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Maurice Roffe Searcy was born at St Peters in South Australia on 22 January 1905. He was the 

eldest child of five children of John Edwin Searcy and Elizabeth Searcy (nee Kelly). His father was 

the proprietor of real estate firm J.E. Searcy & Co, in Victor Harbor. Maurice was educated at 

Victor Harbor Public High School where he completed his first year, he later moved to Adelaide to 

complete his education. He later became an auditor. The Victor Harbor Times announced on the 29 

December 1930, that Maurice got engaged to Isabella Martin of Pembroke St, College Park in 

Adelaide. However on the 30 August in 1940, in his enlistment application, held by the National 

Archives, it records his next of kin as his father with no listing of Isabella. His address was at 11 

Pembroke Street College Park in the same street as his former fiancée.  

After enlistment and some basic training, Maurice was posted to the Australian Army Ordnance 

Corps (AAOC), a posting that would have utilised his qualifications as an auditor. Maurice then 

undertook training at the Signals Training Depot in Balcombe (Victoria), followed by infantry 

training with the 7th Infantry Training Centre at Wilson’s Promontory, near Foster in Victoria.  

Whilst at Foster, he was admitted to the Casualty Station on 20 April 1941 suffering from an 

infected insect bite. He rejoined the training course two days later. On 10 May 1941, Maurice was 

posted to No. 1 Independent Company. This army unit had only been recently formed in May-June 

of 1941. No. 1 Independent Company was raised for service in the Middle East, although at the time, 

army headquarters were not quite sure what role the company would play there. 

In May, Maurice was graded as a Group II Signaller. This title was an army classification for pay 

purposes.  The Company was warned that it was set for overseas service, and Maurice and other 

members of the unit were sent on pre-embarkation leave from 20th to 30th June 1941. The 

expectation they would soon see overseas service did not materialise until after Japan entered the 

war. 

Name Searcy, Maurice Rolfe Private 

Service Number SX10212  

Date of Birth  22nd January 1905 

Died 1st July 1942 

Place of Birth  St Peters SA 

Resident  Victor Harbor SA 

Cemetery Commemorated at the Rabaul 

Memorial 
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Enlistment photograph of Maurice Roffe Searcy  
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With the war against Japan, looming, No. 1 Independent Company joined the formation “LARK 

FORCE”, a code-named special formation that would be sent to resist any future Japanese advance 

towards Australia.  

The men boarded the converted cargo and passenger ship HMT “Z” (the code name for the ship 

ZEALANDIA) on 12 July 1941. (The HMT “Z” would later be destroyed on the 19 February 1942, 

the in one of the two air raids attacking Darwin.  Darwin was attacked by 188 Japanese fighter jets, 

killing 236.) 

The ship disembarked, at Kavieng the capital of the Papuan-New Guinean province of New Ireland.  

Members of LARK Force, including No 1 Independent Coy, were ordered to strategically defend 

the most important airfields and harbours.  

The objective of the Lark Force was to maintain a forward air observation line as long as possible 

and to make the enemy fight for this line rather than abandon it at the first threat, as the force was 

considered too small to withstand any invasion. 

In the event of an invasion of New Britain by the Japanese, Major James Edmonds-Wilson, who 

commanded the 1st Independent Company, was under orders to resist long enough to destroy key 

airfields and other military installations such as fuel dumps, before withdrawing south to wage a 

guerrilla war. They did not have to wait very long, as on 21 January 1942, a preparatory bombing 

raid by about sixty Japanese aircraft attacked Kavieng. 

A number of aircraft were shot down. The company’s only means of escape, the schooner called  

Induna Star, was damaged. Nevertheless, despite the damage the crew managed to sail the vessel to 

Kaut where they hoped to repair the damage. As they did 1st Independent Company commandos 

withdrew across the island to Sook, having received word that a large Japanese naval force was 

approaching the island. 

In the early morning of 22 January 1942, the Japanese landed at Kavieng. The landing Japanese 

force consisted of between 3,000 and 4,000 troops. The Australian troops were outnumbered. As the 

lead Japanese troops reached Kavieng airfield, fighting broke out. The small force of Australians 

blew up the supply dump, remaining buildings still left standing, and did further damage to the 

airfield, so the Japanese forces could not use anything.  

Fighting their way out, the commandos withdrew towards the main force at Sook, a number of men 

were captured in the process. On the 28 January, once the company had regrouped at Sook, they 

withdrew further south to Kaut, where they helped with the repair of the Induna Star, before setting 

out along the east coast of the island. They reached Kalili Harbour on 31 January but after learning 

that the fighting on New Britain was over, and that the Japanese had occupied Rabaul, it was 

decided to sail for Port Moresby. 

On 2 February 1942, the schooner was sighted by a Japanese plane, which subsequently attacked it, 

causing considerable damage to the vessel, as well as destroying one of its lifeboats and causing a 

number of casualties. The Induna Star began taking on water and as a result the men were forced to 

surrender. Under escort by a Japanese aircraft and then later a destroyer, they were instructed to sail 

to Rabaul where they became prisoners of war. Maurice was listed as a POW. (prisoner of war)  

After a few months at Rabaul, the officers were separated from their companies. The officers were 

transported to Japan where they remained in captivity for the rest of the war, whilst the rest of the 

companies including the members of Lark Force, which totalled more than 845, plus 200 civilians 

that had been captured, where put on to the Japanese passenger ship Montevideo Maru for 

transportation to the Japanese POW forced labour camp in Hainan Island.  



Travelling unescorted, the Montevideo Maru sailed from Rabaul on 22 June. On 1 July, the ship 

was sighted by an American submarine, the USS Sturgeon, off the coast of the Luzon, in the 

Philippines.  

The USS Sturgeon torpedoed and sunk the Montevideo Maru, without realising it was a prisoner of 

war vessel. Of the 88 Japanese crew on board, only 17 survived. The Japanese survivors reported 

that two torpedos hit the vessel and created an explosion in the oil tank in the aft of the hold. 11 

minutes later the ship was sunk. The prisoners on board were held in the decks below. All 845 

military prisoners from the Lark Force which included, 133 members of  the 1 Independent 

Company and the 2/22 Infantry Battalion, the Other Support Units which included detachments 

from the Rabaul Anti-Aircraft Battery, Coast Artillery ("L" Heavy Battery), Army Medical Corps, 

and Signals units, all perished. Over 200 civilian administrators, missionaries, and merchant seamen 

also perished. In July of 1942, Maurice was listed as a missing POW. He was not officially declared 

deceased until the 19 October 1945.    

As PTE Maurice Searcy has no known grave, he was commemorated at the Rabaul Memorial, along 

with 1,200 other Australian servicemen who lost their lives in that area during the Second World 

War. 
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Image 3 © nla.gov.au 2014 

The Victor Harbor Times 29 June 

1983  

 
This article was a throwback 

from the 1920’s at Victor Harbor 

High School. Maurice can be 

seen sitting in the front row, third 

from the the right.  

The story reads: A historical 

display featuring the early years 

of Victor Harbor High School 

and its pupils will be mounted for 

the schools hall and ‘Dinkam 

Fair’ planned for early October. 

Display organiser Lorna Randall 

said she was keen to obtain 

photographs of the high school  

students from its opening in 1910 

to 1940. Eight hundred students 

passed through the school in this 

period. Photgraphs could be 

loaned or copies made at the 

owners home. The display will be 

held for noth the hall and the 

fair. The earliest photgraph to 

hand so far was taken between 

April 27 1920 to  June 2 1920 

when the headmaster was Mr 

H.LeLacheur, who took charge 

on January 19, 1920. This 

photograph from Mrs O.B. 

Henderson shows from left:  

 

Image 2 © nla.gov.au 2014 

The Victor Harbor Times  23 July  

1920,   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 4 © nla.gov.au 2014 

The Adelaide Advertiser 29 December 

1930, it reads:  

 
Engagements MARTIN_ SEARCY _ the 

engagement is announced of Isabel, second 

daughter of Mr and Mrs H B Martin. of 

Berri, to Maurice Roffe, eldest son of of Mr 

and Mrs J E Searcy of Pembroke Street 

College Park.   

Image 5 © naa.gov.au 2014 

Enlistment photo circa 1940   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 6 & 7  © naa.gov.au 2014 

Service and Casualty Form    



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 8  © naa.gov.au 2014 

Service and Casualty Form final page    

Image 9  © abc.net.au 2023  

Image of the Montevideo Maru 1941 

 

Deep sea expeditions finally located the sunken Japanese POW ship that was sunk off the coast of the Philippines on July 1 

1942. For over 80 years its location had been a nautical mystery. For more images of the sunken wreakage please see the direct 

link in the reference list.  

  

https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-04-24/new-images-from-the-montevideo-maru-shipwreck-car-truck-seabed/102261198   

Service and Casualty Form final page 

    



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 10  © nla.gov.au 2014  

 

Victor Harbor Times Friday 2 

October 1942. At the time this letter 

was received, Maurices family had 

been advised that Maurice was a 

missing POW, it would take three 

years for Maurice to officially be 

Image 11  © nla.gov.au 2014  

 

Victor Harbor Times Friday 9 

October 1942. repeated story with 

extra details   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 13  © nla.gov.au 2014  

 

Victor Harbor Times Friday 5October 1945. At last 

families of those on board the Montevideo Maru were 

finally told officially, that the boat had sunk in 1942 

and all Australian military  personnel on board had 

perished. It took three years of anguish for families all 

around Australia to finally be told what they had 

dreaded for so long.  Image 12  © nla.gov.au 2014  

 

Victor Harbor Times Friday 2 

October 1942. New that the POW’s 

were being treated well. The news of 

this came out when the Japanese 

bombers dropped several mail bags 

onto land. In the bags were letters 

from POWS that had written to their 

loved ones.   

Image 14  © findagrave.com 2026  

 

Plaque with all the Australians who had perished at sea 

during WWII at Rabual Memorial  

Image 15  © abc.net.au  2026  

 

Expedition image of the sunken Montevideo Maru on 

the sea floor.   



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 16  © nla.gov.au  2014  

 

Major Edmonds-Wilson wrote about Private Maurice 

Searcy to the Searcy Family.   

Image 17 & 18  © awm.gov.au  2026  

 

Position of Maurices memorial name at the 

Australian War Memorial and dates and  times for 

the name projection at the AWM Canberra  


