy led his 
company single file through the jungle. During 
the withdrawal a large section of men split from 
the main group, including all  of the platoon 
commanders.  
 

Lieutenant Head was leading the second group 
until the pain from his earlier injury forced him to 
give up the lead. Unaware the other platoon 

leaders (Lieutenant Jones and Lieutenant Geike) were in his column, he handed the lead to Ser-
geant Doolan, a shop assistant from Stawell, VIC. It wasnôt until they made their way out of the 
jungle the next morning that they became aware of who was in their column and Lieutenant 
Jones took charge. Japanese forces attacked the rear guard on a number of occasions but were 
beaten back. During one of these attacks six men were listed as missing, their last words to their 
comrades: ñWeôll pin them down ï you get backò. They were never seen again and were pre-
sumed dead. 
There were miraculous stories of survival. Lance Corporal Hann, a barman from Moree NSW, be-
came separated from his unit after he jumped into a river when he was fired upon. Hann was 
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Lieutenant Colonel Frederick Galleghan exam-

ining a map with Sergeant Heckendorf outside 

the command post at Gemas.  

Battle of Gemaséééé...continued 
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captured by the Japanese and imprisoned in a hut. A local Tamil freed Lance Corporal Hann and 
disguised him in a turban and Indian clothing. He was given supplies and was guided through the 
jungle.  Eventually he came across an Australian patrol and removed the turban to ensure he 
was recognised as an Australian soldier. 
 

Despite the early success of the ambush, within six hours of the bridge being blown the Japa-
nese had rebuilt it and were able to advance. Japanese tanks moved towards the battalionôs 
main position, a roadblock just outside Gemas. They were sighted soon after 9am on the 15th of 
January. Six of the eight tanks that advanced on the roadblock were destroyed by the men of ñCò 
Company, under the command of Captain Lamacraft, 4 Anti-Tank Regiment, and fire from 
2nd/15th Field Regiment. 
 

As sections of Captain Duffyôs company began arriving back with information on the successful 
ambush, Lieutenant Colonel Galleghan ordered ñDò Company, under the command of Captain 
Melville, to advance on a hill held by the Japanese.  As a result of this assault ñDò Company in-
flicted heavy casualties on the Japanese and forced their withdrawal.  Captain Morrison took 
over command when Captain Melville was wounded. The men of ñDò Company continued their 
attack, despite Japanese resistance, until they were confronted by several tanks and came under 
heavy cross fire. Only then did Captain Morrison give the order to withdraw to their previous posi-
tion. 
 

The Japanese took advantage of their superiority in the air. Dive bombers began hitting Gemas 
and the battalion headquarters. No trenches 
had been dug at the headquarters building and 
the men could do little more than cower on the 
ground as the bombs exploded around them. 
Reports indicate that Lieutenant Colonel 
Galleghan suspected the Japanese had been 

able to locate battalion headquarters through 

wireless signals and he abandoned use of the 
radio for short distance communications. 
 

Japanese Forces began rapidly growing in 
strength on the immediate front. The battalion 
began to withdraw in the early afternoon. In two 
days of fierce fighting the battalion suffered ap-
proximately 20 missing or killed and over 50 
men wounded. The toll they inflicted on the 
Japanese is reported to be approximately 1000 
men. 
 

The 2nd/30th Battalion continued to fight with dis-
tinction. Sadly, less than a month later the bat-
talion was captured when Singapore fell and its 
soldiers spent the rest of the war as Prisoners 
of War. Over 300 men from the 2nd/30th died 
during captivity. 
 

Lieutenant Colonel Galleghan became com-
mander of the AIF prisoners and was awarded 
the Distinguished Service Order for his part in 
the Battle of Gemas. 

Battle of Gemaséééé...continued 
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Dear David 

For the interest of Members, I enclose some 10 RSAR history.  

Firstly, a photo of the 10Bn Officers Mess of 1974, which includes a number 

of current Association members. 

Secondly, a photo of the 10RSAR Colour Party which participated in the Sil-

ver Jubilee Parade for Her Majesty, The Queen, in Canberra on 8 March 

1977. (This pic will be in next months newsletter. Editor.) 
 

The Colour Party, left of photo, consisted of  

Sgt Ron Blake, closest to camera 

Sgt Jeff Ayles,  

Lt David Harris, Queens Colour, closest to camera, front rank 

RSM WO1 Thomson (I think?) 

Lt Bruce Lakin, 10RSAR Colour  
 

On the band side of the 10RSAR party was 9RQR. 
 

A great occasion! 

Thanks again for keeping the Spirit alive! 

With my best regards, 

Bruce Lakin 

CONTACT US!- 

The Secretary, David Laing,                                                                 

RSAR Association Inc                                                         

Riverglen Marina, RSD 3152A                                                 

White Sands    SA 5253 

�­������������0407 791 822 

          davidlaing49@bigpond.com 
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www.rsara.asn.au 


