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[ ] 54 [Foreword]

The Australia–Japan Research Project (AJRP) was launched in August 1996. In June 1998,
its website was launched as the first tangible result of the collaboration to promote

research related to the experience of our two countries at war.

I am now very pleased to introduce the next tangible product, this book, entitled From a
hostile shore: Australia and Japan at war in New Guinea. Its chapters, presented in both Japa-
nese and English, have been written by prominent historians and researchers from Australia
and Japan. They deal with a range of topics, from strategy and overall operations, personal
attitudes and experiences of war, through to the grief of families in the post-war period.

New Guinea was one of the harshest imaginable environments in which to fight a war. For
the first time in its history, the security of Australia was threatened by the southward thrust
of the Japanese. The subsequent actions along the Kokoda Trail live in Australian memory as
being synonymous with absolute hardship, extraordinary physical demands, endurance, cour-
age, and, above all, sacrifice. Sickness, disease, the climate, and the land itself were as much
to be endured as the often bitter assaults of the enemy. There is no reason to believe it was
any different on the Japanese side.

During the visit to Australia by Prime Minister Koizumi Jun’ichiro in May 2002, which included
a tour of the Australian War Memorial, Prime Minister John Howard commented on the “great
benefits and merits of the long-standing close ties and cooperation between Australia and Japan”.
It is a measure of the strength of the relationship now that the bitter actions in New Guinea can
jointly be the subject of open, objective and scholarly research. With the memory of those actions
fading for many in both countries, it is important that this can be done.

The AJRP website has grown considerably since its launch, to the point where it is now a
major resource for military historians and others interested in the history of Australia and
Japan in conflict. The AJRP has aimed to foster research in both Japan and Australia, so that
people from each country can better understand our experiences of war. It is my firm belief
that this book builds on the strengths of the project. I am sure you will find significant value
in reading these accounts, whether in English or Japanese.

I would like to congratulate the staff of the AJRP on their efforts in producing the website
and this book, and sincerely thank the contributors for their cooperation and time. Finally,
our gratitude goes to the Embassy of Japan for the generous support they have given the
project since its commencement in 1996.

Steve Gower AO

Director, Australian War Memorial

Foreword
Director of the Australian War Memorial
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Itake immense pleasure in endorsing this book, From a hostile shore: Australia and Japan
at war in New Guinea. I believe it will help the peoples of Japan and Australia to appreci-

ate the results of the Australia–Japan Research Project (AJRP). The AJRP began as a joint
project of the Japanese Embassy in Canberra and the Australian War Memorial under the
Japanese Government’s “Peace, Friendship and Exchange Initiative”, which was established
by then Prime Minister Murayama Tomiichi in August 1994.

The aim of this project is to promote study and research into what took place between the two
countries, particularly in time of war, and to build a solid basis for mutual understanding and
trust between the two peoples. Over the last eight years, the AJRP has created a huge database
of documents and materials relating to the war between Japan and Australia.

A number of events, including workshops involving Australian and Japanese historians in both
countries, have contributed greatly to a closer scrutiny of the field of war history between the
two countries. This information has been made available to the world on the AJRP homepage
(www.awm.gov.au/ajrp) since June 1998, in the form of a database, thanks to the massive amounts
of archival material on the war held by the Australian War Memorial.

Today, the Japan–Australia relationship is one of the most amicable bilateral relationships in
the world. However, we should always remember that our two countries once fought each
other in a war, and that our relations continued to suffer in the years immediately following the
Second World War. But since that time, a great many people, both in Japan and Australia, have
made great efforts toward reconciliation. On 15 August 1995, the then Prime Minister
Murayama, on the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the end of the Second World War, said:
“We should bear in mind that we must look into the past to learn from the lessons of history,
and ensure that we do not stray from the path to the peace and prosperity of human society in
the future.”

I believe that not only the essays in this book, but also the information on the AJRP home
page, will contribute to the further development of the Japan–Australia relationship.

I would like to express my appreciation to the Australian War Memorial and the staff of the
AJRP. I am most grateful to the people of both countries who have cooperated on this project.

Oshima Kenzo
Ambassador of Japan

Foreword
The Japanese Ambassador to Australia
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The Australia–Japan Research Project (AJRP) is pleased to be able to publish From

a hostile shore: Australia and Japan at war in New Guinea. It contains a selection

of modified essays and seminars from the AJRP website, which have been chosen be-

cause they are representative of the research undertaken for the project. New Guinea

was an unwelcoming place far from home for the many Australians and Japanese in-

volved in its air, land and sea campaigns. Participants from both sides faced an enemy

they did not understand, in battles that often exceeded limits of physical and psychologi-

cal endurance. The AJRP presents this book in the hope that the experiences of those

who fought, suffered, died and grieved as a result of the war can be faithfully passed on

to a generation of English and Japanese readers now distant in time from these hostile

shores.

This introduction outlines the history of the project and introduces some of its activities.

The role of New Guinea in Japanese wartime planning is the subject of chapter 1, which

was written by Tanaka Hiromi, a prominent military historian from the National De-

fense Academy in Yokosuka, Japan, and Fellow of the Australia–Japan Research Project.

Tanaka examines the significance of the New Guinea theatre within the wider context of

the war. Chapter 2, originally a seminar by the Australian War Memorial’s Principal

Historian, Peter Stanley, explores Australian fears of Japanese invasion during the war.

The following two chapters examine the air and sea campaigns in the New Guinea re-

gion from a Japanese and Australian perspective. Shindo Hiroyuki, a military historian at

the National Institute for Defense Studies (NIDS) in Tokyo, provides an overview of

Japanese air activities. David Stevens, from the Sea Power Centre in Canberra, exam-

ines the struggle for maritime power in the region and the influence of these campaigns

on land operations.

Chapter 5, written by Tamura Keiko, a senior research officer with the project, explores

the war experience of a Japanese soldier in New Guinea, based on his personal diary.

The diary, which has since been returned to the soldier’s family in Japan, contains an

often poignant account of life far from home, and includes many poems which illustrate

The Australia–Japan
Research Project
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encounters with the local people and environment. Mark Johnston, an Australian mili-

tary historian and author, examines the attitudes of Australian soldiers to their Japanese

counterparts in chapter 6. Wartime propaganda and stereotypes, and the brutal nature

of the campaign, led most Australians to hate and fear their enemy, despite favourable

evaluation of their martial prowess and occasional recognition of their civilian past and

humanity. The last two chapters explore the postwar experience of two groups: the Japa-

nese soldiers awaiting repatriation in Rabaul, and the families of Australians who died

on the Montevideo Maru. In chapter 7, Tanaka Hiromi explores measures undertaken at

Rabaul to feed and clothe the Japanese soldiers and prepare them for life back in Japan.

In the final chapter, Margaret Reeson introduces the experience of the families of men

who disappeared from Rabaul during the war.

Readers looking for further information about the project, as well as detailed footnotes

for most of the chapters contained in this book, should go to the project’s website at

www.awm.gov.au/ajrp. Japanese names throughout the book follow traditional Japanese

order; that is, surname followed by given name.

Overview of the AJRP
In August 1994, then Prime Minister Murayama Tomiichi announced the “Peace,

Friendship and Exchange Initiative”, a project to mark the 50th anniversary of the end

of the Second World War the following year. The aim of the Initiative was to enable the

people of Japan to “look squarely at the past” concerning the “unbearable suffering and

sorrow caused among many people in the neighbouring countries of Asia” during the

war. The Initiative provided support for historical research and exchange programs within

several former Allied countries, including the Netherlands, Britain and New Zealand.

Within Japan, the Initiative provided for the establishment of the Japan Center for

Asian Historical Documents (www.jacar.go.jp).

The Embassy of Japan in Canberra began discussions with the Australian War Memorial

early in 1996 to consider how best the aims of the Initiative could be realised in Austra-

lia. A planning workshop in December of that year was followed by a symposium in

March 1997. Academics, military historians, archivists, Japan specialists and other inter-

ested parties from Australia and Japan gathered to discuss issues concerning the study of

Japan–Australia relations, including the type, location and quantity of available source

materials. (Many of the papers from the symposium have been published online at

www.awm.gov.au/journal/j30/index.htm.) The symposium exposed the diverse range of
Pictured are (standing from left) Peter Stanley, Daniel Oakman,
Steven Bullard, Peter Londey; (seated) Tamura Keiko, Damien
Fenton, Haruki Yoshida.
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approaches available for the fledgling project, and the breadth of material available for

studies of the relationship of the two countries.

It was decided that the AJRP would be established within the Military History Section

of the Australian War Memorial, and that it would aim to provide a resource for histori-

ans and others interested in the relationship between Australia and Japan, especially in

war, with a focus on the period 1901–57. The scope of the project’s charter is recognition

of the basic lack of information available for the study of Japan’s war, particularly against

Australia. Further, the few Japanese historians who have worked in these areas have not

been known in Australia. Even the most basic secondary texts, such as the Senshi sosho

(War history series), have not been available in English translation. A great opportunity

existed for the project to provide finding aids for original historical material, to enable

access to basic secondary texts, and to bring together researchers despite linguistic and

cultural barriers.

The AJRP has been part of the Military History Section (originally Historical Research

Section) of the Memorial since its inception. Staff of the project have greatly benefited

from the experience and knowledge gained from working closely with military histori-

ans. The AJRP has been able to provide some assistance in return, by providing lan-

guage support and advising on matters related to the project’s research. The varied ac-

tivities of the AJRP have required a diverse range of skills from its staff. Japanese-lan-

guage expertise was considered essential, owing to the nature of the historical materials

described in the database, though later activities have admitted staff with a background

in history or military history. In addition, much of the design of the project’s database

and website was conducted in house by AJRP staff, after an initial consultancy from a

local Canberra IT firm.

Activities of the AJRP
The construction of a database of historical sources relating to the period 1901–57 has

been the core activity of the project. The database, which was later published on the

internet, initially contained descriptions in English of Japanese-language documents.

The underlying database for the AJRP was carefully designed in consultation with

archivists and historians. While focusing on standards of archival descriptions, AJRP

staff ensured that the database would enable historians and researchers to locate and

access historical materials of most use to their research interests. The main feature of

the database is the ability to browse records by several different categories, such as
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location, keyword, date, and functional classification (for example, “map” or “diary”). In

addition, users can locate historical records in the database through interactive maps, or

through a traditional search engine.

The first series of records described in the database was a collection of original Japa-

nese-language documents known as AWM82. This series of approximately 800 items

consists of two main parts: items captured in the field in the South-West Pacific Area,

and items produced in the immediate postwar period at Rabaul. The former documents

were captured in the battlefield and collated by the Allied Translator and Interpreter

Section (ATIS). Such captured documents were evaluated and classified by ATIS staff to

indicate their usefulness as intelligence for current operations. These include official

documents such as unit diaries, orders, battle reports, embarkation and nominal rolls,

maps, personnel records and citation reports, as well as personal items such as military

pocketbooks, savings books, personal diaries, letters and postcards. The second main

group of documents was produced in the immediate postwar period and relate to the

surrender and internment of Japanese soldiers at Rabaul while awaiting repatriation to

Japan. These were collected by the Headquarters 8th Military District and include offi-

cial reports, letters between the Japanese and Australian authorities, administrative docu-

ments concerning life in the camps, as well as personal items such as address books,

diaries, letters, a song book, and educational material.

Around 85 personal items from the collection, such as military pocket books and postal

savings books, were returned to the families of Japanese soldiers after a list of AWM82

documents compiled by General Kuwada Etsu (Ret’d) was published in Gunji Shigaku

(Military History) in 1982 and 1983. Further lists of the collection were produced by

Doris Heath, a wartime translator and interpreter, and Professor Tanaka Hiromi from

the National Defense Academy. The latter list was used as the guide for entries in the

AJRP database.

After completing the listing of AWM82 in the database, AJRP staff expanded the cover-

age of the database to include a list of administrative documents and newspaper articles

concerning Australian involvement in the British Commonwealth Occupation Force

(BCOF). These items had been collected by the Kure Municipal History Office. The list

was provided by Professor Chida Takeshi during a visit sponsored by the Japan Founda-

tion in December 1998. Another section of the database details documents, similar in

kind to those official records in AWM82, held by the NIDS library. These items were
The 8th century poem “If I go by sea” by Otomo no Yakamochi
was made famous in song during the Second World War. This
illustrated version was painted in Rabaul after the war.
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identified by Professor Hara Takeshi, a senior NIDS historian, during the planning sym-

posium in 1997.

Another major section of the database concerns Japanese-language propaganda leaflets

produced by the Far Eastern Liaison Office (FELO) and distributed to Japanese-occu-

pied areas in the South-West Pacific Area during the war. These leaflets, a set of which

is held by the Memorial, consist of three main types: surrender leaflets, news bulletins,

and nostalgia leaflets (depicting domestic scenes of life in Japan), and were part of a

wider campaign to weaken fighting spirit among the Japanese and build morale among

local peoples. The AJRP was able to use its skills to provide an online finding aid for this

valuable collection.

Captured Japanese-language documents deemed of strategic and operational impor-

tance, such as those held in AWM82 and by the NIDS library, were translated and dis-

tributed by ATIS during the war. These translations, in addition to transcripts of interro-

gations of Japanese prisoners, research reports and other intelligence records, are held

by the Memorial in the series AWM55 and AWM56. Several printed indexes are avail-

able for this collection. The similarity of this material to Japanese captured records,

however, has led the AJRP to incorporate descriptions of the ATIS material into the

project’s database.

Collaboration has been a cornerstone of AJRP efforts to disseminate its research. Ini-

tially, four specialists were invited to contribute bibliographical essays that would comple-

ment the detailed database descriptions. These essays, and several more which were

later commissioned, provide a detailed guide to research materials available for the study

of various aspects of the wartime experience of the two countries. The essays concern

official Australian records of the Pacific War (David Horner), historical records for the

study of war in Papua and New Guinea (Hank Nelson), Australian unit histories of the

Pacific War (Richard Pelvin), as well as an annotated selection from the photograph

collection of the Memorial (Richard Reid). Further essays concern records relating to

BCOF held by the Kure Municipal History Office (Keiko Tamura), and an overview of

the AWM82 collection (Tanaka Hiromi). More recent essays discuss Japanese unit histo-

ries (Iwamoto Hiromitsu), and sources for the study of Japanese submarine operations

against Australia (David Stevens) and Japanese attacks on the Australian mainland (Shindo

Hiroyuki).

In addition, several Australian and Japanese scholars have presented seminars on themes
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related to the aims of the project. In particular, a seminar series was held in 1998–99

with the assistance of the Japan Foundation. Topics discussed in these seminars, which

have been attended by Memorial historians, curators and research centre staff, as well as

academics from universities in Canberra, include an overview of Japanese military his-

torical sources after the war (Tanaka Hiromi), the compilation of the BCOF history in

Kure (Chida Takeshi), sources for the study of Allied prisoners of war (Utsumi Aiko),

and the archives tradition in Japan (Muta Shohei). Other ad hoc seminars have been

given on comfort women (Yoshimi Yoshiaki) and the Japanese officer class (Ted Cook).

These seminars and other activities have resulted in a network of contacts throughout

Australia, Japan, the United States, Papua New Guinea, Britain and New Zealand. In

some cases, the AJRP has been responsible for bringing together researchers with simi-

lar interests, but who have operated in entirely different fields. Of particular note is the

continuing contact between the project and the premier institutes for military history in

Japan, NIDS and the National Defense Academy.

There have also been numerous informal visits to the Memorial by scholars, researchers

and others interested in aspects of the Japanese experience of war, or in the relationship

between Australians (and other Allies) with the Japanese. In many cases, the AJRP has

been able to provide specific assistance to these visitors to enable them to quickly locate

material relevant to their interests. Noteworthy examples of such material are the diary

of Kusaka Jin’ichi, a senior naval commander at Rabaul, and the diary of infantry soldier

Tamura Yoshikazu, the subject of chapter 6 of this volume.

In addition to providing translations of several seminars and essays, the AJRP has under-

taken to translate sections of the Japanese official account of the war in New Guinea.

The Senshi sosho (War history series), compiled by the War History Office of NIDS, is

a significant record of Australia’s major enemy during the Second World War, but inac-

cessible to Australian military historians and others without Japanese-language skills.

The AJRP has received permission from NIDS to translate and publish on our website,

extracts from the volumes dealing with the land campaigns in New Guinea, especially

those relating to Papua early in the war.

Popular history
One of the central issues that has concerned the AJRP is the question of perspective in

military history. Is it possible, for example, to represent objectively the experiences of

former enemies, and even allies, without resorting to stereotypes and obscurity? Barriers
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of language, culture and national difference are often deemed too high to scale. Too

often, this has resulted in historians writing accounts of the Second World War in the

Pacific that lack a clear indication of how the other side experienced or represented

their own encounter with war.

In an effort to engage these problems the AJRP undertook the Remembering the war in

New Guinea project. It was supported by the Toyota Foundation and conducted in col-

laboration with scholars from the Australian War Memorial, the Australian National

University, the National Defense Academy of Japan, NIDS, the University of Papua

New Guinea, and from other institutions in Australia, the United States and Britain. The

project aimed to bring together historians from different cultural, national and linguistic

backgrounds to explore the diversity of experiences of war in New Guinea. The inten-

tion was not to find a common perspective from which to represent these experiences,

but rather to provide a forum whereby a diversity of viewpoints could be freely ex-

changed in an international symposium and workshop, interviews, and other related

research.

The results of the project are published on the internet and include transcripts from the

symposium, detailed campaign histories, investigation of various themes, and answers to

common questions related to the war in New Guinea. The website caters for all, from

academics to students, with any interested person able to find out more about the expe-

rience of those involved.

In 2002 the occasion of the sixtieth anniversary of the battles in the Owen Stanley Range

in Papua resulted in renewed popular interest in Australia about the war in the Pacific,

particularly the campaigns along the Kokoda Trail. An immense amount of discussion

and opinions filled the print, radio and television media, and a number of new mono-

graphs and articles discussed the details and significance of these battles against the

Japanese in 1942. Despite this exposure and attention, it was clear that even though sixty

years had passed, there was still little known about the Japanese experience of these

campaigns. On a strategic and operational level, what were the Japanese intentions in

New Guinea, and how well were they prepared? On a personal level, what was the

experience of the individual Japanese infantryman, or the Formosan labourer, or the

civilian doctor, all of whom found themselves in a hostile place far from home?

Clearly, there is a need for these stories to be told and for further research to be under-

taken. The Human face of war section of the project’s website is an attempt to tell some

Steve Gower, the Director of the Australian War Memorial,
discusses the AJRP with Sato Yukio, then Ambassador of Japan,
at the launch of the project’s website in June 1998.
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of these stories against the backdrop of histories of the campaigns written for an audi-

ence with different backgrounds. Some of the stories are well known in Japan among

military circles, but relatively unknown in Australia. Others attempt to clarify miscon-

ceptions about the Japanese campaigns, or to explore themes common to both groups of

combatants. These sections of the project’s website are provided in English and Japa-

nese. It is the hope of the project that young people from both countries can see some-

thing of the experience of their former enemies, and move beyond stereotypical miscon-

ceptions and accounts of war soaked with nationalist sentiment.

The continued support of the Japanese Government through the Embassy of Japan in

Canberra, and the Australian War Memorial, has enabled the project to enhance its

reputation as an invaluable resource for historians and those interested in the history of

the relations between our two countries. The AJRP is confident that the recent addition

to its website of interpretive content aimed at a more popular audience, in both English

and Japanese, will contribute to developing more balanced and accurate historical views

of the experience of war, despite this often being painful and confronting. An awareness

that a former enemy’s experience of war was often very similar to our own, though born

from a different cultural and historical context, is, after all, the true nature of reconcili-

ation.

Steven Bullard

Project Manager

Australia–Japan Research Project
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Many Japanese view the Second World War as a conflict between Japan and the

US that began at Pearl Harbor. There is a tendency to downplay the significance

of the actual role of Australia in the war. However, the battles fought in New Guinea and

surrounding areas were conducted between Japan and US–Australian allied forces. The

role of Australian forces in these battles far exceeds the general Japanese understanding

of the events.

Of the three battles in the Pacific War which resulted in the great loss of Japanese life,

namely those in New Guinea, Burma and the Philippines, surprisingly it is New Guinea

that is of least interest in Japan. This apathy suggests that there has been no steady

research into the reasons for the campaigns in New Guinea, why it was so miserable, or

how it related to the passage of the war in general. It is a fact that, aside from Professor

Kondo Shinji, there has been no research in Japan into these issues. To the best of my

knowledge, there has never been an academic conference held in Japan on the topic of

the war in New Guinea. Consequently, the opening of the Remembering the war in New

Guinea symposium, with Japanese researchers and their esteemed Australian colleagues,

was perhaps a bold undertaking. It is to be hoped it will stimulate more interest in the

war in New Guinea amongst the Japanese.

For all intents and purposes Japan began the war in 1937 against China and pursued

Chiang Kai-shek’s Chinese army southward. Since the middle of the 19th century, the

southern Chinese region surrounding Yanzi Jiang had been the centre of interest for

foreign powers. There were concerns that conflict with the West would arise if Japan

approached this region. At that time the US and England clearly indicated a position of

aid for China and began to supply materiel to Chiang Kai-shek. In order to cut off these

supply routes, the Japanese army gradually penetrated southward into French Indo-

China, resulting in increased American opposition. US and Japanese trade relations,

which were the lifeline of the Japanese economy, were severed, leaving in turmoil both

the supply of iron and oil, essential for war preparations, and the importation of other

raw materials.

Japan in the Pacific War and
New Guinea

Japanese troops cross a stream during their invasion of Malaya
in January 1942. By March nearly all of south-east Asia and its
rich natural resources had fallen to the Japanese.
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Japan, isolated and cornered, plunged headlong into conflict with America, England

and the Netherlands in December 1941 as a means of procuring essential raw materials.

The Malay Peninsula and Indonesia were rich in crude oil, bauxite, nickel, iron ore, tin

and rubber, and for this reason were termed the “southern resource belt”. The initial

policy was to secure these regions as colonies, then seek peace and an end to the war.

According to Japanese naval strategic planning from about 1930 a weakened US Navy

would retreat to Hawaii after initial engagements. There they would regroup before

mounting an offensive against the Philippines. The Japanese navy planned to mount

repeated raids en route, thus provoking the weakened US fleet into a decisive battle in

the vicinity of the Philippines. It would be a triumph as decisive as the victory in the

Japan Sea during the Russo–Japanese War. Even after the emergence of the new plan to

occupy the southern resource belt, there was little alteration to the existing strategic

plan.

It is no exaggeration to say that the development of the war, apart from the main engage-

ments in the Philippines, was unexpected for both Japan and the US. The main reason

for this unexpected outcome was that General MacArthur escaped from the Philippines

not to Hawaii, but to Brisbane in Australia, and used the region (including New Zealand)

as a strategic base to wage his counter-offensive. Japan, expecting the American forces

to return to Hawaii, had not considered facing an attack from a US–Australian allied

force based in Australia.

The significance of this unexpected turn of events was that Japan lacked information on

the geography, politics, economy and military strength of the region. This basic lack of

vital information was illustrated in 1942 by the difficulties faced by Vice Admiral Nagumo’s

task force attacking Darwin using nautical charts of the Arafura Sea without depth mark-

ings. The Japanese navy, which was based on Truk Island, held a deep interest in New

Guinea and the Solomons. Surveys of water passages and the topography of New Guinea

and the surrounding islands had been conducted by the Naval Hydrographic Office

from 1933–38 using foreign publications and charts. They published numerous volumes

outlining weather conditions, ocean currents, water depth and coastal terrain. These,

however, did not comment on internal social or economic conditions. The army, on the

other hand, had hastily conducted surveys just prior to the outbreak of war, on the ability

of the southern resource belt to provide resources for military materiel. However, it

appears that these surveys did not include New Guinea. In any case, maps captured
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from the Dutch and Australian armies, and maps drawn from reconnaissance photo-

graphs provided some understanding of local conditions.

Local maps demonstrate that occupying New Guinea and the Solomons was necessary

in order to enforce a blockade of military supply routes from the US to Australia and to

prevent the expected Allied counter-attack from the south. The navy based on Truk,

wanted to occupy and control New Guinea and the surrounding islands. Even the occu-

pation of Rabaul, which was used as a base for the invasion of New Guinea and the

Solomons, was pushed through by the navy, despite opposition from the army, for the

purpose of preventing Allied air raids on Truk. The strategy to invade Port Moresby was

also promoted by the navy to increase the defensive position at Rabaul.

The army had dominated the war in China, so the advance south into the resource belt

of the Pacific was approached like a campaign on a giant land mass. New Guinea and the

Solomons were a distant unknown quantity. Consequently, the army adopted a passive

stance concerning operations promoted by the navy in that area. In 1942, the navy made

preparations for the Mo Operation, the occupation of Port Moresby, and the FS Opera-

tion, an invasion of Samoa, Fiji and New Caledonia which aimed to block the supply

route between the US and the Australian mainland. However, the naval defeats in the

Coral Sea and at Midway left the Japanese extremely weakened in the region. The direct

Allied counter-offensive began with the landings at Guadalcanal and Tulagi. In addition,

the Allied forces, under the command of MacArthur, were advancing north along the

“MacArthur axis”, which ran from Bougainville, the northern coastline of New Guinea,

the Philippines, Okinawa and then on to mainland Japan. Meanwhile, the US navy and

naval units were approaching Japan by the “Nimitz axis” which ran from the Gilbert

Islands, the Marshall Islands and the Mariana Islands.

The Second World War in east Asia and the western Pacific consisted of three cam-

paigns of differing motives and locations, namely the war in China, the war to procure

primary resources in the south, and the war in the western Pacific. The opponents in

each of these theatres were also different: the Chinese in China, the English, Australian

and Dutch primarily in the southern resource belt and the Americans in the western

Pacific.

Japan had become bogged down in the war in China at a time when national resources

were weakening. It then began both the campaign to secure natural resources in the

south and the unexpected war in the western Pacific. Japan had to distribute its military
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capability and resources, which were inferior to the Allies, over three expansive theatres

of operation. The Allied forces had no reason to become involved in China and had no

need to secure resources and so concentrated their superior numbers and materiel in

the western Pacific. Consequently, there was a significant difference in actual strength

between the two sides.

The battles from Guadalcanal to New Guinea developed into a war of attrition that the

Japanese had hoped to avoid due to their limited military strength and manufacturing

capacity. It cannot be overstated that the relative merits of conducting a similar war of

attrition in the western Pacific were not determined by manufacturing capacity but by

the ability to transport supplies by sea over such long distances. The limits of the Japa-

nese army’s supply capabilities had been reached in the Guadalcanal campaign, though

there were sufficient resources to evacuate surviving units. In 1943, however, it was

determined that even if an Allied land campaign towards Rabaul was imminent, there

was no possibility of a Japanese withdrawal and units in Rabaul would therefore be

abandoned. Although postwar Western commentators often say that the Japanese mili-

tary glorified the destruction of its army, the fact is that withdrawal in such a situation, if

possible, was the army’s preferred course of action. The Japanese army’s choice of anni-

hilation over withdrawal during the war occurred where units were stranded on islands

without either transport or room to withdraw.

It is possible to divide the war in New Guinea into two stages. The first concerns the

defensive and offensive operations centred on Port Moresby on the southern coastline,

and the second concerns the repeated land operations and movements of Allied and

Japanese troops from 1943–44 on the northern coastline of New Guinea. The navy oc-

cupied Rabaul in order to protect its base on Truk, and then planned to invade Port

Moresby in order to strengthen its position at Rabaul. The Japanese army sought to

prevent Allied counter-offensives from Australia, and to expel any Allied forces from

New Guinea in preparation for a possible advance on Australia. The failure of the over-

land and seaborne campaigns to capture Port Moresby signalled the end of these opera-

tions and the end of the first stage of the war.

In January 1943 Imperial HQ decided to change focus by retreating from Guadalcanal

and undertaking offensive operations in eastern New Guinea, thus ushering in the sec-

ond stage of the New Guinea war. This change was not determined by a Japanese read-

ing of Allied strategy based on an attack on Rabaul from the direction of both Guadalcanal
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and eastern New Guinea. Rather, the decision was politically motivated to hide the de-

feat at Guadalcanal from the Japanese people. So the leaders of the war effort described

the retreat from Guadalcanal as a “change of direction” rather than a withdrawal. Con-

sequently, New Guinea became the objective of the new operations. In short, the New

Guinea operations did not result from a new policy based on the overall direction of the

war. It emerged from Japan’s domestic political and social situation, and is considered to

have been largely influenced by proposals from Hirohito, the Showa emperor.

The defeat at Guadalcanal stretched Japan’s supply capacity beyond its limit. The distin-

guishing feature of the New Guinea war, conducted immediately after this defeat, was

that the Japanese forces could not expect any direct supplies from Japan from the very

beginning. Consequently, the Japanese forces, having previously advanced into the south

for natural resources, decided to procure supplies locally. However, agricultural devel-

opment in New Guinea at that time was more primitive than that of Malaya and Indone-

sia. It was still in the phase of hunting and gathering, so it was nearly impossible to

obtain food supplies locally. The operation was executed in haste, and the Japanese forces

entering New Guinea with such ignorance began to suffer from starvation as the food

they carried with them ran out. Fierce attacks by the Allied forces further increased the

number of deaths from starvation and illness.

The area of eastern New Guinea alone is as large as the Japanese archipelago without

Kyushu Island, and that of eastern and western New Guinea together is more than twice

as large as the whole of Japan. Some would argue that, given the size of New Guinea, it

would have been possible for the side invading from the sea to freely choose a landing

point and to avoid the type of battle characteristic of island campaigns, where the side

on land is cornered. In other words, it could be possible to shift the main battlefield and

war-front inland, and start a battle between land forces alone. However, large areas of

inland New Guinea were covered with steep mountains and unexplored jungles. These

circumstances made it impossible for groups of people to move about in inland areas.

This meant that warfare was conducted in the narrow coastal area and that the nature of

the war inevitably became similar to campaigns on small islands.

In the natural environment of New Guinea, this appears to have been the only choice

available. However, the Japanese in New Guinea chose a third option of advancing into

the inland areas. More than 10,000 Japanese soldiers repeatedly climbed over moun-

tains as high as 4,000 metres. Napoleon himself, who led his forces over the Alps, would
A Japanese transport ship and midget submarine, abandoned
after the disastrous campaign on Guadalcanal. The withdrawal
was described as a “change of direction”.
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perhaps have been impressed by this feat. General MacArthur had said that “the jungle

will finish them for us”, after being informed of the Japanese inland retreat. As this

remark indicates, the jungle and steep terrain took a heavy toll on the Japanese forces

and numerous soldiers perished on the way. Despite a substantial reduction in numbers,

some soldiers survived after crossing several mountain ranges and large swamps along

the Sepik River. Although they no longer had the ability to fight back, their tenacious

survival perhaps delayed subsequent actions by the Allied forces.

The Japanese could neither understand why the Allied forces were advancing north-

west along the north coast of New Guinea, nor predict where or when they might land.

It is not clear when the Japanese realised that the repeated campaigns of the Allies were

not aimed at Rabaul, but advance operations for an offensive to the Philippines. In Sep-

tember 1943, Japanese command changed its existing operations policies and instituted

a “vital national line of defence”. This was intended to strengthen the domestic defence

mechanism. The mission of the Japanese troops outside the line in eastern New Guinea

was to check the progress of the Allies and to try and prevent the establishment of ad-

vance bases in western New Guinea for an invasion of the Philippines. The Japanese

army in eastern New Guinea continued to prosecute a hopeless campaign against the

Allied forces.

Finally, I would like to address the significance of the New Guinea war. In the Pacific

The Allied counter-offensives in 1944–45 featured mobile
seaborne troops, such as those depicted in this landing on
Bougainville in May 1945.
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War it was not uncommon for the front line to move hundreds of kilometres in one

stroke. The Allied advance north began in earnest in 1944 after a year of little movement

on the front line. The vital national line of defence was also established after an interval

of relative inactivity. Even during this time the front in New Guinea was central. It could

be said that the gradual westward movements of the Japanese and Allied forces bought

valuable time for the Japanese army to reorganise. However, Japanese command placed

no significance on New Guinea within the overall context of the war. The army was the

main force in the second stage of the New Guinea campaign, but its actions were conser-

vative from the beginning. With the sudden realisation that the Allied goal was the Phil-

ippines and not Rabaul, there was still no regard or understanding of the significance of

New Guinea. And so the Japanese were slow to adapt to the changing situation.

The main reasons for this, lie in the fact that the war in New Guinea resulted from

necessities that arose out of the course of the conflict. Japanese strategic planning lacked

a clear policy of war leadership and military strategy, and was based on reactions to

Allied movements. It is natural that an army which has no strategic flexibility or reserve

strength in its war effort will be defeated. However, Japanese command paid no heed to

the changing conditions of the war and from the beginning lacked a strategy. It must also

be said that they suffered greatly from their inability to read the tactics of the Allies once

the battle had begun.

Translated by Steven Bullard and Inoue Akemi
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Australians had feared the prospect of invasion since the earliest years of white settle-

ment. In 1942 those long-standing apprehensions looked set to become a reality.

It’s common for Australians to assume that the invasion threat was real. To test the pre-

vailing perception I circulated a questionnaire to about fifty people from several com-

munity groups. They included members of a local historical society, a University of the

Third Age group and a conference of history teachers.

About two thirds agreed that Japan had planned to invade Australia in 1942. Around

three quarters tended to agree that the Kokoda campaign had saved Australia from

invasion and that the Brisbane Line strategy actually entailed abandoning northern

Australia to the Japanese. Just about everyone – 95 per cent – agreed that John Curtin

was a great wartime leader.

So the popular perception is that Japan planned to invade Australia, and would have if

they’d won the battle for Papua. And that the man responsible for preventing this was

John Curtin. This paper takes issue with that perception. I’m arguing that there was, in

fact, no invasion plan, that the Curtin government exaggerated the threat, and that the

enduring consequence of its deception was to skew our understanding of the reality of

the invasion crisis of 1942.

The popular perception was founded in the long-held views of Australia’s strategic plan-

ners. The Australian Chiefs of Staff had regarded the prospect of the loss of the “Malay

barrier” as the first stage in the Japanese plan for a major attack on Australia. With the

actual fall of Malaya and Singapore and the breach of the “Malay barrier”, that predic-

tion appeared to be coming true.

And, indeed, the Japanese had been interested in Australia. Since the sixteenth century

Japanese merchants and writers had been intrigued by the “South Seas” or nan’yo. Busi-

ness interests developed early in the twentieth century and a rich scholarly literature

grew reflecting Japanese interests in the South Seas, including Australia. However, there

was no Japanese plan before 1942 to advance beyond the perimeter to be won in the

“He’s (not) coming south”
The invasion that wasn’t
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Propaganda “fear posters”, such as this one produced in
1942, were not welcomed by all, but fed long-standing
racial stereotypes and fears of Japanese invasion.

initial conquest. Australia barely rated a mention in the 1941 conferences which planned

Japan’s strategy. In the euphoria of victory early in 1942 some visionary middle-ranking

naval staff officers in Tokyo proposed that Japan should go further. In February and

March they proposed that Australia should be invaded, in order to forestall it being used

as a base for an Allied counter-offensive (which of course it became). The plans got no

further than some acrimonious discussions. The army dismissed the idea as “gibberish”,

knowing that troops sent further south would weaken Japan in China and Manchuria

against a Soviet threat. Not only did the Japanese army condemn the plan, but the Navy

General Staff also dismissed it, unable to spare the million tons of shipping the invasion

would have consumed. By mid-March the proposal lapsed. Instead, the Japanese adopted

a plan to isolate Australia, impeding communication between Australia and the United

States by the occupation of islands to Australia’s north-east (New Caledonia, Samoa and

Fiji), though in the event these further operations were negated by the defeats of Coral

Sea and Midway. This conclusion is supported by all the scholarship, notably the late

and much missed Henry Frei, whose Japan’s southward advance and Australia

(Melbourne, 1991) documents the debate and its conclusion from Japanese official and

private sources.

The reaction of the Australian people to the crisis of early 1942 has been described as

one of “panic”. Certainly official and other historians have heightened the drama of the

months in which invasion was regarded as possible. The official historian Paul Hasluck

had some sport with the reactions of the Government “up at Canberra, which appears to

have been more badly scared than any other part of the continent”. He described how

public service typists were put to copying important documents so, if Canberra were

bombed or occupied, “the Government could survive the loss of paper”. Sarcasm comes

easily in hindsight, but at the time the rhetoric and the actions of the Curtin government

abetted and fuelled popular disquiet. Advertising and propaganda, not least through

posters such as “He’s coming south” made the case graphically. (So damaging to morale

did this appear that the Queensland government actually banned it.) Curtin’s own Com-

mittee on National Morale alerted him to the dangers of his alarmist policy and pro-

tested against the use of “fear posters”. This committee, chaired by the mysterious Alf

Conlon and including a dozen of the nation’s leading intellectuals (including Charles

Bean), warned of the consequences of the government harping on the prospect of at-

tack. The committee warned that the perception of “danger ... tended to thrust idealism

into the background and replace it with a crude physical self-preservation”.

’
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Certainly the actions of the Curtin Cabinet display disquiet, if not panic. Even before

the fall of Malaya, New Britain or Singapore, Curtin had appealed for help to Churchill

and Roosevelt. He claimed “it is beyond our capacity to meet an attack of the weight the

Japanese could launch” on Australia. On the eve of the fall of Singapore, Frank Forde,

the Army Minister, urged Curtin to obtain a division from Canada and 50,000 US troops

“in view of the likelihood of an attack upon Australia”. By early March Cabinet, on the

advice of the Australian Chiefs of Staff, anticipated a landing around Darwin in early

April and a landing on the east coast by May.

Curtin’s anxiety must have grown when in October 1942 he read a Chiefs-of-Staff file

entitled Japanese plan for invasion of Australia. The file does give a full outline, com-

plete with a map annotated in Chinese, for a Japanese invasion of Australia via Western

Australia with a diversionary attack around Darwin. The map was forwarded via the

Australian legation in Chungking from Nationalist China’s Director of Military Intelli-

gence, Admiral H. C. Yang. But if John Curtin accepted it as genuine (as Paul Burns

suggests in his book, The Brisbane Line controversy (Sydney, 1998)) none of Curtin’s

military advisers agreed. Even the Chinese did not consider it genuine. In any case,

the invasion was supposed to have been launched in May 1942, but the map was

Though the authenticity of this map outlining a Japanese attack
on Australia was not widely accepted, it was used by Curtin and
others as evidence to support invasion theories.
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“discovered” only five months later. Curtin showed it to journalists in March 1943 to

substantiate his contention that “Japanese strategy ... is being implemented”. The map

has since been used (notably in Michael Montgomery’s book, Who sank the Sydney?

(North Ryde, 1991)) as evidence of Japanese plans to invade.

Curtin’s apprehensions ought to have been greatly calmed by General Douglas MacArthur,

the Supreme Commander of the South-West Pacific Area. MacArthur briefed the Advi-

sory War Council in March, five days after arriving in Melbourne. Its members may

have been relieved to hear his opinion that “it is doubtful whether the Japanese would

undertake an invasion of Australia ...”, though they may have entertained misgivings

over his reason “as the spoils here are not sufficient to warrant the risk”. MacArthur

suggested that the Japanese might “try to overrun Australia in order to demonstrate

their superiority over the white races”, but as a strategist he thought that an invasion

would be “a blunder”. In September 1942, though, Curtin was still pressing for an Allied

force of 25 divisions for Australia’s defence. Roosevelt, in a cablegram that month, reas-

sured him that Americans “fully appreciate the anxiety which you must naturally feel”

for Australia’s security. Nevertheless, he had to stress that the forces then in Australia,

including two American divisions and a large air corps were “sufficient to defeat the

present Japanese force in New Guinea and to provide for the security of Australia against

an invasion”. The confidential “backroom briefings” Curtin gave journalists, documented

by Fred Smith, give an indication of his concern as well as his ignorance. On 21 Septem-

ber 1942, after complaining of Churchill and Roosevelt’s obduracy, Curtin told journal-

ists that the Japanese could still “base on the Kimberleys and cross overland ... diago-

nally across in this direction”. This contradicted both the advice of his service advisers

and geographical common sense.

By contrast, Winston Churchill, who had faced a more immediate threat of invasion for

a year in 1940–41, took a more phlegmatic view of the likelihood of the Japanese attack.

He consistently downplayed the likelihood, telling the House of Commons in January

1942 that the Japanese were more likely to devote their attention to making the most of

their conquests rather than “undertaking a serious mass invasion of Australia”. His Chiefs

of Staff consistently expressed the view that “a genuine invasion of Australia does not

form part of the Japanese plans”. The Curtin government, kept informed by both the

Dominions Office and by its High Commissioner in London, Stanley Melbourne Bruce,

was aware of this view throughout. The Australian Chiefs of Staff, asked to comment on

this and other British statements, did not demur. Both Churchill and Roosevelt appear
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to have understood that Australia was practically secure and that they had to deal with

Curtin’s fretfulness rather than the strategic reality.

Not until early 1943 is there any indication that the Curtin cabinet accepted the Japa-

nese threat had diminished. The official poster “Ringed with menace!”, dating from

about mid-1943, demonstrates how ludicrous the contention had become. In reality,

Australia was spotted with inconvenience rather than ringed with menace. But Curtin

refused to publicly concede the declining likelihood of actual invasion until June 1943.

Not until 27 September 1943 – after the capture of Lae and as Australian divisions

advanced into the Markham Valley and onto the Huon Peninsula – do the Cabinet min-

utes at last record simply “the danger of invasion, he said, had passed”. But even as he

confirmed in an off-the-record briefing in March 1944 that “there would now never be

any danger to the eastern side of Australia”, he was still raising the possibility of Japa-

nese attacks on Darwin and Western Australia, his home state.

What explains Curtin’s anxiety? Australian and Allied leaders in Australia knew of the

Japanese decision not to invade within a month of the debates between staff officers in

Tokyo in March 1942. In early April “Magic” intercepts reached Australia which con-

firmed that no invasion was contemplated. An actual danger of invasion had never ex-

isted and the likelihood diminished through 1942 as Allied victories eroded Japan’s of-

fensive capability. Curtin was told as much by London and Washington, and MacArthur,

Curtin’s principal strategic adviser, consistently advised that it was improbable. Why did

General Douglas MacArthur (left), meeting with Prime Minister
John Curtin (right) soon after his arrival in Australia, advised
that he felt Japanese invasion of Australia was “doubtful”.
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Curtin continue to bang the invasion drum? Glyn Harper has suggested that Curtin kept

up the pretence of an invasion threat for electoral advantage in 1943. Other answers

may be that, by so loudly proclaiming the danger, Curtin could kill two birds with one

stone. First, he could mobilise the Australian people, whose commitment to the sacri-

fices necessary for victory was often less passionate than his own. Second, his advocacy

of a possibility known by Axis to be false, supported the deception that the Allies had

broken key enemy codes. Had Curtin admitted the impossibility of invasion sooner Axis

powers may have suspected how he could have known.

This much is logical, and yet a deeper answer seems to lurk in Curtin’s psyche. Curtin

felt the burden of responsibility of his office so gravely that it contributed to his death in

1945. His rejection of advice that invasion was not going to occur, his repeated appeals

for reinforcements in secret communications, and his privately dwelling on the prospect

suggest that he was unable to accept the reality. David Day, in his recent sympathetic

biography of Curtin, argues that “much of the anxiety and bitterness” which stemmed

from Curtin’s fruitless appeals for forces for Australia’s defence to Roosevelt and Churchill

could have been avoided had they taken Curtin and MacArthur into their confidence.

Certainly Churchill and Roosevelt’s desire to divert the 7th Division convoy to Burma

soured relations, and not until May 1942 did they tell Curtin of their decision to “beat

Hitler first”. But it would seem that it was Curtin’s refusal to accept the strategic evalu-

ations of London and Washington that caused his unease. In the event, Churchill and

Roosevelt were right and Curtin was wrong. He has been represented as the “Saviour of

Australia”, but, however much Australia’s contribution stemmed from his passionate

commitment to victory, his organisational skills and his personal example as an inspiring

leader, Curtin did not save Australia from any real threat. Instead, one of the lasting

legacies of his whipping up of the fear of invasion fear has been a persistent heritage of

bogus invasion stories.

Epilogue
This paper was presented at the Memorial’s Remembering 1942 conference on 31 May

2003. On 1 June the Daily Telegraph devoted fives pages of its Inside Edition supplement

to a feature variously headlined “Imagine the unthinkable”, “Rising Sun over Sydney”

and “Was invasion closer than we feared?” These pages were based on “painstaking

research” conducted by “history enthusiasts” Warren Brown and John Collins, based on

their yet-to-be published fictional history Strike south. Accompanied by Warren Brown’s

impressions of Zeros over the harbour, bombs exploding beside the Town Hall and
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Japanese soldiers boarding a Bondi tram, the feature presented a fictional speculation

of a Japanese invasion. It posited an invasion around Darwin in early July and a Japanese

force heading southwards toward central Australia. A further drawing showed Japanese

soldiers plodding through the “dead heart” and the accompanying text described a

“scorched earth” strategy defeating this advance towards Adelaide. Why Adelaide was

not explained. The feature included a map of the landings around Botany Bay, Narrabeen

and Pittwater captioned in minute type, “This graphic illustrates a fictional attack on

Sydney”.

This feature raises questions about what Australians know and believe about this aspect

of their history and about a newspaper’s responsibility to its readers. “Alternative” or

“counterfactual” history is increasingly being used as an acceptable technique, one that

can produce useful questions or insights. (I have used the method myself, most recently

several weeks before, in a conference workshop debating its application to secondary

history teaching.) At the same time, in the light of the misconceptions which most Aus-

tralians evidently entertain over the likelihood of invasion in 1942, publishing such a

feature so prominently (beginning with the newspaper’s cover) and without any histori-

cal counterweight was surely reprehensible. One letter was later published in the Tele-

graph. On 4 June a Geoff Ruxton of Kogarah wrote to say that he was “simply appalled”

at the feature, which was “an insult to anyone’s intelligence”. Perhaps because the fea-

ture confirmed prevailing preconceptions, no controversy ensued.

The Daily Telegraph had in fact asked the Memorial’s historians (Dr Robert Nichols and

me) for a thousand words of historical background on the submarine raid and the inva-

sion threat. Between 30 May, when we were asked, and 1 June the Telegraph found itself

short of space and the thousand words Robert and I had written were dropped. As a

result, tens of thousands of readers were left with a vivid impression that invasion could

have been feasible but without any historically-based interpretation putting a

countervailing or contextual view.

Late in February 1942, in the aftermath of the fall of Singapore and what Curtin called

“the battle for Australia” opened, the Daily Telegraph published the results of a survey

of its readers’ opinions. Fifty-four per cent believed that Australia would be invaded, a

smaller proportion than those who appear to agree today. If my informal survey has any

validity, is it any wonder that most Australians still believe, in the face of all the evidence,

that the Japanese were indeed Coming South in 1942?
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From February 1942 until July 1944, a war of attrition was fought by the air forces of

the United States, Australia and Japan in Papua, New Guinea, the Bismarck Archi-

pelago and the Solomon Islands. The air campaign in the South Pacific lasted a little

over half the war but was nevertheless of extreme importance to its outcome. This is

because it was around the island of New Guinea that the Japanese forces were first

stopped, worn down and finally pushed back. This chapter concentrates on the major

strategic and operational issues faced by the Japanese, focusing on Japanese air opera-

tions over the main island of New Guinea.

The first phase of the Japanese air campaign over New Guinea was the navy’s offensive

against Port Moresby, from May until October 1942. Next, from early 1943 until June,

the Japanese army filled in for the navy (whose air forces were increasingly committed

to the Solomons campaign) and fought a campaign that was intended to be offensive but

became increasingly defensive in nature. The third phase was a short period in the sum-

mer of 1943 in which the Japanese army assigned a more positive role to its air forces in

New Guinea, only to see the bulk of that force destroyed in a single air attack. Finally,

the Japanese army air forces fought an unglamorous defensive campaign for approxi-

mately a year, from the summer of 1943 until their army was pushed out of New Guinea

and the war itself shifted to the Marianas and the Philippines.

Occupation of Rabaul and the start of air operations against Port Moresby
When the Japanese army and navy developed plans for a war with the United States and

Great Britain in 1941, the islands of the Bismarck Archipelago, particularly New Britain,

were included in their target list from early on. This was because Japanese planners saw

Rabaul on New Britain, with its excellent natural harbour, as a potential threat to Truk

Island in the Carolines – 1,100 kilometres to the north and the site of the Japanese

navy’s most important base in the central Pacific Ocean. Japanese control of New Britain

and the surrounding islands was therefore necessary to protect the base at Truk.

On 5 November 1941, the army’s South Seas Force was assigned the task of seizing

Guam and then the airfields in the Bismarck Islands. The navy’s special landing forces

Japanese air operations
in New Guinea
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The Tainan Air Corps, to which Sakai Saburo (left) and Nishizawa
Hiroyoshi (right) were attached, was dispatched to Lae by the
Japanese navy in March 1942.

were to take over the occupation of Guam, after which they would cooperate with the

army in occupying Rabaul. The navy’s 4th Fleet, based in Truk, would be responsible for

supporting both the Guam and the Rabaul–Bismarck Archipelago operations. On 22

January 1942 the special landing forces assaulted Rabaul by sea and, with the support of

both land-based and carrier-based aircraft, the town was quickly captured.

While these operations were being carried out, the Japanese army and navy, faced with

the unexpectedly rapid success of their operations in the Philippines, Malaya and the

Netherlands East Indies, had to decide upon their next steps. After an invasion of Aus-

tralia was ruled out because it would have required excessive resources, the navy high

command ordered the 4th Fleet, with the 11th Air Fleet, to assault Lae and Salamaua in

New Guinea, Port Moresby in Papua, and the Solomon Islands.

Zero fighters of the Chitose Air Corps moved to Rabaul on 31 January 1942. On 2 and 5

February, Kawanishi Type 97 “Mavis” flying boats of the Yokohama Air Corps bombed

Port Moresby for the first time, and the air war over New Guinea was under way. On 9

February, Gasmata (on New Britain’s southern coast) was occupied, and work begun on

an airstrip. To carry out further operations, the 4th Air Corps was created and headquar-

tered in Rabaul, with a nominal strength of 27 fighters and 27 bombers. On 24 February,

the 4th Air Corps began bombing Port Moresby.

On 7 March 1942, the Japanese high command decided upon the second stage of opera-

tions, which focused on the continuation of major offensives. As part of this new strat-

egy, the decision was made to continue the advance in the Solomons and New Guinea

area, with the aim of eventually cutting off the supply route between the United States

and Australia. Lae and Salamaua on the north-eastern New Guinea coast were occupied

on 8 March. Two days later, the Tainan Air Corps sent eleven of its Zero fighters to Lae,

which became an exceedingly busy advanced airbase.

Until the end of July 1942, the naval air units based at Rabaul and Lae conducted

intensive flying missions over the Owen Stanley Range to attack Port Moresby and

other Allied bases on the New Guinea mainland. Japanese fighter units were also kept

busy intercepting Allied air attacks on Japanese bases. Although the Australians and

Americans often lost more aircraft in individual air battles, Allied air strength did not

diminish significantly. On the other hand, the Japanese, although suffering fewer losses,

saw a slow decline in the quality of their forces as highly-trained and experienced pilots

were lost and replaced by increasingly less experienced ones. This period was, therefore,
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somewhat of a stalemate, with neither side achieving air superiority and the Japanese

failing to drive the Allied air forces out of New Guinea.

The commitment of army air forces to the South Pacific
The next stage in Japanese air operations over New Guinea involved the deployment of

Japanese army air forces in the region. After the Americans landed on Guadalcanal

Island in the Solomons on 7 August 1942, the Japanese air forces based in Rabaul were

forced to make increasingly greater efforts in the Solomons, while continuing their

campaign against New Guinea. The air battle in the Solomons was fought principally by

naval aircraft and, as this commitment grew, the Japanese army’s air forces would play a

greater role over New Guinea.

On 11 November Hattori Takushiro, of the Army General Staff, called for the deploy-

ment of army air forces to the region in order to regain air superiority. With estimates of

future American air power projecting 24,500 US air force and navy first-line planes

operating in the South Pacific by December 1943, it was now recognised that the most

urgent need facing Japan was to increase air power.

Faced with looming defeat on Guadalcanal, and with setbacks in their drive on Port

Moresby from the withdrawal of Japanese forces from Kokoda, the Japanese military

finally decided to commit some of its air forces to the South Pacific. On 18 November an

Army–navy central agreement on operations in the South Pacific Area was signed, and

the 6th Air Division was committed to the New Guinea front. In accordance with the

agreement, 60 Nakajima Type 1 “Oscar” fighters of the 11th Sentai (air group) reached

Rabaul via Truk on 18 December, and almost immediately became involved in air de-

fence operations. By the end of the month they were flying missions against targets such

as Buna on mainland New Guinea. On 29 December, army heavy bomber units were

ordered to deploy from Burma to New Guinea.

On 4 January 1943 the army and navy high commands ordered that operations on New

Guinea be continued. The purpose of Japan’s operations in the South Pacific was to

“secure a position of superiority”. Lae, Salamaua, Wewak and Madang on New Guinea

were to be strengthened or occupied, and the area north of the Owen Stanleys was to be

secured so that it could function as a base for operations aimed at Port Moresby. The

Japanese then had 164 army and 190 navy aircraft on their bases at Rabaul and the

surrounding area. Thereafter, Japanese air operations over New Guinea were conducted

principally by the army, operating out of Wewak and other bases.
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Further commitment and destruction of army air forces
On 25 March 1943, in recognition of the importance of the New Guinea front to Japan’s

war efforts, a revised Army–navy central agreement was concluded. This resulted in a

substantial commitment to the defence of Lae and Salamaua and the strengthening of

bases along the northern New Guinea coast, while a delaying operation would be fought

in the Solomons. The assault on Port Moresby, while officially still a long-term objective,

was, for all practical purposes, abandoned.

Reflecting this revised strategy, the army decided to strengthen its air forces in the New

Guinea area. The 68th and 78th Sentai of the 14th Air Brigade, flying the Kawasaki Type

3 “Tony” fighter, arrived in Rabaul in late April and were duly deployed to New Guinea.

The 13th Sentai, flying the Kawasaki Type 2 “Toryu” twin-engine fighter and the 24th

Sentai, flying the venerable “Oscar” began arriving in Rabaul in late May.

The situation changed further when the Japanese discovered that the Allies were con-

structing airfields in the New Guinea highlands, at Mount Hagen and Bena Bena, which

would threaten the Japanese airfields at Madang and Wewak. Ground operations to

meet these new threats were immediately planned. To provide further support the 7th

Air Division, which was formed in late January 1943, was deployed to Wewak on 19

June.

While the actual deployment of these air units was delayed due to the insufficient readi-

ness of bases in New Guinea, army air strength – at least on paper – was steadily rein-

forced during this period. The army made another organisational change during this

period, when it created the 4th Air Army to exercise overall command over the 6th and

7th Air Divisions. The new air army was formed in mid-June, and its headquarters had

deployed to Rabaul by 10 August.

Eventually about a quarter of the army’s air forces would be committed to the South

Pacific. Considering that most of these units were the best that the army had, and would

be subjected to losses of approximately 50 per cent per month, this was indeed a major

commitment by the army.

The major 7th Air Division units deployed to New Guinea in July 1943 at this time were

the 59th Sentai (fighters), 5th Sentai, 7th Sentai (heavy bombers) and 61st Sentai (heavy

bombers). Meanwhile, on 9 July, the 6th Air Division also moved its headquarters to

Wewak.
The Nakajima Ki-43, code-named “Oscar” by the Allies, was a highly
successful army fighter in the early stages of the war, renowned for
its manoeuvrability in dogfights.
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With these new deployments, it seemed that the army air forces had overcome the growing

disparity between the Japanese and the Allied air forces. However, in mid-June, the

army finally had to face reality, and agreed upon an Outline for operations guidance in

the New Guinea Area with the operations section of the navy high command, which

called for a holding strategy in New Guinea. While this meant that the assault on Port

Moresby was finally and formally shelved, the army air forces in New Guinea still had

the task of neutralising the Allied airbases at Mount Hagen, Bena Bena, Wau, Salamaua

and other places. In addition, they had to defend their own airbases, and provide fighter

escort for convoys attempting to supply the Japanese garrisons on New Guinea.

Defensive tasks sapped much of the Japanese army’s air strength on New Guinea. In

fact, by this time the army air forces were fighting a largely defensive campaign. Out of

1,308 sorties flown in July 1943, 494 were convoy escort, 84 were intercept and 190 were

ground support. Such missions meant that fewer aircraft and pilots were available for

mounting air attacks on Allied airbases, even though such air attacks were necessary to

regain air superiority.

In early August 1943, the 4th Air Army had an operational strength of 130 aircraft. This

was just one-third the 4th Air Army’s nominal strength, and represented an operational

rate of only 50 per cent approximately, due to widespread illness among the aircrews

along with, of course, the lack of aircraft replacements.

Nevertheless, the Japanese attempted to carry out their plan to regain air superiority.

On 12 August, the 4th Air Army began to carry out air raids on the Allied airbases at

Hagen, Bena Bena, Wau, Salamaua and elsewhere. This effort came to naught, however,

when on 17 August 1943 Allied air armadas mounted a surprise air attack on Wewak, the

Japanese army’s principal airbase on New Guinea. Over 100 Japanese aircraft were de-

stroyed, and the 4th Air Army was reduced to an operational strength of just over 30

planes.

The major cause for the scale of the defeat, as stressed by 8th Area Army, was said to be

lack of preparation, particularly the lack of sufficient aircraft shelters, and an inadequate

warning system. The Japanese were still relying almost completely on a visual warning

system, which did not provide enough time for aircraft on the ground to either scramble

or be hidden. This problem was exacerbated by the primitive condition of the airfields,

which did not allow quick scrambling of a large number of aircraft.
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Yet another major cause stressed by the 4th Air Army was the fact that all of its aircraft

had been located in front-line airbases, such as Wewak. The 4th Air Army, along with the

6th and 7th Air Divisions, had wanted to deploy its units more in depth (instead of

placing all its strength on the front line), with a certain number of aircraft based at

airfields further to the rear. However, both the army high command and the 8th Area

Army had insisted that as many aircraft as possible be based at airfields at the front, to

make them easier to use in operations.

The end of the Japanese air forces in New Guinea
After the debacle at Wewak, the army tried to rebuild, while at the same time,

strengthening its airbase at Hollandia, in order to provide more depth to the Wewak

position. The Allies, however, would not wait while these efforts were being made. In

September, the Allies pushed the Japanese back from their positions at Lae and Salamaua,

and on 22 September they landed near Finschhafen, on the north-eastern coast of New

Guinea. In late September the Japanese army air forces had only 60 or 70 operational

aircraft, even though they had two air divisions, the 6th and 7th, in the area.

Faced with these developments, the Japanese high command was finally forced to make

a major strategic change. On 15 September 1943 the concept of the Absolute national

defence zone was adopted as policy, under which a delaying action would be continued

in the South Pacific while a new line of defence was prepared along the Marianas–

Carolines–Philippines arc. Counter-offensives would follow and, if the situation permit-

ted, offensive operations in New Guinea would be resumed in mid-1944 or later.

On 30 September the army and navy high commands adopted new strategies based

upon the new concept. The 6th Air Division, using what few planes it had, continued its

mostly defensive operations out of Wewak. When the Allies landed at Saidor on 2 Janu-

ary 1944, thereby sealing off the Dampier Strait, the 4th Air Army launched an all-out

counter-attack. By this time, however, it had less than 100 operational aircraft, and was

able to fly only 160 sorties in all on five separate missions. Not only did this have a

negligible effect on the Allied landing force, but mission losses took the 4th Air Army

down to less than 50 operational planes.

The Japanese navy also launched attacks against the Saidor invasion force, since the loss

of the Dampier Strait would mean that Rabaul and New Guinea would be isolated.

Japanese air forces in the New Guinea–Solomons area had become desperate by
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mid-January, with only 100 planes operational across the entire region.

In order to improve its position, the army high command decided at the end of January

1944 to move the 4th Air Army’s centre of operations further westward than Hollandia.

The high command also decided at this time to temporarily reinforce the 4th Air Army

with 2nd Area Army fighter and bomber units. While they would remain under 2nd

Area Army control, these units were to “cooperate” with the 8th Area Army.

In the meantime, the Japanese navy’s air force was finally knocked out of both New

Guinea and the Solomons. On 17 February 1944, US navy carriers launched a massive

raid on the key Japanese base in the central Pacific, Truk Island, destroying over 200

Japanese aircraft and inflicting heavy damage. Since Truk was now directly threatened,

the Japanese navy had to replace its air losses with the only air forces available, which

were those at Rabaul. Three days after the attack, all of the remaining naval aircraft of

the Japanese 2nd Air Flotilla at Rabaul were flown to Truk, and the Japanese naval air

arm’s presence in the New Guinea–Solomons area came to an end.

On 25 March 1944, the 4th Air Army was transferred to the 2nd Area Army, and its

headquarters arrived in Hollandia. As an airbase, however, Hollandia was still not ad-

equately prepared. Facilities were still not ready, and radar and other warning and intel-

ligence networks were only being prepared. Hollandia was as vulnerable as Wewak had

been but, by the end of March, the Japanese army had managed to assemble approxi-

mately 300 aircraft there. Of these, however, only about 150 were operational.

In an eerie repeat of the earlier disaster at Wewak, the bulk of Japanese aircraft at

Hollandia were wiped out in an air raid carried out over two days, 30–31 March 1944.

Over 150 planes were destroyed on the ground. This time, the Japanese were not given

any time to recover. On 22 April 1944, the Americans landed near Hollandia. The per-

sonnel of the 6th Air Division, including its remaining pilots, were forced to leave the

100 remaining aircraft and retreat overland to the west, arriving in Sarmi by early May.

The division was never reconstructed, ultimately being disbanded in August 1944.

This left the 7th Air Division, operating at this time primarily out of bases in the East

Indies. But this force, too, was severely depleted. On 25 May 1944, it had an operational

strength of only 87 aircraft. When the Americans landed on Biak Island two days later,

the 7th Air Division tried to provide air support for the defenders, but since it had so few

aircraft – most of which had to be used for convoy escort and air defence missions – it

Over 150 planes were destroyed in raids on Hollandia in
late March 1944, adding to large losses from Allied attacks
on Wewak in August 1943 and Truk in February 1944.
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was unable to do so effectively. By early July the Biak garrison had been wiped out. This

was to be the last major action in which Japanese air forces operated over New Guinea.

Thereafter, the major action in the Pacific would shift to the Marianas, Palaus and then

the Philippines, and what remained of the Japanese army and navy air forces was com-

mitted to these areas. The air war in New Guinea was effectively over, having ended in

an Allied victory.
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This chapter briefly examines some of the major issues surrounding the operations

of Allied and Japanese naval forces during the war in New Guinea from 1942–44.

The most important point to keep in mind is that the naval campaigns were not con-

cerned simply with the defeat of the enemy fleet at sea. Although often taken for granted,

the sustained and successful involvement of maritime power had a direct influence on

operations ashore. There was a continuous struggle by both the Allies and Japanese to

keep the sea for their own use while denying it to their adversary.

Early manoeuvres
By early 1942, Allied authorities could be in no doubt that the Japanese held the initiative

in the Pacific War. After a series of unbroken victories stretching from Pearl Harbor to

Java, the Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) held undisputed command of the sea in the

eastern Pacific Ocean. Lae and Salamaua on the north-east coast of New Guinea were

occupied on 7 March 1942 when the Japanese landed a force of 3,000 men. With the

enemy seemingly unstoppable, many Australians believed that their own homeland might

be the ultimate objective. The Australian government turned to the United States for

assurance and President Roosevelt recalled General Douglas MacArthur from the

Philippines to take charge. MacArthur knew that it would be some time before the

United States would be capable of launching a counter-attack; but, on assuming supreme

command of the South-West Pacific Area (SWPA), he also found that he had very few

resources available for defence.

The Japanese, however, had already rejected the invasion of Australia as being beyond

their ability. Instead, before the United States could muster a significant response, they

aimed to occupy Port Moresby and the southern Solomons, followed by Fiji, Samoa and

New Caledonia. The Japanese expected these additional operations to shore up their

defensive perimeter while simultaneously cutting Australia’s vital communications with

America. Isolated from its allies, Australia would thereafter be prevented from acting as

a staging area for manpower and materiel.

Assisted by an efficient intelligence system, MacArthur had an accurate understanding

The naval campaigns for
New Guinea
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HMAS Australia under attack during the battle of the Coral Sea.
Though losses on both sides were roughly equal it was a strategic
defeat for the Imperial Japanese Navy.

of Japanese intentions, and soon made it clear that he considered Australia’s security lay

in Port Moresby rather than on the mainland. Unfortunately, garrison forces at Port

Moresby amounted to only one militia brigade group, and reinforcement would not be

easy. A mountainous and undeveloped island, New Guinea had virtually no land routes

of communication. Airfields were few and equally undeveloped, and there was no inter-

mediate airbase closer than Townsville. New Guinea was therefore solely dependent

upon sea lines of communication and their control by friendly air and naval forces.

On 25 April 1942, the Combined Operational Intelligence Centre in Melbourne issued

an assessment that a Japanese assault on Port Moresby was imminent. On 1 May the

cruisers HMAS Australia and Hobart, and USS Chicago, escorted by three American

destroyers, sailed from Hervey Bay in Queensland under the command of Rear Admiral

John Crace, RN, commander of the Australian squadron. The formation was ordered to

rendezvous with an American force built around the aircraft carriers USS Yorktown and

Lexington.

Three days later the Japanese Port Moresby attack force carrying some 6,000 troops and

supported by aircraft carriers, cruisers and destroyers, sailed from Rabaul. Crace’s force

was detached on 7 May to block the movement of any Japanese ships through the Jomard

Passage. Here it came under heavy air attack, although it did not encounter Japanese

surface units. Indeed, the battle of the Coral Sea, which extended over 7–8 May, was the

first naval battle in history in which the opposing ships did not sight each other. The

aircraft carriers and their close escorts played the key role and the battle resulted in each

side having one carrier sunk and another damaged. Their losses might not have been

huge, but the encounter was a strategic defeat for the Japanese. The IJN had failed to

establish control of the Coral Sea and, with the covering force depleted and air cover

reduced, the Port Moresby operation was postponed.

In the breathing space provided, MacArthur reinforced the troops in New Guinea and

ordered the construction of additional airbases at the south-eastern tip of New Guinea

and on the Cape York peninsula. Meanwhile the IJN turned its attention to the major

operation against the American base at Midway. This time there were no doubts about

the outcome. For the Japanese Combined Fleet, the battle of Midway was a major disas-

ter. Four fleet carriers were sunk and the naval air arm received a blow from which it

never completely recovered. The Japanese had lost not only their capacity to contest

command of the sea, but also the strategic initiative for the remainder of the Pacific War.
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Although Coral Sea and Midway checked Japanese ambitions, they had not been curbed,

and the occupation of Port Moresby remained a priority. However, since a direct am-

phibious assault was still impractical, the Japanese instead accelerated studies for an

overland advance from their bases on the northern New Guinea coast.

For the remainder of 1942 the pattern of fighting in New Guinea was characterised by a

series of slow and costly engagements ashore and, for the Allies, there were few incen-

tives to commit major naval forces. Moreover, warships of all types were scarce and, with

the profusion of reefs, and lack of accurate hydrographic information, operations close

to the New Guinea coast were inherently unsafe. The proximity of Japanese airbases

and the lack of Allied air superiority added further difficulties to surface operations. As

a result, for the initial stages of the New Guinea campaign and at least until the capture

of Buna, direct naval assistance was limited to that provided by American motor torpedo

boats and the ubiquitous corvettes of the Royal Australian Navy (RAN).

The Allied view
Once the land campaign in New Guinea was underway, Australia’s role as a rearward

support base came to the fore, and Allied shipping movements along the eastern

Australian coast and up to forward areas increased rapidly. After Coral Sea, the Japanese

no longer risked surface ships south of New Guinea, and so their attempts to disrupt

Allied communications were generally limited to what could be achieved by their aircraft

and submarines. Nevertheless, there were occasional sorties by warships, including some

bombardments of Allied shipping in Milne Bay. In September 1942 the Japanese cruiser

Tenryu and destroyer Arashi sank the supply ship Anshun.

The first serious Japanese anti-shipping offensive had begun four months earlier with a

sortie by five fleet submarines to the east coast, and the midget submarine attack on

Sydney on the night of 31 May–1 June. A Japanese campaign of this type was not unex-

pected, but Australian reactions were initially hampered by a lack of suitable assets. To

its credit, the RAN was quick to introduce coastal convoys and, by early 1943, a com-

plete system stretched from Melbourne to Darwin and advanced New Guinea bases.

Despite the protective effort, in the period to August 1942, enemy submarines sank

seven merchant ships and damaged another six. A few of these vessels were carrying

purely commercial cargoes, but most carried at least some military equipment.

While the protection of all shipping was important, military cargoes always took priority
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and special convoys to New Guinea had begun as early as January 1942. By December

1942, regular convoys from Townsville to New Guinea became routine. Designated TN/

NT, these supply convoys continued to operate until 23 March 1944. Over fifteen months

1,148 merchant vessels made the journey in 254 separate convoys.

Maximum protection was provided for the transport of personnel, and thankfully no

troop ships were ever lost. There were, however, some close escapes. On 23 August

1942, MV Malaita reached Port Moresby with a load of troops and supplies. On sailing

for Cairns six days later, she was torpedoed and severely damaged by the Japanese sub-

marine RO-33. The escorting destroyer, HMAS Arunta, counter-attacked and destroyed

the submarine, but Malaita did not return to service until 1947.

The Japanese continued their campaigns of disruption in 1943. Enemy aircraft main-

tained frequent attacks against the supply lines around New Guinea and across northern

Australia, while submarines tended to operate further south. With fighting ashore con-

centrated along the north coast of New Guinea, the Allied northern supply line and, in

particular, the run from Milne Bay to Oro Bay, assumed the greatest importance. Insuf-

ficient friendly aircraft were available to cover all ships on this passage and, because of

the navigational dangers, smaller warships such as the RAN’s corvettes shouldered most

of the escort burden.

Attacks by Japanese submarines off the east coast continued, but were generally kept

under control, primarily because the number of submarines allocated was always too

small for the area involved. The IJN did not consider attacks on trade and shipping to be

important, and did not prioritise the anti-shipping campaign. Nevertheless, enemy sub-

marines continued to achieve the occasional success. SS Starr King, sunk off Sydney on

10 February 1943, carried 7,000 tons of army supplies. SS Lydia M. Childs, sunk off

Newcastle a month later, carried a cargo of tanks.

The requirement to protect shipping continued to place a heavy strain on Allied air and

naval resources. By the end of 1943, naval authorities had allocated over sixty warships

for convoy escort duties, while other formations remained available to provide cover.

These vessels included Australian and Allied destroyers, corvettes and a wide assort-

ment of smaller anti-submarine vessels. The period May–June 1943 saw the Japanese

campaign peak with nine ships torpedoed over four weeks. The scale of the attack forced

Australian Chief of Naval Staff, Admiral Royle, to reduce the number of convoy sailings

by half so that the number of escort vessels allocated to each convoy could be doubled.

The merchant ship Anshun lying sunk in Milne Bay in September
1942, next to the hospital ship Manunda. The latter was not
targeted in the Japanese naval attack.
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Meanwhile, the Royal Australian Air Force pressed all possible reconnaissance aircraft

into service, employed three reserve squadrons on the escort task, and ordered training

aircraft to carry weapons and keep a sharp lookout for submarines.

The Japanese, though, were also feeling the strain and could not maintain even a mini-

mum effort. By the end of June, all their submarines had been withdrawn from Austra-

lian waters for defensive operations closer to home. Strangely, however, it was the final

attack of the enemy campaign that was to be among the most effective. On 16 June, with

two torpedoes, the submarine I-174 sank the US Army Transport Portmar, fully loaded

with fuel and ammunition, and severely damaged a tank landing ship.

The establishment of the Seventh Amphibious Force under Rear Admiral Daniel E.

Barbey, USN, marked the turning point for MacArthur’s navy and heralded a return to

the offensive by Allied naval forces in New Guinea. Supported by ever increasing strength

at sea and in the air, Allied troops were for the first time able to take full advantage of

amphibious mobility and naval gunfire support. The first opposed amphibious landing

by Australian troops took place at Lae at the beginning of September 1943. It was fol-

lowed by a successful assault on Finschhafen a few weeks later.

In contrast to the earlier overland campaigns, amphibious operations reduced losses

and increased the speed of advance. By relying on amphibious movement, strongly-

garrisoned points could be bypassed and troops landed on lightly or undefended beaches.

The Allies, the Japanese admitted, had “inflicted an annihilating blow on us without

engaging in direct combat” at Lae. This example was subsequently repeated many times

as MacArthur’s forces “coast hopped” up the northern New Guinea coast through

Hollandia, Wakde and Numfor Island. By March 1944 MacArthur had recaptured the

Admiralty Islands, and at Manus he formed an advanced naval base from which he could

launch his great amphibious operation for the liberation of the Philippines.

Fully integrated into Barbey’s Seventh Amphibious Force, Australian warships were in-

volved in many of these operations. The RAN’s three armed merchant cruisers, Manoora,

Kanimbla and Westralia, were converted to infantry landing ships, while Australian cruisers

and destroyers were tasked to provide shore bombardments and seaward cover.

The Japanese view
The Japanese armed forces, and the IJN in particular, had been designed around the

need to maximise battle strength. The navy paid only minimal attention to the problem
Two of the midget submarines which raided Sydney Harbour on
the night at 31May – 1June 1942, displayed in composite, in
ANZAC Hall at the Australian War Memorial, Canberra.



88 [Chapter 4] The naval campaigns for New Guinea 89

of maintaining and protecting supply services. This was a critical weakness for, despite

Japan’s industrial development, her merchant marine was inadequate even for peacetime

needs. Japan could not match American shipbuilding capacity, and an initial shortage of

suitable transports and cargo vessels combined with wartime attrition, soon caused major

breakdowns in Japanese logistics. To compensate, sea movement by warships rapidly

became the norm for men and equipment.

Despite these limitations, the Japanese in New Guinea could rely on adequate rein-

forcement by surface transport from Palau and Rabaul for most of 1942, and as a result

were able to maintain an offensive posture. However, by the end of the year they were

faced with Allied victories at Milne Bay, Kokoda, and Buna, and attention had turned

towards strengthening and consolidating their position along the northern coast of New

Guinea. Hampering this objective, Allied air and submarine attacks on their poorly-

defended convoys were becoming increasingly effective. Heavy equipment, food and

ammunition were soon in short supply, while difficulty in maintaining an adequate sup-

ply of spare parts severely reduced Japanese air strength. Meanwhile, the Combined

Fleet had, by mid-November 1942, suspended all offensive operations and ordered its

light forces to operate chiefly in fulfilling the constant requirement for supplies. The

major units based at Truk were held back in preparation for a decisive action against the

US Pacific fleet at some time in the future.

The Allies continued to improve their interdiction and maritime strike capability. In

January 1943, the submarine USS Wahoo reported that after a ten-hour running battle

off New Guinea, she had sunk an entire convoy of two Japanese freighters, one transport

and one tanker. In early March, in what was to be their last major resupply operation,

the Japanese attempted to run a large reinforcement convoy from Rabaul to Lae. Good

intelligence allowed the Allies to mount a massive air attack, and in what became known

as the battle of the Bismarck Sea, the Japanese lost all eight transports, four out of eight

destroyers, and at least a third of their troops. Smaller convoys were sometimes seen

after this time, but shipping available for operations had fallen dramatically. The Japa-

nese recognised that their continued losses by surface transport could no longer be main-

tained and they removed eastern New Guinea from their vital area. A new strategic

plan, drawn up in May 1943, established a defensive perimeter on a line joining Wake,

the Marshall and Gilbert Islands, Nauru and Ocean Islands and the Bismarck Archi-

pelago. Thereafter the Japanese abandoned hope of further offensive operations in New

Guinea, and isolated areas became almost totally reliant on submarines and small barges
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for resupply.

Japanese submarines began their supply missions to New Guinea in December 1942

and, with the attrition of other transport assets, it was soon usual for most of the Japa-

nese submarine service to be dedicated to transport. Although safer than other meth-

ods, supply by submarine was hardly more efficient. Stripped of all unnecessary equip-

ment, submarines were then incapable of offensive operations and still only able to trans-

port a very small load. Even the largest 2,000-ton submarines were estimated to have a

cargo capacity of only 20 tons below decks and another 40 tons above, or alternatively 50

troops and 15 tons of cargo. The usual load, however, was much less and nearly half the

early missions failed after the submarine was unable to establish communications with

forces ashore. Despite the introduction of several ingenious devices to increase cargo

capacity and reduce unloading time, such measures could not make up for the lack of a

fully functional transport service.

Despite often possessing the advantages of position and preparedness, the majority of

Japanese troops in New Guinea were never to come to grips with Allied forces. Sub-

jected to what was, essentially, an extremely effective blockade, enemy troops suffered

terribly from illness and malnutrition. Claims have since been made that deaths in com-

bat account for only 3 per cent of the 100,000 Japanese who died in New Guinea. Those

on the ground were under no illusions. One of the few Japanese survivors of Buna was

Gunners from the corvette HMAS Geelong fire on Japanese
positions in late 1944. Naval support played a vital role in the
Allied counter-offensives in New Guinea.
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later to admit that “We lost ... because we could not supply our troops, and because our

navy and air force could not disrupt the enemy supply line”.

Conclusions
To say that the Allied navies supported the actions of land forces in New Guinea would

be an understatement. Although Allied maritime power could not ultimately remove

the Japanese from New Guinea, it did directly affect the course of events ashore.

Throughout the operations, the protection and maintenance of the sea lines of

communication were vital to the successful progress of MacArthur’s campaign. The

simultaneous denial to the Japanese of their own supply lines meant that the enemy had

no hope of competing with Allied “troopers, beans and bullets in greater and greater

numbers”. Later, when the Allies had clearly established the capability to establish local

superiority on the sea and in the air, it was possible to exploit this control for combined

operations. Compared to overland assault, power could thereafter be projected at times

and places chosen by the Allies and with remarkable speed and economy.

The Japanese, on the other hand, consistently failed to allocate sufficient priority to

either a concentrated offensive against Allied shipping, or protection of their own lines

of communication. Once they had lost control of the sea and air off the New Guinea

coastline, any Japanese local superiority ashore could never be effectively applied. Starved

of reinforcements and supplies, Japanese strong points were consistently neutralised,

and either disposed of piecemeal or left to waste away. Though often ignored by histori-

ans, the operations of naval forces around New Guinea were vital to the war’s outcome,

providing the “enabling factor” that allowed the campaign to be fought to its successful

conclusion.
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I n this essay, a Japanese soldier’s experience of war in New Guinea will be explored,

based on his diary, which was found in Australia almost sixty years after the soldier’s

death. The diary was kept in a pocketbook which was issued to every Japanese soldier.

The entries, which were made between April and December 1943, filled about 160 pages.

The frequency of entries varied over time. During the earlier stages of his days in New

Guinea, the diarist sometimes wrote up to ten pages a day. In contrast, the entries became

sparse after September, and there were no entries for October and November. The last

entry was made on 8 December 1943 when he recalled the start of the Pacific War.

The diary does not contain the name of the owner, but it belonged to Tamura Yoshikazu.

He was 158.5 cm tall and weighed 57 kg. So he was about average in height for an adult

male in that period, and relatively well built as his chest size was 84 cm. He also had

good eyesight. Tamura turned 26 years old on 27 April 1943. He was unmarried, and his

immediate family consisted of a father, two sisters and a brother. The anniversary of his

mother’s death was on 6 February. He also recorded the registration numbers of his

firearms, sword and watch, and his bank account number.

Tamura was from Tochigi Prefecture north of Tokyo. In his first period of service his unit

served in northern Korea and China, and he wrote his memories of this period in the

diary. Although English excerpts of his reflections on China are not included here, he

vividly described the cold, dry climate and arid landscape of China, which was dotted

with small villages. According to his writing, his unit does not seem to have been en-

gaged in combat in China. After his first period of service, he went back to civilian life

where he had fond memories of a climb up Mt. Fuji with his friends.

His second period of conscription became effective from January 1943 in Utsunomiya.

He joined the 239th Infantry Regiment (Toto 36 Unit) of the 41st Division on 5 January

and left Utsunomiya on 12 January. From Utsunomiya, the troops travelled to Shimonoseki

where they boarded a ship bound for Korea. He recorded the departure scenes. The

train travelled through the Japanese countryside in winter. He noticed that there was

hardly anybody on the station platform to farewell the troops, whereas previously they

Japanese soldier’s
experience of war
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The first page from Tamura's diary, probably written soon after
he arrived at Wewak. The bird described in this section was
probably a New Guinea friar bird (Philemon novaguineae).

had been cheered off loudly by big crowds.

The New Guinea diary started with an entry for April 1943 at a camp in Wewak. Tamura

had been on active service for three months but had not heard from his family or friends

in Japan. The last entry of the diary was on 8 December 1943. It is most probable that

Tamura was killed and his diary captured by Australian soldiers soon after 8 December.

A characteristic of the diary is that it was not just a record of a soldier’s daily activities.

He used the diary as a means to reflect upon his experiences in the military, and to

reflect on his purpose in life, both as an individual and as a soldier for the nation. Some

of the letters he wrote to his friends and his family were copied into the book. He also

recorded some memories of his past experiences both at home and in China. He missed

home as he lived in a tent in the jungle without any communication from Japan for

months. The diary also described how the soldiers acted and felt during the air raids by

the Allies. Furthermore, the emotions of a soldier faced with death and maintaining his

honour are vividly expressed.

He employs two styles of writing in the diary – prose form and the 31-syllable tanka

poetry form. Tamura recorded over one hundred tanka poems in his diary. The format

he favoured was to record his activities and reflections for the day and then write down

four or five poems at the end. Thus, the tanka poems were summaries of his thoughts

and emotions on the incidents recorded.

After the war, the diary remained in the possession of Mr Allan E. Connell, who was

originally from Melbourne. He had enlisted in the 57/60th Australian Infantry Battalion

in October 1941, at the age of nineteen, and was discharged in January 1946. The diary

was discovered while Mr. Connell’s son, Jeff, and daughter-in-law, Mrs Kay Connell,

were sorting through Allan Connell’s possessions after his death. It is not known how the

diary became the property of Allan Connell, as he did not talk about it at all to his family.

However, it is possible to speculate on the fate of the diary. According to his service record,

Allan Connell was in New Guinea towards the end of 1943 and working in the intelligence

field. All of the captured Japanese diaries and documents were sent to the intelligence

section from the battlefield and eventually forwarded to the Allied Translator and Inter-

preter Section (ATIS) in order to be assessed for their strategic value. Allan Connell, who

was handling those diaries, probably decided to keep one pocketbook for himself when he

found out that the diary did not contain any military information on the Japanese. He
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might have anticipated that the diary would eventually be destroyed. Although such an

action was not officially permitted, it appears that similar incidents were not unknown.

Upon discovery of the diary, Mr. Jeff Cripps, a friend of Jeff and Kay, contacted the

Australia–Japan Research Project (AJRP) in 2001 and sent a photocopied page, in order

to find out about the contents of the pocketbook. That particular page included several

beautiful poems about life in the jungle in New Guinea. Those poems clearly revealed

the soldier’s literary sensitivity towards the foreign flora and fauna. Later, Mr & Mrs

Connell kindly agreed to provide photocopies of the whole diary for the project so that

we could read it through and translate part of it. The AJRP would like to express its great

appreciation to Mr & Mrs Connell and Mr. Cripps for their cooperation.

Movements and actions of the 239th Infantry Regiment of the 41st Division
According to the Japanese War history series, the 239th Infantry Regiment of the 41st

Division was first raised in Utsunomiya, Tochigi prefecture in September 1939. For the

operation in which Tamura was involved, the division consisted of about 19,000 personnel.

According to official records, the regiment had moved to Qingdao on 29 January 1943.

Between 20 and 24 February the troops landed in Wewak.

The unit history stated that, between March and April 1943, the regiment was engaged

in airfield construction in Wewak and But. Between April and June 1943, the troops

worked on an airfield in Dagua, constructing roads from Dagua on the coast, to Maprik

which was inland. Between July and September 1943, the regiment came back to Wewak

to engage in airfield construction again.

The Tamura diary mentions that the Wewak area was bombed during the period of

airfield construction, but the bombing was restricted to a single bomber at night, while

Allied reconnaissance planes flew over the area during the day. So, although the con-

struction work was delayed, it did continue, and eventually the airfields were completed.

According to the Australian Official History, by August 1943, the 6th Air Division of the

Japanese army, with five fighter and three bomber groups, totalling 324 aircraft, was

established at Wewak. The 7th Air Division with a total of 156 aircraft was also estab-

lished at But, some kilometres west of Wewak. At this stage, Japan was aiming to regain

the balance of air power and making plans to bomb Port Moresby and other areas.

However, Japan’s prospects were completely dashed on 17 August 1943. Allied forces

became aware of the concentration of aircraft in the area and decided to attack them.
Dagua airfield under aerial attack from Allied planes in February
1944. Constant air raids became part of the daily routine of
Tamura’s military life.
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On 17 and 18 August Allied aircraft bombed four Japanese airfields in the Wewak area

intensively and the Japanese army lost about 100 planes, including light bombers, fight-

ers and reconnaissance planes. (See chapter 3 of this volume for details of these attacks.)

From October 1943 to February 1944, the regiment was mobilised to go to Madang

under Commander Nakai to participate in the Finnisterre and Saidor campaigns. In

March and April 1944 the regiment was under the 41st Division at Madang.

In his memoir, Nyuginia-sen tsuioku ki (Memoir of the New Guinea campaign) (Tokyo,

1982), Hoshino Kazuo, who was a staff officer of the 41st Division, wrote that by the end

of the war only 600 troops of the 41st Division survived out of an original strength of

20,000 men. He also wrote that, of the 200,000 Japanese troops who were sent to east

and central New Guinea, only 10,000 were alive at the end of the war. Thus, the rate of

attrition was extremely high, particularly towards the end of the war, due not only to the

desperate battles the Japanese fought, but also to the disease and starvation the soldiers

suffered during their retreat.

Extracts from the diary
The diary starts with the following entry. The exact date is not known, but it is most likely

that the entry was recorded in early March 1943, about two months after the landing in

Wewak. The writing shows that the diarist’s reference point at this stage was firmly fixed

in Japan, as he contrasts the unfamiliar scenery and nature with those back in Japan.

When I hear birds of paradise sing, I remember cuckoos back in Japan. They

live among tropical coconut trees. I don’t know what they are saying, but they

make very weird cries that sound like “keukoh, kiou, keukoh, kiou”.

A mate of mine received a letter from home and he showed me a copy of a

newspaper dated the end of January. Nothing seemed to have changed at

home. It also contained an article about the front line in New Guinea. Who

could know that I am in New Guinea now?

The climate here is similar to that of mid-August in Japan. Yet, there are so many

noxious insects, and the mosquitoes in particular are a real nuisance. Since many of

us are sick and do not feel well, our fighting spirit seems to be low.

Tamura was a keen letter writer and he yearned for letters from home. At the back of his

pocketbook he recorded details of letters sent and received. He also copied some of the

letters into his pocketbook. In this section, copies of three letters are included. The first letter
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was sent from Palau to his younger brother. In this letter, Tamura was in high spirits and

wanted to tell his younger brother about the adventure he had embarked on in the tropics.

Palau was still peaceful around that time. Hoshino, a staff officer of the 41st Division, wrote in

his memoir that he enjoyed coffee and cream soda at a tea room, and a full-course dinner with

ice cream dessert at a hotel on the island. Hoshino also purchased accessories made out of

turtle shell as souvenirs for Japan. Of course, those souvenirs were never taken back to Japan.

A letter 12 February

How are you? Are you working hard? I wonder if you are shivering in the cold

weather. If you are, why don’t you come over here? You wouldn’t want to stay

long because it’s too hot. How have you been back home? I am well. I swam in

the sea on Emperor’s Day.

I would like to send you lots of coconuts through my dreams. So many that you

could eat as much as you wanted and still not finish. I wonder if they will arrive

home safely. You will be able to keep them in a basket by your bedside.

I will write to you about interesting things later.

To my dear young brother. From your older brother.

Tamura wrote a lot about his work in the Wewak area. His unit was engaged in airfield

construction – work that was hard and monotonous. The following poems describe the

work and his feelings about it. The only break the troops could enjoy from their labour

was during the air raids.

Under the blazing sun,

Soldiers construct airfields

With sweat and without words.

The construction work progresses day by day.

The adjutant officer comes for inspection today as well.

We sit down by the shore, wiping sweat from our face

And look across the sea, waiting for letters from home.

On branches of coconut trees,

Birds of paradise sing.

Gradually the day is getting light.
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Air raids become so frequent that

We look forward to them on a quiet day

In order to have some rest from our work.

Cicadas are singing and leaves are falling.

It feels like autumn.

But when we see fresh green leaves,

We think of spring.

During his trip to the inland, Tamura and his colleagues met the local people in the area. For

Tamura, the way they spoke, dressed and behaved was completely foreign. However, as we

shall read in the following two pieces, he communicated with them and bought tropical fruits

from them. He was impressed with the innocence of the local children. He found it amusing

that the locals found the Japanese as curious as the soldiers found them. It is clear that he

appreciated the differences and managed to see the local people as human beings.

Natives

They speak fast in a foreign language. The soldiers listen to the language ear-

nestly in order to understand it.

We’ve got it. They’ve come to exchange goods.

In little string bags, they each carried about twenty bananas and papayas in order

to exchange them with the goods the soldiers have.

They wear loincloths, but the rest of their bodies are naked. The way they live

seems to be primitive.

I gave twenty sen for two bananas. These are the first bananas I have had in New

Guinea. They tasted very, very sweet. The size of the fruit was as big as my arm

or even bigger. They were astonishingly large.

I dreamed that we could eat as much fruit as we liked, but so far only two. Yet, I

enjoyed my first taste of bananas in this place.

Natives 4 May

When I saw real naked natives for the first time, I felt frightened. But they did

not do any harm. They were very well hung, and proudly decorated their hair
Bananas were purchased from the locals. New Guinea did not
possess the abundance of fruit Tamura had expected to find in
the tropics.
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with bird feathers. It was a surprise for me to see the way they showed off their

decoration.

When we reached our destination in the late afternoon, we rested by the regi-

mental barracks. Forty to fifty natives came, and they were all naked. Some were

carrying thick ropes and bush knives. A few were wearing crosses on their chests.

Furthermore, about half of them were completely naked.

The soldiers stared at them strangely. The natives were also staring at the sol-

diers intently. They went around the building about twice and disappeared. When

I asked other soldiers who had been here previously about them, they told us

that the natives came to have a look at us. To them, the soldiers looked very

weird. Probably, we looked very foreign to them.

I asked for bananas in the mountains. They seemed to be saying that they did not

have bananas at the moment. I felt I understood their language a little bit. Com-

pared with Chinese people, the native children did not have any traces of gloomi-

ness and looked so innocent, as if they were blessed by God. They seemed to

regard the soldiers as a peculiar group. They were not frightened and did not cry

although we were still new to them.

Deaths inevitably occurred around Tamura while he was in Wewak. As the type of war he

was involved in was not direct bloody combat on the ground, the sudden disappearance of

his war comrades hit him hard. The following section expresses his feeling of loss.

A few days ago, my friend was killed by enemy shells in this bay. However, the

bay with its white waves does not look any different. There are a few drums

floating away from boats. The landscape of the headland is as lush as before.

Boats are moored to the wharf as before. But I feel so devastated!

He left us after a work session, sending his regards to other members of our

section. The next morning, this friend could not be found anywhere and now he

is at the bottom of the sea after an attack by enemy planes. What an unfortunate

fate he had.

But it is no use lamenting. We hope he is in a peaceful slumber and becomes a

god protecting the nation. At his grave, I prayed for my dead friend’s peaceful

repose.
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Tamura records his feelings extensively in his diary and some of the entries reflect the

ups and downs of his and his comrades’ spirits.

The first section expresses the mixed feeling soldiers had. The words probably come from a

song that may have been sung by his friends in the unit during the early stages of the campaign.

They show both the heightened spirit of adventure in a faraway land, and homesickness.

1 April

From the top of the hill with its fresh green grass

I gaze towards the ocean horizon.

Across the Pacific, across the Japan Current,

From far away, a boat is coming with might and courage

With letters from our homeland.

Sitting in the shade of a coconut tree

Looking across the sky above the ocean waves

Thinking about home from New Guinea.

With the heat, it hurts to realise

How far this place is from home.

The soldiers’ spirits were affected by various factors, such as illness and difficult living

conditions. In addition, the unreasonable authority exercised by their superiors also in-

fluenced the level of morale. The following two sections demonstrate the problems the

troops faced in maintaining high morale in the face of illness and hunger.

We are generally in bad shape. In spite of our superior’s words, our fighting spirit

has been in decline.

It might be to do with working too hard or malnutrition. No, no. It was not like

this at the beginning. Military life is never exciting, but the current situation is

not at all rewarding.

The duty of a soldier is to carry out his tasks without complaining. Yet, somebody

who does not have any worth as a person can throw his weight around just be-

cause he has the senior rank.

Diary 27 May

The fine rain was falling continuously even though the moonlight was bright. I
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was awoken by the sound of a plane engine. The dawn had come. I felt relieved

that I could sleep through the night after I had recovered my health.

Compared with malaria in central China, I have heard this illness is more diffi-

cult to treat. Yet, I might be able to recover quickly. I stayed behind in the camp

after my colleagues left for work, and spent my time looking after the firearms.

Soldiers cannot help looking after their arms.

Our company leader is also in hospital. The number of patients exceeds expecta-

tions.

While Japan should be enjoying the season of fresh green leaves, the weather

here is getting worse. The ceiling of the tent is leaking and makes us feel very

uncomfortable.

I yearn for letters from home. Everybody feels the same here. I thought of home

and wrote two letters to my friends.

Epilogue
The AJRP received a request from NHK, the Japanese national broadcaster, concerning

final letters and diaries belonging to former Japanese soldiers, about a year after this essay

appeared on the Project’s web site. The Tamura diary was subsequently made known to

NHK. Coincidentally, a request for information about the Tamura diary arrived from Jiji

Press at around the same time. Articles about the diary appeared in various newspapers

around Japan, and the NHK documentary, titled Last words, aired on 15 August 2003.

As a result of investigations with various institutions, Tamura’s family was located in

Oyama City in Tochigi Prefecture. The head of the family in which Tamura Yoshikazu

had been born and raised was now his younger brother, Sadanobu. His younger sisters

were also alive and in good health. According to the notification of death received by the

family, Yoshikazu had been “killed in battle in March 1944 at Biliau, New Guinea”. Biliau

was near Cape Gunbi, where Allied troops had landed in January 1944, and was the site

of fierce fighting between the two forces.

None of Tamura’s personal effects had returned from New Guinea. The diary is his only

legacy. The Australian War Memorial decided to return the diary in accord with the

deepest wishes of the family. It is at last possible for Tamura Yoshikazu, along with the

diary, to finally return home to his waiting family sixty years after passing away.

Tamura Yoshikazu (1917–1944) arrived at Wewak in February
1943 with the 239th Infantry Regiment; there he was engaged
in construction of airfields and roads. (Photograph provided
by Ishizuka Chieko)
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In December 1942, an Australian private, a veteran of recent fighting at Sanananda

and of the Libyan and Greek campaigns, wrote some thoughts about the enemies he

had faced:

My regard for Tony [the Italian] was always impersonal and for Fritz ... tinged

with admiration, but none of us know anything but vindictive hatred for the Jap.

Australian soldiers felt an animosity towards the Japanese that they generally didn’t have

towards their European enemies.

In action the hostility expressed itself in Australians’ greater enthusiasm for killing Japa-

nese. “If an Italian or German were running away, one might let him go,” wrote Jo

Gullett, “but never a Japanese.” Whereas in the Middle East Australian commanders

had struggled to awaken fully a “killing instinct” in their men, the Japanese brought out

that instinct.

An official wartime publication described how at Wau, fifty Japanese were “hunted down

and exterminated”. The concepts of “hunting” and “exterminating” capture the mood of

the time, which was not one of trying to bring an essentially like-minded foe to accept

defeat by the rules of war, but one of seeking to annihilate an alien enemy. The killing of

unarmed, sleeping, sick or wounded Japanese was common. Although official pressure

was put on troops to take prisoners, the Australian front-line soldiers, like their Ameri-

can counterparts, had little desire to do so.

Japanese dead were not considered in the same light as German or Italian dead. War

correspondent Frank Legg, who had been a member of the 2/48th Battalion at Alamein

noted while first reporting 9th Division fighting against the Japanese that, whereas the

common practice had been to bury each other’s dead in North Africa, here there was a

“strange callousness”. For example, a Japanese who lay dead on a track on the Huon

Peninsula had a bullet hole between his eyes and a note pinned to him which read

“Don’t bury this bastard, it’s the best shot you’ll ever see.”

“Yet they’re human just as we are”
Australian attitudes to the Japanese
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Propaganda poster depicting the sinking of the hospital ship
Centaur in May 1943. Australian hostility towards the Japanese
was fuelled by news and evidence of such atrocities.

Let’s examine briefly the sources of this contempt and hatred. Most obvious was that the

Japanese were a far more pressing threat to Australia itself than were the European

enemies. Tied to the awareness of the threat the war now posed to their homeland, was

a hatred for those who menaced it. Early in 1943, General Blamey tried to stir up hatred

of the Japanese in veterans of the recent campaign by emphasising that the Australians

were fighting to prevent the deaths of their families and the end of civilisation. The

Japanese forces which advanced along the Kokoda Trail were described by the historian

and second-in-command of the 2/14th Battalion as “cocksure hordes” seeking “to glut

their lust and savagery in the blood of a conquered white nation”. If fear of invasion was

one source of hatred, racial animosity was a second.

The Australians who fought in the Second World War had grown up in an era when

assertions of racial superiority were far more acceptable than today. In 1941, Prime

Minister Curtin had justified Australia’s entry into the war against Japan in terms of the

nation’s commitment to maintaining the “principle of a White Australia”.

White superiority had been challenged by the outcome of other campaigns earlier in the

year. The racism of Australians who had scoffed at the Japanese in 1941 had to be re-

fined in the light of defeats in Malaya, Singapore, Java, Timor, Ambon and New Britain.

These Japanese successes added a hysterical edge to the racial hatred against them. An

image of the Japanese as a “superman” or “super soldier” grew up. This conception was

fairly persistent, but not the majority view after 1942. The feeble physical condition of

many Japanese encountered in campaigns after 1942 heightened racial contempt for

them.

A far more common image than that of superman was that of a creature less than a man.

Jo Gullett concludes from his experience in the 2/6th Battalion, “[The Japanese] were

like clever animals with certain human characteristics, but by no means the full range,

and that is how we thought of them – as animals.” Senior officers encouraged this atti-

tude. General Blamey told troops at Port Moresby in 1942 that the Japanese was “a

subhuman beast”, and at the beginning of the following year he informed soldiers that

the Japanese were “a curious race – a cross between the human being and the ape”.

This idea helped Australians to account for Japanese success in the early campaigns,

because it explained Japanese adaptability to primitive conditions. It also excused

murderous treatment of them. A normally very humane veteran of the desert, Private
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John Butler, wrote of his first brush with the Japanese: “Out foraging this morning I

came across the head of a good Jap – for he was dead – like a damned baboon he was;

this is not murder killing such repulsive looking animals.”

Some of the language used by Australians is disturbingly reminiscent of Nazi race pro-

paganda. In most respects Nazism was repugnant to Butler and his comrades. However,

the same racist disdain appears in American writings of the time, and there is no doubt

that on this issue many otherwise compassionate western soldiers maintained attitudes

towards the Japanese which today seem insupportable. This was a racist age. The Japa-

nese themselves also harboured racist attitudes towards whites.

Moreover, we mustn’t exaggerate the importance of racism in Australians’ hatred for the

Japanese during the war. When the Australian government launched an intense hate

campaign in March – April 1942, the Sydney Morning Herald argued that Australians

needed no stimulus to fight the Japanese aggressor, and certainly not “a torrent of cheap

abuse and futile efforts in emulation of ... Goebbels”. The propaganda campaign was

opposed by 54 per cent of Australians surveyed in a Gallup Poll on the issue.

Moreover, the peculiar circumstances in which Australian front-line soldiers served gave

them reasons to temper their racism, or at least suppress it occasionally. Realism was

important. While Australian training staff did not want their soldiers to feel inferior to

the Japanese – a real danger in the early years – they did want them to be level-headed

about his strengths. Propagandist notions are dangerous when formulating tactics. On

the battlefield, being realistic about the enemy’s capacities was a matter of life and death.

It was probably observation and experience, rather than propaganda, that heightened

the hatred Australian front-line soldiers felt for the Japanese. Racist prejudgements,

and even the threat to Australia, did not goad Australian soldiers in the same way per-

sonal experience or reports from other front-line soldiers did. Many Australians who

campaigned against the Japanese considered their opponent evil, detestable, underhanded

and frightening in his methods.

At the jungle training school at Canungra, recruits were told that the Japanese was “a

cunning little rat”, who was “full of little ruses and tricks”. Australians were so unwilling

to take Japanese prisoners largely because of distrust born of bad experiences with

Japanese offering surrender and then acting as human bombs by detonating concealed

explosives. The fact that Australian wounded, and the stretcher bearers who carried
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them, could expect no immunity from enemy fire was a major source of criticism, as was

Japanese bombing of medical facilities. Thus a medical officer wrote about a tent “ward”

attacked by enemy aircraft in Papua:

When the smoke cleared the twelve [patients] were still in the tents, but

each one was dead – killed by the deliberate sub-human fury of Tojo’s men.

It’s hard to know how much Australians in New Guinea knew of the atrocities against

their compatriots in the early 1942 campaigns, but it appears that it wasn’t much, and

that such information did not inflame hatred as much as it might have. Stories about

New Britain became widely distributed, and well-informed Australians knew of Japa-

nese excesses against the Chinese. However, the Australian wartime government, like

the British and American, was unwilling to publicise material about atrocities, for fear of

worsening the conditions of prisoners.

Australians in New Guinea had the pressing relevance of the issue of brutality brought

home to them by the many Japanese atrocities at Milne Bay. Here is one example of the

impact of these atrocities: At the sight of Allied men who had been bayoneted to a slow

death at Milne Bay, a Tobruk veteran who had been sceptical of stories of Japanese

atrocities, said his “hatred rose to boiling point and I cursed those cruel, yellow cowardly

curs of hell”.

The atrocities continued throughout the war. In March 1945, for example, a signalman

on Bougainville reported that Australian provosts caught in a jeep by Japanese had been

tied to their vehicle and set alight. During the Aitape–Wewak campaign, the corpse of a

member of the 2/3rd Machine Gun Battalion was found “badly mutilated, disembowelled,

the left leg was missing from the hip, as well as portions of the right leg, and the hips had

all flesh removed”. This was an atrocity of a type that horrified Australians and occurred

also in the Papuan campaign: namely cannibalism.

Of course such sights created intense hostility towards the perpetrators. An officer whose

battalion had suffered such casualties in the Aitape–Wewak area in 1945 argued: “The

frequent evidence of Japanese atrocities had a remarkable effect on the troops. It devel-

oped a feeling of disgust that caused men to enter battle with a greater determination to

eliminate the enemy.” An astute regimental historian says that not propaganda stories,

but the physical evidence of Japanese atrocities was crucial in making Australians hate

the Japanese in a way they had not hated Italians and Germans. This is a crucial point in
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understanding Australian attitudes towards the Japanese.

The “feeling of disgust” about atrocities also explains much of the unusually murderous

behaviour of Australians. As early as the Milne Bay battle, Brigadier Field wrote in his

diary: “The yellow devils show no mercy and have since had none from us.”

The lack of prisoners taken by Australians owed much to resentment of atrocities. The

circumstances of jungle warfare also militated against the taking of Japanese prisoners.

The fact that in the Kokoda campaign both sides took virtually no prisoners partly

reflects the problems of getting prisoners of war back over extraordinarily difficult

terrain. Because enemies were hidden and ambush was a constant possibility in the

jungle, there were few opportunities for the niceties of asking for surrender – one had

to shoot first and ask questions later. This logic of jungle warfare was conducive to

hatred of the enemy who, like oneself, could not afford to be chivalrous.

The mud, the decomposing vegetation, the pouring rain, the humidity and the eerie

sounds of the jungle also contributed to the hatred of the enemy with whom this place

was identified. It was a place where soldiers fought in small groups, in isolation. The

frightening enemy, with his apparent enthusiasm for death, and the menacing environ-

ment in which he was encountered made for a personal hatred for the Japanese that was

peculiar to the soldiers who faced him.

Despite the hatred, Australians were often impressed by certain martial abilities of Japa-

nese soldiers. They respected their fieldcraft, their ability to ambush, and their resil-

ience and tenacity. As an Australian at Sanananda put it: “He is a tough nut to crack, this

so often despised little yellow chap.”

Australians frequently wrote with grudging admiration about the defensive positions

created by their enemy. The 22nd Battalion history, for example, says of ground near

Finschhafen:

It was obvious that this was Jap country. Along either side of the track were many

weapon pits cleverly sited and expertly dug. They were exactly circular, as if

marked out by compass with the sides plumb vertical. And they were finished to

perfection with clever camouflage to an extent that they were quite unnotice-

able until one had come abreast of them.

The idea of the Japanese super soldier was quite prevalent in the months after Japan’s

Four Australian soldiers fresh from the frontline raise a weary
smile for the camera in 1942. Most Australian troops were
“passionate in their willingness to kill” the Japanese.
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entry into the war. Defeat of the Japanese at Milne Bay and on the Kokoda Trail dam-

aged this image, but the super soldier conception was a resilient one. Even in 1945, the

Canungra Training Syllabus laid down that, on Day 2, recruits should be told that the

concept of the Japanese “super soldier” was a myth. Like all armies, the Japanese had

units of varying strength, experience and ability, but the differences in quality between

its soldiers were perhaps more striking than those in any other army faced by the Austra-

lians. Particularly apparent was the difference in quality between the Japanese faced by

Australians in 1942, on the one hand, and those faced afterwards.

In March 1945, a lieutenant of the 2/3rd Battalion pointed out that the soldiers they

were facing this time were not in the same class as the men they had faced in the Owen

Stanleys – and for good reason, as this enemy was out of communication with Tokyo and

had little or no food. Aspects of Japanese performance that were criticised in New Guinea

included poor marksmanship, poor weapons, their tendency to be incautious, especially

by chattering or laughing loudly near the front, their naivety in attack, their tactical

inflexibility and their tendency towards needless self-sacrifice.

Even the do-or-die courage of Japanese soldiers did not necessarily raise the military

prowess of Japanese in Australian eyes. The Japanese willingness to die appeared

A curious Australian officer approaches one of the first
Japanese to be captured in New Guinea, November 1942. Few
prisoners were taken by either side.
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bizarre to many Australians. Let me give you one example. A Japanese prisoner near

Aitape “wept with frustration and humiliation” when his Australian captors would not

shoot him, even though he bared his chest to them hopefully. Instead the Australians

said: “Wake up to yourself you stupid bastard, you don’t know when you’re well off!” The

Japanese attitude was incomprehensible. Their bravery in action often seemed like fa-

naticism or madness rather than traditional military heroism.

Naturally, many veterans of the Middle East compared the Japanese with their Euro-

pean enemies. “As a fighter, the Jap might be a little better than the Italian,” a 9th

Division infantryman conceded in October 1943, “but he can’t compare with the Jerry.”

On the other hand, an Australian who had been with the 6th Division in Greece said

after fighting at Kokoda and Sanananda, “I think Nip a better fighter than Fritz”. This

may have been a common attitude among 6th and 7th Division veterans of the Middle

East who fought the Japanese in 1942. At Canungra recruits were told that “the Jap is

NOT like the German whom we have become accustomed to fighting. He is NOT as

good a soldier”.

When Australians discussed their defeats at Japanese hands in 1942 they complained

about numerical inferiority and lack of air support. Their defeats were explained by

factors external to their soldiering ability. Paradoxically, Australians’ victories later in the

war tended to be explained by their own soldiering abilities, while external factors such

as their numerical preponderance, aerial superiority and the lack of supplies available to

the Japanese tended to be forgotten.

Even when Australians felt contempt for the Japanese, in battle he was treated with

great caution. There was a terrible grimness about the campaigns against him in New

Guinea. The fear of falling, dead or alive into Japanese hands ensured this.

In March 1945 an artilleryman in action on New Britain wrote in a letter home:

When you stop to think war is a pretty rotten business, here we are throwing

shells at the Japs+hoping they blow them to bits and although we call them

little yellow – ! yet they’re human just as we are.

It was unusual for Australians to write in such a detached manner about the Japanese,

however, detachment and even sympathy were occasionally evident. Dower’s suggestion

that Allied soldiers had images of Japanese as superhuman, subhuman and inhuman,

but not as humans like themselves is not entirely accurate. Sometimes Australians showed
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empathy with the enemy, saying they knew what it was like to have dysentery as the

Japanese did, imagining his discomfort under Australian gunfire, picturing his reaction

as an amphibious invading force came towards him or saying, in the Aitape–Wewak

region, that living there for three years as the Japanese had done would be “pure hell”.

Moreover, the murderous treatment meted out to Japanese prisoners was not morally

acceptable to all. As an example, Captain J.J. May was responsible for the loading of

wounded men onto air transports from the Wau airfield during the heavy fighting there

in January 1943. He was approached one day to make room for six Japanese prisoners

who would soon arrive, bound together, and who were to be taken to Port Moresby for

questioning, but they did not come at the expected time. Captain May wrote:

A soldier appeared with his rifle slung over his shoulder and looking at the ground

told me that they would not be coming. I blew off what the bloody hell do you

mean you ask us to make room for you and now you don’t want it. One could

sense something was wrong and it very shamefacedly came out, they had been

killed, a soldier had opened up on them with a Tommy gun and shot the lot. The

boys and I were pretty aghast at this and we said they had been tied up; the poor

messenger was also rather stricken and tried to explain how it happened. A sol-

dier that opened up had his mate killed alongside him during the night. It some-

Photographs found on dead Japanese soldiers, such as this
family portrait collected in Balikpapan in 1945, reminded
Australian soldiers of their enemy’s civilian past.
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how cast a dark shadow over us including the poor B who had to tell us.

So, some conceived of Japanese as fellow men, and believed that killing them was, at

times, immoral.

Those who did the killing also had their emotions tested. An Australian who had just

killed a walking Japanese skeleton at Sanananda described him as a “rather poor speci-

men of humanity”. Even such grudging admissions did acknowledge the humanity of

this enemy, and soldiers who killed Japanese tended to think more than usual about this

point. Captain May reported a conversation with a wounded sergeant who had been on

patrol near Wau when confronted by a Japanese officer wielding a sword. In a tone that

made clear his regret, the sergeant told May, “I think he must have been an M.O. or

something and I had to shoot the poor bastard.”

Occasionally when Australians examined corpses they saw evidence of the civilian side

of their enemy. Fearnside writes of an incident in New Guinea in 1945 where his pla-

toon ambushed and killed a lone, emaciated Japanese soldier. He says that although they

were immune to compunction about such homicidal acts, searching the body brought a

haunting emotional impact. They found two objects. One was a rudimentary map of

Australia. The other was a faded photograph of a beautiful Japanese girl. Such images

brought home the fact that the enemy too had a civilian, peaceful background.

However, such fellow feeling could vanish under the pressure of events. Thus one day in

January 1945 a 6th Division infantryman wrote in his diary about how his unit had fed

prisoners and protected them from angry natives. The day after, and immediately after

an ambush of his unit he wrote: “What little pity one had for the animal cravens we had

here as prisoners yesterday has now vanished.” In jungle warfare there was not much

scope for compassion.

One particular story illustrates a different view. It concerns an Australian NCO, Steve

Sullivan, who took some men to look around the battlefield of Slater’s Knoll, Bougainville,

during the fighting there in March 1945. They found a wounded Japanese, and several

of the men suggested to Sullivan that they kill him. Sullivan objected. “I knew all about

the Japs and their treatment of prisoners”, he recalls, “but to my mind that is not good

enough reason to kill a man in cold blood. We are not Japs.” He couldn’t do what he

identified as a Japanese thing to do, that is kill a defenceless human being. Yet it was also

an Australian thing to do against Japanese in this war. The fact that we were not Japs
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prevented Sullivan from killing the man. For other Australians, this difference was pre-

cisely what justified killing them – they’re not like us in their behaviour and their appear-

ance, so we can kill them. Ironically, in their brutal treatment of each other, Australians

and Japanese had something in common.

As the previous anecdote suggests, it’s difficult to generalise about Australian soldiers’

attitudes. However, one can’t help but make grim conclusions as to their feelings about

their Japanese counterpart. Their evaluations of his martial prowess varied, but they

usually feared him and almost invariably hated him. They were passionate in their will-

ingness to kill him.
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The large theatre of the Pacific War included many battlefields similar to Rabaul,

where Japanese soldiers were left behind on islands and had to continue their

fight against starvation. This aspect is distinctive to the Pacific War. Since the Pacific

War was a war over control of the islands, the Allied forces launched fierce attacks on

islands that were strategically essential to their operations. They almost completely an-

nihilated the Japanese defending these islands and deprived the enemy of their trans-

port on other islands by destroying aeroplanes and war ships, thus making them immo-

bile. These tactics enabled the Allied forces to advance towards Japan in a short period

of time with relatively few casualties.

As a result, the Japanese forces isolated on remote islands received no supplies from

Japan and faced a battle against starvation. However, few had succumbed to death by

starvation on these islands. Wartime Japan was not a fully established modern country

and many of the servicemen had agricultural or small industry backgrounds. Therefore,

their skills and diligence enabled them to survive the shortage of supplies.

After the war, a member of the South-East Area General Staff Office once said: “Rabaul

was almost like a small independent country after supplies from Japan had stopped.”

This is a clear expression of his admiration and respect for the effort of Japanese service-

men who had successfully established self-sufficiency and protected Rabaul from at-

tacks by the Allied forces, without supplies from Japan. Another reason for such a

favourable description of Rabaul is that it was the only case where no financial assistance

from Japan was required immediately after the war, when the Japanese government

exhausted the national treasury to fund its forces in need of food and daily essentials.

Numerous memoirs written by returned Japanese servicemen proudly introduce the

success of achieving self-sufficiency in Rabaul during the war. However, their life and

self-sufficiency at the internment camps under the Allied forces have rarely been men-

tioned until today. The reason for their apparent omission, apart from the Japanese mili-

tary ideology at that time which refused to embrace the surrender, is that Japanese ser-

vicemen generally only considered what happened during the war as paramount. Life in

Japanese forces
in post-surrender Rabaul
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Many lower-ranked Japanese servicemen had a farming
background and the gardens they established went a long way
to creating a self-sufficient food supply on Rabaul.

the internment camps afterwards, was not worth mentioning. Interviews with returned

servicemen were conducted by the Japanese government on repatriation ships and upon

disembarkation. They also focused on wartime activities so that even the interview re-

ports compiled after the war refer mostly to what had happened before the surrender.

The Australian forces transferred part of the captured Japanese material to the Austra-

lian War Memorial in Canberra, where it has been kept as a collection of historical

material entitled AWM82. It is possibly the only existing collection of Japanese military

documents that illustrate how Japanese servicemen spent time, from a few months to a

few years, under the control of the Allied forces before they were repatriated. It is said

that contingents of Allied forces, other than the Australians, destroyed all material con-

fiscated from the Japanese. It will be interesting to reveal the historical significance of

this period on the basis of a study of the extremely precious AWM82 collection.

The Japanese forces in Rabaul formally surrendered to the Australian 1st Army under

the command of Lieutenant General Sturdie, and were then placed under the control of

Major General Eather. In reality, however, the Japanese were allowed to retain their

wartime unit formation, and General Imamura continued to direct the Japanese troops

in Rabaul according to Australian orders.

The Australian commanders (with a force of 10,000 servicemen) in the Rabaul area

must have been perplexed at the task of controlling 100,000 Japanese in Rabaul and

40,000 scattered around the neighbouring islands. Since the Australians estimated the

remaining Japanese strength to be about 30,000, no preparations had been made for the

enormous task of providing a total of 140,000 men with food and daily essentials.

Due to the large size of the remaining Japanese forces, Lieutenant General Sturdie

issued two rather unusual orders on 10 September 1945: first, that the Japanese con-

struct their own internment camps, and, secondly, that the Japanese produce food and

daily essentials to provide for themselves. In other words, the Australians ordered the

Japanese forces which had long been self-sufficient, to remain self-sufficient after the

surrender once they had moved to designated camp sites and constructed living facili-

ties there. The reason for these arrangements was that the transport and supply capacity

of the Australians had already been stretched to meet the needs of their own troops, let

alone provide for such a large number of Japanese.

However, there were some contradicting elements in these orders. Supervision of the
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former enemy troops might become easier by confining them to the dozen or so camp

sites in the area. On the other hand, this meant the dissolution of the self-sufficient

system that had been firmly established during the war. However, the Japanese were

able to use food reserves while new farmland was cultivated and a new self-sufficiency

system was established. If they had failed to harvest sufficient food by the time the stock

ran out, the Australians would have had to guarantee the provision of supplements.

Although Lieutenant General Sturdie was well aware the Australians were not in a posi-

tion to guarantee such supplements, he insisted the two orders be executed. Despite

protests from the Japanese forces, his orders were carried out and ten camps were com-

pleted by the end of October 1945.

Given the highest priority, the construction of camps proceeded smoothly as planned

and the Japanese troops were all transferred between October and November 1945.

These camps had no names apart from the official camp numbers, but they were com-

monly called by the name of the place where they were located (see table no.1).

Less than satisfactory progress was made in the cultivation of new farmland and the

production of food. One of the main problems was the difficulty in securing enough

labour for food production. A personnel list from the No. 6 Camp for 18–21 February

1946 indicates that malaria sufferers accounted for about one third of the total camp

residents, a similar level to that during the war. A major difference between the wartime

and the period after the surrender is that large numbers of Japanese servicemen were

either taken as labourers to assist the Australian forces or were engaged in maintenance

Table 1: Post-surrender Japanese camps near Rabaul

Camp Number Japanese name Number of residents Remarks

No. 1 Camp Gazelle 8,830

No. 2 Camp Tauril (10,310) Abolished soon after establishment

No. 3 Camp Minamizaki 11,591

No. 5 Camp Akane 11,606

No. 6 Camp Kagamihara 11,661

No. 7 Camp Tobera 11,603

No. 9 Camp Toma 11,605

No. 10 Camp Nishiboekiten 11,550

No. 11 Camp Kokopo (9,635) Korean/Formosan camp

No. 12 Camp Tali(li) (2,826) Headquarters

No. 13 Camp Tabuna 11,623
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duties at the newly constructed internment camps.

The ratio of personnel engaged in food production had never been as low as indicated in

this list, even during the war when the soldiers could spare little time to work the fields.

One advantage after the war was that the Japanese could improve their productivity by

continuously working on the land, whereas during the war, bombing often disrupted the

farm work. So it is not entirely appropriate to argue that the allocation of less labour

meant lower yields. However, it did make the task of clearing sufficient land and initiat-

ing food production in a short period of time more difficult.

While the main cause of the declining self-sufficiency rate was the lack of labour, the

relocation of farming ground gave rise to another obstacle since the camp sites were

selected in haste without sufficient investigation into the suitability of the soil for farm-

ing. If the Australians had seriously wished the Japanese to be self-sufficient, they should

have made a more careful selection of camp sites and allocated sufficient labour for food

production.

Most of the veterans alive today were too young to understand the hardship experienced

by their superiors in the South-East Area Headquarters. The lower-ranked soldiers were

obviously not concerned about the new self-sufficiency system at the camps in Rabaul.

They enjoyed lollies, meat and ham occasionally distributed by the Australians, and be-

lieved that the Australians would offer help if they failed to produce enough food. On

the other hand, the headquarters staff, who kept records of harvests, daily consumption

and the amount in reserve each month, had to deal with a 60 per cent decrease in har-

vests from wartime to the end of 1945, as well as the rapidly decreasing reserves. Har-

vests eventually recovered to 60 per cent of the wartime amount in March 1946. Under

these circumstances, the general staff could not have helped feeling resentful about

Australian orders to relocate camps and to supply labourers.

Since the Japanese forces regularly reported to the Australians about the food in re-

serve, the Australians should have been aware that offering some food on a personal

basis would not solve the problem. Comments from veterans and in documents suggest

that the Japanese forces had initially expected to be repatriated in 1948. When they

were told that the repatriation would commence in February 1946, many Japanese ser-

vicemen thought that it had to be a mistake, so they did not rejoice at the news.

Despite the poor harvests, Japanese servicemen enjoyed peace in the camps and started
Japanese soldiers prepare a meal in October 1945. The
Australians had underestimated Japanese numbers and could
only provide supplements to provisions.
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to engage in various activities that could only be dreamed of during the war. Although

daytime labour at the camps was as demanding as it was during the war, they could at

least rest without being woken by bombing raids. They could read, study, write letters to

family and enjoy discussions on a selection of topics.

However, the staff at headquarters, including General Imamura, were somewhat con-

cerned about the fact that Japanese servicemen could enjoy time off work. It was not

very difficult for commanders to maintain order and discipline during the war. When

the war came to an end, however, the command structure became more difficult to

maintain.

It was therefore necessary to give new purpose to the lives of the servicemen restless for

early repatriation and to make them understand that they should be able to work to-

wards their ultimate goals of life while in the camps. AWM82 contains a long message

from Imamura to his men in which he repeatedly addressed the questions about why

they should remain in Rabaul for a while, what the benefits of them remaining in Rabaul

were and what they should start doing there. After describing the war damages caused

in Japan to the Japanese officers, General Imamura explained the purpose of staying in

the Rabaul camps as follows:

1) Immediate repatriation of servicemen would create a burden on war-stricken

Japan and, in a way, their remaining in Rabaul temporarily would help the mother

land.

2) Another important purpose of life in the camps should be to acquire extensive

vocational skills and to improve their knowledge of science and technology so

that they would be able to contribute to the reconstruction of Japan upon repa-

triation.

The communication line between Rabaul and Japan, which had been cut off since Feb-

ruary 1943, was re-established soon after the surrender. This allowed the Japanese in

Rabaul to obtain fairly accurate information about the process leading to the defeat and

the degree of damages inflicted on Japan. Because he was informed about the current

situation in Japan, General Imamura was able to persuade his troops that it was neces-

sary to stay on in Rabaul. On the instructions of General Imamura, the Japanese service-

men began tackling two major tasks at the camps. One was to find out why Japan lost the

war. The other was to commence education and training which would help soldiers con-
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tribute to the rehabilitation of Japan.

Japanese soldiers attempted to find the reason for the loss. They believed it would be

impossible to start again without having reasonable answers to their questions about the

war and coming to terms with the defeat. It is said that Japanese servicemen frequently

discussed this issue during breaks from work and after meals, and their debates often

continued for days and months. Most of these servicemen seem to have believed that

the defeat was largely attributed to Japan’s poor scientific and technological capabilities,

coupled with underdeveloped industries, as well as its pre-war and wartime philosophy

that disregarded the importance of science and technology.

Since these servicemen were still part of a Japanese military organisation then, though

they were under the control of the Australian force, none of the above documents men-

tions the Imperial system as a reason for the defeat. However, there were quite a few

comments criticising military dictatorship and the perception of Japan as a divine land.

A particularly unique opinion was that the Law School of the Tokyo University should be

closed because its graduates had become senior bureaucrats who collaborated with the

military to turn Japan into a fascist nation. It is a little surprising to note that some

servicemen in Rabaul were well aware of such domestic problems.

Education and training programs had commenced, thanks to General Imamura’s fore-

sight and initiative, before requests for such programs were made by the servicemen.

These textbooks on religion, history, and morals were used for
educational lectures at Rabaul while Japanese servicemen were
awaiting repatriation to Japan.
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General Imamura issued two policy statements entitled Frame of mind for life in the

Rabaul camps and Guidelines for education in the camps dated October 1945 and 31

October 1945 respectively. The first statement defined the purpose of life in the camps

as “the development of science education and promotion of industrialisation”, while the

second provided details of this science education. However, the latter policy statement

is ideologically based on the spirit of the Imperial Rescript on Education and the Impe-

rial Military Rescript which were closely related to Japan’s militarism. This demonstrates

the thinking common among the Japanese soldiers at that time, who had been educated

in complete isolation from dominant Western ideology.

The commissioned officers were responsible for developing curricula, compiling text-

books and giving lectures. Military surgeons, in particular, played an important role in

education and training. According to the internal rules of the 12th Group, there were

two one-hour lectures a day, one in the morning and the other in the evening when it

was relatively cool. The 12th Group Education Rules indicates that the compulsory sub-

jects (see table no.2) should be taught in the morning lecture, and electives in the evening.

Subjects relating to self-sufficiency were of immediate use in Rabaul and compulsory

for all servicemen. Vocational subjects were designed for those who had completed only

primary school in Japan and aimed at providing them with skills enabling them to find

employment upon repatriation. Basic science subjects were full and rich in content, and

designed to achieve the pre-war high school level, which is equivalent to the standard of

the first year of university today.

It is difficult to see any disillusionment about the defeat from the way the Japanese

soldiers strove to realise their educational programs. It appears that they had quickly

come to terms with the surrender and started to consider how they could contribute to

Table 2: Education at post-surrender Japanese camps, course structure
Category Subject Day Hours

Compulsory Training Monday 25

Units Civil education Saturday 25

Total 150 hours Self-sufficiency Tuesday/Thursday 50

Natural sciences Wednesday/Friday 50

Electives Vocational training Wednesday/Saturday 50

Total 175 hours College preparatory Thursday 50

Basic English Tuesday/Friday 50

Culture of sentiments Monday 25
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the rehabilitation and the future of war-stricken Japan. Although General Imamura had

initiated this move, it was the will and strong sense of responsibility of his men that had

built up the right mood. The postwar period spent at the Rabaul internment camps

should probably be seen in a positive light as a time when the Japanese soldiers, coming

to terms with the defeat, began to strive for improvement in their individual capabilities

and prepare themselves for participating in the rehabilitation of Japan, rather than spend-

ing time idle waiting for repatriation.

The positive and assertive attitude of servicemen in Rabaul is also apparent from the

fact that they had begun preparing for repatriation well before the schedule was an-

nounced. It was considered necessary to give the highest priority to the recovery of

agricultural production in order to rehabilitate the country which was suffering from

starvation. The headquarters of the 11th Division of the Australian forces under Major

General Eather initially decreed that these farming tools would only be transported on

the very last repatriation ship from Rabaul. However, after tenacious lobbying by the

Japanese, clothing, farming tools and food stuff were allowed on every repatriation ship.

By defining the internment as preparation for the rehabilitation of Japan, it was possible

to redirect the long-simmering fighting spirit of the Japanese servicemen towards edu-

cation and vocational training. This salved the pride of the soldiers who never had an

opportunity to enter combat with the enemy before the surrender. Seeing the repatria-

tion as the beginning of a new duty of rebuilding war-stricken Japan, the repatriation of

the troops to Japan between May and October 1946 was promoted as a rescue opera-

tion. It is reported that the 3rd, 4th and 5th repatriation ships alone could bring home as

much as 1,850 tons of food, 8,000 items of farming tools and a large volume of clothing

and paper as relief supplies.

Although Rabaul was unique in having such a long, clearly defined period between the

surrender and repatriation, memoirs written by veterans indicate that lectures on math-

ematics and physics were also delivered elsewhere. One can imagine that the miraculous

economic recovery of Japan could be attributed not only to domestic rehabilitation poli-

cies but also to the repatriation of nearly six million Japanese (half of whom were military

personnel) who had been detained in such a way. As a logical consequence, one cannot

help thinking that more attention should be given to the return of millions of servicemen

from the battlefields of the Pacific War and to their role in the rehabilitation of Japan.

Translated by Steven Bullard and Inoue Akemi
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There is a significant group of people who have been profoundly affected by the

events of the war in New Guinea. Yet they never lived in a war zone, were never

under attack and never saw the enemy. In many cases they had never set foot on the

islands of New Guinea. These were the women and children of the men who disap-

peared, never to be seen again. Their business with the war remains unfinished and to

this day there are people who are still, consciously or unconsciously, searching for dad.

As someone who lived in Papua New Guinea from 1961–78, I had heard the story of the

loss of the prison ship, the Montevideo Maru, and had seen in Rabaul one of a number of

memorials to those who were lost. Then in 1988, through a series of circumstances, I

met a group of people who had gathered for a memorial service for the missing men of

New Guinea. Among them were widows and children of the missing, and colleagues and

friends and fellow soldiers from Lark Force. As these people shared their stories, both in

the formal setting of the memorial service and later in private conversation, I realised

that here was a whole community of people whose war was still not over. It was not only

unresolved grief – these people were still trying to solve the mysteries of the war years,

even though they feared it was an impossible quest.

Although I did not recognise it at first, I too had begun that search, partly from interest

and with a view to writing about their experience, and partly searching on their behalf.

My own search would lead me to documentary evidence in archives at the Australian

War Memorial, Canberra and in Melbourne. And it would involve long interviews with

people in several states of Australia who had suffered from this particular loss. It has led

to two books and a thesis. Whereabouts unknown (Southerland, 1993) is about six mis-

sion women in New Guinea, wives and nurses who lost their husbands and colleagues. A

very long war: the families who waited (Melbourne, 2000) examines the experience of a

cross-section of military and civilian families who are still affected by this episode.

What has it meant to search for father or for husband or brother or mate? What has it

meant for the Australian families who have had no finality, no grave, no funeral, no

certainty about what really happened?

Searching for dad
Unsolved mysteries of the war
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HMAS Laurabada ferries evacuees from the south coast of New
Britain to New Guinea after the Japanese invasion of Rabaul on
23 January 1943.

For the women the searching began during the silent years of the war. In the months

immediately after January 1942, some Australian soldiers and civilians straggled home

from Rabaul after long and hazardous treks across the unforgiving mountains and jungle

of New Britain. As each group arrived, wives of the missing tried to discover anything

they could about men who were still missing. The survivors seldom had any news. Some

women were told that their men were on the way, and they kept on hoping. A number of

women received a single page letter from their husbands, dated early in 1942, which

informed them that they were in a prison camp in the Rabaul area. These letters were

delivered, very ingeniously and humanely, by a drop of mailbags over Port Moresby by

Japanese aircraft.

After that, nothing. The women and their families waited. There were several subsets of

families. There were the civilians who had lived in the islands of New Guinea and had

been hastily evacuated by ship and plane just before Christmas 1941 – the families of

public servants, government officers, business people, missionaries, plantation and tim-

ber mill managers and workers. Then there were the families of the men of 2/22nd

Battalion, Lark Force, both officers and other ranks. Letters began to cross Australia as

women built networks among themselves and with the men who had escaped. Clubs

were established for mutual support in Melbourne, Adelaide, Sydney and Brisbane and

the women met regularly with the purpose of sharing any crumbs of information about

their men which might emerge.

Rumours spread across the country. In time, they learned that the officers of the 2/22nd

Battalion had been transported to Japan and were in captivity there. This news gave

hope that the other men – soldiers and civilians – were also safely in a camp somewhere.

Even so, women heard stories of distressing conditions in prisoner-of-war camps in south-

east Asia and remained very anxious about their men. During these years, young chil-

dren were growing up with the legendary figure of the absent father who would one day

come home.

But father did not come home. At the end of the war, the 2/22nd’s officers in Japan and

former prisoners from camps across south-east Asia came home. But when Australian

forces re-entered Rabaul, there was no sign of the missing civilians and soldiers. Over a

thousand men had disappeared without trace. By the end of October 1945, telegrams

were sent to the families of the missing informing them that their men had been

lost with the sinking of the prison ship Montevideo Maru on 1 July 1942 by the US
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submarine USS Sturgeon. Interestingly, many households greeted this news with cyni-

cism and uncertainty. Many women did not believe it. There were still no witnesses, no

remains, no grave.

The rumours began again; was there really a ship, or was that a deception? How could

you be sure which men went aboard which ship? What if, as some suggested, the men

were loaded on the ship and then massacred at sea? Was the story of a ship torpedoed by

a US submarine an elaborate device to provide a somehow softer version of their end?

Perhaps they were tortured and executed or suffered a painful and lonely death of dis-

ease on a jungle track while trying to escape? Was their own government trying to hide

something?

So the searches began and have continued ever since. The widows, then their children

as they matured, and these days the grandchildren, have tried to discover the truth.

Why has it been so hard to discover the truth? Or to trust the “truth” that has been

offered? There are a number of reasons.

First, parts of the puzzle were held by people scattered around the world. For years no

one could see the whole picture and even now there may be missing pieces. The Austra-

lian officers saw the other ranks and civilian men marched out of camp late in June 1942

and did not see them again. The Chinese and New Guinean labourers saw Australian

men they knew board a ship in Simpson Harbour, but did not know where it was head-

ing. The US navy knew their submarine had sunk a large Japanese vessel, and when and

where, but not which one. The Australian War Memorial has a copy of the log recording

the chase and its result. The Japanese ship owners knew that their ship was lost. A list of

names of prisoners from Rabaul existed in the Japanese Prisoner of War Information

Bureau. The Australian authorities knew the names of some, but not all of those who

probably had been killed at Tol and Waitavolo, but did not release those names. Until

late 1945 no one held all the parts of the puzzle together. The women who waited were

not the only ones in the dark.

Second, some suspected a deliberate cover-up by the Australian government. It was felt

by a number of families that the Australian authorities used the possibility that a great

many Australians were lost with the sinking of the Montevideo Maru as a useful reason

to offer for the loss of all missing Australians. There has been continuing bitterness and

anger toward the Australian government of the day. This is where most blame has been
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laid. When family members were asked where their anger was directed in the years after

the war, it was interesting that few blamed the US submariners (“they didn’t know who

was on board”, it was said, or “there should have been a Red Cross sign on the ship to

warn them”). Some blamed the Japanese military. But most bitterness has been directed

at the Australian authorities, both military and civil. The military authorities should never

have sent Lark Force and the other small groups of naval, air force and Independent

Company men to New Guinea in the first place, they say. As for the civilians, why didn’t

they at least give the older men the chance to be evacuated while there was still time?

Because they believe that they have been poorly served through their government’s

errors of judgement, many of the families of the missing still suspect that the govern-

ment authorities had something to hide. If that was true, they suggest, then any pro-

nouncements that they made on the fate of the missing should be viewed with a degree

of scepticism. Can they be trusted?

Third, some information was deliberately placed under embargo. When a handful of

men who had survived the massacres at Tol and Waitavolo plantations finally arrived

back in Australia, their evidence was gathered. This material was combined with all

other information collected during the war in the Report on Japanese atrocities and

breaches of rules of warfare prepared by Justice William Webb and completed in 1944.

As was appropriate, this report was kept secret for the sake of national security and with

the intention of protecting families from the terrible detail of what had happened to

some of the missing. Fragments of this information appeared in the press, however. The

horrifying thing about this was that every example of inhumanity or cruelty was de-

scribed in detail, but without the names of victims or clues about where these incidents

had taken place. The effect of this was that family members whose men remained miss-

ing filled in the blanks for themselves, imagining their son or husband in every possible

situation of pain and despair. It is possible today to read the detail of the Webb Report in

the Australian War Memorial archives, but the names of victims have been neatly and

literally sliced from the text with a razor blade. This has been done with good intentions

– to protect the families – but I would challenge this. It seems to me that families would

deal better with the truth than with haunting mystery. Those who do not want to know

will not go searching in a document like that. And those who have nightmares about the

unthinkable could be reassured that in fact, it was not their husband or father who suf-

fered this particular end.
The Japanese merchant ship Montevideo Maru before it was
commissioned by the navy to be used as a transport vessel.
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Fourth, there were lists of names of men said to have been on the Montevideo Maru, but

the lists were inconclusive. The first references to lists of names of those who later dis-

appeared come from the notes that Rabaul journalist Gordon Thomas kept in captivity.

He described the occasion in May 1942 when he was taken to the prison camp at Malaguna

near Rabaul for a camp muster. All those Australians, and others present that day, were

listed by name, age, occupation, region and place of origin. Immediately after the war,

Major H.S. Williams was sent to Japan to try to discover any news about the missing

Australians. The records of the Japanese Prisoner of War Information Bureau had been

hastily transferred out of Tokyo because of serious bombing in 1945 and were now in a

state of confusion. However, Williams found documents, which had been transliterated

into Japanese, which listed men of the 2/22nd Battalion and civilians of New Guinea.

But were those the names of men who had been on board the Montevideo Maru, or

simply those who had been in camp when the list was made in May 1942? It seemed that

some names had been added much later, including names of men who were known to

have been in New Ireland earlier in 1942. Plausible stories about subsets of men on the

list were told. The list of civilians, in particular, created more puzzles than solutions. Into

the 1950s, many versions of lists of the missing men were produced. In the course of

research, I saw at least thirteen versions. And yet there was never enough firm evidence

to state that those listed had met their end in a way which could be identified and with

the benefit of witnesses. Family members who continue to search for information say,

“His name was on the list”, but the question remains: which list? How reliable is it?

What does the list really tell us?

Fifth, postwar investigations were not conclusive. It was not lack of will or energy on the

part of those Australian troops and officers who were sent to investigate the possible

whereabouts of the missing. From late in 1945 until at least 1950, teams of people did

their best to find answers. One group served in the War Crimes trials in Rabaul and

Tokyo, seeking to uncover the truth through legal processes. This was not an easy task as

they were sometimes given alternative versions of events and cases were re-opened years

later. Another group worked to search for human remains and to establish identity where

possible. This was a nightmare task as human remains were scattered in isolated jungle

settings, or hidden under high kunai grass. Burial sites had been relocated. One cem-

etery location had been bombed by the Allies, with the result that any remains were

fragmentary and scattered. Caskets of bones or ashes were unlabelled or mixed and

there were discrepancies between lists of names and numbers of caskets. There was
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evidence of executions and death from disease among people of other nationalities and

small groups of Australians. But even then, there was no evidence of the remains of over

a thousand missing men, although rumours about the existence of a mass grave have

continued to the present day. An officer of the Australian War Graves Unit wrote in 1949,

“It is unlikely that we will ever know what happened to them.” In his final report in 1950,

Lieutenant Colonel Houghton stated that, despite all their efforts, they had not found

any clue to what had happened to the men who had boarded the Montevideo Maru.

Sixth, silence within the family reduced opportunities for the next generation to learn

the story. The children of the missing, who are now nearing 60 years of age, have searched

for their father within their own family. In some cases, they have been able to discuss

their father with their mother, learning of character, interests and background. How-

ever, in many households, the next generation reports that their mother found it almost

impossible to speak of the missing man. With the passing of the years, and the maturing

of the grandchildren of the missing, there seems to be a growing urgency among the

people of the next generations to learn everything they can about father – medical his-

tory, personality, interests, family of origin.

Seventh, family members have been limited in their search, as they have not known

where to look. Although considerable material has been written about the events in

New Guinea during the war, many families have not looked in official war histories.

Members of an Australian anti-aircraft battery relaxing in
Rabaul in 1941. Their fate remained a mystery until months
after the war had finished.
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Many have relied on news passed along through letters or personal contacts, or more

“popular” books written by coastwatchers and those who escaped. The difficulty is that

these writers did not have much information to offer, and what they did know was often

confined to their own escape experience. There are large amounts of archival material

available, but much of it may seem inaccessible or overwhelming in volume and detail.

Finally, unsubstantiated rumours are still current among this community and people

still try to solve the mysteries. Are any of the stories that continue to circulate about the

mystery of the missing men from Rabaul able to be proved? I doubt it. Nor can they be

disproved. This week I received a long letter from someone who had just read A very

long war. He writes again of the possibility that, although a thousand and more men

were loaded on to a ship in Simpson Harbour, Rabaul in 1942, “I now firmly believe that

at the time the United States submarine even sighted the Montevideo Maru, not a single

prisoner remained on the vessel – either alive or deceased.” He based this on docu-

ments he saw some years ago in the United Kingdom in which a Japanese signalman was

reported to say that he had made friends with the Australians in Rabaul and had been

fearful for them when they were sent away by sea. Unfortunately, my correspondent

cannot remember where he has filed this document. A woman who grew up in New

Britain writes bitterly this month that her own view – that the story of a torpedoed ship

was a “sick fairy tale”– has been ignored.

The questions about the mysteries of the war years are still alive for many Australian

families today. Without definite answers and formal documentation, some have faced

legal obstacles. The stresses of uncertainty have affected physical and psychological

health. Families have tried to deal with unresolved grief fifty and even sixty years after

their loss was known. They have written memoirs, searched archives, established me-

morials and made pilgrimages. Most of them have accepted that it is most unlikely that

their questions about the fate of a family member can ever be answered. Even so, it is

most important to them that the significant loss from the islands of New Guinea is

recognised and remembered.


