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Canadians in Hong Kong

Generations of Canadians have served our country and the world during s of
war, military conflict and peace. Through their courage and sacrifice, thes- nien
and women have helped to ensure that we live in freedom and peace, wh. - 2lso
fostering freedom and peace around the world. The Canada Remembers < gram
promotes a greater understanding of these Canadians’ efforts and honours e
sacrifices and achievements of those who have served and those who supperied

our country on the home front.

The program engages Canadians through the following elements: national and
international ceremonies and events including Veterans' Week activities, youth
learning opportunities, educational and public information materials (including
online learning), the maintenance of international and national Government of
Canada memorials and cemeteries (including 13 First World War batdefield
memorials in France and Belgium), and the provision of funeral and burial services.

Canada’s involvement in the First and Second World Wars, the Korean War, and
Canada’s efforts during military operations and peace efforts has always been
fuelled by a commitment to protect the rights of others and to foster peace and
freedom. Many Canadians have died for these beliefs, and many others have
dedicated their lives to these pursuits. This willingness to stand up to protect
human rights, freedom and justice remains one of Canada’s defining
characteristics in the eyes of the world.

Veterans Affairs Canada encourages all Canadians to learn more abour the
sacrifices and achievements made by those who served our country, and

to help preserve their legacy by passing the torch of Remembrance to
future generations of Canadians.

.. 1o you from failing hands we throw The torch, be yours to hold it high. If ye break
faith with us who die We shall not sleep, though poppies grow In Flanders fields.
From “In Flanders Fields” by John McCrae

For a list of all publication titles available, please visit www.vac-acc.gc.ca
or call 1-877-604-8469 woll free.




The Defence of Hong Kong
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CANADIAN CONTINGENT IN HONG KONG, 1941. (NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF CANADA C-49744)

INTROducTION

In the Second World War, Canadian soldiers first engaged in
battle while defending the British Crown Colony of Hong
Kong against a Japanese attack in December, 1941. The
Canadians at Hong Kong fought against overwhelming odds
and displayed the courage of seasoned veterans, though most
had limited military training. They had virtually no chance of
victory, but refused to surrender until they were overrun by the
enemy. Those who survived the battle became prisoners of war
(POWSs) and many endured torture and starvation by

their Japanese captors.
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In October 1941, the Royal Rifles of Canada and the
Winnipeg Grenadiers were ordered to prepare for service in
the Pacific. From a national perspective, the choice of
battalions was ideal. The Royal Rifles were a bilingual unit
from the Quebec City area and, together with the Winnipeg
Grenadiers, both battalions represented eastern and western
regions of Canada. Command of the Canadian force was
assigned to Brigadier J.K. Lawson. This was also a good choice
because of Lawson’s training and experience; he was a
“Permanent Force” officer and had been serving as Direcior of
Military Training in Ottawa. The Canadian contingent was
comprised of 1,975 soldiers, which also included two medical
officers, two Nursing Sisters, two officers of the Canadian
Dental Corps with their assistants, three chaplains, two
Augxiliary Service Officers, and a detachment of the Canadian

Postal Corps. There was also one military stowaway who was
sent back to Canada.

Prior to duty in Hong Kong, the Royal Rifles had served in
Newfoundland and Saint John, New Brunswick while the
Winnipeg Grenadiers had been posted to Jamaica. In these
locations, both battalions had received only minimal training.

In late 1941, war with Japan was not considered imminent
and it was expected that the Canadians would see only
garrison (non-combat) duty. Instead. in December, the
Japanese military launched a series of attacks on Pear]l Harbor,
Northern Malaya, the Philippines, Guam, Wake Island and
Hong Kong. The Royal Rifles and the \X/in.nipeg Grenadier§
would find themselves engulfed in hand-to-hand combat o
against the Japanese 38th Division.




The defence of Hong Kong was made at great human cost.
Approximately 290 Canadian soldiers were killed in battle
.nd, while in captivity, approximately 267 more died as
POWs, for a total death toll of 557. In addition, almost 500
Canadians were wounded. Of the 1,975 Canadians who went
to Hong Kong, more than 1,050 were either killed or
wounded. This was a casualty rate of more than 50%,

arguably one of the highest casualty rates of any Canadian
theatre of action in the Second World War.

ERN HONG KONG FROM HMCS PRINCE ROBERT, NOVEMBER 19, 1941.
ARCHIVES OF CANADA PA-114809)

LBE

1ong Kong PrepaRes

British Crown Colony of Hong Kong consisted of Hong
g Island and the adjacent mainland areas of Kowloon and
New Territories”. The region is very mountainous, with a
al area of about 1,060 square kilometres.

) Prime Minister Winston Churchill and his chiefs of
recognized that, in the event of a war with Japan, it
uld be impossible to hold Hong Kong. Churchill and his
my chiefs designated Hong Kong an outpost, and initially
d against sending more troops to the colony. In
ber 1941, however, they reversed their decision and
gued that additional reinforcements would provide a
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THE RepULSE BAY HOTEL, WHERE THE RoyAL RIFLES FOUGHT FROM
DECEMBER 20 TO 22, 1941. (NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF CANADA PA-114819)

military deterrent against the Japanese, and reassure Chinese
leader Chiang Kai Shek that Britain was genuinely interested
in defending the colony. Canada was asked to provide one or

two battalions for that purpose.

The Royal Rifles of Canada and the Winnipeg Grenadiers
sailed from Vancouver on October 27, 1941, aboard the
Awatea, escorted by HMCS Prince Robert. The Canadians
arrived in Hong Kong on November 16. However, the 212
vehicles assigned to the force being transported on board the
freighter Don Jose never did reach Hong Kong. The ship had
only just reached Manila when the war with Japan began, and
the United States forces were given approval to use the
Canadian equipment in the defence of the Philippines.

To defend the colony, General C.M. Maltby had only a total
force of some 14,000 soldiers and a token number of naval
and air force personnel. Along with the Canadians, the
military force included the 8th and 12th Coast Regiments,
the 5th Anti-Aircraft Regiment of the Royal Arrillery (RA),
the 1st Hong Kong Regiment, the Hong Kong and Singapore
Royal Artillery, the 965th Defence Battery, RA, and the

6 Canadians in Hong Kong
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92nd and 40th Fortress Companies, Royal Engineers. Most

of these units were military personnel from either India or
China. There was one battalion of British infantry (the

2nd Battalion, Royal Scots), one British machine gun battalion
(the 15t Battalion, Middlesex Regiment), and two Indian
infantry battalions (5th Battalion, 7th Rajput Regiment and
the 2nd Battalion, 14th Punjab Regiment). Indian and Chinese
soldiers accounted for 35% of the entire force.

The colony had no significant air or naval defence. The Kai Tak
Royal Air Force (RAF) base on Hong Kong had only five
airplanes: two Walrus amphibians and three Vickers Vildebeeste
torpedo bombers, flown and serviced by seven officers and

108 airmen. An eatlier request for a fighter squadron had been
tejected, and the nearest fully-operational RAF base was in Kota
Bharu, Malaya, nearly 2,250 kilometres away.

Hong Kong also lacked adequate naval defence. All major
naval vessels had been withdrawn, and only one destroyer,
HMS Thracian, several gunboats and a flotilla of motor
torpedo boats remained.
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L¥E MUN PASSAGE BATTERY. (CANADIAN WAR MUSEUM P-149)
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Ty Tam Tuk RESERVOIR. (NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF CANADA PA-114818)

The arrival of the Canadians changed the plans for the defence
of the colony. The original strategy had called for the main
defence to be on the island with only one infantry battalion
deployed on the mainland for demolition duties and for
delaying purposes. The two additional battalions enabled
General Maltby to assign three battalions to the mainland.
These bartalions would fight from the “Gin Drinkers’ Line’,
18 kilometres of defences stretching across rugged hill country
and studded with trenches and pillboxes (concrete bunkers).

[t was hoped that these additional battalions would protect
Kowloon, Victoria harbour, Lye Mun Passage, and the
northern areas of Hong Kong Island from artillery fire
launched from the mainland. If the enemy launched a major
offensive, the mainland battalions would be ordered to
complete demolitions, clear vital supplies and sink any
remaining ships in the harbour so they would not fall into
enemy hands. The remaining forces on Hong Kong Island
were to prepare against any Japanese attack from the sea.

8 Canadians in Hong Kong
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The Mainland Brigade, commanded by Brigadier C. Wallis, was
composed of the Royal Scots and the two Indian battalions. The
Canadian signal section was allotted to this brigade. The Island
Brigade, under Brigadier Lawson, consisted of the two Canadian
hattalions and the Middlesex Regiment. The Canadian units.
facing the sea, were assigned the task of defending the island

beaches as their primary role, while the Middlesex unit had th
task of holding the system of pillboxes around the island.

'I'Iw SALESIAN MISSION, VIEWED FROM THE LYE MUN BARRACKS; AND IN THE
BACKGROUND, MOUNT PARKER. (CANADIAN WAR MUSEUM J-20553-1)

During the three weeks between their arrival and the outbreak
of war, the Canadians stationed on the mainland engaged in
intensive training on the island to familiarize themselves

with the ground they would be defending. Although the

z paration was for beach defence, the reconnaissance and
iéxcrqses provided some knowledge of the difficult terrain,
and would later prove valuable against the enemy.
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Through late November and early December, life in the
colony went along as usual. Reports of Japanese troops
massing to the north of the Chinese border continued to by
reported, but there had been many false alarms and an air of
optimism prevailed. As late as December 7, a report of
Japanese concentrations in the area was described as “certainly

exaggerated” and “deliberately fostered by the Japanese”.

The next day the Japanese attacked Hong Kong.

The InvasioN
The Japanese attack did not take the garrison by complete

surprise; the defence forces were prepared. On the morning of
December 7, the entire garrison was ordered to war stations. The

Canadian force was ferried across from Kowloon to the island,
and by 5 p.m. the battalions were in position and Brigadier
Lawson’s headquarters was set up at Wong Nei Chong Gap in
the middle of the island. Fifteen hours before the Japanese

attacked, all Hong Kong defence forces were in position.
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THIS ROAD LEADS OFF THE STANLEY GAP ROAD UP TO JARDINE’S LOOKOUT.
(CANADIAN WAarR MUSEUM [-20553-4)



BDE, HLQ. Susrres

BRrIG, LawsoN's
GRAYE FOUND MERE

WoNG NEI CHONG GAP, SCENE OF ONE OF THE FIERCEST ENCOUNTERS IN THE
BATTLE FOR HONG KONG. HERE A COMPANY OF THE WINNIPEG GRENADIERS HELD
OUT FOR SEVERAL DAYS AND INFLICTED MUCH DELAY AND MANY CASUALTIES UPON
THE JAPANESE. THE ISLAND’S MAIN NORTH-SOUTH ROAD RUNS FROM RIGHT TO LEFT
ACROSS THE PICTURE. (CANADIAN WAR MUSEUM J-20553-12)

On December 8 at 8 a.m., Japanese aircraft attacked the Kai Tak
airport and easily damaged or destroyed the few aircraft of the
. Royal Air Force, The nearly-empty camp at Sham Shui Po was the
tget, where two men of the Royal Canadian Signals were
. They were the first Canadian casualties in Hong Kong.

e morning, the Japanese ground forces moved across
fer of the New Territories and met resistance from the
forces of the Mainland brigade. In the face of strong
tessure these advance units fell back to the “Gin

' Line”. The defenders hoped to defend the line for a
Eore but, on December 9, the Japanese captured

un Redoubt, an area of high ground and the

orta‘n‘t strategic position on the left flank of the

in Hong Kong 11




Gin Drinker’s Line. The Japanese had launched their argacl
under cover of darkness and there was fierce fighring, by iy,
the end the Japanese were victorious. Their victory ar nj ght
revealed how General Maltby had completely underestimated
his enemy. In a dispatch he had noted that “Japarc-e night

work was poor.” But within hours of their first atc:ck, Shing
Mun Redoubt was in enemy hands.

On December 10, “D” Company of the Winnipeg Grenadiers
was dispatched to strengthen the remaining defenders on the
mainland. On December 11, this company exchanged gunfire
with the enemy and became the first Canadian Army unit to
engage in combat in the Second World War.

Further Japanese attacks followed and the “Gin Drinkers’
Line” could no longer be held. Midday on December 11,
General Maltby ordered the mainland troops to withdraw
from the mainland. The Winnipeg Grenadiers covered the
Royal Scots’ withdrawal down the Kowloon Peninsula.
The Punjabs moved at night and the Rajputs, who had
been left to guard Devil’s Peak, followed. The evacuation

mmu oﬁlﬁi\ RoOBERT, NEXT TO THE PIER DURING THE HonNG Kong
ERATI UGUST 1945. (Narronar ARCHIVES OF CANADA PA-J 14813)




was successful and most of the Brigade’s heavy equipment
was saved. "

On December 13, a Japanese demand for the surrender of
Hong Kong was categorically rejected.

The Defence of the Island

On the island, the defending forces were reorganized into an
East and West Brigade. The West Brigade, commanded by
Brigadier Lawson, consisted of the Royal Scots, the Winnipeg
Grenadiers, the Punjab unit and the Canadian signallers.

The East Brigade, under Brigadier Wallis, comprised the
Royal Rifles of Canada and the Rajput unit. The Middlesex

Regiment was directly under General Maltby’s command at
Fortress Headquarters.

The Canadian battalions were divided and the Royal Rifles
were no longer under Brigadier Lawson’s command. But
ironically, both Canadian units were still charged with
defending the southern beaches, where General Maltby
mistakenly feared a seaborne atack.

The boundary between the brigades ran just east of the
central north-south road across the island. Brigadier Lawson
maintained his headquarters at Wong Nei Chong on this key
road cutting through the island. Brigadier Wallis established

his headquarters at Tai Tam Gap, a central position in the
castern sector.

To soften the island’s defences, the Japanese directed heavy
artillery bombardment at the island, mounted destructive

air raids, and systematically shelled the pillboxes along the
north shore.




On December 17, the Japanese repeated their demand fo,
surrender. Once again it was summarily refused, bur the
sicuation was very grim. With the sinking of two British
relief ships off Malaya and the crippling of the Uniicd Seages
fleet at Pearl Harbor, there was no hope of relief, ard the
Chinese armies were in no position to give immediate aid.
The defenders awaited assault in complete isolation. Brigadier
Wallis visited the Rajput Regiment’s headquarters on December
18 and wrongly assured the Indian military personnel that the
Japanese would not attack. Like General Maltby, he grossly
underestimated the fighting ability of the Japanese.

The Arrack on the Island

The invasion came with nightfall on December 18. The
enemy launched four separate amphibious assaults across a
three-kilometre front on the northern beaches of Hong Kong
Island. They came ashore in the face of machine-gun

fire from soldiers of the Rajput unit who were manning
the pillboxes.

From the shore, the Japanese forces fanned out to the east
and west and advanced up the valleys leading to high ground.
The Royal Rifles engaged the invading Japanese and tried to
push them back. “C” Company of the Royal Rifles, in

reserve in an area adjacent to the landing, counter-attacked
throughout the night, suffering and inflicting heavy casualties.
Other platoons of the Royal Rifles went into action on the

west side of Mount Parker and suffered many casualties from
the already-entrenched enemy.
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GrouP OF CANADIAN AND BRITISH PRISONERS AWAITING LIBERATION BY LANDING
pARTY FROM HMCS PRINCE ROBERT. (NATIONAL ARCHIVES OF CANADA PA-114811)

The strength of the invasion force was overwhelming, and by
carly December 19, the Japanese had reached as far as the
Wong Nei Chong and Tai Tam Gaps, again proving their
effectiveness at night fighting.

The East Brigade

With the enemy well established on the high hills from Mount
Parker to Jardine’s Lookout, General Maltby ordered the East
Brigade to withdraw southwards towards Stanley Peninsula
where, it was hoped, a counter-attack could be made.

By nightfall, on December 19, a new defensive line was
established from Palm Villa to Stanley Mound, and a brigade
headquarters was set up at Stone Hill. Unfortunately, some
valuable mobile artillery was destroyed during the withdrawal.
Fven worse, vital communications were severed between the

East and West Brigades when the advancing Japanese reached
the sea at Repulse Bay.

The Brigade was now seriously reduced in numbers, with the
Rajput Battalion being virtually wiped out defending the
northern beaches. The East Brigade consisted of the Royal
Rifles, some companies of the Volunteer Defence Corps and




some Middlesex machine-gunners. The Royal Rifles were
exhausted. Deprived of hot meals for several days, they had ¢,
catch whatever sleep they could in the weapon pits which they
were continually manning. Yet, during the next three days,
these men valiantly drove northward over rugged, mountainoyg
terrain to join with the West Brigade, or to clear the Japanese

from the high peaks.

First, they attempted a thrust along the shore of Repulsc Bay
in the hope of reaching Wong Nei Chong Gap - and the Wes
Brigade. They managed to drive the enemy out of an area
around the Repulse Bay Hotel. However, they were unable to
dislodge the Japanese from the surrounding hill positions and
were forced to withdraw. One company of the Royal Rifles
was left to hold this area and a renewed effort to break
through was made on December 21. Next came an attempt to
reach Won Nei Chong by a more easterly route. Despite heavy
enemy opposition south of Tai Tam Tuk Reservoir, the Royal
Rifles succeeded in driving the Japanese out of a number of

hill positions and in destroying a group holding the crossroads
south of the reservoir,




Again the attack could not be maintained. The companies had
become separated and they were out of mortar ammunition.

The enemy was still pushing and Brigadier Wallis decided to

withdraw his men to their former positions.

Fighting at Repulse Bay continued, but despite a valiant effort,
the defenders had to be withdrawn.

After December 21, no further attempts were made to drive

northward, for the troops were depleted and exhausted and the
Japanese, who had been reinforced, mounted constant attacks.

At noon on December 22, the Japanese took Sugar Loaf Hill,
but volunteers from the Royal Rifles’ “C” Company went
forward and by nightfall they had recaptured the hill. Another

company, however, was driven from Stanley Mound.

On the evening of December 23, orders were given for a
general withdrawal to Stanley Peninsula. The exhausted Royal
Rifles were taken out to Stanley Fort, well down the peninsula,
for a rest. However, they were soon recalled for action as the
Japanese were making advances which the Volunteer Defence
Corps and other available troops could not contain.

The Royal Rifles celebrated Christmas Day, 1941, by returning to
battle. Brigadier Wallis ordered a counter-attack to regain ground

lost the night before. “D” Company was successful in this mission
but suffered heavy casualties.
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The West Brigade

The Winnipeg Grenadiers had also be
action with the West Bngade. i

) .,A” Company of the
e L to clez Jardine’s Lookout and to push
t Bu Reports of its action are confused — so
s and men became casualties —

div ded Aan‘d part of the company, led by Company
£ (S storn, drove through to Mount

but it apparently
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Japanese began to throw grenades into the defensive

The
ons occupied by “A” Company of the Grenadiers, and

posit
CSM Osborn caught several and threw them back. Finally one
ell where he could not retrieve it in time. Osborn shouted 2
warning and threw himself upon the grenade as it exploded,
giving his life for his comrades. Shortly afterwards, the
Japanese rushed the position and “A” Company’s Survivors

became prisoners. At the end of the War, CSM J.R. Osborn

was awarded a posthumous Victoria Cross.

nese approached the West Brigade Headquarters,
decided to withdraw to a new location.
However, before the action was completed the headquarters
was surrounded. A company of Royal Scots attempted to
provide assistance, but less than a dozen were able to get
through. About 10 a.m. on December 19, Brigadier Lawson
reported to Fortress Headquarters that he was going outside t0
“fight it out” with the enemy who were firing into the shelter
at point-blank range. He left the bunker with a pistol in each
hand to take on the massed enemy; losing his life in the effort.

As the Japa
Brigadier Lawson

After Brigadier Lawson's death, and that of Colonel Hennessy,

¢ in command, West Brigade was without a
| H.B. Rose of the Hong Kong

n December 20.

who was nex
commander until Colone

Defence Corps was appointed )




Meanwhile, “D” Company of the Grenadier
to its position near Wong Nei Chong Gap, de
Japanese use of the one main north-sou
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surrender. Insic
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morning regained some




wever, after a three-hour truce the Japanese again attacked ”

Ho

The Allied positions were overrun and the defenders were

forced to surrender.

A¢ 3:15 p.m. Christmas Day; General Mol i i
Governor that further resistance was futile acvseed
hoisted. On the east side of the islan e

moving forward for an attack

After seventeen a

P hardships 2 hands of their Japanese captors.
e ecember 24, the Japanese overran a makeshift hospital in
Flong Kong, assaulting and murdering nurses and bayoneting

sunded Canadian soldiers in their beds. After the colony

surrendered, the cruelty would continue. For more than three

jpad a half years, the Canadian POWSs were 1m

prisoned in



Hong Kong and Japan in the foulest of conditions and had ¢
endure brutal treatment and near-starvation. In the filthy,
primitive POW quarters in northern Japan, they would often
work 12 hours a day in mines or on the docks in the cold,
subsisting on rations of 800 calories a day. Many did not
survive. In all, more than 550 of the 1,975 Canadians who
sailed from Vancouver in October 1941 never returned.

Remembering Their sacrifice
Those Canadians who fought in the defence of Hong Kong

sacrificed much in their efforts to help bring peace and
freedom to the people of Asia and the Pacific. Their task was
a difficult and costly one, but their sacrifice would serve as
an example of the kind of effort that would be required to
eventually triumph. The survivors’ ordeal that followed as

prisoners-of-war serves as an additional reminder of the
great cost of war.

These combattants were among the more than one million
men and women who served in Canada’s Armed Forces during
the Second World War. More than 42,000 Canadians gave
their lives in the war. Canada and the world recognize the
sacrifices and achievements of all Canadians, like those who

fought in the defence of Hong Kong, who accomplished so
much and left a lasting legacy of peace.



YOKOHAMA BRITISH COMMONWEALTH WAR CEMETERY.

A memorial has been erected at the Sai Wan Bay War
Cemetery on the island of Hong Kong to honour those who
died in its defence. On this memorial, made of white granite,
are inscribed the names of over 2,000 people, 228 of them
Canadian, who died in Hong Kong and who have no known
grave. Included is the name of Company Sergeant-IMajor '
Robert Osborn, Winnipeg Grenadiers, who was postin
- awarded the Victoria Cross.

~ Below the memorial, the Sai Wan Bay War Cemetery slopes
 towards the sea, with a magnificent view of the coastline and
 distant hills. Here 283 soldiers of the Canadian Army are
 buried, including 107 who are unidentified.

 Stanley Military Cemetery is situated just beyond the small
 fishing village of Stanley in the southern part of Hong Kong
- island, on the Tai Tam Peninsula. Twenty Canadians are
 buried here, including one unknown.
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SAI WAN BAY WAR CEMETERY.

The Yokohama British Commonwealth War Cemetery,

located at Hodogaya near Yokohama, is the only British
Commonwealth Cemetery in Japan. Here 137 Canadian dead,
most of whom died as prisoners-of-war in Japanese internment
camps, lie with their New Zealand comrades beneath a Cross
of Sacrifice in one of the four sections of the cemetery.
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