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Abstract
Although Australian troops fought on Bougainville during 1944 and 1945, few people
today know much about the campaign. The little discussion there is, merges the
Bougainville campaign with the Australian army’s other final campaigns, which have
all been dismissed as just ‘mopping-up’ operations. The Bougainville campaign
deserves to be remembered.
This thesis is an examination of the campaign fought on Bougainville. It has a clear
operational framework and adapted the methodology developed by Peter Stanley in
Tarakan, which contrasts and explores the experiences of the commanders with those
of the men. Time is spent developing the personalities and characteristics of the
various commanders as this influenced the decisions made during the campaign. Each
commander had his own strengths and weaknesses; each had his own peculiarities and
eccentricities. The Corps commander, for example, micromanaged the campaign even
down to the level of platoon, while one infantry brigadier was widely recognised as
being ‘mad’. Some commanders were keen to commence the campaign and engage
the Japanese, and pushed their men into battle accordingly. Yet others were less than
enthusiastic and resented serving in militia units.
The view of the men was very different to that of their commanders. Tactics, strategy
and commanders’ idiosyncrasies, meant little to the men who did the fighting and
dying. This thesis also examines the experiences of the men, their thoughts, feelings
and fears. It gives a sense of jungle warfare and the nature of the fighting: the strain of
patrolling, the fear of constant Japanese attacks, and the men’s reaction to combat.
From a close study of the commanders and men, two sub-themes have also emerged
as they appeared throughout the campaign. The first was the ever-present AIF and
militia debate. The Bougainville campaign demonstrated that the rivalry between the
two groups had not completely dissipated with the creation of the AMF and was, in
fact, still an emotive issue in 1945. The second was the legacy of the First AIF, the
prevalence of the ‘Anzac legend’ and the ‘Digger myth’, and the ‘big-noting’
Australian soldiers in official reports and unit war diaries.
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Although the focus of the thesis is on the Australians, some attention is also given to
the Japanese and the Bougainville Islanders.

x
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Introduction
The Second World War was the most bloody event in modern history. It was fought
in the cities and fields of Europe, the deserts of Africa and the Middle East, and the
jungles of Asia and the Pacific. It was a global war that lasted for nearly six years. It
affected, either directly or indirectly, an entire generation, while the war’s
consequences were felt for the rest of the twentieth century.
Apart from the Eastern Front and China, Australian personnel served in every theatre
of operations. From a population of seven million, nearly one million Australians
were mobilised into the services and 396 661 men and women served overseas.
Almost 45 000 personnel died, from all causes, whilst in uniform.1 For the majority of
Australians, their connection with the war was through the army. Indeed, 726 543
people volunteered or were conscripted into the Australian Military Forces (AMF). Of
these, 18 675 were killed or died of wounds.2
The AMF was crucial in the early efforts to stem the Japanese tide. Yet by the war’s
end, the AMF had been marginalised from the major battles that would defeat Japan,
and was instead left to fight the final campaigns in Australia’s Mandated Territories
and on Borneo. At the time, and ever since, the merits of these campaigns fought in
1944 and 1945 have been debated and on occasions dismissed as being
‘unnecessary’.3
However, what this thesis aims to show is that the Bougainville campaign was not
unnecessary, and that it was a justifiable use of Australia’s military resources. While
the actual conduct of the campaign itself was militarily sound, and could hardly have
been fought better with the resources available, it also fulfilled the Australian
Government’s political demands upon the army.
1
2

McKernan, ‘War’ in Vamplew, Australians, p 411.
‘Australian Military Forces, 1939-45’, in Beaumont, Australian Defence, pp 120-122.
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The Bougainville campaign was one of the largest operations conducted by the AMF
during the Second World War. Over thirty thousand men and more than one hundred
women served on the island from September 1944 until early 1946. Yet, Bougainville
has received scant attention from historians. Only three books deal specifically with
the final campaigns. The first was a volume of the Official History, Australia in the
War of 1939-1945, Series 1, vol VII, The Final Campaigns, written by Gavin Long,
which appeared in 1963. The Unnecessary War written by Peter Charlton, appeared
twenty years later. Tarakan by Peter Stanley, was published in 1997. Instead of the
‘unnecessary campaigns’, the final campaigns should be called the ‘forgotten
campaigns’, for they deserve their place in the military history of Australia. As
Stanley wrote about Tarakan, if ‘Australians died to take a small island of little value
they deserve to remembered all the more.’4 On Bougainville, Australians died
liberating the island; they deserve the same recognition.
This thesis examines the campaign on Bougainville from an Australian perspective. It
has a dual focus, examining both the military operations and the human experience of
war. Before an outline of this thesis and its chapters are discussed, it is timely to place
this thesis within the broader literature.
When writing about Bougainville, it was tempting to follow the conventional practice
of Australian war writing and follow the ‘Bean tradition’. Along with his many other
achievements, CEW Bean, established an Australian tradition of writing about war. In
Bean’s history, the real players were the individual, frontline Australian soldiers.
Long described Bean’s approach as based on the philosophy that an Australian war
history should not be one in which the army was seen as the impersonal instrument of
a commander’s will. Instead, the army should be viewed as a group of people.5
When writing his own history, Long consciously continued the ‘Bean tradition’. It
would have been difficult for Long not to follow Bean’s approach; Bean had
3

Charlton, The Unnecessary War, p 2.
Stanley, Tarakan, p 2.
5
Gavin Long, ‘The Australian War History Tradition’, Historical Studies Australia and New
Zealand, vol 6, no 23, November 1954, pp 250.
4
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recommended Long’s appointment as Official Historian, and Bean’s approach readily
offered Long a successful methodology on which to base his own work. ‘I originated
little in the technique of writing the war history’, Long wrote, ‘I merely followed
Bean’s principles, modifying these to meet the special requirements of the World War
II history.’6 Michael McKernan has subsequently described Bean’s work as a
‘democratic history’, where the real actors are the individual Australian soldiers in the
front line, and little attention is given to high command or strategy. 7
Unlike Bean, who wrote the majority of the volumes for the First World War’s
Official History, Long only wrote three of the twenty-two volumes of the Second
World War’s Official History. However, the scope of Long’s work was far broader
than Bean’s had been. Long dealt with the Royal Australian Navy and the Royal
Australian Air Force simultaneously serving in a number of operational theatres, the
AMF divided between the Middle East, the defence of Australia, the Pacific, and
Australia’s more complicated partnership with Britain and the United States. Even on
the homefront, where Bean had the one volume, Long had a whole series, with five
separate volumes dealing with the Government, the economy and industry. Yet,
Long’s work is not as well known as Bean’s nor has it been as influential.8 By
following Bean, Long lost his chance to leave his own mark on Australian military
historiography.
Unlike Bean, Long was not one for overly colourful prose. Indeed, when asked to
comment on a draft of the Official History, Brigadier Noel Simpson, a commander on
Bougainville, commented that, while the contents were accurate and well researched,
he felt that the chapters were little more than an operational report and lacked the ‘fire
and colour’ needed to capture an audience.9 Simpson was overly critical. Long is
eminently readable – ‘hard writing makes easy reading’ he used to say.10

6

Dennis, The Oxford Companion to Australian Military History, p 360.
McKernan and Brown, Australia Two Centuries of War and Peace, p 13
8
ibid.
9
General Comments, Simpson Chs 17-27, Australian War Memorial (AWM), AWM93, item
50/2/23/474,
10
Sweeting, ‘Long, Gavin Merrick’, in Australian Dictionary of Biography, p 120.
7
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As well as providing the operational framework for this thesis, Long’s The Final
Campaigns also offers points of departure, where events and issues can be reworked
and where new material can be discussed. Long’s official and personal papers, his
diaries, notebooks and correspondence are an invaluable source for researchers and
have been used extensively throughout this thesis.11
Long was not the only person to consciously follow the ‘Bean tradition’. Bean still
casts a long shadow. Numerous historians and commentators have noted that Bean’s
approach of concentrating on ‘the men’ has been faithfully followed by successive
generations of authors and historians. Tony Hastings in 1981, McKernan in 1988, and
John Bentley in 2003 have already made this point.12 However, the ‘Bean tradition’
has produced some of the most definitive and accessible publications. For example, in
The Broken Years, Bill Gammage brought the men of the First AIF to life by using
the letters and diaries of about one thousand men. Using a similar methodology, in At
the Frontline and in Fighting the Enemy, Mark Johnston explored the feelings, fears
and emotions of the men in the Second AIF. Johnston focuses on the men’s reaction
to army life, combat and their attitude to their enemies.13 Peter Brune’s excellent
trilogy on the Papuan campaigns, recently compiled into A Bastard of a Place, used
extensive interviews and correspondence with veterans to tell the story of the Kokoda
campaign.14 Phillip Bradley has also effectively used this approach in On Shaggy
Ridge. Bradley interviewed over one hundred and forty veterans of the Ramu Valley
campaign.15 Indeed, the strength of On Shaggy Ridge is the richness of the men’s
voices. As the generation who fought the Second World War are quickly passing
away, it will be impossible to write such a book in the future. But this use of the
men’s voices is also a weakness, as Bradley simply records but rarely interprets.
Rather, Bradley comes across as a skilled and sensitive editor who brings the men’s
experiences together into a gripping, and at times moving, narrative.
11

For more on Long’s papers see Maclean, A Guide to the Records of Gavin Long.
Tony Hastings, ‘Writing Military History in Australia’, Melbourne Historical Journal, vol
13, 1981, p 52; McKernan and Brown, Australia Two Centuries of War and Peace, p 13;
Bentley, John, ‘Champion of Anzac: General Sir Brudenell White, the First Australian
Imperial Force and the Emergence of Australian Military Culture, 1914-18’, PhD thesis,
University of Wollongong, 2003, p 3.
13
Gammage, The Broken Years; Johnston, At the Front Line; Johnston, Fighting the Enemy.
14
Brune, A Bastard of a Place. Brune combined his earlier Those Ragged Bloody Heroes with
Gona's Gone! and The Spell Broken.
12
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Peter Fitzsimons’s Kokoda and Paul Ham’s Kokoda are two recent examples of the
continued adherence to the ‘Bean tradition’. The first is written in a popular rather
than an academic style. Fitzsimons himself acknowledges this, and then goes onto
state ‘I am not an historian’.16 He is not, but he can tell a story well and the book is a
best seller. (If nothing else, Fitzsimons will hopefully introduce a new audience to
Australian military history.) Paul Ham, though, obviously spent a lot of time in the
archives. He also interviewed a number of veterans, both Australian and Japanese,
and produced a comprehensive history of the Kokoda campaign – one that does
contribute to the existing body of knowledge, even though Ham rarely analyses the
significance of what he found.17
Although it is an undoubtedly popular approach, Jeffery Grey has argued that the
‘Bean tradition’, having become the orthodoxy, retards rather than enhances
Australian military history.18 Having lionised the common soldier, the ‘Bean
tradition’ leaves little room for their commanders. Australian military commanders
have received little attention. There is no need for this divorce between the
commanders’ and the soldiers’ experiences of war. Both need each other. As Bentley
pointed out, the best and most determined soldiers in the world cannot achieve victory
unless they are supported with good leadership and sound planning.19 The same
applies in reverse: commanders need good men to implement their orders and carry
out their plans.
Grey’s criticism of the Official Histories is not new. Writing in 1956, Brigadier John
Field, whose 7th Brigade features prominently in this thesis, felt that a general
problem with the Official Histories was the ‘scarcity of comment on the personality
and capacity of commanders. It was their leadership that made for success, and the
meager reference to background and military record makes for very “dead”

15

Bradley, On Shaggy Ridge.
Fitzsimons, Kokoda, p xiii.
17
Paul Ham, Kokoda. Peter Stanley made similar, though stronger comments when he
reviewed the books. Peter Stanley, ‘Book Reviews’, Wartime, issue 29, 2005, pp 68-69.
18
Jeffrey Gray, ‘Australian Military history in the 1980s: Fields of research Army’, Journal
of the Australian War Memorial, no 19, November 1991, p 11.
19
Bentley, ‘Champion of Anzac’, p 3.
16
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reading.’20 Field made a pertinent point. Apart from an occasional sentence or
biographical footnotes, there are very few clues in the Official Histories as to what the
various commanders were like. Their actions and the consequences of their actions
have been recorded, but not who they were as people. The human element of
command is lost. Command is not a science. Personality has often played a part in
making a successful or unsuccessful commander. Emotion, ego, fatigue, weakness,
and vanity – they are all elements in the judgments and decisions commanders make.
This is shown repeatedly on Bougainville.
Possibly because of the dominance of the ‘Bean tradition’, for many years there were
frustratingly few biographies of Australian senior commanders, while only five
generals and one air marshal have written autobiographies.21 But in the last twenty
years this deficiency is being rectified. Leading the way were AJ Hill’s Chauvel of the
Light Horse and Geoffrey Serle’s John Monash.22 David Horner has set the example,
having edited a book which dealt with a number of prominent commanders, with
biographies on Lieutenant-General George Vasey, commander of the 7th Australian
Division, Field-Marshal Thomas Blamey, Commander-in-Chief AMF, and General
John Wilton, a post-war leader of the Australian army.23 More biographies are now
appearing thanks to the Australian Army History series.
That said, Australian military historiography still needs more bridges built between
the literature that deals with the experiences of the men and that which deals with the
commanders. So far, too few authors have managed to integrate the two, that is,
placing the soldiers’ experience within the context of the command structure.
Stanley’s Tarakan and John Coates’s Bravery Above Blunder: The 9th Australian
Division at Finschhafen, Sattelberg, and Sio are notable exceptions. 24

20

Notes on draft Australian official history, vol VII (Mil.), p 7, AWM, AWM67, item 3/126,
part 4.
21
This point is discussed in more detail in Chris Clark, ‘Exploring the History of the
Australian Army through Biography’, Journal of the Australian War Memorial, no 34, June
2001, n.p.
22
Hill, Chauvel of the Light Horse; Serle, John Monash.
23
Horner, The Commanders; Horner, Blamey; Horner, General Vasey’s War; Horner,
Strategic Command.
24
Stanley, Tarakan; Coates, Bravery Above Blunder.
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Stanley’s Tarakan has been the most influential work in developing a methodology
for this thesis. Stanley’s approach worked well for a small campaign. The reader is
left feeling that they know the men of the brigade. However, the Tarakan campaign
involved a reinforced brigade that fought on Tarakan and the fighting, though fierce,
only lasted a few weeks. On Bougainville, the II Australian Corps consisted of a
division and two independent brigades, and it was a ten month campaign. Hence it
was not possible to exactly follow Stanley’s model. Instead it was necessary to use the
primary material more selectively, by focusing on key units and events that give a
sense of the campaign. Nonetheless, this thesis aims to reflect both the spirit and
methodology employed by Stanley.
Each commander had his own strengths and weaknesses; each had his own
peculiarities and eccentricities. But just as only some of II Corps’s units and
formations are discussed, only the infantry commanders are discussed in detail. Of
these, Lieutenant-General Stanley George Savige, commander of the Australian
forces on Bougainville, receives the most attention. A hero of the Great War and a
founder of Legacy, an organisation dedicated to caring for the widows and dependants
of the men killed during the war, Savige started his military career as a private and
retired as a lieutenant-general. Brave and personable, Savige liked a drink and
genuinely cared about the welfare of his men. It was this affection that earned him the
nickname ‘Uncle Stan’. He was also moody, irritable, controlling and paranoid.25
25

The only work that examines Savige’s life in its entirety is WB Russell’s There Goes a
Man. It does not do Savige justice, nor does it grapple with the complexities of the man.
Russell worked on the book for two years, but the Committee for the Biography of
Lieutenant-General Sir Stanley Savige, eager for its publication, started printing before
Russell was completely satisfied with the work. Long was unimpressed with the section on
Savige’s Second World War career and thought it poor. Arthur Bazley was damning of
Russell’s First World War chapter, describing it as ‘appalling’. Sympathetically Long wrote
to Russell, commenting that the ‘Committee must have hurried you too much … they would
be wise to give you a year or so to ponder the subject and revise the book.’ Long continued
that the ‘biography of this great Australian soldier must live forever. It is of very minor
importance whether it is published in 1959 or 1961.’ Aware of the work’s failings, Russell
replied to Long saying ‘I do not think the book will really please anyone, as each of the many
groups in which he moved will hope for more space to its doings, but it may be a startingpoint for something else.’ Russell, There Goes a Man; Letter Long to Russell, 7 May 1959
and letter Bazley to Long, 7 May 1959, AWM, AWM93, item 50/2/23/21; Letter Russell to
Long, 23 May 1959, AWM, AWM93, item 20/2/23/21. Someone who used Russell as a
starting point was Gavin Keating. Rather than write a ‘life and times’ biography, Keating
instead concentrated on providing a detailed assessment of Savige as a military commander
during the Second World War. Keating, The Right Man for the Right Job.

7

When the experience of the commanders and the men are juxtaposed, it is clear that a
campaign can be viewed in different ways. There is a great disparity between the view
of a campaign the commander sees when looking at maps in his headquarters, and
what a soldier sees, as he looks over the lip of his weapon pit into a hostile jungle.
The big picture, which officers at battalion level and above were privy to, was denied
the soldier. All a soldier knew for certain was what he saw and heard for himself, and,
in thick jungle and boggy swamp, this was very little. Theirs was a localised, personal
war, one that consisted of section patrols and company attacks.
The look of the jungle, and the tension and stress of jungle warfare, are rarely
mentioned in official records. What was it like for the men to go on patrol, day after
day, knowing they could be ambushed at any moment? How did the men cope with
the stress? What happened when things went wrong? How can one ever reconcile
killing another human being? To answer these questions, the men’s private records
are studied.
This thesis uses official records, private letters, diaries, interviews and battalion
histories, to bring the two approaches of Australian military writing together – it looks
at the experiences of the men as well as their commanders. In doing so, it finds a
scholarly medium between Simpson’s ‘fire and colour’ and Field’s ‘“dead” reading.’
Ideally, a history of the Bougainville campaign would mention all of the units
involved. Unfortunately, in the context of a thesis, this is impossible to do. As noted
earlier, this thesis concentrates on those units and formations that were involved in the
key battles of Little George Hill, Tsimba Ridge, Porton Plantation, Slater’s Knoll and
the advance to Mivo River. Some units are also studied closely, as case studies in unit
culture. Each battalion had its own particular culture, which was shaped by its history
and its commander, and, consequently, each reacted differently to the stresses of
active service. This thesis, therefore, concentrates on the experiences on the infantry,
and to a lesser extent, the artillery and engineers. Throughout the campaign, air
operations supported the Australian advance and frequent strikes were made against

8

Japanese positions and bases. The role of Allied air power is not discussed here in
detail. The RAAF’s and RNZAF’s air campaign requires further study.
A number of other themes are also embedded in this thesis. A major theme is the
legacy of the First AIF. As Joan Beaumont pointed out, the generation that fought the
Second World War grew up with the stories of the Great War told to them by their
fathers and uncles. They saw the souvenirs and mementos from Egypt, England,
France and Belgium, as well as the photographs of men in uniform who had been
killed. Their towns had a war memorial, public buildings had honour boards, and at
school they were taught of the debt they would never repay. By the 1930s, the rituals
of Anzac Day were entrenched in Australian society. Beaumont concluded that they
were ‘children of a society in which the Anzac legend became the most powerful
focus for national pride and identity.’26 Honour, duty, bravery and sacrifice are the
characteristics of the Anzac legend. These qualities were reinforced and publicly
promoted one day a year on Anzac Day, during the Dawn Service and march, in
Bean’s Official Histories, and in politicians’ rhetoric.
Twinned with the Anzac legend is the Digger myth. The Digger was supposed to
embody those characteristics that were seen as being quintessentially Australian.
Graham Seal described the Digger as a temporary bearer of arms and an uneasy
wearer of uniform. He was ‘an ordinary bloke’ who was just doing a job. He was a
larrikin, anti-authoritarian, egalitarian, nonchalant under fire and clearly not British.27
Whereas the Anzac legend was plainly an invented tradition, the Digger myth was
organic and came from the men themselves.
Both Anzac and Digger were deeply entrenched in the Australian psyche for those
growing up in the 1920s and 1930s. Those who joined the army had clear
expectations of how Australian soldiers were supposed to act and behave. It is not
surprising, then, that a number of anecdotes from the Bougainville campaign are
reminiscent of those from the First AIF.
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By 1946, this was obvious to Bean as he commented on the similarities between the
two, comparing some of the contents from the Anzac Book with some submissions to
Salt.28 (Begun in 1941 by the Army Education Service, Salt was a weekly journal that
was published from material submitted by army personnel. It also printed the latest
news and current affairs.)29 Using similar sources to Bean, as well as a broader study
including songs, poems and folklore, Seal has also successfully highlighted the
similarities. In terms of attitude, behaviour and culture, there were strong ties between
the men of the First and Second AIF.30
Robin Gerster though, has taken a more critical view of the popular literature
produced during and after the Great War. Gerster found that there was a pattern of
‘big-noting’ Anzac, which promoted the Digger as an exemplar of heroism and
fighting prowess. Gerster argued that this promotion continued with the Second AIF.
There is some truth in the claim that military historians have followed the tradition of
big-noting the Australian soldier, and celebrated the Second AIF as the inheritors and
worthy successors to the traditions of the First AIF.31
Many of the unit war diaries and battalion histories dealing with Bougainville
campaign reflect this tradition. The men fight heroically, and despite the terrible
terrain and the brutal enemy, win the day. Only the positive is mentioned; the
negative, those instances when Australian soldiers performed poorly or were defeated,
is either glossed over or ignored. Such an example occurred in Bougainville’s
Southern Sector. After months of fighting, the 61st Australian Infantry Battalion had
been pushed beyond its limits. The men went on ‘strike’, refusing to go on patrol, and
the battalion’s commanding officer broke down. The state of the 61st Battalion was
well known, and there were fears that its discontent could spread to the other
battalions within the 7th Brigade. Yet there is scant mention of this in the official
records, war diaries, or in its battalion history. The full story is only told in the men’s
personal diaries.
28
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The AIF-militia rivalry is another theme embedded in this thesis. Anzac and Digger
tend towards the celebration of volunteerism and to assume the superior soldierly
ability of the Australian volunteer. Diggers who volunteered for war would be better
soldiers than the conscripted British Tommy or the American GI, as they wanted to be
at war, and would not be reluctant or hesitant in battle. This idea worked when the
Second AIF was overseas, but when it returned to Australia in 1942 and fought
alongside the conscripts of the militia, problems arose – especially when the militia
fought just as effectively as the AIF.
Many people, like Johnston, have written about the AIF-militia rivalry as it occurred
in 1942 and 1943, but tend to assume that the rivalry dissipated when the Second AIF
and militia combined to form the AMF.32 Events on Bougainville suggest that this did
not happen. In mid-1945, the AIF-militia rivalry was ever present, waiting just below
the surface, ready to flare up during moments of stress and tension. Tensions were
sometimes exacerbated by officers who saw the AMF as inferior to the Second AIF,
who assumed that it was the AIF who were the superior soldiers.
Although this thesis concentrates on the Australian experience of war, the Japanese
and the Bougainville Islanders do receive more than just token attention. Little
qualitative work in English has been published on the experiences of the Japanese
soldiers. A notable exception to this is Lynette D Zeitz’s excellent thesis ‘No HalfHearted Soldier: The Japanese Army’s Experience of Defeat in the South West
Pacific 1942-1945’.33 The experiences of the Japanese soldiers, was one of
deprivation, desperation and defeat. In some cases, the Japanese resorted to
cannibalism to survive. It was very different to that of the Australians.
As with the Japanese, the Bougainville Islanders and the Papua New Guineans have
also largely been ignored – save for the obligatory references to them as the ‘Fuzzywuzzy Angels with the fuzzy-wuzzy hair’.34 Though meant as a term of endearment,
32
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this tag belittles the role of the Bougainville Islanders. The Islanders were vital to the
Australians’ campaign. They worked as carriers and labourers, and served as scouts
and guides for the Australian patrols. Many actively fought against the Japanese, with
whole villages fighting their own guerrilla war against the Japanese, free from any
Australian influence. The Bougainville Islanders have never been properly recognised
for their work. While Japanese and the Bougainville Islanders are discussed in this
thesis, their voices could be louder and they deserve further study elsewhere.
Thesis outline
Chapters one and two place the Bougainville campaign in the broader context of the
Second World War as part of the general defence for their base at Rabaul. In
November 1943, the Americans landed at Torokina on Bougainville and developed it
into a base. The Japanese made an unsuccessful attack against Torokina in April
1944. After this, the Americans and Japanese adopted a ‘live and let live’ attitude,
observing an unofficial truce. In July 1944, the Australians were ordered to relieve the
American garrisons on Bougainville.
The second chapter looks at the military and political decisions that led to Australian
troops conducting limited offensives in Bougainville and New Guinea. It discusses
how these campaigns were justified in 1945 and argues that the rationale behind these
decisions was sound.
Chapter three looks at the commanders and the principal formations and units of II
Corps. It provides the biographical details of Savige and Major-General William
Bridgeford, the commander of the 3rd Australian Division. Along with this division,
Savige also had two independent brigades under his command. Portraits of the five
infantry brigade commanders and their units are also provided, thus setting the
context for the decisions of the commanders during the campaign.
Chapter four addresses the planning for the campaign and the relief of American
forces in Torokina. By Australian army standards, Torokina was luxurious. Until the
Americans were relieved, the GIs shared Torokina’s facilities with the Australians.
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There were sharp contrasts between the two, and the Australians were highly critical
of the American approach to both combat and the enemy.
Beginning with Arty Hill, chapter five examines the attack on Pearl Ridge, and the
Australians’ slow advance along the Numa Numa Trail. This chapter also explores
Savige’s use of a procedure developed during World War I, the use of a sector as a
‘nursery’, in this case, the Central Sector.
Chapter six looks at the Northern Sector. The Australians advanced along the west
coast of Bougainville steadily, until they reached Porton Plantation. Here they made
an amphibious landing at Porton, but it went horribly wrong. It is an interesting case
study in how the Australian Army responded to failure.
Chapter seven looks at the contemporary criticisms of the campaign, made in the
parliament and the press, and the investigation conducted by the Government. If the
Government had been properly informed of Blamey’s offensive policy, Curtin could
have dealt with the contemporary criticisms but when the Government did act, its
findings were considered a whitewash.
Chapter eight returns to the campaign and follows the campaign from the southern
bank of the Jaba River to the Puriata River. Chapter nine examines the Battle for
Slaters Knoll. Encircled and outnumbered, the 25th Australian Infantry Battalion
faced wave after wave of assaulting Japanese troops. If the Japanese had won, they
would have destroyed an Australian battalion and, more importantly, slowed, if not
temporarily stopped, the Australian advance. This battle saw some of the most intense
fighting of the campaign.
Chapter ten looks at the final push toward Buin. This chapter also looks at the role of
air power and the experiences of the supporting arms – the armour, engineers and
artillery, as well as the infantry. As well as discussing the nature of the fighting, this
chapter also demonstrates the effectiveness of the Australian tactics.
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Peace and the Japanese surrender are discussed in the final chapter. The soldiers’
reaction to the end of the war which ranged from happiness and relief to anger, fear,
and apprehension, is explored and assessed.
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Chapter 1

‘We have got to play our part in it’1
Australia’s land war until 1944
On Sunday, 3 September 1939, Father’s Day, the men and women of Australia sat
anxiously or stood attentively around their crackly wireless sets, in family groups or
individually, waiting for the news. For many months the clouds of war had been
gathering in Europe, and they were now set to break into the maelstrom of another world
war. At 9.15pm, they heard the cultured voice of Prime Minister Robert Gordon Menzies:
‘Fellow Australians, it is my melancholy duty to inform you that in consequence of
Germany’s invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her, and as a result
Australia is also at war.’ Menzies described the coming conflict as a ‘struggle that we
must at all costs win. And I think we will win.’2 Menzies’s premonition of victory
eventually came true, six long years later.
On 15 September, the government decided it would raise an infantry division, with
auxiliary units, of 20 000 men ‘specially enlisted for service either at home or abroad’.3
This infantry division became the 6th Australian Division of the Second Australian
Imperial Force (2nd AIF). The commander of this new force was Thomas Albert Blamey.
Menzies wrote, ‘when the Second World War came, and we set about raising the Second
AIF, none of us in my War Cabinet had any doubt that, despite his long absence from the
army, Blamey was the man to command it.’4 It was Blamey’s toughness that impressed
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Menzies. ‘He will take on anything or anybody.’5 Menzies was also impressed with
Blamey’s ‘power of command’: a ‘faculty hard to define but impossible to mistake when
you meet it.’6
Short and rotund, Blamey was called the ‘little (fat) man’ by one of his subordinates. He
wore a short grey-white moustache and ‘never had the classical physique of a commander
in the field.’7 He would eventually become Australia’s only field-marshal and one of the
most controversial figures in Australian military history.
Lieutenant-General John Monash described Blamey as having a ‘mind cultured far above
the average, widely informed, alert and prehensile.’ He was ‘of inexhaustible industry,
and accepted every task with placid readiness.’ Monash felt that some day the orders
which Blamey ‘drafted for the long series of history-making operations upon which we
collaborated will become a model for Staff Colleges and Schools of military instruction.’8
But like all people, Blamey had his personal shortcomings. Despite his intellect and
capacity, Blamey could be tactless, and during the Second World War he made a number
of poor decisions. He was loyal to his friends, to the point of cronyism, while he isolated
those who were critical of him or who he felt were potential rivals. Under the
factionalism that developed, the senior officers of the 2nd AIF were effectively split into
those who were either pro or anti-Blamey – few officers remained neutral.9
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Even Menzies, one of Blamey’s strongest supporters, ‘never argued that Blamey had no
flaws of character; he had as many as most men and more than some.’10 Blamey’s first
Aide-de-camp, Colonel Norman Carlyon witnessed some of these flaws first hand:
He was a demanding master, he was selfish and he was vain. His mind so flexible
and brilliant in dealing with military matters could also refuse to heed the
moderating advice of wise friends. He had the ability to be swiftly ruthless in
removing subordinates who let him down; but over and above that toughness
which every effective general must have, Blamey would sometimes pursue the
man who failed or offended with unreasoning vindictiveness.11
Even one of Blamey’s staunchest supporters, Prime Minister John Curtin, described him
as ‘a great hater’.12 Curtin frequently had to defend Blamey. When ‘Blamey was
appointed’, Curtin told a group of newspapermen confidentially in 1942, ‘the
Government was seeking a military leader not a Sunday school teacher’.13
‘He disliked the press’, observed Lieutenant-Colonel Dan Dwyer, and he made very few
attempts to cooperate with its members.14 Unlike General Douglas MacArthur, whose
theatrics and manipulation of the press shaped his reputation and legacy, Blamey, to his
own detriment, did little to enhance the public’s perception of him. Blamey was intensely
unpopular with the men. ‘Blamey was a bum’ recalled one soldier.15 ‘He was not up there
with other generals like Montgomery’ said another.16
In January 1940, the 6th Division was dispatched overseas destined for the Middle East.
The next month, the 7th Australian Division was raised and the 8th and 9th Australian
Divisions followed later in the year. The 7th and 9th Divisions went to the Middle East,
10
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while increasing concerns about Japan’s military activities kept the ill-fated 8th Division
closer to Australia.
In January 1941, the Second AIF was finally given the chance to test the quality of its
mettle, and whether they were indeed worthy of inheriting the legacy of the First AIF,
when the 6th Division captured the Italian fort of Bardia. Successful, the 2nd AIF went
on and remained at the forefront of Allied operations. The 6th Division captured the port
of Tobruk, participated in the drive to Benghazi, and avoided complete capture in the
disasters of Greece and Crete. In June, the 7th Division began its five-week campaign
against the Vichy French in Syria. The 9th Division, and a brigade of the 7th Division,
withstood the Axis advance into Egypt and held the fortress of Tobruk.
For those on the home front during 1941, the war was something that was very distant,
something that was happening in Europe. Life proceeded as if, to use Menzies’s phrase, it
was ‘business as usual’.17 Australian complacency was about to be destroyed.
The events of 7 December 1941, the day President Franklin Roosevelt described as ‘a
date which will live in infamy’, changed Australia’s war. The Japanese Imperial Navy
attacked Pearl Harbor, the principal American naval base in the Pacific, in a surprise
strike. Synchronously, Wake, Guam, Midway and the Philippines were attacked and
Emperor Hirohito announced that his ‘loyal and brave subjects … declare war upon the
United States of America and the British Empire’.18 Japanese troops established
beachheads in Thailand and on the northeastern neck of the Malay Peninsula. Hours later
Japanese aircraft were over Hong Kong and troops attacked the colony.
‘Well it has come’, uttered Curtin when he awoke to the news early the next morning.19
Curtin and the Australian Labor Party had only come to power two months earlier. Curtin
now had to announce to the nation that ‘We are at war with Japan’ because ‘Japanese
16
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naval and air forces launched an unprovoked attack on Britain and United States
territory.’ Curtin appealed to Australians for an ‘All-in’ war effort.20 Australia was not
prepared for a war in the Pacific. Three of the four AIF divisions, the 6th, 7th and 9th
Divisions, were in the Middle East, while two of the 8th Division’s brigades were
stationed in Malaya and the other was split into small forces on Ambon, Timor and New
Britain. The majority of Australian planes, pilots and ground crew were in England or the
Middle East.21 Most of the RAAF’s aircraft left in Australia were obsolete trainers. The
RAN had three cruisers and two destroyers in Australian waters, while a German armed
merchant vessel had sunk the pride of the RAN, the HMAS Sydney, three weeks earlier,
on 19 November. The only fully-trained soldiers in Australia were the 1st Armoured
Division, which did not even have any tanks at that time.22 The defence of Australia
rested with the Citizen Military Forces (CMF), colloquially known as the militia.
The part-time CMF consisted of volunteers and those called up for compulsory service.
Conditions, entitlements and rates of pay varied between the AIF and CMF. The AIF
received higher rates of pay, which was also tax free, while the militiamen were taxed on
their pay. Similarly, the militiamen were not credited with deferred pay and their
entitlement to pensions was unclear. The AIF had ‘wet’ canteens, which served alcohol,
while the militia’s canteens were ‘dry’.23
But, most importantly, the CMF could not serve outside Australian territory. It could
serve in Papua, but an act of Parliament was required in 1943 before the CMF could
serve in New Guinea. The disparity between the AIF and CMF effectively created a ‘two
army’ system, and it caused much tension and hostility between the two groups. The AIF
commonly referred to the militia as ‘chocos’, short for chocolate soldier – meaning they
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would not fight and would melt under pressure. The militia were also called ‘koalas’, as
koalas could not be shot at or exported.24
With the successful landings at Singora and Patani on 8 December, the Japanese
advanced down both sides of the Malayan Peninsula.25 By 31 January 1942, the last
troops had withdrawn to Singapore. Despite being a fortress, Singapore’s troops, and
more importantly its commander Lieutenant-General Arthur Percival, were not prepared
for battle.26 On 15 February, Singapore surrendered, and over 130 000 military and
civilian personnel became prisoners. Among them were 14 972 Australians of the 8th
Division. Curtin described the fall of Singapore as ‘Australia’s Dunkirk’, opening ‘the
battle for Australia.’27 The Japanese continued their rapid advance, attacking and
occupying the Netherland East Indies by February.28
American interests were equally battered. Following the successful Japanese operations
on the Bataan islands and Luzon, on 22 December 1944, a major Japanese landing was
made north of Manila. Four days later, Manila was declared an open city and the
defenders withdrew to the Bataan peninsula. Supplies were limited and in March 1942,
MacArthur was ordered to Australia. In April, the defenders of Bataan withdrew to the
fortified island of Corregidor, but the surviving American and Filipino forces surrendered
on 6 May.
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The threat to Australia in the first months of 1942 was immediate and real. The 6th and
7th Divisions, and then Blamey, were recalled in January and February, but would not
arrive for another two months. The 9th Division remained in the desert. The war came to
Australia on 19 February, when Darwin was bombed for the first time. The air raid killed
243 people, injured hundreds more and sank eight ships. Japanese aircraft attacked
northern Australia throughout February and March. On 8 March, the Japanese invaded
New Guinea, occupying Lae and Salamaua. The island of New Guinea was then divided
between the Netherlands administered West New Guinea, the Australian colony of Papua
in the south-east, and the former German colonies of New Guinea in the north-east, New
Britain and Bougainville. The League of Nations had mandated these former German
colonies to Australia after the First World War. Though Australia now controlled Papua
and New Guinea, each was under separate colonial and administrative control. Papua and
New Guinea did not come together until their independence from Australia in 1975.
MacArthur arrived in Australia on 17 March and was publicly and politically greeted as a
hero.29 Frank Forde, Minister for the Army, later described MacArthur’s arrival and the
accompanying promise of military support from the United States as a ‘wonderful tonic’,
not only to himself but ‘to the people of Australia generally’.30 Blamey returned quietly
nine days later, and received the news he had been appointed Commander-in-Chief
Australian Military Forces (C-in-C AMF). However, there was no fanfare. For the next
three years, Blamey worked in MacArthur’s shadow.
The South West Pacific Area (SWPA) was created in March 1942, when the British and
American Combined Chiefs of Staff divided the world into operational areas including
SWPA, under US Army control, and the adjoining South Pacific Area, under US Navy
control. SWPA included Australia, New Guinea, the Netherlands East Indies and the
Philippines. Although vital to the war effort in the Pacific, Australia did not have an
29
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official voice in determining Allied strategy. The directive that established SWPA
provided that the Combined Chiefs of Staff would exercise general jurisdiction over the
grand strategic policy and over related factors, including the allocation of forces and war
materials. Australia had no representation on the Combined Chiefs of Staff, as the United
States Joint Chiefs of Staff exercised authority over all matters pertaining to operational
strategy. The Chief of Staff of the Army, General George C Marshall, was the executive
agent for the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff and all instructions to the Supreme
Commander were issued by, or through, him.31
The Australian government supported the choice of MacArthur as Supreme Commander
SWPA. When they first met, MacArthur told the Prime Minister that they would ‘see this
thing through together’, and ‘You take care of the rear and I will handle the front’.32 On
17 April, the Australian government assigned all combat sections of the AMF to SWPA
under the Supreme Commander, and notified AMF commanders that, from midnight 18
April 1942, all orders and instructions issued by the Supreme Commander were to be
treated as if they had emanated from the Australian Commonwealth.33 However, the
government did reserve the right to withdraw its forces if felt necessary. The directive
that established MacArthur’s command of SWPA, included the clause that, the ‘interests
of the Nations whose forces or land possessions may be involved in these Military
Operations are further safeguarded by the power each Nation retains to refuse the use of
its forces for any project which it considers inadvisable.’34 Curtin has been criticised for
surrendering Australian sovereignty to the United States,35 but the Australian government
did maintain some control over how its military forces could be used.
MacArthur’s office was designated General Headquarters (GHQ), and controlled Allied
Naval, Land and Air Forces. Although intended as an Allied headquarters, MacArthur’s
GHQ was staffed almost completely with American officers and, in reality, served as an
31
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American headquarters. Both Naval and Air Force commanders were American, but
Blamey was appointed Commander Allied Land Forces. Blamey had his own
headquarters, Land Headquarters (LHQ). This was predominantly staffed with Australian
servicemen.36 Blamey had two different but interrelated commands; he was both C-in-C
AMF and Commander Allied Land Forces.
After the battles of the Coral Sea and Midway, the Japanese planned to take Port
Moresby by land, with a simultaneous advance over the Owen Stanley Ranges and
landing a force at Milne Bay. The Japanese landed at Buna and Gona on 21 July and
forced the Australians to conduct a fighting withdrawal along the Kokoda Track. The
Japanese advance was eventually halted, but not before the Japanese had come within 50
kilometres of Port Moresby. Meanwhile, a mixture of militia and AIF units defeated the
Japanese force at Milne Bay in August. Milne Bay was the first time the Japanese were
defeated on land in a thousand years.
The remainder of 1942 was spent pushing the Japanese out of Papua. Between December
1942 and January 1943, Australians and Americans cleared the Japanese from the
northern coast of Papua when they reclaimed Buna and Gona. The Japanese advance had
been stopped. The following year, 1943, was a better year for the Allies. The 9th Division
returned from the Middle East, after its crucial role during the battle of El Alamein, and
almost immediately went into operations in New Guinea. Meanwhile, in the Central
Pacific, Admiral Chester Nimitz commenced his bloody thrust towards Japan with
landings at New Georgia in the Solomons on 21 June, and Tarawa and Makin in the
Gilbert Islands on 20 November.
Until mid 1943, the majority of MacArthur’s land forces in SWPA were Australian, but
during 1943 ‘GIs’ began to outnumber ‘diggers’ in SWPA. Consequently, the Americans
began to assume larger responsibilities for operations, which until now had fallen upon
the Australians. In December, Blamey directed that the operational role of the AMF
35
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would be taken over by the Americans. At the end of this period, all but two of the six
Australian divisions would return to Australia for ‘training and rehabilitation’ on the
Atherton Tableland. Blamey wanted the AMF to be ‘totally withdrawn from an active
operational role in New Guinea’.37
The American’s domination of SWPA began with Operation CARTWHEEL – the
campaign to isolate Rabaul. The Japanese had developed Rabaul into the second largest
base in the Pacific, having over 100 000 personnel and hundreds of aircraft. Rather than
assault the heavily defended base directly, it was decided to isolate Rabaul by capturing
and controlling the surrounding islands. The offensive began at the end of June 1943,
when the Americans landed on New Georgia: in the following months, the Allies fought
through the Markham Valley and across the Huon Peninsula. The Americans landed on
Bougainville, before heading to New Britain. Rabaul was finally cut off in early 1944
with the capture of the Admiralty and St Matthias island chains.38
The Japanese had occupied Bougainville in March and April 1942, having overwhelmed
the small Australian forces that had garrisoned the island. The navy developed bases in
the Buin-Faisi area and Buka. At first, there were few troops on the island, but when the
Japanese realised they were going to lose Guadalcanal, a hasty evacuation was planned
and the troops were withdrawn to the Shortland and Fauro Islands. The 17th Japanese
Army established its headquarters in Buin. Bougainville was ‘moulded’ into a strongly
defended ‘fortress’, as it was one of a number of areas the Japanese chose to develop as
the outer ring of protection for Rabaul. The Allies attacked this outer ring with operation
CARTWHEEL.39
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Lieutenant-General Haruyoshi Hyakutake, commander of the 17th Army, planned the
defence of the island. Japanese officers interrogated after the war said that Hyakutake had
utter faith in the ultimate victory of his forces, though he was not popular because of his
dominating personality. He had a bad temper, was obstinate and irritable. The Japanese
concentrated their forces around Buka, Kieta, Mawaraka, and Buin-Faisi, as it was
thought the Allies would most likely strike these locations. Personnel, equipment and
supplies were transported from Rabaul to reinforce Bougainville and, by 1943, there were
an estimated 46 000 army troops and 20 000 naval personnel on the island.40
Bougainville had been subjected to air attacks for some months, before 14 000 troops
from the Third Marine Division landed at Cape Torokina, in Empress Augusta Bay, on 1
November 1943. The Marines were reinforced with the 37th US Infantry Division. The
army’s Americal Division subsequently replaced the Marines. Three airfields were built
and 62 000 US troops prepared for the Japanese counter attack. The attack came in early
March 1944, and fierce fighting lasted for several days. When it was over, several
thousand Japanese troops were dead and the Japanese withdrew from Torokina. Rather
than pursuing the offensive, however, the American forces were content to remain in
their perimeter and let the Japanese ‘wither on the vine’.41
The Allies were unaware that there had been over 60 000 Japanese on Bougainville until
after the war. If they had known, perhaps they may have thought differently before
beginning an offensive campaign. In November 1944, MacArthur’s GHQ estimated there
were only 12 000 Japanese troops on Bougainville, although Blamey’s headquarters
considered the figure could be as high as 25 000.42
With the American war machine preparing to return to the Philippines, MacArthur sent
40
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Blamey a memorandum, on 12 July 1944, stating ‘it is desired that Australian Forces
assume the responsibility for the continued neutralization of the Japanese in Australian
and British territory and Mandates in the Southwest Pacific Area’. The American
garrisons in the northern Solomon Islands, New Guinea and New Britain were to be
relieved by Australian Forces, allowing the American troops to participate in ‘the
advance to the Philippines’. The memorandum also stated that in ‘the advance to the
Philippines it is desired to use Australian Ground Forces and it is contemplated
employing initially two AIF Divisions’; one division would be used in November 1944
and the other in January 1945.43
The AMF had expected a significant future role. Blamey’s Aide-de-camp, Colonel
Carlyon observed that Blamey was always ‘concerned that the high quality of the AIF
should be recognized.’44 Accordingly, noted John Hetherington, Blamey ‘did not intend
that the Australians, who had done so much when the Pacific danger was at its height,
should be edged out at the end.’45
By September 1944, 78 per cent of the army had volunteered for the AIF.46 In December,
Blamey announced that there was ‘no distinction between the AIF and AMF because
practically the whole Australian Army is now volunteer. In the fighting formations,
enlistments are about 95 per cent. Over the whole Australian Army the percentage is well
over 80.’47 This meant that Australians units could serve anywhere MacArthur required
them. (Though Blamey was referring to a bureaucratic divide between the conscript
militia and the volunteer AIF, as will be mentioned in the coming chapters, there was still
a strong emotional divide between the two groups.)
There was never any doubt that Australia would retain an active role in the war. Curtin’s
government was determined to keep Australia in the fighting war. In October 1943, the
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Australian War Cabinet decided that it was ‘of vital importance to the future of Australia
and her status at the peace table’ that its military effort should be ‘on a scale to guarantee
her an effective voice in the peace settlement.’48 Two years later this policy had not
changed. In February 1945, Curtin wrote to MacArthur stressing that the government
considered ‘it to be a matter of vital importance to the future of Australia … in regard to
the Pacific that her military effort should … be on a scale to guarantee her an effective
voice in the peace settlement’.49 In March, the Secretary of the Defence Department,
Frederick Shedden, told MacArthur that ‘Australian opinion considered it a point of
honour to be associated with operations in the Philippines as an acknowledgment of
American assistance to Australia’.50 Equally important was the recovery of Australian
prisoners, especially those of the 8th Division. It was hoped that this would be one of the
major tasks of any future operation. ‘We want to see’, stated Forde, ‘our Australian
troops actively concerned in the liberation of these men.’51
The Australian public expected that their troops would remain in the forefront of
operations that would defeat Japan. A Sydney Morning Herald editorial described the
national sentiment as follows; ‘This war has had heavy casualties; it does not want to
incur more of them needlessly; but war can only be won by fighting, and a spirited people
will not desire that its Army should be relegated to a secondary role or left indefinitely in
reserve while the Pacific war marches to its climax.’52 An editorial from The Age argued,
‘we have got to play our part in it’.53
Blamey had been expecting MacArthur’s July directive and proposed to deploy seven
brigades from the three-militia divisions (the 3rd, 5th and 11th Divisions) thus leaving the
three AIF divisions available for service further afield. After serious discussions,
MacArthur issued another directive, on 2 August 1944, stating that the minimal force to
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be used was four brigades on Bougainville, one brigade to the outer islands, three
brigades to New Britain and four brigades to the New Guinea mainland. The Australian
forces were to take over the outer islands and New Guinea by October and Bougainville
and New Britain by November. Since a division had three brigades, MacArthur’s
insistence that the equivalent of four divisions be used made it necessary to use an AIF
division. As only the 6th Division would be ready by 15 October, Blamey chose it to
replace the American corps at Aitape.54
Following MacArthur’s orders the 6th Division went to Aitape, the 5th Division to New
Britain and the II Australian Corps to Bougainville. These units would constitute the First
Australian Army under the command of Lieutenant-General Vernon AH Sturdee.
Sturdee was one of the most respected men in the army. A staff corps officer during the
First World War Sturdee served at Gallipoli and on the Western Front, then, in 1918, with
Field-Marshal Douglas Haig’s staff. In 1940, Sturdee was given command of the 8th
Division before becoming Chief of the General Staff. It was Sturdee who recommend to
the Australian government the return of the 2nd AIF from the Middle East. In 1942,
Sturdee went to Washington as the head of the Australian Military Mission. He returned
to Australia in 1944, and received command of First Army.55
Sturdee’s colleague, Lieutenant-General Sydney Rowell, described Sturdee as having a
precise mind with a great ability to prioritise. Sturdee’s orders were clear and he would
leave subordinates to then get on with their job. He had a good sense of humor, but,
Rowell cautioned, Sturdee did not suffer fools gladly.56
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Sturdee would need all of his management skills for the coming campaign. Bypassed by
MacArthur in order to accelerate his return to the Philippines, the Japanese in the
Australian mandated territories were considered ‘strategically impotent’. Yet, Sturdee’s
First Army was ordered to liquidate the Japanese in what has been called the ‘backyard
war’. As will be discussed in the next chapter, just how impotent these Japanese were
remains a matter of contention.
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Chapter 2

‘History written is history preserved’1
History’s treatment of the final campaigns
The AMF’s role in the final year of the Second World War was very different to the
role their fathers played during the final year of the First World War. The
achievements of the First AIF in 1918 were hailed as ‘brilliant successes’, with the
Australians’ victories ‘far overshadow[ing] those of any earlier period of the war’.2
However, according to Joan Beaumont, the Second World War ended for Australia ‘in
an anticlimactic way – Australia marginalised, fighting in backwaters for purposes that
could hardly be constructed as heroic.’3 Beaumont’s comment reflects the sentiments
of much of the secondary literature.
Appreciation on Operations of the AMF in New Guinea, New Britain and the Solomon
Islands, 18 May 1945
The history of the Australian campaigns in the mandated territories began in July
1944, when MacArthur sent Blamey a memorandum stating that Australian forces
would relieve the American garrisons in the Solomon Islands, New Guinea and New
Britain, and that they would be responsible for the ‘continued neutralization of the
Japanese’. The American garrisons on Bougainville, and Green and Emirau islands
were to be relieved before 1 October 1944, while the garrisons in ‘Australian New
Guinea’ and New Britain were to be relieved by 1 November 1944.4 Six American
divisions, with elements of a seventh, were garrisoning these areas. MacArthur
insisted that twelve Australian brigades replace this massive force. Four brigades were
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to go to Bougainville, with another brigade divided between Emirau, Green, Treasury
and New Georgia islands. Four more brigades were to go to New Guinea and final
three brigades to New Britain. Blamey, who clearly rated the quality of Australian
troops more highly than MacArthur, wanted to use just six or seven Australian
brigades to replace the six and a half American divisions.5
Considering that the islands in question were mandated to Australia, it was entirely
reasonable for MacArthur to direct that the American troops should be replaced with
Australian troops. What was questionable though, was the number of troops
MacArthur insisted upon. In general, an American division was comprised of around
15 000 troops; this meant at least 100 000 American troops needed to be relieved. An
Australian brigade had a strength of between 2 500 and 5 000 personnel. MacArthur
wanted to use over 60 000 men to replace his American forces, whereas Blamey’s
proposal required only around 30 000 men.6 Why was there such a discrepancy in the
numbers? Gavin Long, in his official history, argued that it was probably a matter of
pride: MacArthur did not want it recorded that 100 000 American troops were
replaced by just 30 000 Australians.7 This was a fair comment. Clearly, MacArthur did
not want it shown that Australian troops were capable of the same job as the
Americans, but with only a third of the numbers. Blamey, on the other hand, appeared
at ease with the idea that an Australian brigade was the equivalent of an American
division.
Whatever the reason, Blamey could not change the situation. He had to deploy more
troops than he thought necessary and he was not happy:
The allocation of Australian troops to operations is entirely the responsibility
of General MacArthur, and I have no real say in the matter beyond carrying out
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the orders I receive. While I have pretty strong feelings on certain of these
allocations, I have no right to criticise them.8
Blamey would have the equivalent of almost two Australian divisions on
Bougainville, and a division and a brigade in New Guinea. These forces were simply
too large to carry out only defensive duties. As Long pointed out, Blamey had not
contemplated offensive operations in Bougainville and New Guinea prior to this
decision. He had only been thinking in terms of containing the Japanese. However,
MacArthur’s insistence on the large number of Australian troops made some form of
aggressive action feasible.9 Likewise, as MacArthur did not specify how to neutralise
the Japanese, Blamey had a degree of latitude to undertake offensive operations if he
wished. Indeed, most officers and soldiers assumed that they would go on the
offensive.
Blamey decided to conduct offensive campaigns in Bougainville and New Guinea,
although, at first glance, his orders appear contradictory. On 18 October, Blamey,
ordered Australian troops to undertake ‘offensive action to destroy enemy resistance
as opportunity offers without committing major forces.’10 On 7 November, Blamey
explained his plan: ‘action must be of a gradual nature’ to ‘locate the enemy and
continually harass him, and, ultimately, prepare plans to destroy him.’11 The specifics
surrounding these two orders will be discussed in detail in chapter four, but there can
be no doubt that Blamey was ordering limited aggressive action. But it was not to be
an all-out offensive. As the following account of the Bougainville campaign shows, it
would be a controlled offensive. The idea was to wear down the Japanese in short,
sporadic engagements. What was of overriding importance, though, was keeping
Australian casualties to a minimum – this consideration always governed the conduct
of the campaign.
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While Blamey clarified his policy for his commanders, he did not immediately inform
the War Cabinet. When the criticism of the campaigns appeared in the press and
parliament, Ben Chifley, the Acting Prime Minster, requested Blamey’s attendance at
the War Cabinet to explain his policy.12 Blamey offered a clear and well-reasoned
account of his strategy on 22 May, when he presented his ‘Appreciation on Operations
of the AMF in New Guinea, New Britain and the Solomon Islands’. Blamey’s
appreciation clearly set out the object of these campaigns:
To conduct operations against the enemy with a view to
a) Destroying the enemy where this can be done with relatively light casualties,
so as to free our territory and liberate the native population and thereby
progressively reduce our commitments and free personnel from the Army;
b) Where conditions are not favourable for the destruction of the enemy, to
contain him in a restricted area by the use of a much smaller force, thus
following the principle of economy.13
The Australian forces on Bougainville and New Guinea followed this first course of
action, while the troops on New Britain followed the second.
Blamey pointed out that prior to the Philippines campaign, the American strategy had
been to secure airfields and ports which were then used to neutralise the Japanese in
the surrounding area. These bases were protected with heavily defended perimeters.
But ‘[n]o effort was made to seek out and destroy the enemy forces beyond these
perimeters.’ Instead, the Americans left the Japanese in these now by-passed areas to
‘wither on the vine’. However, Blamey pointed out, this policy changed when the
Americans reached the Philippines.
[I]t was decided to free all the many of these islands completely from the
enemy, although only a few of the bigger islands will be developed as bases for
future operations against JAPAN. However, the reason given for the complete
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destruction of the enemy in these islands is to ensure the security of the bases
in the PHILIPPINES.14
As mentioned in the previous chapter, the American offensive in SWPA began in
1943 with amphibious landings in New Guinea designed to isolate the Japanese base
of Rabaul on New Britain. In 1944, MacArthur began his advance to the Philippines
with landings at Aitape, then Hollandia, Wakde, Biak and Noemfoor Islands, in
Netherlands New Guinea. By September 1944, the Americans had landed at Morotai
and Peleliu. On 25 October, MacArthur ‘returned’, wading ashore on the central
Philippine island of Leyte.
The liberation of the Philippines was MacArthur’s major objective. New Guinea was
an obstacle that had to be overcome but rather than commit forces to clear the islands
of the enmey, he adopted the strategy of island hopping, leaving the Japanese to
‘wither on the vine’.15 It was a technique that clearly worked, but it did leave behind
large numbers of Japanese troops. However, once MacArthur reached the Philippines,
his policy changed. He ordered the destruction of all Japanese resistance in the
Philippines. His focous now was Japan. MacArthur later wrote that to ‘by-pass
isolated islands’, as he had done in New Guinea, ‘was one thing, but to leave in your
rear such a large enemy concentration as the Philippines involved serious and
unnecessary risks.’ 16
Blamey seized upon MacArthur’s change in policy and rationale to justify his own
actions. But this did not mean he agreed with MacArthur’s assessment of the Japanese
threat in New Guinea. In his appreciation, Blamey mentioned that on reaching
Morotai, MacArthur announced that the ‘by-passed’ Japanese in Australian territory
‘were strategically impotent’. Blamey argued that the fact that such substantial
American forces were required to garrison these areas refuted this claim. When the
Japanese attacked the American bases at Torokina and Aitape, they were repelled
although they were not ‘pursued’ or ‘destroyed’ and were ‘allowed to re-form and
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pursue their policy of developing “self-sufficiency”.’ Blamey considered that this
made it possible for the Japanese to ‘resume the offensive in the future’.17
The policy of letting the Japanese ‘wither on the vine’ was not working. ‘We are well
into the second year of this policy’, Blamey wrote, and ‘the enemy remains a strong,
well organised fighting force’. The Japanese had been left in ‘comparable peace’ and
even employed Indigenous Islanders to cultivate their gardens. Meanwhile, Japanese
aircraft and submarines delivered seeds, medical supplies and signals stores.18
Blamey clearly exaggerated the threat posed by the Japanese; there was no real danger
of the Japanese successfully attacking Torokina. But the Japanese on Bougainville had
not withered. They were isolated and cut off, but by 1945 they were self-sufficient.
And, as was evident throughout the campaign, the Japanese were still a formidable
fighting force.
Blamey he had three courses of action open to him. Upon relieving the American
forces, he could have ordered the Australian forces to maintain a ‘passive defence’ by
remaining within their perimeters as the Americans had done; he could go for an ‘all
out offensive’ against the Japanese with full scale air and naval support; or he could go
for limited offensives. The ‘only sound course of action’ was to take this last option.
Blamey believed that if Australian troops were to ‘remain inactive for months’, their
morale would be destroyed, discontent would rise, and their resistance to sickness
would be weakened.19 As will be discussed in coming chapters, the Australian troops
on Emirau, Green, and Treasury islands did not respond well to static garrison duties.
They became restless and bored. Instead, Blamey proposed to proceed on Bougainville
by:
aggressive patrolling to gain information on enemy strengths and dispositions,
about which little was known by American formations, and by systematically
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driving him from his garden areas and supply bases, forcing him into starvation
and destroying him where found.20
Blamey thought that the American approach was ‘a colossal waste of manpower,
material and money.’ It also ‘encourages the enemy and gives him increasing
influence and control over the natives.’
There were also political repercussions for offensive action, especially regarding the
perception of Australians and their war effort. Blamey thought that inactivity would
‘lower the prestige of the Australian nation throughout the world’ and, in the minds of
the Islanders, ‘lower the prestige of the Government to such an extent that it might be
difficult to recover on the termination of hostilities.’21
Just before Blamey attended the War Cabinet, Curtin received a letter from MacArthur
that would be damaging to Blamey, if Blamey could not prove that his policy was
sound. MacArthur, aware of the criticism surrounding the campaigns in the mandated
territories, attempted to distance himself from them. The American wrote:
I and my headquarters have never favored [sic] it, and while its execution has
been successful and efficient in every way and worthy of praise, I regard its
initiation as having been unnecessary and inadvisable.22
Blamey was questioned closely when he attended the War Cabinet on 22 May, but he
must have allayed their concerns. Frederick Shedden, the War Cabinet’s secretary and
the Secretary of the Defence Department, later told Chifley that ‘so far as the general
question of strategy is concerned … Blamey had made a very sound case in
justification of the operations which he has been carrying out’.23 On 6 June, Blamey’s
appreciation was presented to the Advisory War Cabinet and it was eventually
approved in a letter written to Blamey on 31 July.24
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It was only in April 1945 that Curtin realised that MacArthur had not directly ordered
aggressive campaigns in the mandated territories. ‘It has been my assumption’, wrote
Curtin on 17 April, ‘that the operations being carried out in New Guinea, New Britain
and the Solomon Islands … are in accordance with General MacArthur’s directive of
12 July 1944, and that they meet with his approval’.25 While the basis of this
assumption must have came from information supplied by Blamey, Curtin, as Prime
Minister and Minister for Defence, and Francis Forde, Minister for the Army, should
have followed the operations more closely. Curtin and his ministers knew Blamey had
a tendency to only share information when he felt it to be absolutely necessary. In
December 1942, Forde had to write to Blamey to remind him that he had to tender
reports to the War Cabinet for review: few, ‘if any’, had been submitted.26 Blamey had
a history of withholding information from his political masters. The War Cabinet and
Advisory War Cabinet, therefore, only had themselves to blame for not taking more
active measures to extract information from the secretive Blamey.
Even though it was only approved retrospectively, Blamey was able to demonstrate
that his policy did comply with the government’s wishes. As mentioned in the
previous chapter, it was widely assumed by the public, the military and politicians that
Australia would maintain an active role in the war. Similarly, as noted earlier and as
will be shown in the coming chapters, even before the campaign began many of the
commanders on Bougainville assumed that they would be conducting offensive
operations. Blamey had sound political as well as military reasons for his policy of
measured aggression.
David Horner has pointed out that, as early as 1943, Curtin made it known to
MacArthur that he wanted Australian forces to reoccupy Australian territory. Australia
‘has a special interest in the employment of its own forces in the operations for the
ejectment of the enemy from territory under its administration’. Curtin deemed it to be
of vital importance to Australia that its future role would be enough ‘to guarantee us
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an effective voice in the peace settlement’.27 Curtin observed that ‘Australia could not
escape the logic of the decision that Australian troops should garrison the islands
which formed our outer screen of defence, and which were mostly our own
territory’.28 Curtin, therefore, wanted to use Australian troops in Australian territory,
and wanted them to remain active in the fighting war. But which territory would this
be?
It should be remembered that, despite his numerous promises, MacArthur had
successfully excluded the AIF from the liberation of the Philippines and marginalised
Australia from the broader strategy of SWPA and the defeat of Japan. There may have
been some lingering resentment towards MacArthur from within the War Cabinet,
which helps explain why MacArthur’s 20 May 1945 letter was not used to take
Blamey to task. MacArthur had informed Blamey on 12 July 1944, that he ‘desired’
the use of two Australian divisions in the advance to the Philippines. MacArthur
personally informed Curtin of this two months later, when the two met for the last
time.29 Yet a week later, Blamey learned that MacArthur’s headquarters considered
that ‘it was not politically expedient for the AIF to be amongst the first troops into the
Philippines’, although there was an inference that it would be used later.30
These hopes were dashed early the following year. On 5 January 1945, Blamey was
informed that Australian troops would instead be used for operations in Borneo and
the Netherlands East Indies.31 Throughout January, the American operations in the
Philippines went well, and by the beginning of February, the end of the major
campaign was in sight. MacArthur’s headquarters was even planning a victory parade.
On 4 February, an Australian attached to the American headquarters wrote in his
diary:
MacArthur now busy staging his triumphant entry [into Manila] and to date no
senior Australian officer has been invited to participate – one would think the
27
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AMF are not part of SWPA or that we did the bulk of the fighting in the
critical stages of the campaign when our resources were so limited.32
Indeed, by 17 February 1945, Blamey was becoming increasingly concerned by what
he described as the ‘feeling that we are being side-tracked’ which was ‘growing strong
throughout the country’.33 The Australian Government shared this concern. Four days
earlier, Blamey had sent Curtin a draft letter stating that elements ‘of the 1st
Australian Corps have been on the mainland for periods of up to eighteen months and
have taken no part in the war since 1943.’ Two days later, Curtin sent an expanded
version of Blamey’s letter to MacArthur. Curtin stressed that the government
considered ‘it to be a matter of vital importance to the future of Australia and her
status at the peace table in regard to the Pacific that her military effort should … be on
a scale to guarantee her an effective voice in the peace settlement’.34
Curtin assumed that there would be a post-war peace conference as had happened after
the First World War. Clearly, MacArthur could not be relied upon to remember
Australia’s contribution to SWPA. If Australia was to have a voice at this conference,
its military had to be active until the end of the war. Consequently, Blamey’s offensive
policy complied with the government’s overall intent.
Blamey’s rationale also addressed the government’s other major concern – manpower.
Throughout 1944, the AMF was shrinking as a result of the government’s decisions to
reduce its intake into the service and instead direct more people into industry and other
civilian occupations. Consequently, Blamey was under pressure from Curtin to release
more men and women, and to reduce the size of the army.35 Horner argued that in
mid-August 1944, Blamey was considering offensive operations in Bougainville.
‘There had been no invasion of the Philippines and the end of the war seemed far off.
By eliminating the Japanese in Bougainville and Rabual, Blamey could release three
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divisions for future operations or return large numbers of manpower to civil
occupations.’36 The best way for Blamey to assist the government to achieve its
manpower goals was to eliminate the surrounding Japanese forces.37 Blamey hoped
that by the end of 1945, the twelve brigades in the area could be reduced to five; one
brigade in the Wewak-Aitape area, one on Bougainville, a division of two brigades on
New Britain, and a brigade in reserve.38
Blamey’s final reason for aggressive campaigns related to plight of the Islanders.
Given the ‘paternal instinct of the government and its advisers’, wrote Horner,
Blamey’s desire to liberate New Guinea’s Indigenous population from Japanese
domination ‘seems unchallengeable’,39 but as is demonstrated in the following extracts
from Blamey’s appreciation, there was more at stake than just humanitarian concerns:
Just as it is necessary to destroy the JAPANESE in the PHILIPPINES, so it is
necessary that we should destroy the enemy in Australian territories where the
conditions are favourable for such action, and so liberate the natives from
JAPANESE domination. Were we to wait until JAPAN was finally crushed, it
could be said that the Americans, who had previously liberated the
PHILIPPINES, were responsible for the final liberation of the natives in
Australian territories, with the inevitable result that our prestige both abroad
and in the eyes of the natives would suffer much harm.40
Evidently, Blamey felt that the issue was as important to the government as it was to
himself. As Blamey put it:
The increased prestige of the Australians in the native mind brought about
since the commencement of offensive operations by the regaining of control of
large areas of country and the releasing of thousands of natives from
JAPANESE domination has been considerable. We have so far carried out our
36
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obligation to liberate a large number of our native subjects. The release of
natives from JAPANESE control has lightened the task of First Army by
making them available for service in native battalions, AIB [Allied Intelligence
Bureau] and carrier lines.41
So while there were genuine concerns for the health and condition of the Islanders,
there were also more pragmatic reasons for offensive action. An aggressive policy
would make it easier for the Australia New Guinea Administrative Unit [ANGAU] to
reassert colonial control over the Islanders after the war, as it showed that the
government had recovered from its loss of face and had now returned in strength. As
liberated Islanders were conscripted into the war effort, they would replace Australian
troops, at least in limited capacities, and thus help ease manpower pressures.
Peter Ryan, a former ANGAU officer and New Guinea veteran, also questioned the
moral obligation argument. Even though many areas suffered from ‘terrible privation’
while under Japanese occupation, he acknowledged that military action subjected
people to death and danger as well. It is
probably now beyond the wit of man to judge whether, on balance over all the
areas involved, the native people suffered more or less from the policy
pursued. It is, however, possible to record that, when the Japanese were
defeated in any place, relief work for the local population was given high
priority.42
Certainly there was death and danger because of the fighting, but on Bougainville, in
terms of the health and welfare, there was a sharp contrast between the administration
of the Islanders under Japanese control and Australian control. During the Japanese
occupation of Bougainville, apart from those areas that surrounded the main Japanese
bases at Buin and Buka, many villages suffered from malnutrition and disease. Health
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services were non-existent: there was even evidence of Japanese cannibalism.43 But in
Australian controlled territory, as will be demonstrated in the coming chapters,
refugees were clothed and fed, and hospitals were established. Bougainville had been
mandated to Australia, and many Australians believed that they had an obligation, as a
colonial power, to protect the Islanders.
Despite what Blamey’s detractors have argued, his reasons for going on the offensive
in Bougainville and New Guinea were justifiable and were in the spirit of the
government’s long stated objectives. Australia wanted to remain actively involved in
the fighting war and, having been excluded from the Philippines, there was no
guarantee of the AIF’s involvement in the liberation of Borneo and the Netherlands
East Indies – in the end, only half of the intended operations went ahead. Manpower
was the government’s other major concern, and once the threat from the Japanese had
been destroyed and the campaigns were over, the size of the army could be
systematically reduced. Australia too, had an obligation to use its own troops to
liberate its own territory and people.
In practice Blamey’s policy was sound as well. Blamey only approved action in areas
where, after extensive reconnaissance, Australian troops could harass and wear-down
the Japanese. The Australians only attacked where they thought they outnumbered the
Japanese and in situations where they thought they could win, and with few casualties.
In a comparison of casualty figures to 18 May 1945, an estimated 10 558 Japanese
were killed on Bougainville, New Guinea and New Britain, for 573 Australians killed
or missing.44 By the end of the war, 1 048 Australians had been killed. Yet, as Long
pointed out, this would still be fewer than the number of Australians who were killed
in car accidents in 1946 – 1 206.45
The final campaigns in the secondary literature
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How then has the secondary literature dealt with final campaigns? The standard work
is still Long’s The Final Campaigns and the other accompanying volumes of the
official histories. Long’s assessment is based upon the appreciation Blamey presented
to the War Cabinet in May 1945. Long considered Blamey’s justifications were
genuine, and although Blamey should have informed the government before
undertaking any action, he believed Blamey was not motivated by any ulterior
motives.46 As far as Long was concerned ‘the political controversy had some value in
that it led to [Blamey] producing this detailed account of his policy and the reasons for
it. We don’t have to speculate about the reasons; they are all set out.’47 Long also
showed that the local commanders ‘were never slow in carrying out offensives that
had received higher approval’ as ‘it had been indoctrinated into Australian soldiers
that “they must press on, must master no-man’s land, must attack at every favourable
opportunity.”’48
Long’s narrative followed the actions of the soldiers, as well as their leaders,
maintaining the tradition of war writing established by his predecessor CEW Bean.
Long knew the importance of including the experiences of the diggers, and even made
a general appeal to AMF personnel asking for their personal accounts, diaries, and
letters.49
Thorough as the official histories are, they are not infallible, nor do they answer all
questions that can be asked concerning Australia’s war. Current historiography
includes areas of study that Long and his peers would not have been interested in.
They were official historians who had been commissioned by the government, but
Australian military history is now written by academics, military and ex-military
personnel, amateur historians and populist writers. It is ‘more appropriate’, Robert
O’Neil pointed out, ‘to view [the official histories] as a strong base from which deeper
exploration in the unknown may be made.’50 Jeffrey Grey considered that official
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histories ‘should be seen as a starting point, to be augmented, superseded, and argued
with by ... succeeding generations.’51
The official histories were followed by EG Keogh’s South West Pacific 1941-45. A
former staff officer, Keogh’s work demonstrated an authoritative insight that some
authors lacked. Long described Keogh’s book as a ‘synopsis’ of the official histories,
even though Long disagreed with some of Keogh’s assertions.52 Keogh believed that
‘[p]olitically or strategically, the offensives on Bougainville and at Aitape-Wewak
served no useful purpose. They achieved nothing that could not have been achieved at
far less cost.’53 Keogh challenged the reader to think about the actions of the people
involved and the consequences of their decisions. He called on his readers to continue
researching Australia’s Pacific campaigns, ‘believing them ‘worthy of more
exhaustive study, for, in the political, strategic, tactical and administrative fields, they
provide us with valuable lessons’.54
Keogh’s appeal has been met with mixed success. The Australians in Nine Wars by
Peter Firkins relied heavily on Long’s interpretation of events, while Bernadette
McAlary’s article ‘The role of the Australian Army in New Guinea in 1944-45’ is a
summary of Keogh and Paul Hasluck’s volume of the official history The Government
and its People, 1942-1945.55
Horner, though, certainly answered Keogh’s call and has published extensively on
Australia’s high command during the Second World War. Horner believed that
Blamey’s decisions concerning the final campaigns need to be examined when
assessing Blamey’s career.56 Horner argued that Blamey was only working within the
chain-of-command, as it was MacArthur’s directive of 12 July 1944 that deployed
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Australian troops to New Guinea and the Solomon Islands. The only time Blamey
directly influenced the planning of these operations was when he denied MacArthur’s
request to use the 6th Division for a planned invasion of Java. Blamey instead decided
to keep the 6th Division in the Aitape-Wewak area.57
In Horner’s opinion, on balance the New Guinea and Bougainville offensives were
‘probably necessary’.58 Grey argued the opposite, defending Blamey and instead
blaming the politicians. In A Military History of Australia, Grey declared that the final
campaigns were fought and justified solely in political terms of national interest, but
these campaigns made no difference to the outcome of the war and did nothing to
hasten Japan’s defeat. (By ‘national interest’, Grey meant Australia’s position in the
post-war world.) Grey considered that the government weighed questions of national
interest and prestige against the lives of Australian soldiers.59 The operations on
Bougainville and Aitape cost nearly 1000 Australian lives, Grey wrote, ‘far too high a
price for the negligible strategic advantage’ and were a result of following Blamey’s
policy. But, he added,
that policy had been given the blessing of both the Cabinet and the Advisory
War Council, and if fault is to be found then it lies with the army’s political
masters and less with its military head. If Curtin and his ministers disagreed
then it was concomitant upon them to insist upon a different plan and, if
necessary, to impose one from above. They did not do so.60
Several battalion historians also described Bougainville as a ‘politicians’ war’. SE
Benson, for example, asserted that it was ‘a purely political decision’ to attack in an
obviously ‘strategic backwater’.61 Peter Charlton, however, disagreed, stating:
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The soldiers in the islands thought they were fighting “a politician’s war”.
They were not. They were fighting a general’s war. The war of Sir Thomas
Blamey. It was his decisions that launched the offensives in New Guinea and
Bougainville. The politicians simply went along – or were taken – for a ride.62
This is how Charlton introduced readers to his provocative work The Unnecessary
War: Island Campaigns of the South-West Pacific 1944-45. Despite the sound-bite
like qualities of the introduction, Charlton never demonstrates what actually made it
Blamey’s war.
Charlton implied that Blamey came under the influence of a Lieutenant-Colonel
Alfred Conlon, head of the Directorate of Research and Civil Affairs. Conlon thought
Australia’s future security would be based on a strong military presence in the
Pacific.63 So, motivated by a desire for Australian post-war security and prestige,
Blamey ordered these ‘unnecessary campaigns’ in Australia’s mandated territories,
even though they were conducted without MacArthur’s support.
Charlton used the previously mentioned letter from MacArthur to Chifley where
MacArthur claimed he had never favoured it and the campagin had been unnecessary
and inaddvisable.64 To support this, Charlton provided a narrative of the Bougainville
and Aitape-Wewak campaigns that emphasises the lack of heavy equipment, material
and supplies which he thought should have been made available for such large
operations.65
Charlton puts implicit trust in MacArthur’s word, and when combined with the fact
that the government only approved the operations retrospectively, Charlton believed
that the ‘unnecessary war’ was fought at Blamey’s insistence. This is too harsh a
judgement. Not only was it the case that Blamey’s plan found political support, it was
reasonable for Blamey and Curtin to assume that Australia’s place in the post-war
62
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world would only be taken seriously if Australia could point to its military effort and
prowess.
While the high command and politicians have received considerable commentary and
some analysis, the conduct of the campaigns themselves have received scant attention
– beyond a simple narrative. One veteran wrote angrily after reading Charlton that the
final campaigns ‘have been denied objective treatment apart from Gavin Long’s
official history. They have been the victim of continuing and largely poorly motivated
disparagement from various sources unique in our variegated military history’. He
implored that Australia’s ‘biggest single military effort should not be allowed to pass
into history under a cloud.’66 Stanley has described these neglected campaigns as a
‘green hole’, while John Coates commented that they are hardly remembered at all.67
For example, the final campaigns receive just a page of narrative in Australians at
War: A Pictorial History and only three paragraphs in Peter Cochrane’s Australians at
War.68 This is not new. Long wrote in the 1950s:
[In] many books written in Britain and the United States and touching on the
South-West Pacific of 1942, 1943 and early 1944, those [final] campaigns are
recorded in so brief and shadowy a fashion that the reader might well be hardly
aware that anything of great significance happened in this theatre until the last
eighteen months of the Japanese war. And Australian military operations in
1945, the period when, for a while, more Australian troops were in action than
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at any earlier time, seem likely to disappear from the pages of history if
Australians do not record them.69
Long’s observation still holds true. It is likely that the final deeds of the AMF will
‘disappear from the pages of history’ – just as they are passing from living memory.
Popular Australian histories of the Second World War are dominated by the
experience of Kokoda, and favour the experience of the AIF over the militia.
Examples of this can be found in documentaries that were produced to commemorate
the fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War and the Centenary of
Federation. In the second part of Faces of War, ‘The battle comes home’, the narration
mentioned that the First Army went to the mandated territories, but the interviews and
focus is on the 6th Division at Aitape before the I Australian Corps in Borneo are
shown.70 Similarly, despite being heralded as ‘a major achievement’, episode five
‘The thin khaki line’ of the celebrated Australians at War series did not even mention
the final campaigns by name. It stated that
Australians continued to die in fiercely fought battles, against isolated Japanese
bases. These campaigns had no strategic influence on the outcome of the war.
We simply proved we were good allies and the men fought on as ever.71
This episode left the viewer with the impression the militia only fought along the
Kokoda Track and the AIF fought the rest of the war.
Even in the Second World War Gallery of the Australian War Memorial, the
Bougainville display is sparse and uninspiring; a few photographs with a little text, a
rusty bayonet, an RAAF message streamer and captured Japanese wrapping cloth,
some medals with a diary, and a model Matilda tank.
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The ignoring, down playing and slighting of the final campaigns has represented a
disservice to the members of the AMF. Recently though, some excellent accounts
have now emerged. Margaret Barter’s Far Above Battle is a study of the 2/2nd
Infantry Battalion where the Aitape-Wewak campaign is shown to have been a bitter
and exacting action. Barter’s success came from interviewing the diggers, examining
their letters and documents, and reinterpreting their unit histories.72 Similarly, Stanley
critically reassessed the Tarakan campaign. Stanley stated that ‘[e]xposure to the
documents, and especially American records, compelled the view … that the Borneo
operations were a justifiable use of [an] Australian national force acting as part of an
international wartime alliance.’73
Stanley argued that the campaign can be seen in the context of high command and the
politics of the Pacific War, as well as the experiences of the ordinary soldier. His work
is not just about the actions of the 26th Brigade; it is about the legacy of the Tarakan
campaign and the memory of those men who fought it.74 Stanley’s book is a model of
how a campaign study can be written. It balances the traditional military
historiography of writing from above with the ‘new’ method of writing history from
below. Not only was Stanley’s methodology successful, he also argued that there is
‘ample scope’ for a critical reassessment of Australia’s other campaigns; the
‘achievements of the men involved need to be told to a community which is now
largely ignorant of them.’75 It is in this area that this thesis hopes to make a
contribution.
The AMF’s final campaigns during the Second World War are as deserving of the
same serious and sustained study that the AMF’s higher profile actions have received.
Not only is there a gap in the literature, but there is also a need to critically re-examine
the final campaigns. A close study of the Bougainville campaign allows for an
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examination of the relationship between Blamey, MacArthur and the Australian
Government.
The Bougainville campaign was a justified campaign. Blamey’s decision to adopt
limited offensive action was correct. Yet Blamey was not without fault. Had he kept
Curtin and the War Cabinet fully briefed, contemporary criticisms of the campaigns
could have been more easily rebutted, and their legacy may not have been so marked.
Instead, the campaigns have been left with the stigma of being a ‘politicians’ war’; a
sentiment that not only dominates the secondary literature, but was also shared by
many of the veterans who fought the campaigns.
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Chapter 3

‘Once the soldier had gone to war he looked for
leadership’.1
The II Australian Corps
While the previous chapters looked at the background of the campaign and its place in
the secondary literature, it is also necessary to have a close look at the II Australian
Corps, particularly its structure and its commanders. II Corps consisted of the 3rd
Australian Infantry Division and two independent brigade groups, the 11th and the 23rd
Australian Infantry Brigades. While each formation had an important role, to some extent
each unit was interchangeable. What gave each unit their identities were their
commanders. Starting with Lieutenant-General Savige, Major-General William
Bridgeford, and then the infantry brigades, this chapter introduces the personalities who
play import roles in the coming chapters. It is important to establish who those
commanders were, as their backgrounds and personalities influenced their choices and
decisions, and their conduct of the campaign.
From 1942 until October 1944, the war in Papua and New Guinea was under the control
of New Guinea Force (NGF), but responsibility for the coming campaigns in the
Mandated Territory would pass to Sturdee’s First Army. On 2 October, First Army
assumed the role of NGF; NGF was disbanded and the II Australian Corps raised it
headquarters from NGF’s staff.2 II Corps was under the command of Lieutenant-General
1
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Stanley George Savige. Given the contested nature of the final campaigns, it is fitting that
it was Savige who was responsible for the Bougainville campaign. Savige was no
stranger to controversy – he had spent as much time fighting his critics as the Axis.3
Savige was not the model of a modern lieutenant-general. He ‘did not pretend to be a
military genius’, wrote John Hetherington, ‘only a commander who knew his way round
the battlefield because he had learned his soldiering the hard way.’ Savige did not have
the ‘vanity which afflicts some military leaders … but he did pride himself on his ability
to handle men – or blokes, to use his own term.’4 Hetherington’s description mirrored an
earlier one given by Long:
Savige’s outspokenness, his tact and his gift for good fellowship are well
illustrated in these notes and in my diary. He is loyal, both to his seniors and
juniors. He will believe no evil of any unit which ever served under him, even
briefly, and looks on any off[ice]rs or men who have been under his com[man]d
as one of his family. He received loyalty in return.
Savige’s staff would invariably beat him badly at chequers, but he had the ‘gift of
leadership, knowledge of men, great tact, and much commonsense.’5 Gavin Keating
described Savige as one of the last examples of a time when ‘senior commanders could
rely on personal bravery, leadership skills and “knowledge of men” to be successful’.6
Standing at 5 feet 8 inches, Savige had a dark complexion with black hair and brown
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eyes, but he did not look like a soldier. With his ‘digger speech’, observed Long, ‘his
spectacles, his increasing girth, he looks less like a soldier than a man of business’.7
Savige was born on 26 June 1890 in Morwell, and grew up in Korumburra in Gippsland,
Victoria. He left school at 12 years of age and held a variety of casual and labouring jobs.
Savige was proud of his humble origins, boasting about it to his friends. ‘You can never
really know blokes unless you have worked along side them,’ he told Hetherington. ‘I
reckon the best education I ever had was swinging a pick as one of a gang of navvies
when I was a young fellow.’8
Savige had been a senior cadet, so he volunteered for the First AIF on 6 March 1915, and
was posted to the 24th Infantry Battalion. He served at Gallipoli and was commissioned
as a second-lieutenant. He was one of the last to leave on the final night of the
evacuation.9 On the Western Front, Savige served in some of the AIF’s bloodiest battles:
Poziéres, Mouquet Farm and Second Bullecourt. The final phase of Savige’s war was
with Dunsterforce in Persia during 1918.10 Much has already been written on the epic of
Dunsterforce and Savige’s part in a fighting withdrawal which saved the lives of 60 000
Armenian and Assyrian Christian refugees.11 CEW Bean considered it ‘as fine as any
episode known to the present writer in the history of this war.’12 For his part, Savige was
awarded a Distinguished Service Order (DSO).
The Great War gave Savige an opportunity for advancement that would have been
unlikely five years earlier. Despite his rudimentary education and humble origins, Savige
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earned his commission, a DSO, an MC for his work during Bullecourt, and was thrice
mentioned in dispatches. Savige continued soldiering, joining the militia in 1920.13
The war stayed with Savige for the rest of his life. Much of what he learnt from the First
World War, informed his decisions during the Second World War. Although he looked
like a middle-aged businessman, Savige embodied those ‘digger’ characteristics of
loyalty and mateship. These were some of the reasons why he sought out the company of
other returned men, which led to him founding Legacy in 1923, and why he joined the
Returned Sailors and Soldiers Imperial League of Australia. One returned man in
particular, was to have a significant influence on Savige.
During the interwar period Savige became one of Blamey’s close friends, the two
frequently socialising together in Melbourne’s Naval and Military Club.14 Savige had
known Blamey since his days as a cadet, when Blamey had been his lieutenant.15 Colonel
Alfred Kemsley, another member of Blamey’s group, told Hetherington that Savige and
Blamey were close military associates who often drank together and ‘were men of a
kind.’16 Hetherington assessed Savige as ‘almost fanatically loyal to Blamey through bad
as well as good times.’17
Blamey was to need Savige’s friendship and unconditional support during a scandal in
1925. Blamey was then Victorian police commissioner. During a police raid on a brothel,
the police released a man when he told them he was a plainclothes constable and showed
them his badge, Police Badge 80. Badge 80 was on issue to Blamey. The story was then
leaked to the public, but Blamey had an alibi. At first, he foolishly claimed that his Badge
had been stolen. Upon later questioning, Blamey admitted lending his keys complete with
13
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Badge, to an old friend who had served under Blamey during the war. But as the man was
married with children and only visiting Melbourne, Blamey would not release his name.
Savige corroborated Blamey’s story, saying he had been with Blamey on the night in
question, and was prepared to support Blamey’s alibi.18 Savige’s willingness to support
Blamey, when many others turned against him, strengthened the bond between the two
men and, in return Blamey protected and acted as a patron to Savige during the Second
World War.
With the declaration of war, Savige was quickly chosen by Blamey to command the 17th
Infantry Brigade of the 6th Division, on 13 October 1939.19 The other senior officers in
Blamey’s 6th Division were Brigadier Arthur ‘Tubby’ Allen, commander of the 16th
Brigade, and Brigadier Leslie Morshead commander of the 18th Brigade. The division’s
artillery was under Brigadier Edmund ‘Ned’ Herring.
Though they were all accomplished men, the command of the 6th Division was marked
with factionalism, infighting and class snobbery. Morshead had taught at Melbourne
Grammar before the First World War. Herring, a barrister, was a Rhodes Scholar and
served in the British army during the war. Herring, Morshead, Lieutenant-Colonel Clive
Steele, the Division’s chief engineer, and their respective wives, were old friends. A
running joke of the three men saw Steele forever proclaiming the superiority of Scott’s
College, his former school, over Melbourne Grammar where Herring had attended as a
student and Morshead had taught. Savige and Allen were excluded from this social
clique. Fortunately the two liked and admired each other, becoming friends and allies.
Differences in educational, social or professional backgrounds can make people
supersensitive to prejudices and the two brigadiers suffered from this affliction. They
were especially suspicious of Herring whose family and education was so different to
their own and who moved in society’s elite circles. They were also jealous of Herring’s
relationship with Blamey; Allen because he feared Blamey, and Savige due to his own
close relationship with Blamey. Herring reciprocated poor opinions of Savige and Allen;
18
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he thought they had reached the limit of their achievement as brigadiers. Savige and
Allen shared similar opinions of the Staff Corps and their colleague, the flamboyant
regular officer Brigadier Horace ‘Red Robbie’ Robertson – whose 19th Brigade joined
the 6th Division, and whom Savige thought was ‘not so capable but can put it over.’20
In 1940, Savige travelled with the 17th Brigade to the Middle East. The brigade’s first
test was the battle for Bardia in January 1941, but it performed unevenly. The brigade’s
advance was criticised, described as ‘disorganised and tired’, and Savige’s ability to cope
with the fluid demands of modern warfare was doubted.21 The brigade was disappointed
with its performance and outcome, but Savige retained its confidence and support.22 The
rest of the Libyan Campaign frustrated and disappointed Savige. During the capture of
Tobruk, the 17th Brigade was used piece-meal, with its components dispersed over a
wide area, and as a pool of reinforcements for other brigades.23 Major-General Iven
Mackay, who followed Blamey as commander of the 6th Division, had promised Savige
a more prominent role, but Savige was continually disappointed, as time and again his
brigade was ordered to halt and allow Robertson’s 19th Brigade to lead the way. Savige
was ‘a modest man but he was a proud man too and super-sensitive.’24 He keenly felt that
20
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he was being victimised by the members of the Staff Corps, who were on Mackay’s staff,
as the Staff Corps, notably Frank Berryman who was then a colonel and Mackay’s senior
staff officer, who was the were doing all they could to ‘advance the prestige of
Robertson’.25 This was another example of the every present factionalism and rivalry that
existed within the 6th Division during its early phase of the war.
Unhappy, suspicious, and increasingly bitter, Savige retained command of his brigade for
another two campaigns, first in Greece during April, then during the battle for Damour
during the Syrian campaign in July 1941. Keating argued that the Greek campaign
highlighted Savige’s strongest leadership qualities. He was always at the ‘hottest spot’,
one officer recalled, and his personal example and bravery helped encourage his
soldiers.26 In late November, he was decorated for his part in the Libyan Campaign, but
the next month he learnt he was to return to Australia to become Director of Recruiting.27
Blamey had thought that this would be a good way of retiring Savige with honour. 28
Japan’s sudden entry into the war and rapid success saved Savige from obscurity and
gave him a chance to restore his military reputation. On 2 January 1942, it was
announced publicly that Savige was to be promoted to major-general and was given
command of the 3rd Australian Division.29 On 16 January, Savige took up his new
25
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command and went right into the AIF-militia conflict. Savige was unimpressed with the
quality and attitude of the militia officers. They ‘were the type who didn’t want to
fight’:30
I was really sick at heart when I saw the unreal outlook & effort which I could
only term as “Gathering mushrooms and chasing rabbits”. Bullshit, malingering,
social ambitions and bugger all in the way of getting on with the job was in full
cry.31
It was normal for a new commander to reorganise his staff, but, in this instance, Savige
felt his only solution was to ‘sack right & left’ and ‘obtain AIF people.’ He noted there
was a ‘powerful jealousy towards AIF or anything AIF’, but he dismissed this as simply
an ‘outward sign of inferiority complex’. Though there were problems with the officers,
Savige believed in the men. ‘I found the men & NCOs just the same honest to God blokes
we found in the AIF … & I have no doubt, we shall get places with them’.32 This
weeding out of poor officers proved to be crucial for improving the quality of the 3rd
Division; and the division proved its quality in 1943 during the Salamaua Campaign.
On 28 March 1944, Savige was promoted to lieutenant-general, and became commander
of NGF the following month.33 Savige then went on to lead II Corps.34
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During the Salamaua campaign an incident occurred that revealed Savige’s opinion about
himself, and his strengths and weakness as a commander. The commander of the US task
force operating in the area approached Savige, appealing for help in dealing with their
supply problems. The US officer recalled that ‘Savige would not talk about supply. He
waved his hand airily and said, “I don’t worry about supply problems – I leave that to
others. I fight battles.”’35
In Savige’s mind, a commander should train his men, look after their comfort and morale,
and lead them into battle. Dexter agreed with this assessment and considered that this was
one of Savige’s strengths. ‘The sight of the well-loved general toiling along the rugged
tracks’, Dexter wrote, ‘with his pack up and observing the battle area from the forward
observation posts gave a great boost to the spirits of the men. As he moved through the
units tin pannikins of tea were offered in such numbers that he could drink no more.’ 36
Salamaua was a slow and gruelling campaign; it was the type suited to Savige, where the
general’s contribution was through personal inspiration and concern for his troops’
welfare. Savige worked closely with his subordinates, conferring with his staff and local
commanders. This could only be done, Savige said, ‘because of the wonderful team spirit
which the difficulties of the day produced … we were all “Mates” in a team, and the plan
to obtain victory was the outcome of discussions on levels from Company Commander to
Divisional Command’.37
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Skilled and talented staff officers surrounded Savige; they were the ‘others’ to whom he
would leave supply problems and the like. This was a limited interpretation of
generalship and part of Savige’s weakness as a commander. It was no accident Savige
had a good staff. Blamey was ‘well aware of Savige’s military failings … and always
kept an outstanding staff officer close to him.’38
Savige took a tried and tested staff with him to Bougainville. His principal staff officer
was Alwyn Ragnar Garrett his Brigadier General Staff (BGS). A regular staff corps
officer, Garrett’s association with Savige began in April 1941 when Blamey sent Garrett
to act as Operations Staff Officer for Savige’s force in Greece. Here, Garrett acted as ‘a
sort of super BM’.39 In August 1943, he was appointed BGS NGF. Savige and Garrett
would work closely together for the rest of the war.40 Years later, Garrett told
Hetherington that his personal standing with Savige depended on whether or not he
agreed with Savige. ‘When I agreed I was “Ragnar”. When I didn’t I became
“Garrett.”’41 It could be testy relationship at times.
Working closely with Garrett was Brigadier Beauchamp Worters ‘Roly’ Pulver, the
Deputy Adjutant & Quartermaster General (DA&QMG). Pulver was II Corps’ chief
administrative officer. Also a staff corps officer, Pulver was Savige’s original BM in the
17th Brigade from 1939 to 1940. Holding a variety of staff positions, Pulver became
DA&QMG NGF in 1944, where he worked with Savige and Garrett.42
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Savige’s Personal Assistant and Aide-De-Camp were also from the 17th Brigade.43 Long
observed that Savige created strong loyalties: with his ‘easy manner he creates a happy
atmosphere on his staff’ and ‘he appears to avoid stiff or affected’ officers. Savige looked
on any officer or man who had been under his command as one of his family.44
Under Savige’s successful command in New Guinea during 1943 and 1944, the 3rd
Division won accolades and battle honours. The division’s subsequent commander
maintained this high standard. On 1 July 1944, Major-General William ‘Bill’ Bridgeford
assumed command of the division. With blue eyes and a fair complexion, Bridgeford was
a solid man who stood 6 feet 1 inch tall. He received this command only weeks before his
fiftieth birthday.45
The son of a baker, like Savige, Bridgeford mixed easily with his troops and was happiest
when in the field.46 He was a stern disciplinarian who did not suffer fools gladly, but
appreciated efficiency and initiative. He was always concerned about his men’s well
being, and he would often ask about their families and civilian life.47 Long noted that
Bridgeford looked like a ‘digger’, and ‘calls everyone high and low by their Christian
name.’ Everyone who served under him praised him as a firm, considerate, and practical
soldier. Even though Bridgeford did not the give the impression of being an ‘intellectual’,
his staff record showed his paper work was better than the average regular officer.48 He
was known as ‘Bill’ or ‘General Bill’, although Major-General Vasey referred to him as
‘Silver Spoon Bill’.49
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A permanent staff corps officer, Bridgeford had entered the Royal Military College,
Duntroon in 1913.50 Graduating from the accelerated course, Bridgeford enlisted in the
First AIF and was commissioned as a lieutenant in the 29th Infantry Battalion as a
machine gun officer on 1 July 1915. He was promoted to captain and posted to the 8th
Machine Gun Company in March 1916. He served in a variety of command and staff
positions, before being gassed while on the Somme in 1918. He returned to duty and
became a major in September 1918.51
The interwar period was a time of frustration and disappointment for many permanent
soldiers, with stalled promotion and tedious placements. Bridgeford faired better than
others; his skill in staff work and as an instructor marked him out as an officer of great
potential, and from January 1926 to January 1928, he attended the Staff College at
Quetta.52 He did well; his final report described him as above average. He displayed a
strong character and very good professional knowledge:
A man of marked personality with considerable influence on those he comes in
contact with. A hard conscientious worker with strong opinions and not afraid of
advancing them. A very live man with marked physical energy. Would do well on
any branch of the Staff.53
With the threat of war, Bridgeford was sent to the Imperial Defence College, London in
1938, and appointed Military Liaison Officer High Commissioners Office in August
1939. After the outbreak of war, he briefly commanded the newly raised 25th Infantry
Brigade in Britain before being transferred to the headquarters of the I Australian Corps
as DA&QMG. 54
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On the basis of Bridgeford’s service record it is clear he had the capacity and aptitude to
be a distinguished future commander. Long described Bridgeford as ‘a very successful
staff officer who would probably have made a great name as a com[mander] if he had had
a chance’. Long thought it was unfortunate that Blamey took Bridgeford to work on his
staff, because if Bridgeford had commanded the 25th Brigade in Syria he ‘would
probably have made a name, and have gained com[mand] of an AIF div before Stevens or
Wootten.’ Bridgeford’s rise peaked at the end of the Greek campaign when he lost favour
with Blamey. Blamey overheard Bridgeford criticise him, for adding his own son to the
last party flown out of Greece.55
It is not surprising that Bridgeford complained, as young Tom Blamey took Bridgeford’s
seat on the flight. Both Carlyon and Sydney Rowell, then Blamey’s chief-of-staff,
thought Bridgeford should have been evacuated with the rest of Blamey’s staff. Instead,
Blamey wanted Bridgeford to stay and take over Rowell’s job.56 Bridgeford did not
return to the field for almost two years.57
Over time Blamey tempered his attitude towards Bridgeford. Bridgeford was promoted to
major-general in April 1942, and received command of the 3rd Armoured Division the
following year.58 Blamey told Forde that Bridgeford was ‘considered a good field
commander and it is desired to give him an opportunity to command.’59 On 27 August
1943, Bridgeford was again posted to his old position as DA&QMG, this time to NGF.60
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In July 1944, he finally got his division. Even then, as Long noted in his diary, it was ‘in
a quiet area of NG’.61
Along with receiving a new commander, the 3rd Division was also reorganised for its
next campaign. The 7th and 29th Brigades joined the 15th Brigade. The 7th Australian
Infantry Brigade was under the command of Brigadier John Field, since 8 May 1942. He
was a ‘fine man’, recalled a young battalion liaison officer; ‘we all respected him despite
his nickname of Gracie’ – after the popular entertainer Gracie Fields.62 Savige thought
very highly of Field and graded him as the best commander on Bougainville. The two
went on to work together after the war.63
A little shorter and a little heavier than Savige, Field was a citizen soldier who displayed
a life-long interest in the military. Born in Castlemaine, Victoria, on 10 April 1899, his
father commanded the local militia battalion and Field was sworn in as its bugler when he
was only eleven. During the First World War, Field’s father refused to grant his
permission for his son to enlist in the AIF, maintaining that war ‘was no place for boys’.
His father was happy for Field to remain in the militia – seeing it as just a peacetime
army. In 1926, Field moved to Tasmania as an engineer, and in 1932 won the Australian
Military Board’s Gold Medal for an essay on the development of mechanised warfare.
Field was lecturing on engineering at the University of Tasmania and the Hobart
Technical College when war was declared. The following month, to Field’s great
‘elation’, Morshead seconded him for the 2/12th Battalion. Field admitted that his was a
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curious appointment, as he was the only unit commander who had not previously
commanded a battalion, and he had not even met Morshead previously.64 Field must have
been strongly recommended. He was well respected in the 2/12th Battalion, and had a
talent for organisation and training. He led the Battalion in England, through the siege of
Tobruk, onto Syria and then home to Australia.65 Field was rewarded with promotion and
command of the 7th Brigade.
With Australia under the threat of invasion and the general expansion of the AMF, Field
had been transferred to the militia in an attempt to give it the benefit of his up-to-date war
experience. This put him in good stead, as his men ‘knew he was a seasoned soldier’ and
the 7th Brigade respected him as a firm commander.66 Field set about in what he
described as, a ‘“shirt sleeves” job’, instructing the brigade. He found that all ranks had a
great capacity to learn, to work hard, and felt there were few of the ‘no-hopers’ who were
often attributed to the militia. Aware of the tension between the AIF and militia, Field’s
philosophy was well suited to his new command:
I set about my task in the belief that these Australians had the same characteristics
as others I had commanded. The same things amused or irked them; they would
be responsive to a lead; [sic] natural leaders would emerge from amongst them;
they would show variable reactions under stress. In short, the same cross-section
of personalities would be present as in the case of the AIF unit … Nothing could
be achieved by any ruthless policy which emphasised any sense of inferiority, but
only through measures designed to build up confidence in themselves and their
leaders. Subsequent events endorsed this view.67

64

Field’s father, Lieutenant-Colonel JWB Field, landed at Gallipoli on the first day of the
landing, was later wounded at Cape Helles then went on to command the 60th Infantry Battalion
of the 5th Division. ‘Warriors for the working day’, chapter 1, pp 1-7, Field papers, AWM,
MSS785, part 1.
65
Graeme-Evans, Of Storms and Rainbows, p v.
66
Interview Captain David Radford, 9th Battalion, 24 July 2003.
67
‘Warriors for the working day’, chapter 10, pp 5-6, Field papers, AWM, MSS785, part 1.

65

The Brigade’s 9th, 61st and 25th Battalions had acquitted themselves well at Milne Bay,
and about a third of the men in the brigade had been in action during the battle.68 Despite
the significance of Milne Bay, Field felt that the victory never received the recognition it
deserved. ‘It seems to have been “written down” by Macarthur [sic] to some extent’,
wrote Field. ‘To the best of my knowledge no Australian received a USA decoration for
this action, nor did GHQ request any Australian recommendations.’69 After Milne Bay,
Field’s 7th Brigade remained in the islands for seventeen months. The long break angered
Field, who told Long ‘it was difficult not to believe that the inactivity sprang from ideas
that had their roots in AIF snobbery. “Chokos” not good enough, satisfactory for local
garrisons or labouring tasks, and so on.’70 This AIF-militia rivalry was an issue that
would not go away, and remained a passionate issue.
Along with Field’s 7th Brigade, the 29th Australian Infantry Brigade was the other
addition to the 3rd Division. The 29th Brigade consisted of the 15th Battalion, the 42nd
Battalion and the 47th Battalion. Since 28 October 1942, the regular soldier Brigadier
Raymond Frederic ‘Ray’ Monaghan had commanded the Brigade. Like Field, Monaghan
had been promoted from the 7th Division because of his experience in the Syrian
campaign. ‘Mons’, as Field called him, ‘never did things by halves’.71 Monaghan was
described to Long as being ‘noisy, truculent and a constant swearer. He made a parade of
having no respect for higher formations, as for [sic] God or man.’72 Easily the most
colourful commander on the island, Monaghan got along well with the men. One soldier
described him as being ‘straight out, he didn’t muck around and [when] he said
something he meant it’.73
As Bridgeford would discover, however, Monaghan’s relationship with officers was not
always pleasant and he was sometimes difficult to work with. During the Bougainville
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campaign, Savige, who ‘got along famously, [with Monaghan] because I understood
him’, observed Monaghan’s relationships with his battalion commanders ‘was such that
poor men were “tops”, or good men were on the outer and forced to obtain transfers or
seek their discharge.’74
Born in Goulburn, NSW on 28 November 1898, Monaghan considered Brisbane to be his
home town. A graduate of Duntroon, Monaghan did not see action during the First World
War but served in the staff corps between the wars.75 When the 7th Division was raised in
April 1940, Monaghan served on the headquarters of the 21st Brigade. Four months later
he was placed in command of the 2/2nd Anti-Tank Regiment, a unit he would command
periodically until May 1942. Travelling with the 7th Division overseas, Monaghan was
the temporary commander of the 2/33rd Battalion and then the 2/2nd Pioneer Battalion
during the Syrian campaign.76 Monaghan’s aggressive and obstinate nature was clearly
evident. His tendency to lead from the front earned him the nicknames ‘Mad Mick’ and
‘Bull’. He was often seen racing about in his motorcycle and sidecar, carrying a
Thompson submachine gun. Monaghan’s ‘disconcerting habit of breathing down the
necks of platoon officers and Bren gunners when in action certainly kept them on their
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toes but many the worry the adjutant had when he could not find the CO.’77 Monaghan
had ‘been very bold’, considered the official historian, ‘perhaps too bold’.78
Monaghan took over the 29th Brigade on 27 October 1942. The Brigade first went into
combat during the Wau-Salamaua action and then again in the Ramu Valley operation.79
Despite these battle honours, it was inexperienced. The situation was not helped when,
just before embarking at Brisbane for Torokina, it was reinforced with about 1000
soldiers, whose average age was 20 years and 2 months. In the official history, Monaghan
is quoted saying that their training at Canungra had been so thorough that they ‘reacted
with almost miraculous quickness to conditions of battle’.80 Neither Savige nor
Bridgeford shared this opinion.
The 3rd Division’s most experienced force was the 15th Australian Infantry Brigade.
With its extensive service in the islands, Long surmised that it had marched over more of
New Guinea than any other Allied formation.81 Its three infantry battalions were the 24th
Battalion, the 58th/59th Battalion, and the 57th/60th Battalion.
Brigadier HH Hammer had commanded the 15th Brigade since 18 June 1943. Born in
Ballarat on 15 February 1905, Hammer was a militia officer who ‘was to prove one of the
most original and magnetic leaders of the AIF.’ He was a ‘colourful and buoyant
commander’ who had been the BM of the 16th Brigade in Greece before becoming the
commanding officer of the 2/48th Battalion in January 1942.82 The army and sport
dominated Hammer’s time. George Web recalled that Hammer:
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stood just over six feet, had close cut red hair, and stripped was a magnificent
physical specimen, and always absolutely fit. He was a natural sportsman and
excelled at amateur boxing, golf and swimming.83
Hammer’s motto was ‘Hard as Nails’, so the 2/48th Battalion called him ‘Tack’. Hammer
trained the battalion hard and led it during El Alamein.84 Returning with the 9th Division,
Hammer was quickly promoted to command of the 15th Brigade, then operating around
the Salamaua area. Brigadier John Wilton, GSO I at 3rd Division, recalled Hammer was
‘capable and resourceful’ and made a difference to the brigade.85 Hammer was
unimpressed with what he found upon assuming command. He thought the units had
weak leadership, and even went so far as to describe one of his battalions as ‘unshaven’
and as ‘poor as piss’.86 By the end of the campaign, however, Hammer had toughened the
brigade and connected with his men. ‘My men knew me as well as I knew them. I talked
to them on parade often. I saw them almost every day.’87 In Savige’s opinion, Hammer:
turned his Brigade [sic] from a poor one to one second to no other, be it AIF or
Militia. He bubbled over with enthusiasm which was contagious throughout his
Brigade. He used them well and looked after their comforts and interests, but he
was not a good team mate with his fellow Brigadiers [sic]. For my part, his
loyalty was ever present, and success was always with him.88
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Fighting alongside, but independently of the 3rd Division, were the 11th and 23rd
Australian Infantry Brigades. The 11th Brigade had spent the war in garrison duties, first
in northern Australia during 1942 and then Merauke in Dutch New Guinea in early 1943.
It thus had the distinction of being the only CMF force to serve outside Commonwealth
territory. Prior to the brigade’s move to Bougainville, the 55th/53rd Battalion joined the
26th Battalion and the 31st/51st Battalion to complete the brigade’s establishment.
Brigadier John Rowlstone Stevenson had commanded the brigade from 31 March 1943.
Born in Bondi on 7 October 1908, Stevenson was a Parliamentary Officer for the New
South Wales Parliament in peacetime.89 An original of the 2/3rd Battalion, he received its
command earlier than expected when, while he was second in command, the Battalion
Commander and his headquarters staff were captured during the early days of the Syrian
Campaign. Stevenson led his battalion well, commanding it until the end of the Kokoda
campaign when he suffered a shrapnel wound to his ear.90
Stevenson was proud of his Brigade and questioned Long’s assessment that Field’s 7th
and Hammer’s 15th Brigades were the best, as Savige ‘expressed his confidence on a
number of occasions in the 11th and considered the Brigade [sic] had carried out an
excellent operation with little support.’91 Though Stevenson’s campaign was not as
spectacular as Hammer’s proved to be, considering the limitations and difficult
conditions he had to work under, Stevenson did outstanding work. It was not only his
ability as a commander that impressed Savige, but also Stevenson’s loyalty which ‘was of
[the] highest order. At times, he was inclined to take risks which was a result of his
eagerness to get on with the job.’92
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Savige’s final brigade and its commander both had unfortunate histories. Brigadier
Arnold William ‘Pottsy’ Potts was born on the Isle of Man on 16 September 1896, and
immigrated with this family to Australia in 1904. At the outbreak of the Great War, he
was working as a farm hand in Western Australia, and enlisted in the AIF as a private in
January 1915. Serving with the 16th Battalion for the duration of the war, he fought on
Gallipoli, was commissioned in 1916, wounded twice on the Western Front and was a
captain by 1917.93
With the raising of the 2/16th Battalion in April 1940, Potts was one of its original
company commanders, and was the second in command during the Syrian campaign. He
became the battalion’s commanding officer after the campaign.94 During the fighting
withdrawal along the Kokoda Track, from August to October 1942, Potts was placed in
command of Maroubra Force. His subordinates well remembered Potts’s abilities. ‘Potts
was an inspiring leader’ recalled Lieutenant-Colonel Frank Sublet. ‘He was quite fearless
and endeared himself to his officers and men by sharing danger and discomfort with them
… he showed himself constantly to his troops, and this did a great deal to sustain morale.’
Lieutenant-Colonel Ralph Honner thought Potts ‘had a magical, yet natural, charisma of
leadership that inspired confidence and loyalty and devotion.’95 Potts did the best he
could with the resources available to him, but he could not stop the Japanese thrust. He
was sacked from his command and sidelined. The sacking remains a matter of
controversy although most historians agree that he was made a scapegoat by Allied high
command.96 He was given command of the 23rd Brigade.
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The 23rd Australian Infantry Brigade was formed in 1940 as part of the 8th Division, but
in the early months of 1942, the brigade’s battalions were captured on Rabaul, Ambon
and Timor. The brigade was reformed with militia units and, under Potts’s command
from 18 October 1942, spent the following two years in garrison duties in the Northern
Territory, Queensland and a rear area in New Guinea. Potts was about to lead the 7th, 8th
and 27th Australian Infantry Battalion to another quiet area, in Bougainville’s Outer
Islands.
This frustrated Potts who wanted a more active role. He was known as a very aggressive
commander who ‘wanted to go and get at the enemy’.97 Potts saw the Bougainville
campaign as a chance to restore his reputation. Throughout the campaign, Savige was to
find Potts a problem, with him having to continually rein in Potts’s plans for offensives.
Savige described Potts as a character apart from the rest. ‘His personal courage was
unsurpassed and his genial nature drew one to him. However, his zeal to be on patrol or
with the leading section denied him control of operations which led me to constant fear of
some disaster overtaking his troops.’98
That Blamey had selected Savige for Bougainville served as a strong indication of how
Blamey thought the campaign should be conducted: in slow and tedious advances, with
constant patrolling and small-scale actions, where the Corps commander’s main
challenge would be man management. It was one that would suit Uncle Stan’s strengths
as a commander.
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Savige could be obstreperous, and given his history of feuding with some officers and the
size and pressure of the campaign, there was the potential that this behaviour could
continue on Bougainville. The chances of this were minimised, however, by the quality
and nature of the men he had gathered around him, who, equally importantly, shared
some of Savige’s characteristics. Blamey had made sure that these were men who could
work with Savige. Despite being staff corps officers, Bridgeford and Monaghan easily
mixed with the men, and whether on the Western Front or the track to Kokoda,
Bridgeford, Potts and Stevenson had demonstrated their personal bravery. Just as Savige
had done in Great War, Hammer, Monaghan and Potts, had a tendency to lead from the
front. Savige was impressed with Stevenson’s professionalism and his loyalty. Field also
displayed these qualities, with he and Savige becoming friends and postwar colleagues. It
was Field’s brigade that would fire the first shots of the campaign. First, though, the II
Corps had to take over the base at Torokina.
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Chapter 4

‘Away to the north of Queensland
On the tropic shores of hell,
Stand grimfaced men who watch and wait
For a future none can tell.’1
The campaign takes shape: Torokina and the Outer
Islands
Initial planning for the campaign
On 10 August 1944, Blamey held a conference in Brisbane to discuss the future role
of the Australian Military Force (AMF). The deployment of the Australian army had
to be restructured to meet MacArthur’s orders. Lieutenant-General Sturdee’s First
Army would replace New Guinea Force (NGF) and would be in charge of all
operations in New Guinea and Bougainville. Savige would take NGF’s headquarters’
staff to form the headquarters of II Corps.2 Sturdee would be Savige’s superior
officer.
After the conference, Savige returned to Lae on 16 August and spent the next two
days in meetings with Major-General Bridgeford, commander of the 3rd Division, and
1
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senior staff officers. Repeating Blamey’s orders, Savige stated that the role of the
AMF was to protect US naval and air installations and to ‘maintain limited pressure
on the enemy.’3 II Corps would relieve the XIV US Corps, then move on to active
defence and finally undertake future offensive operations.4 From the very outset,
Blamey and Savige were thinking of aggressive action in these by-passed areas.
In the first of a series of reconnaissance trips, Savige and his principal staff officers,
Brigadiers Garrett and Pulver, flew to Torokina on 20 August for an inspection and to
discuss with Major-General Oscar Griswold, commander of the XIV US Corps, the
Australian takeover.5 Savige spent two days at Torokina, with Griswold showing him
around the base, before taking a tour of Treasury Island on 23 August. Savige and
party returned to Lae the following day.6
Savige provided his first impressions of Bougainville in a letter to Lieutenant-General
John Northcott, Chief of the General Staff. Savige was surprised at how little
patrolling the Americans had done, and that deep patrolling was only just beginning.
This was in direct contrast to the normal Australian practice of frequent, deep,
patrolling. The Americans knew very little about the Japanese. Savige wrote, it
‘would appear that, since his defeat in Mar[ch]’, when the Japanese launched their
failed counter attack, ‘the jap [sic] is not offensively minded. His chief concern is to
provide food to exist, and he appears to be busily engaged on work in his gardens.’7
The US Marines, who had established Torokina in November 1943, had been
reinforced and then replaced by the US Army’s XIV Corps. XIV Corps consisted of
the 37th Infantry Division and the Americal Division. II Corps had the task of
relieving more than 60 000 American troops.8 There were also two Corsair squadrons
of the Royal New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF) from the New Zealand Air Task Force
who flew out of Piva, the main airfield on Bougainville, and gave support to the army.
During the Australian campaign, two more RNZAF squadrons were sent to
3
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Bougainville. Cooperating with the RNZAF was the No 84 Army Co-operation Wing,
Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF). The First Marine Air Wing on Green Island also
supported operations.9
The Torokina perimeter extended for 13.6 miles around the base and was four miles
wide at its broadest point with the Americal Division on the right and the 37th
Division on the left. The perimeter was a continuous line of pillboxes and machine
gun positions, connected by wire and mine fields.10 The Americans were not in
contact with the Japanese anywhere along the perimeter and it was assumed the
Japanese had adopted a policy of ‘live and let live’. The most forward US position
was George Hill, on the Numa Numa Trail, with the Japanese just 200 yards away on
Little George Hill. In the south, US troops held the north bank of the Jaba River,
while the Japanese occupied the south bank.11
The Americans also occupied Green, Emirau, Munda and Treasury Islands. These
islands were referred to as the Outer Islands. Although the Japanese were on some of
the surrounding islands, the chance of a Japanese attack was slim. The Japanese had
not threatened the Outer Islands ‘either by air or sea since their occupation.’12 They
were garrisoned by the black troops of the 93rd US Division, a reflection of both the
status of the division and the belief that the Outer Islands were considered a quiet
area.
In March 1944, as part of an experiment into the fighting abilities of black American
soldiers, elements of the 93rd Infantry Division joined XIV Corps at Torokina. Unlike
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Australia, where Aboriginal and Torres Straight Islanders were integrated into the
AMF, black troops working in segregated units in the US Army, usually serving in
the rear as transport, service or labour. Many white officers believed that blacks were
inferior soldiers – they questioned their intelligence and courage. In April 1944,
soldiers from 93rd Division were given a combat role and began patrolling. They
initially performed well, but on 6 April one company patrol unexpectedly came across
a Japanese position. The attack quickly broke down due to a combination of poor
communication, leadership and inexperience. Confusion became panic, and the
company hastily withdrew, leaving behind their dead. Some threw away their
weapons.
This company firefight had devastating consequences for black combat units in
SWPA. Rumours began circulating almost immediately, and with each retelling the
actions of the black soldiers became worse. The story was used as evidence that black
soldiers could not fight. No black units were given a combat role in SWPA for the rest
of the war. The 93rd Division was reassigned to the Outer Islands.13
It was not the first time that ‘green’ troops had made a mistake. The first American
division to go into action in Papua, the 32nd Division at Buna, performed very poorly.
Some men ignored orders, while others abandoned their weapons and ran away.14
Inexperience was an excuse for white soldiers, but not their black comrades. The 32nd
Division, a white unit, was given another chance to redeem itself and went on to have
a very active war in SWPA. The 93rd Division was not given the same opportunity. It
is hard not to imagine the frustration and disappointment the men of the 93rd Division
must have been felt as they were sidelined from any chance of seeing active service,
essentially because of the prejudice and racism of white US Army officers.
The policy of live and let live adopted by the Americans on Bougainville was clearly
reflected in a story told by a GI from the 37th Division. At the baseball field near the
Piva airstrip:
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someone noticed a raggedy-assed Jap way out in the shadows of the jungle off
right field watching a game. Field glasses later verified this supposition. He
came back for other games and was soon a regular fan … There was no easy
way to get to him and no officers of the “gung-ho” variety were informed.
Besides, the 37th GI’s figured “He can’t be all bad;” besides, he somehow
managed to root for 37th teams, showing his approval of hits and runs for the
home team!15
The Americans’ lack of interest in the enemy frustrated at least one Australian
Intelligence officer. Major W McKnox went to Bougainville to obtain all available
information about the Japanese from XIV Corps Intelligence section, only to discover
that there was little to learn. The Americans estimated there were 11 000 Japanese
troops on Bougainville, of which only 2000 were combat troops, although McKnox
found that the Americans were ‘unable to produce any facts on which to base this
estimate.’ Nor had they kept accurate lists of Japanese units.16
The Americans were obviously uninterested in the Japanese and uninterested in plans
for future operations. Instead, they were content to defend the Torokina Perimeter,
confidently believing that the Japanese were a spent force.
Griswold looked forward to the handover, describing the conferences with Savige and
his staff as ‘pleasant and satisfactory.’ The two generals had agreed on Lend-Lease
arrangements for the handover of US Army property to the Australians, subject to
approval from GHQ. Refrigeration space would be made available to II Corps to
provide fresh produce, with the Americans leaving behind about 35 000 cubic feet of
refrigeration. Signal equipment, including wire, would be left in place for the
Australians, although some parts of the communication system would be removed.17
The difference between the Americans and Australians could not have been greater.
Savige was already thinking aggressively. Impressed with two Fijian Infantry
15
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Battalions, he asked if they could remain as they ‘would be invaluable’ for ‘cleaning
up’ Bougainville and the Solomons. Savige was enthusiastic about his new command.
‘Everything is well in hand and I am sure that the change over will go smoothly
provided no spanners are thrown in the works by GHQ’. 18
Northcott disappointed Savige by informing him that South Pacific Command would
not release the Fijian battalions. Northcott also warned Savige that any request for
additional units would have to be ‘closely examined, as it is quite unlikely that such
will be available unless 1 Corps go without.’19 The following month, Blamey’s Land
Headquarters (LHQ) informed NGF that the additional units it had requested, another
commando squadron and more artillery, would not be approved, as this would mean
reducing I Corps’ strength. NGF might even have to lose one of its units, as the 2/11th
Field Regiment was ‘to be made available to 1 Aust Corps during future operations if
so desired.’ But LHQ would investigate the possibility of getting a machine gun
battalion ‘as a result of certain reorganisations’.20
Savige was informed from the outset that his campaign was not a priority. The I
Australia Corps, with its AIF divisions, would remain Australia’s preferred sword
arm, despite the fact that it was languishing in Australia waiting for a task. First Army
would go without, despite being deployed in New Guinea for active operations. First
Army would just have to make do with what it had – because theirs was just a
‘mopping-up’ operation.
By the end of August 1944, preparations and expectations for the move to
Bougainville were intensifying.21 Despite knowing the American and LHQ’s lack of
17
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interest, Savige thought the campaign was worth fighting. He already had some
‘concrete views’ on what the mission should be and in a letter to Northcott, he clearly
indicated a preference for going on the offensive:
Whatever is expected of us is entirely on the role given by the C-in-C. It may
be purely static, or garrison duties; or, on the other hand; offensive to clear up
the Jap in order to free us for other projected operations … If it is a matter of
eliminating the Jap, and denying him his present profitable action of
containing large forces by comparatively few of his own, I think we can
manage that all right. I would be disappointed if we were unable to clean him
up, or render him impotent as a fighting force, by the end of next June.
The fulfilment [sic] of these desires will provide valuable operational
experience for Commanders, Staffs, and troops. This action will defeat the
deteriorating effect on troops who are not actively employed … the sequence
of events, as I see it, follows action below.
a) Relief of US Forces.
b) Find the enemy and discover what he is doing and how he shapes.
This envisages normal patrolling and long range patrolling.
c) Clean him up.22
Northcott replied that he had discussed the matter with Blamey, who agreed ‘very
largely with your outlook’. But, Northcott continued, ‘once further reconnaissance
and information regarding the position of the enemy over there has been obtained, and
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our requirements more definitely known, we will be able to give you a direction
which will clarify your role.’23
Savige’s largest formation would be Bridgeford’s 3rd Division. An appreciation for
Bridgeford, dated 12 September, stated that the division’s objective would be to
‘destroy the enemy forces on Bougainville Island.’ It was assumed that the Japanese
were a demoralised force, ‘suffering from a shortage of medical supplies and a largely
vegetable diet.’ From the 13 500 Japanese troops now thought to be on the island,
9300 were base or rear area troops, and many units referred to on the enemy Order of
Battle were now non-existent. Conversely, the Australians out numbered the enemy
and were ‘fresh, well supplied with food stuffs, ammunition and medical attention and
their morale [was] first class.’ The Allies had complete air superiority and the base at
Torokina allowed the Australians to strike in any direction. The Australians also had
the element of surprise, as both the US Forces and Japanese were content with a
‘laisser faire’ [sic] policy. It was ‘reasonable to assume that this inactivity has
developed in the enemy a false sense of security’.24
This report formed the basis of the appreciation Bridgeford presented on 25
September, outlining his preferred plan. During November, he wanted the 2/8th
Commando Squadron and units from the 7th Brigade to carry out intensive patrols to
discover Japanese positions and track conditions. The Numa Numa Trail would be
upgraded into a jeep track and in December, the Torokina-Jaba-Buin track would also
be developed. With the arrival of the landing craft company at Torokina, two brigades
would undergo amphibious training, to be completed by 15 January 1945. Bridgeford
wanted the 3rd Division to be ready for offensive action by 1 February.25 Although
there would be no large-scale amphibious landings, operations otherwise played out
as Bridgeford had forecast.
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Although Savige and Bridgeford had a general idea of how the campaign would take
shape, Sturdee, their superior, was not convinced that the campaign should be an
offensive one. Following Blamey’s conference in August 1944, Sturdee issued a
policy directive stating First Army’s role would be ‘to protect naval, air, and base
installations in these areas, observe and report enemy dispositions and movements,
and to neutralise the Japanese forces, seizing every opportunity for their
destruction’.26 This order could be read offensively, however, Sturdee wanted
clarification of First Army’s role from Blamey. So on 18 October, Blamey, in his
Operational Instruction No.66, outlined his policy and ordered: ‘offensive action to
destroy enemy resistance as opportunity offers without committing major forces.’27
The contradictory nature of this uncharacteristically vague order from Blamey is
apparent, and it confused its recipients.
Blamey’s reputation was built on the clear and accurate orders he drafted during the
Great War.28 Similarly, Blamey’s former aide-de-camp, Colonel Carlyon,
remembered Blamey’s ‘ready, vigorous and crystal-clear flow of orders, appreciations
and general correspondence from his pen.’29 Brigadier L Barham, Blamey’s chief
operations staff officer at LHQ, recalled that he had written numerous orders, all
rejected by Blamey because they explicitly ordered an offensive. Yet when Blamey
saw Sturdee and his commanders he orally ordered offensive operations.30 Clearly,
Blamey knew going on the offensive in these so called by-passed areas would be
controversial, so he was reluctant to put his true intentions in writing.
Not surprisingly, Sturdee asked Blamey to clarify the phrase ‘without committing
major forces’. Sturdee was cautious and wanted to control his local commanders,
making sure that they did not over commit themselves or incur needless casualties for
negligible results. As far as Sturdee was concerned:
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the Jap Garrisons are at present virtually in POW Camps but feed themselves,
so why incur a large number of Australian casualties in the process of
eliminating them … I should like some guidance as to the extent of the
casualties that would be justified in destroying these Jap Garrisons.
The real problem, Sturdee continued, was with Bougainville ‘where already there are
signs of commanders spoiling, quite laudably, for an all in fight with the resources at
their disposal.’31 Blamey replied:
My conception is that action must be of a gradual nature. In the first place our
information is imperfect. Before any very definite plans can be made for the
destruction of the enemy resistance, it is essential that this information should
be greatly enlarged.32
This meant two overlapping phases of patrolling. The first phase would use ‘native
troops’ to push ‘into the wild’ to ascertain the position and strength of the Japanese. If
this phase were successful, light forces, functioning as fighting patrols, would deal
with the enemy piecemeal. ‘By such means as these it should be possible, first, to
locate the enemy and continually harass him, and, ultimately, prepare plans to destroy
him.’33 Once the enemy was definitely located, amphibious landings and even air
drops could also be used. The reason for the restrictions, Blamey wrote, was that he
did not want to formulate plans for a definite advance against main areas of enemy
resistance that would result in heavy casualties:
I quite appreciate the desire of commanders for an all-on fight, but the present
lack of information and the fact that the enemy strength is unknown on the
island make it most desirable that there should be a complete probe and a
better knowledge gained before any large commitment is undertaken.
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I fully appreciate the undesirability of retaining troops in a perimeter,
particularly our Australian troops, over a long period, since this is certain to
destroy the aggressive spirit which is essential against the Japanese. I hope,
therefore, that there will be a considerable increase in our activity along the
lines I have indicated above.34
As a result of Blamey’s letter, Sturdee issued a new instruction on 13 November. Due
to the general lack of information on the enemy’s strength and disposition throughout
First Army’s area, Sturdee considered it unwise to undertake any major offensive
operations; to do so would court heavy casualties that the AMF could not afford. In
order to obtain the required information, maintain the offensive spirit of the troops,
and press the enemy, Sturdee ordered limited offensive operations consisting of
patrols and minor raids by sea or air. Operations to destroy the enemy would not be
undertaken without approval of his headquarters. Sturdee wanted II Corps to continue
its relief of the American forces in Bougainville and the Outer Islands and continue
the neutralisation of the Japanese. This was to be done by ‘vigorous patrolling and
harassing action, demoralis[ing] the enemy and discover[ing] his strength and
dispositions, so that plans may be made for later major offensive operations for his
destruction.35
Despite the ambiguity of Blamey’s orders, it is clear, however, that the Australians
never gave any serious consideration to adopting a defensive or static garrison role on
Bougainville. While Sturdee had his doubts, Savige had no problems interpreting
Blamey’s wishes. Savige may have had an understanding with Blamey, with a nudge
and a wink, as to what was expected of him. Savige and Bridgeford expected to seek
out and destroy the enemy.
It would have been difficult for Savige and Bridgeford not to attack the enemy. They
were men who helped shape, and were imbued with, the offensive spirit of the First
AIF, described by Long as the doctrine of press on, master no-man’s land and attack
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at every favourable opportunity.36 Savige and Bridgeford would be, after all,
implementing Blamey’s policy of ‘destroy[ing] enemy resistance as opportunity
offers’.37
Savige could cite, too, the order of 21 September, when MacArthur tasked First Army
with defending the air and naval installations and continuing the ‘neutralization [sic]
of Japanese forces … seizing every opportunity for the destruction of hostile forces.’38
Savige was certain that he was following MacArthur’s directive. Savige argued that it
‘firmly stated that enemy forces within our area of responsibility were to be
destroyed.’39
Yet Savige has been unfairly criticised for the campaign on Bougainville. After the
war, Lieutenant-General Frank Berryman, who was no friend of Savige, told Long
that he thought Blamey had been influenced by Savige’s ‘optomistic [sic] forecasts’
for an offensive operation.40 John Hetherington took Berryman’s comments further,
seeing Savige as a man ‘burning to end his military career in a swirl of action’.41
Keogh stated that it was Savige’s intention to engage in a major offensive. But as
Blamey and Sturdee would have received copies of Savige’s instructions soon after
they were issued and as neither tried to curtail his aggressive spirit, Keogh reasonably
concluded that they ‘approved of the proposals.’42
Savige knew that he did not have the means to conduct a major offensive; hence he
tightly controlled the deployment and use of his troops. Savige later explained to
Long the strategy he developed. ‘The only solution I could find was based on
economy of force, and building up a firm base on attaining an objective from which to
launch the next attack.’43
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Savige also concentrated on achieving the best results with a minimum of casualties.44
In February 1945, Savige told Bridgeford that their ‘action must be of tactics to
reduce casualties’, rather ‘than rushing in to show bigger and better results’.45
Consequently, Bridgeford told two of his battalion commanders to take things slowly,
as there was no hurry and casualties were to be kept low.46 Savige warned one
battalion commander, Lieutenant-Colonel George Smith, that ‘If you waste one man’s
life unnecessarily I’ll “snarler” [Services No Longer Required] you a bloody sight
quicker than you can get back to your battalion.’47 To describe this as a ‘swirl of
action’ is an overstatement. It was a controlled action, of a plodding nature with
limited casualties.
Going to the islands
Preparation for the move to Bougainville went reasonably smoothly. The first
Australian troops arrived at Torokina in September, with the advance party from the
4th Australian Base Sub-Area on 8 September. Its advance headquarters opened three
days later. In an important yet unglamorous role, the 4th Base Sub-Area provided the
base establishment and maintenance for II Corps, building the latrines, kitchens,
stores and offices required by the corps’ headquarters. They also prepared for the
arrival of field units.48 By the first week of October, the Australian base was
sufficiently established to receive the first units from Australia.49
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Throughout October, more Australians continued to arrive. Components from the
29th and 7th Brigades, the 3rd Division headquarters, and the 2/8th Commando
Squadron arrived,50 as did the male personnel from the 2/1st Australian General
Hospital, who began clearing the site for the 1200 bed hospital near the American war
cemetery.51
The actual relief of the Americans, however, was still some weeks away. While
advance units slowly arrived, their main bodies languished behind in camps in New
Guinea and Queensland. The shipping needed by II Corps was either being used or
husbanded for the American campaign in the Philippines. The lack of shipping
delayed the build up of Savige’s force for months.
On 3 December, Savige complained that the US 37th and Americal Divisions were
still waiting for their transfer, while he was still waiting for the rest of his corps. Only
the 7th Brigade and the 15th Battalion of the 29th Brigade were on the island. ‘I have
given up guessing when the remainder of 29 Bde and 11 Bde will arrive and have
come to the conclusion that the only safe thing to do is to wait until the ships carrying
them actually arrive in the port here.’ Savige was also concerned by the lack of fresh
food, particularly meat, butter and vegetables, as the troops had not had any fresh
supplies since they arrived.52
Living up to their reputation for being generous, Savige happily reported that the
Americans had handed over 20 000 pounds of fresh meat and other perishables. This,
as well as the 4000 pounds of meat Sturdee arranged to be flown to the island from
Lae, improved the situation.53 The 29th Brigade arrived in mid-December followed by
the 11th Brigade, but II Corps was still not complete.54
II Corps’ most urgent need was still not relieved. In February 1945, Brigadier Pulver
told Long that after three and a half months their base was still not established
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because of the lack of shipping. They were ‘still crying out for mechanical
equipment’. ‘Our problem’, Pulver continued, ‘in one word is shipping.’55 Long wrote
in his notebook, that despite the large size of the operation:
so slender is the supply of shipping that even rations were recently
disturbingly low; the outer islands are just managing on supplies provided by
an old wooden steamer; the one landing craft company has only one-half of its
complement of craft … Yet for more than a year, when there was barely
contact with the Japanese force on the island, there were 50,000 troops here,
much shipping, large air forces, a lavishly-equipped base.56
II Corps also lacked the small vessels needed to supply the troops along the coast and
in the Outer Islands. The 42nd Landing Craft Company was under strength and did
not have its full complement of barges or landing craft. It instead operated a motley
flotilla of twelve Australian craft, twelve from the US Navy, and five from the Royal
Navy.57
The shipping shortage confirmed the secondary status accorded Bougainville,
especially by MacArthur’s GHQ. Lieutenant-General Northcott told Long that the
Americans were not releasing enough Australian ships to ensure Bougainville was
adequately supplied. Northcott continued, that at Hollandia ‘there was an immense
amount’ of shipping lying idle, and that the problem was with the Australian
Government who ‘would not stand up to’ the Americans.58 The situation only
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improved gradually. By 30 June 1945, 171 craft had been moved to Bougainville.59
By this time, there was also a ferry service, with two daily runs from Torokina to
Motupena in the south, and one run every second day from Torokina to Soroken in
the north.60
In the Outer Islands
The energetic Brigadier Potts had been sent to the Outer Islands, and he opened the
23rd Brigade headquarters on the atoll of Green Island, about 160 miles from
Torokina, on 27 September. Before he left for the Outer Islands, Brigadier Potts noted
a change in the attitude of his battalions, due to the prospect of active service. He
described the 7th as having ‘gone nervous’ whist the 27th were ‘awakening from their
dreams’. Potts himself was also looking forward to his next campaign, having had
enough of garrison duties, but he was to be disappointed. 61
The 93rd US Division was relieved by 1 October 1944, as it was destined for another
garrison role on Morotai. Potts placed the 27th Battalion on Green Island, the 8th on
Emirau, one company from the 7th went to Munda with the rest of the battalion on
Treasury.62 Potts’s men were to protect the US Naval and Air installations on the
islands.63 As noted earlier, the Japanese occupied some of the surrounding islands, but
with no aircraft or naval vessels, they did not threaten the US bases.
There was little for the Australians to do. The Outer Islands were, as Bill Edgar put it,
‘a backwater’, but there was some excitement. 64 As well as guarding the US airfield
on Green Island, the monotony of the 27th Battalion’s posting was broken with raids
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on the surrounding islands still occupied by the Japanese, launched from US navy PT
boats. One soldier wrote that these excursions, or beach strafing runs, ‘proved not
only to be interesting, but an exciting adventure’.65 The 7th Battalion had a similar
experience on the Treasury Islands and Munda. One patrol captured the last Japanese
soldier on Mono.66
For the 8th Battalion on Emirau, however, there were no amphibious adventures – just
training. Men volunteered for work in the harbour, unloading cargo ships, to escape
the monotony of drill. Sergeant Norm Strange wrote, ‘I believe that war could be
described as a period of great boredom interspersed with moments of great
excitement. However, we did not experience any excitement on this small island.’67
Potts feared ‘that this static garrison role’ would lower the morale and efficiency of
his brigade.68 He went to the Outer Islands to see the situation for himself. Sturdee
agreed with Potts and informed Blamey that the 23rd Brigade was merely guarding
airfields and the possibility of a Japanese attack was remote. Sturdee asked if the
2/2nd Guard Battalion and/or the Papuan or New Guinea Infantry Battalions could
replace the brigade, thus making it available for operations on Bougainville.69
Blamey replied that the guard battalion was already distributed among various
headquarters and the ‘native troops’ were needed for reconnaissance, but he would
consider the matter further. Long believed Sturdee was probably influenced by Potts
in making this proposal. ‘It was natural that Potts should seek a more active part for
his force, among who were still some who had volunteered for foreign service more
than four years before.’70
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For good reason, Potts feared that this lack of activity would affect morale. For
Australian infantry, even ‘mopping-up’ was better for morale than static garrison
work. In the coming months, Potts was to cause Savige many headaches, as the corps
commander had to restrain the brigadier from what Savige thought were ‘hair brained
adventures’ for plans to attack the Japanese on nearby islands.71
Torokina
While the lack of action and facilities in the Outer Islands made life tedious and
boring, it was the opposite in Torokina, the centre of the Bougainville campaign.
Sailing to Bougainville, almost every soldier had to go through Torokina. Corporal
Trevor Harper, a Kokoda veteran, recalled his first impressions.
I had never seen so many ships in my life. We sailed in there and this huge
armada of ships in the bay, of course they were evacuating the American
personnel. It was just a nice bay with a lovely little sandy beach and not a
great surf, very, very flat surf, jungle clad hills and that completely different to
Port Moresby.72
Harper’s is an ironic description, considering Savige’s and Blamey’s criticisms about
the shortage of shipping, but it highlights the difference in views between
commanders and men. To a corporal, whose responsibilities were to his section, the
assembled ships would have been an ‘armada’. But to a lieutenant-general, waiting for
the arrival of his corps, the ships were frustratingly few.
There were mixed emotions on board these troopships, as officers and men
contemplated their future. Writing in his journal, Sergeant John Ewen recorded
feelings that were probably common. Ewen had been in the army for four years, yet
had never been in action. He wondered how he would react in combat. The most
important question was ‘whether or not I would live through the campaign, well that
is still in the lap of the Gods’.73
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Captain David Radford described the mood of the 9th Battalion as ‘resigned to the
fact that there was still fighting to do’. They ‘had the view that the war would go on
for a while yet and that the Japanese forces had to be contended with one way or
another’.74 Private Tod Schacht recalled that they ‘were young and disciplined and
about to engage the enemy in battle – ours was not to reason why.’75 Their
commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel GR Matthews, was keen to get on with the
job – describing the time waiting for their transport ship as ‘the worst period I have
yet spent in the army.’76
Not all however, shared Matthews’s keenness. Lieutenant-Colonel WR Dexter,
commanding officer of the 61st Battalion, remembered that the ‘view from the ship
didn’t look inviting – just another jungle clad, uncivilised, comfortless, malaria ridden
island. Whatever motivated the Jap to occupy such places!’ When an American
officer asked Dexter about the Australians’ role, Dexter said ‘we had bloody minded
generals who would undoubtedly go on the offensive’. The American replied ‘Leave
them alone Aussie as we do, they are happy on the other side of the island and we are
happy here.’77
Corporal Nev Larson described how the troops disembarked. ‘Having anchored
offshore, a stream of barges lined up alongside. It was great fun climbing down the
nets in full marching order with the barges rising and falling 10-15 feet on the swell.’
When ashore ‘we formed up in battalions and marched down the main road past a
saluting dais where USA and Australian “Brass” took the salute.’78
The harbour was always hectic. Surveying the scene in February 1945, Long wrote in
his diary that the ‘story of this campaign must record the hotch-potch of water craft
with which, at this late stage of the war, it is being carried on’. He saw Australian,
American and even British landing craft, various naval vessels, and a yacht, assault
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boats, and ‘native canoes’.
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built and operated the 3rd Floating Dock, and Sydneysiders would have recognised
the old Sydney show boat, now designated the AV Kalang, being used as a major
repair marine workshop.80
Bougainville’s rugged landscape, with its mountain ranges running the length of the
island, was impressive. Towering over Torokina, surrounded by mist, was the huge
volcano Mount Bagana. The first thing Private Jack Stevens saw:
was a cloud of smoke on the horizon … as we got into … Empress Augusta
Bay, the boat – there was no wharf there – you had to moor out in the bay and
be ferried ashore. All we could see was this – up on the ridge of the mountains
which formed the backbone of the island was an active volcano with smoke
just pouring out of it.81
Bagana was always rumbling and smoking. Lieutenant Ted Butt remembered he
could look across and ‘see the smoke and flames at night from my tent.’82 Gunner
Ken Cotter recalled that the volcano’s tremors and periodic eruptions caused sand to
fall on the occupants of trenches and holes, while the ash it spewed out caused
‘everybody to get sore eyes’.83 Sister MacFarlane from the 2/1st AGH remembered
Bagana erupted one night and it was ‘an awe-inspiring sight in the darkness, great red
flames and rocks hurtling to the sky and flaming lava flowing down the sides of the
volcano’. There was a real possibility that patients would have to be evacuated out by
sea, but fortunately Bagana settled down.84 Lance-Sergeant Len Ransome found the
frequent earth tremors quite ‘unnerving’, especially when they happened at night.
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After a while though ‘we became accustomed to these tremors, and unless they were
severe, they would go more or less unnoticed.’85
Matching the foreboding and violence of the landscape were the still visible
reminders of the battle for Torokina beachhead and the Japanese counter attack. One
veteran described the scene as ‘absolutely blasted and razed before the invasion.
There wasn’t very much tall timber or anything around the actual beachhead itself.’
Another remembered all he ‘could see was these things up like telegraph poles, they
were coconut trees with no tops on ‘em. Every one of them had the top blown off
‘em.’86 Many were peppered with bullet holes. Japanese fox holes, as well as slit and
communication trenches, were still visible, though many were covered by foliage or
filled with sand. There were ‘countless battle scars, silent but convincing evidence of
the devastating assault which preceded the capture and exploitation of [the] beach
heads.’ One road sign read “‘You are now entering the area where the 2nd Bn
knocked hell out of the Sons of Nippon.” March-April.’87
A battalion historian described Torokina as a ‘labyrinth of roads through dense
undergrowth about 10 ft high with camps and depots jutting off on the side.’ Most
roads looked alike with dense jungle on each side, making it hard to distinguish
landmarks – it was easy to get lost.88 A delegate from the British Phosphate
Commission wrote that he was afraid of venturing more than 200 yards from his
accommodation for fear of getting lost. ‘Tall trees dotted here and there prevented one
from taking any bearings by the hills in the background.’ Rather than being planned,
the camp had sprawled, with buildings being built piece meal as they became
necessary.89
The road network within the Perimeter was complicated and totalled 125 miles,
including 33 miles of A1 roads with numerous bridges. Roads were constructed by
digging wide drains in the volcanic soil; dirt and sand were then used to build up the
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roads by two or four feet. When dry, these roads were extremely dusty and had to be
watered and graded daily. When wet, they quickly deteriorated, with the sand washing
into the drains. They needed constant attention.90 When moving within the Perimeter
by vehicle, people would see water carts and bulldozers working on the road, and
travellers became coated in a fine powder like dust. They would also see, at regular
intervals along the roadway, signs stating ‘Drive on the left of the road’. The message
was also repeated over the radio and cinema screens.91 Prior to the arrival of the
Australians, the Americans had driven on the right but went over to the left, when the
Australians arrived. It was a visual reminder that the Australians were in charge and
had returned to their colonial territory.
While the Japanese led a subsistence existence, the Australians enjoyed comparative
luxury. There was heat, rain and humidity, but Torokina was hardly comfortless as it
offered amenities and facilities not enjoyed in other New Guinea bases. All units had
wireless sets on which Forces Radio Bougainville could be heard. This began
broadcasting shortly after the Australians arrived, playing news bulletins and popular
music. Torokina also offered many well-developed recreation facilities. There was
ample opportunity to attend Australian, New Zealand and segregated American
cinemas and, eventually, there were three mobile cinema units to show films in the
forward areas.92
Lance-Sergeant Ransome was known as the ‘Picture Show man’. He operated one of
the mobile cinemas. The projector and amplifier were mounted in the back of a Ford
‘Blitz’ wagon. For screenings, he would drive the wagon into position, lift up the
back canvas cover to expose the projector, and roll the film onto a screen.93 As the
campaign progressed, mobile cinema units were sent into the forward areas. For
Ransome,
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Screening at night in the forward camp areas was always a bit nerve wracking,
especially when during the show, the “Very lights” would light a distant ridge
and artillery, mortars, and machine guns would open up. Then after the film
had ended the crowd melted into the darkness.94
The American cinema at Bosley Field was the largest theatre on Bougainville. It was
a baseball field by day and an open-air cinema at night, with a twelve-foot screen.
Cinemas were open to all and there was a show on every night, if a person was
willing to travel far enough. It was almost an attempt at recreating the life back home.
SE Benson noted that:
At one of the shows a bazaar atmosphere was created by the erection of stalls
and the display – electric light, counter and all the trimmings – of souvenirs
and other things for sale. One could buy a brooch, a watch or a fountain pen,
or if his tastes were on a different plane, he could take his pick of a variety of
roneoed, crudely written, dirty stories, or choose from a collection of dirtier
photos, which the Yanks would guarantee were taken in Brisbane and posed
by Brisbane girls.95
While the Americans ‘were ready sellers, they were also ready buyers’, paying ten
pounds for a bottle of whiskey, seven pounds for rum and gin, one pound ten for
wine, and ten shillings for beer. Wine and sprits were only issued to Australian
officers, and it was they who monopolised the market. Some sold it openly or traded
it for cigarette lighters or pens. Others disposed of it secretly, or gave it to their
batmen to sell and sometimes get a cut. The beer market was more competitive, as
those who did not drink or preferred the money, sold their issued two bottles. ‘Most
of the men, however, drank their two bottles, for since the battalion had been issued
with a refrigerator the beer was cold and really enjoyable.’96 When he was in Lae in
January 1945, Long heard the story of one enterprising soldier at Torokina. The man
was then under guard and going to ‘do’ three months for running an illicit still, but he
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had no complaints. During the three months he operated the still, he had made nine
hundred pounds.97
Perhaps Australians felt some resentment towards the Americans. They were not
doing any fighting and they were able to enjoy the comforts of Torokina. There had
been a history of tension and jealously between the two, especially when the two
armies were in the limited confines of Australian cities.98 Yet, as suggested by the
booming black economy and the willing market in souvenirs, they got along well with
each other. And, unlike the situation in other areas of the war, the Australians shared
the American amenities and canteens. They could buy salted peanuts, pretzels,
tobacco, cigarettes and cigarette lighters, American newspapers and, of course, bottles
of cold Coca-Cola.99 Regardless, they would not have to live together for long: the
Americans were leaving.
Sport and inter-unit sports competitions were routine for all units not in forward areas.
This built and maintained the men’s fitness and kept otherwise idle hands busy.
Facilities existed for playing football, cricket, softball, basketball and volleyball.
Sporting events included a Surf Carnival on 19 November 1944, between Australian,
US and New Zealand units, a boxing match between an Australian and American
team, the 3rd Division athletics carnival held on New Years Day 1945, and various
swimming sports days. Units on the coast could go surfing and sunbathing.100
Approval could even be given for fishing trips and picnics on the Magine Islands.
There was little chance of romance, however. Female personnel from the 2/1st
Australian General Hospital could not leave their units between 6pm and 6am and
could only attend the pictures or organised entertainment in camp areas.101
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Most amazing of all, ice cream was available. Under lend-lease, the Australians took
over two plants for making ice cream and one for making soft drinks. One ice cream
plant was for II Corps and the other was for 4th Base Sub Area. They supplied the
patients in hospital and, after packing it into canisters, dropped ice cream by air to
troops in forward areas.102 Lieutenant Russell Mathews wrote, ‘The general standard
of comfort on Bougainville was greater than the battalion had ever known before.’
His battalion even had its own vegetable garden and there were hot showers.103
Private Bill Phillips thought this all gave the impression Torokina was now a ‘safe’
area. ‘The Americans were edgy and eager to depart and amazed that they were being
relieved by a force that was only a quarter of their strength numerically. We were
urged not to “stir” the Japs until they had departed.’104 Evidently many Australians
must have also thought Torokina was a ‘safe area’. Some personnel did not carry their
weapons outside the Perimeter and had to be reminded to stay armed at all times.105
Bridgeford was anxious to show off the quality of his troops to the Americans. On 21
November, the 7th Brigade marched past Bridgeford, Griswold and other senior
officers of the XIV Corps. Field personally led his Brigade. Griswold was impressed,
saying ‘Seeing such men makes you feel proud of the Anglo-Saxon race’.106 The
Second World War has been described as a race war, and clearly Griswold saw being
white as an advantage – especially when fighting the, supposedly, racially inferior
Japanese. Although the Americans and Australians may have established an amicable
relationship, there were clear differences between the two.
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The different approach of the commanders has already been mentioned. There was
also an obvious difference in the appearance and expectations of the soldiers, both in
base and forward areas. Field described the routine of the American officers: quickly
turning out of bed, splashing some water on face and arms and then proceeding
straight to breakfast with, to Field’s astonishment, ‘No shower and shave’!107 The GIs
had little capacity to utilise jungle materials to improve comfort, nor did they observe
sound hygiene. Long noted that in the front line they seemed to ‘merely exist’ and did
not shave or wash until they returned to base.108 When men from the 2/8th
Commando Squadron took over an American outpost near Hanemo called ‘The
Summit’, they found it littered with discarded equipment, unburied garbage, clothes,
and rotting foodstuffs. The area was alive with rats and starving dogs.109
When the 9th Battalion moved into the American positions in the Piaterapaia area,
they were stunned at the troops appearance and disposition. Matthews described what
they saw. ‘Yanks on a ridge, very crowded, place littered with rubbish & smells. No
defences … Yanks pleased to see us’.110 In some places the Americans did not wait to
be relieved, abandoning their positions to meet the Australians along the track. Private
Schacht wrote:
I’ll never forget those GIs as they walked past us waiting beside the narrow
track. They were all bearded and looked unwashed. Their clothes were torn
and absolutely filthy. As each person walked past, their smell was offensive
and very strong. I saw an officer coming towards me and as he passed he
smelt as strongly as the others. We were shocked with their appearance but
pleased to greet them as they passed without stopping. They were carrying
very little – not even a change of clothing it seemed.111
When Schacht’s company moved into the former American position, it stank of urine,
and ammunition had been left around the hill. Several booby traps had not been
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dismantled.112 Captain Radford was equally unimpressed with the troops he relieved,
as ‘they didn’t measure up to the standards that we expected from our fellas’.113
The Australians were expected to shave, bathe, and if possible wash their clothes,
daily. Typical of this was the example set by Captain HC Downs, from the 31st/51st
Battalion. Even in forward positions, Downs insisting every soldier shaved every
morning, whenever possible. His rationale was that if the Japanese saw a cleanlyshaven face, it would indicate the soldier came from a highly disciplined unit.114
The Australians were also skilled in their field craft and could use any material at
hand to improve their living conditions and built all sorts of furniture. In February
1945, Long visited the 55th/53rd Battalion’s headquarters on Little George Hill. He
noted the comfortable conditions the troops had made for themselves with stretcher
beds, bamboo tables, a washbasin made from a Japanese helmet and bamboo stakes,
and even a shower.115
Such observations fed the Australians own nationalistic prejudices: they were superior
soldiers to the Americans, and they saw what they regarded as their own
professionalism in stark contrast to American sloppiness.
ANGAU and the Bougainville Islanders
An unforseen problem for the Australian build up was the difficulty in recruiting
enough Bougainville Islanders to work as carriers for the 3rd Division. There were
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890 Islander males within the Torokina Perimeter, but only 300 were fit enough to
work as carriers.116
The Bougainville Islanders were vital for the Australian campaign, as they literally
carried the offensive forward. With only jeeps for transport, and with little support
from either water transport or airdrops, ‘native carriers’ were essential for transport
and hence the progress of the campaign. Bridgeford estimated he would need at least
2986 carriers to supply one of his brigade groups, and this was only during the initial
phase of relieving the American positions.117
It was the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit’s (ANGAU) role to recruit and
provide ‘native labourers as carriers’ for the Australian operation.118 ANGAU would
normally recruit, more accurately conscript, the necessary labour from surrounding
villages – as happened in Papua and New Guinea.119 The inhabitants of Keriak,
Kunua and Nagoyissi were close to Torokina and all were considered loyal. But it was
decided not to recruit them, as this would mean the total evacuation of the areas,
effectively creating a ‘no man’s land’, which denied contact with, and information
from, other areas. The number of potential carriers was small. ANGAU’s LieutenantColonel KE McMullen stated:
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It should be remembered when considering the labour position that this area
has been occupied by a large enemy force since March 1942; that the area is
comparatively small; that the enemy have penetrated and patrolled very
extensively in an endeavour to capture AIB (Allied Intelligence Bureau)
patrols which operated in the area and that the enemy is now forced to live
“Off the Land” and that the health of the native population and the
rehabilitation problem is almost certainly the worst yet experienced in New
Guinea.120
To make up for the labour shortage, McMullen recommended that ‘2000 carrier boys’
be brought from the Huon Peninsula to Torokina.121 They were brought to
Bougainville, and became some of the many people whose lives were disrupted by the
war.
On Bougainville, ANGAU’s general policy was that when Islanders were recruited
from the area where they worked, could receive leave to tend their gardens. When
labour was obtained from refugees, compounds and rations were provided. The
Islanders were paid between 5 and 15 shillings a month, depending on the work. In
normal country, the carriers’ load was 40 lbs or 35 lbs in rough country. Australian
officers were warned not to overload their carriers, and reminded that the ‘native is a
human being, faithful, and generally willing to work. Bad treatment not only reduces
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his capacity to work, but causes desertions.’122 Carriers had one day off a week, and
worked from 7.30am to 4.30pm daily with one hour for lunch.123
In addition to carrying, the Islanders performed a variety of labouring tasks, such as
plantation or engineering work, building huts and clearing and cutting grass. They
were involved in Malaria Control, and crewed small watercraft and worked on the
docks.124 All of these were manual tasks and duties not usually done by white troops.
The Australians never officially doubted their superiority over the Bougainville
Islanders and adopted a paternalistic approach to the Indigenous population.125 Army
headquarters, in conjunction with the District Officer ANGAU, controlled all Islander
labour. The ANGAU representative worked ‘out the number of boys required’ for
labour, and these were to be organised into tribal groups as this prevented ‘“feud”
fights in the camp and on the boy line … provid[ing] a higher degree of contentment
and efficiency among the natives.’ The term ‘Boy’ was a condescending term and had
no connection with the age of the Islander, who could be anywhere between 14 or 60
years of age.
The Islanders were housed in compounds. These were placed in the vicinity of
Australian bases, but were at least half a mile distant and downstream.126 Compounds
were situated near a creek but ‘natives’, as recorded in a brigade report, ‘were
forbidden to wash or draw water from any other creeks used by white troops, or to
bath well down stream from water points if this was not practicable.’127 Strict
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segregation was due to fears over hygiene. A II Corps Administrative Directive
stated:
Hygiene finds no place in the village life of the natives. The principles of
hygiene must be applied in every form and carefully supervised throughout the
compound, and along the track. Failure to do so may well spread dysentery,
hookworm and malaria throughout the force.128
As the campaign developed, labour shortages became less of a problem as more areas
were liberated from Japanese control and whole villages were evacuated. ANGAU
successfully recruited from the refugees. Lieutenant Don Astill remembered the long
lines of refugees that came in from the surrounding hills. ‘They were half-starved,
emaciated and laden with their few possessions and captured Japanese weapons’.129
Another officer recorded his impressions in his diary:
a native police boy came in with an American carbine at the slope, slapped the
butt as salute to the ANGAU officer … and reported that he had completed his
mission, which was to bring in the occupants of a native village two days march
away … Able-bodied men become carriers, the sick are cared for, women and
children are safe from Japs. The police boys had been out for 6 days with two
other boys. About an hour later the village arrived. Old men, old women, all ages
to babes in arms, with all the dogs and pigs they owned as well, in single file
carrying their possessions on their backs … Dogs barked, pigs squealed, babies
cried, natives jabbered and shouted … Bully beef and biscuits issued to all.130
Alex MacDonald was a European Medical Assistant who worked in the Laruma River
Native Base Hospital. As the Japanese did not, and could not, provide humanitarian
aid to the Islanders, MacDonald saw for himself the consequences of their neglect. He
wrote that the refugees were in a ‘pitiful physical condition’, and ‘fell at our feet
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utterly exhausted with hunger and decay. They suffered every conceivable kind of
tropical disease.’ Meningitis, tuberculosis, pneumonia, dysentery and Vincent’s
Mouth were some of the more serious, as were tropical ulcers and burns. 131
Later, as part of ANGAU’s medical program, MacDonald treated labourers and
carriers. Working his way down the Buin Road, first at the ANGAU headquarters at
Toko and finally at the Mivo River, MacDonald conducted mass treatment sessions
for hookworm, treating nearly one thousand people. It was an uncomfortable but
necessary procedure. Patients were given a dose of Tetrachlorethylene, which put the
Hookworm to sleep and caused it to releases its grip on the bowel. The hookworm
was then flushed from the body by drinking Epsom salts that had a laxative effect.
MacDonald also worked in a small Medical Post at Hari.132
MacDonald’s work and the scenes described by the Australian army officers were
common to the Islanders’ plight in all three sectors on Bougainville. But not all of the
Islanders were non-combatants. As will be discussed in future chapters, many were
involved in the campaign as scouts and guides, aiding the Australians. Some villages
even fought their own guerrilla war against the Japanese.
The campaign begins
On 22 November 1944, at one minute past midnight, Savige and II Australian Corps
assumed command of operations in the North Solomons from XIV US Corps. Savige
now issued his first orders as corps commander. Potts and the 23rd Brigade were to
remain garrisoning the Outer Islands of Munda, Treasury, Green Island and Emirau.
Potts had operational command of all ground forces in these Outer Islands, but was
not to establish garrisons or send patrols outside of the four islands without Savige’s
prior approval. The 3rd Division was to relieve the Americal Division and the 145th
and 129th Regiments of the 37th US Division. This would be done in succession, as
the American units were withdrawn. The 11th Brigade would relieve the 37th
Division’s remaining regiment. Savige wanted a battalion from the 7th Brigade to
cover the approach on the Numa Numa trail.
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II Corps was to prevent any enemy penetration of the Torokina Perimeter, stop any
enemy build up, and with fighting patrols and deep patrolling, harass the Japanese. In
all areas, particularly the approaches to Sisivie, Numa Numa, and Mosigetta, Savige
wanted to build up detailed information about the Japanese and the terrain in order to
formulate plans for future operations. Savige tightly controlled the deployment of
forces. Any unit larger than an infantry battalion could not be deployed without first
submitting plans to his headquarters for approval.133
The 3rd Division became responsible for the entire 37th Division’s front. On 23-24
November, the 7th Brigade relieved the 2nd Battalion 132nd US Regiment Americal
Division in the Piaterapaia area in the Central Sector. The roadblocks on the ReiniTagessi track, also manned by the Americal Division, were taken over by the 2/8th
Commando Squadron. By 25 November, only three days after the Australians had
taken command, all US troops outside the perimeter had been relieved except for
those at the mouth of the Tagessi River. A battalion from the 29th Brigade began
relieving them on 27 November.134
At this point, it is useful to provide a broad outline of the campaign that the following
chapters examine. Bougainville was divided into three sectors, the Central, the
Northern and the Southern. In the Central Sector, the offensive was to clear the enemy
from the high ground near Pearl Ridge, and by aggressive patrolling, threaten the
enemy’s line of communication along the east coast. The ultimate aim in the north
was to force the enemy garrison into the narrow Bonis Peninsula. The main Japanese
concentrations were in the garden areas in southern Bougainville. It was here where
the decisive battles of the campaign would be fought.135 The 3rd Division’s ultimate
role was to ‘destroy [the] JAPANESE forces in SOUTHERN BOUGAINVILLE.’
Despite the explicit order for aggressive action, Savige was not ordering an all out
132

ibid., pp 20-22.
2 Aust Corps Operation Instruction No 1, AWM, AWM54, item 613/4/15.
134
Report on Operational and Administrative Activities 2 Aust Corps (AIF) in the North
Solomons Area October 44 – August 45, Volume 1 – Operations, p 5, Savige papers, AWM,
3DRL 2529, item 72.
135
Report on Operational and Administrative Activities. 2 Aust Corps (AIF) in the North
Solomons Area, October 44 – August 45. Volume 1 – Operations, p 7, Savige papers, AWM,
3DRL 2529, item 73.
133

107

attack. ‘In carrying out the immediate role, a force exceeding one infantry bn will not
be committed to an attack role without approval of 2 Aust Corps.’136 Savige was
confident his orders were well within the bounds of those laid down by Blamey.137
Each sector served a different purpose during the campaign.
The first strike of the campaign was carried out in the Central Sector with the capture
of Little George Hill. This strike was the first Australian attack of the campaign and
as such it will be signed out for special attention. Narrow mountain ridges dominated
the Central Sector. Its geography ensured that only one battalion was in a forward
position. The Central Sector, therefore, served as a nursery sector, where new units
could be ‘blooded’ before moving on to either the Northern or Southern Sectors. Here
battalions practiced the techniques of capturing Japanese positions that they would
use in the other sectors. Once a Japanese strong point was discovered, the Australians
would reduce the garrison with aggressive patrolling and take advantage of their
superiority in material to call down artillery and air strikes. This pattern of harassment
would either force the Japanese to abandon their position or weaken the defenders
sufficiently to allow it to be captured in an assault. The Central Sector was an ideal
location for honing these skills, as the conditions imposed by the terrain meant that
only a relatively small number of Australian could be forward, so there was no danger
of them over committing themselves to an attack. Additionally, the high ridges
protected against being outflanked by the Japanese or them initiating a large counter
attack. Battalions only spent a short period of time in the Central Sector, usually
between four and six weeks.
Pearl Ridge was the primary objective for the campaign in the Central Sector. Once
captured, it would enable the Australians to protect the overland approach to Torokina
and to look down onto the Japanese base at Numa Numa. In the Central Sector,
Australians would dominate the fighting and achieve their objectives.
In the Northern Sector, however, it was a closer match. In the first phase of
operations, the Australians successfully moved along the coast and the escarpment
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from Kuraio Mission to the Genga River. The Japanese withdrew before the
Australians and most of the fighting was limited to patrols and ambushes. But along
the Genga River and Tsimba Ridge, the Australians struck strong resistance from the
enemy and the Japanese conducted a fighting withdrawal to the Bonis Peninsula. The
tactics developed in the Central Sector of outflanking the enemy were used to good
effect during the campaign until the Porton operation. Here, the Australians had both
over-estimated their own skills and under-estimated the determination of the
Japanese. After Porton, the Japanese went on the offensive, forcing the Australians to
concede captured ground. Savige denied requests for additional materials to meet the
Japanese offensive. The war in the Northern Sector ended in stalemate.
The sector that had Savige’s priority was the Southern Sector. It was the 3rd Division
that fought the main battle for Bougainville and its objective was the Japanese
headquarters in Buin. As in the Northern Sector, the Japanese withdrew before the
Australians until March 1945 when they mounted a major counter attack at Slater’s
Knoll. For over a week, the 25th Battalion repelled wave after wave of attacks from
the Japanese, almost as if it had been scripted by John Ford. At the height of the
battle, the Matilda tanks of the 2/4th Armour Regiment arrived and saved the
surrounded battalion. The Japanese losses were substantial and their initiative in the
Southern Sector was lost. The Japanese husbanded their forces using delaying tactics
based on strong defensive positions as they regrouped to defend Buin. The
Australians had reached the Mivo River by July 1945 and prepared to deliver the coup
de grace, but it was never delivered. Monsoonal rain stopped the Australian offensive.
By the time the rain stopped, the war was over.
Little George Hill
The road along the Numa Numa Trail, in the Central Sector, had been built from
Torokina, along the Laruma-Doiabi Gorge for twelve miles, mainly on the riverbed
and across twenty-six rivers. Along the Piaterapia Ridge, the gorge narrowed. From
here, all movement was by foot, climbing over steep tracks running along a
succession of ridges into the forward areas. The trip could take between one and a
half to three hours, depending on the state of the rivers. New Guinea veterans would
have recognised the country as being very similar to the Owen Stanley Ranges and
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the Mubo-Salamaua area, with rainforested hills, sheer slopes and numerous
streams.138 It was a difficult area to supply, as only one battalion group could go
forward at a time. Field sent the 9th Battalion.139
It had been over two years since the battalion had been in action. ‘At Milne Bay’,
Field later wrote, the ‘25th and 61st Battalions had borne the brunt of the fighting,
and although 9 battalion had been slightly engaged it seemed fitting that it should be
given the chance to prove its mettle in opening the fighting on Bougainville.’140
Lieutenant-Colonel Matthews was jubilant: ‘whacko!’ he wrote in his diary.141
Matthews had commanded the battalion since September 1942, having come from the
2/10th Battalion. Matthews was proud of his command, telling Long ‘the men of 9 Bn
are the equal to men of 2/10 Bn’. Long described Matthews as ‘a genial bloke, full of
go, apparently confident, buoyant, decisive.’142 Lance-Sergeant George Barker
described Matthews as a strict disciplinarian, ‘we were pulled into line very smartly’,
but he transformed the battalion into a first rate-fighting unit.143 Matthews was even
tougher on his officers. Captain Radford recalled, ‘he was not an easy man to deal
with’, being somewhat remote and unapproachable.144 Indeed, Lieutenant-Colonel
Dexter described Matthews as ‘a perfect prick’.145 The men of the 9th recognised
Matthews as a good soldier, and he was well respected. Radford summed him up as a
‘commanding figure of a man tall and well built’ with ‘a dominant character’.146
Barker observed that he was always ‘very eager to have a crack at the Japs’.
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Matthews’s brother had been taken prisoner in Singapore and this would have always
been in the back of his mind.147
Matthews’s enthusiasm was infectious. The battalion’s war diary described the mood:
‘After almost two years the battalion had the honour bestowed on them to face the
enemy again … The troops are eager and keen to meet the enemy and make full use
of their years of training.’148
On 24 November, Field went up the trail to meet Matthews. Trucks carrying C
Company passed by Field. He wrote, ‘Everyone very cheerful and cries of “Be in
it!”’149 The next day, Matthews went to D Company digging in on George Hill, the
most forward position. He ‘noticed a decided change in the attitude of the tps [troops]
towards me, now smiles & all speak to me, must be the effect of the enemy making all
men equal.’150 D Company on George Hill could see the Japanese on Little George
Hill. Here, as with other parts of the islands, the Americans had observed the
unofficial truce with the Japanese.
The 9th Battalion’s objective was the capture of the crest of the Emperor Range,
astride the Numa Numa Trail. The Australians called it Pearl Ridge, after Matthews’s
wife. At a height of 2800 feet, Pearl Ridge would allow the Australians complete
observation of the East coast of the island as well as Torokina. A Japanese platoon
was thought to occupy the Sisivie area, but apart from the occasional ambush of
American troops, the Japanese had not been active. Matthews did not believe they
would threaten his position.151
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All companies began patrolling. On 25 November, a three-man patrol from D
Company moved behind Little George Hill. It was surprised, and was fired on from a
Japanese pill-box. The shots were heard on George Hill, and shortly afterwards the
patrol returned with two casualties. Sergeant J Nolan had a slight flesh wound to his
right hand, while bullets had nicked Private H Powell’s back and hand. Both men
remained on duty. The next day Captain A Gaul, commander of D Company, ordered
Lieutenant Deacon, commander of 18 Platoon, to take and hold the hill before 29
November.152
On 27 November, Deacon and two men patrolled the ridge to the right of Little
George, checking for any more Japanese positions, but the valley was steep and
thickly wooded. It was clear the only way to take Little George would be with a
frontal assault. Sergeant Nolan prepared a sand table of the terrain and methods of
attack were discussed. 18 Platoon was withdrawn 1000 yards down Piaterapaia Ridge
to rehearse the attack.153
Typically keen, Matthews was forward with D Company on George Hill when they
saw a Japanese soldier run across Little George in front of them. He was shot at, but
survived. Matthews wrote in his diary, ‘there are 2 possible pill boxes there so I
blazed away on a Vickers [machine gun] at the spots we thought they were, it was
good shooting too!’154 Matthews’s diary reflects a naïve excitement at the prospect of
battle. This did not last, as over the coming months the reality of war sank in and
Matthews realised the heightened responsibilities of commanding a battalion in
action.
Exploding artillery and mortar fire woke the Japanese early on 29 November. The
12th Battery fired eighty 25-pounder and smoke shells onto the Japanese on Arty Hill,
to the rear of Little George Hill, before shelling Little George Hill with one hundred
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and twenty 3-inch mortar shells.155 This was the opening bombardment. At 9.10am,
Vickers and Bren guns opened up, and the attack commenced. Under the cover of
smoke, 16 Platoon crept forward and cut the wire in front of the Australians positions.
Ten seconds after the last mortar shell exploded, 18 Platoon ran across the start line,
moving with two sections abreast in the lead, with one following closely in reserve.
They reached Little George Hill in forty-five seconds.
There were twelve pill-boxes to be captured, which were difficult to see, but
fortunately for the Australians they had limited fields of fire and faced away from
George Hill. The Japanese let the Australians run past before firing and throwing
grenades from behind. Deacon was one of the first to be wounded, being hit with
shrapnel from a grenade. He emptied the magazine from his Owen submachine gun
into the Japanese soldier who threw the grenade. Bloody and yelling over small arms
fire, Deacon was in continual phone contact with Gaul and told his company
commander he did not think he could do the job without help to meet the heavy
resistance. 16 Platoon was sent in, and moving along the right flank attacked a pillbox that was resisting the attackers. Men worked in pairs with one man firing a Bren
at pill-boxes and the other ran forward throwing grenades through its slits, and
rushing onto the next one. By now Australian wounded were starting to come back.
Private E Barge, a stretcher-bearer, was about to apply a field dressing to a wounded
man when he was shot in the head by a Japanese soldier who had emerged from a pillbox. One man ran forward, was hit, but killed the Japanese with a burst from his
Owen gun. By 10am Little George Hill was in Australian hands, only fifty minutes
after the attack began.
Twenty Japanese were killed, and a grenade discharger, light machine-guns and some
rifles were captured.156 However, Barge was dead, Private K Martin later died of
wounds and six others were wounded. These were the first Australian casualties of the
campaign. The hill at the Numa Numa road head was named Barge’s Hill. Japanese
155

9 Aust Inf Bn Report on Ops Piaterapaia – Sisivie, 23 Nov 44 – 21 Dec 44, Appendix C
Attack and counter attack on Little George Hill – 29 Nov 44, Ninth Battalions War Memorial
Museum, P864.

113

resistance was surprisingly intense. Even the Padre was involved in the action,
efficiently acting as No 2 on the second mortar when one of its team was wounded.157
Matthews had not gone to D Company’s headquarters because he thought his
presence would only hamper the officers’ abilities to do their jobs, but he stayed on
the phone all morning having ‘a ball for ball description’ of the action. ‘A day of
days!’ he penned.158
Tea and biscuits were brought up to those on Little George, but there was no time to
celebrate. Ammunition and tools were brought forward to dig in and consolidate the
position against an expected Japanese counter attack. A new perimeter was dug and
wired, and new pill-boxes were built. C Company moved forward to defend the
saddle between George and Little George, and to reinforce the area. By 6pm, Little
George was secured.159
On the way up the Hill, Matthews saw the company’s casualties evacuated. All were
‘carried down by native boys on a blanket stretcher with long bush poles.’ The ground
itself, looked like a ‘rabbit warren’ with freshly dug trenches everywhere. The bodies
of the dead Japanese were laid out and were inspected. They were all in good
condition, ‘maybe from eating each other’ Matthews surmised. The only food the
Australians found were the inside leaves of a banana sucker and a Japanese body
wrapped in a ground sheet with its buttocks, calves and other fleshy parts cut away.
The body had been dead for about four days.160 It was the first indication the
Australians had of just how bad conditions were for the Japanese.
The expected Japanese counter attack came at 7.30pm. Two heavy and two light
machine guns opened up from the Japanese on Arty Hill. Tracer bullets illuminated
the air and the Australians were hit with grenades. The Japanese were heard forming
up behind Pup Hill to attack Little George Hill, so the defenders called down mortar
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and artillery fire. It was raining heavily and visibility was poor. Gaul reported what
happened next:
[They] threw a log over our wire, got one LMG [Light Machine Gun] inside
and began spraying the forward Vickers position. The No 1 gunner stuck to
his gun, and kept it firing by bending down and keeping his hand on the
traversing handle. He successfully traversed the gun in that manner, and by
knocking out the LMG undoubtedly stopped the Japanese from penetrating
our defences. The Japanese formed up again and again – I don’t know how
many times – and attacked until 2030hr, when they moved clear of our
positions.161
As the rain poured down, the besieged company fought off three more attacks. By
9pm, C Company’s stock of mortar ammunition was running low, and Matthews had
to ask his headquarters staff to act as carriers. Over sixty volunteered, including
‘cooks, batmen, odds and sods … they went off carrying 3 mortar bombs each up the
steep hill in the darkness & it was raining hard [sic].’162
For half an hour there was an anxious respite for D and C Companies, until 11pm
when they were attacked again. This was beaten off, but repeatedly the Japanese tried
to infiltrate the perimeter until about 3.30am.163 It was a long night. Matthews noted
every sound outside the perimeter was answered with a grenade. All night long the
wheeling of a jungle cart could be heard as the Japanese removed their dead. By
dawn, all bodies had been removed, except for one within the Australian perimeter. A
wounded Japanese sergeant was captured.164
Miles away in Torokina, Field received the news of the 9th Battalion’s success,
writing and underlining in his diary, ‘This is the first action by Australian infantry on
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Bougainville.’165 The Battle for Little George Hill had been a microcosm for the
tactics and nature of fighting in the Central Sector that would be repeated in the
coming months. The battle for Little George Hill was over, but the Bougainville
campaign had just begun.
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Chapter 5

‘I will remain here to my death … I presume that you
will also await your death’.1
The Central Sector
As noted earlier, the Australian campaign on Bougainville began with the battle for
Little George Hill. Following this attack, this chapter follows the subsequent
campaign in the Central Sector.
The failures of Japanese Intelligence
If Australian Intelligence about the Japanese was poor, then Japanese Intelligence was
woeful. Its staff consisted of only four officers and ten soldiers. From atop the Numa
Numa Trail, the Japanese could see the troopships anchored in Torokina Harbour and
watch the Australians arrive and the Americans depart. In November 1944, a
Bougainville Islander from Torokina told the Japanese that Australian troops were in
the Perimeter. The following month, the Japanese heard a broadcast in which
MacArthur announced Australian soldiers had relieved Americans troops. Yet the
Japanese knew very little about the Australian force or its intentions.
After the war Lieutenant-Colonel Kiyoshi Miyakawa, an Intelligence officer for 17th
Japanese Army, and Lieutenant-Colonel Hachio Kanda, a staff officer at the 6th
Japanese Division, told their captors that no attempt was made to compile an Order of
Battle for the Australian forces. All the Japanese knew was that the Australians troops
comprised the 3rd and 11th Divisions. They were able to identify the 24th and 25th
Battalions, but did not know the names of commanders. The Japanese did not know
how many Australians were on the island, Miyakawa estimated that there could be as
1
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many as 50 000 or 60 000.2 Intelligence failures were part and parcel of war, but it is
a curious irony that whilst Japanese Intelligence doubled the number of Australians,
Australian Intelligence halved the actual number of Japanese.
Most Japanese staff officers did not think there would be a campaign against them,
believing an Allied offensive pointless. Nonetheless Japanese commanders were
ordered to respond aggressively to any Australian patrols or attempts to infiltrate
Japanese lines. Lieutenant-General Hyakutake, commander of the 17th Army, thought
that there were three courses open to the Australians: they could make a landing in the
Gazelle Harbour and combine this with a land advance across the Jaba River, a
landing could be made in Numa Numa Harbour in an attempt to sever their northsouth line of communications, or finally, the Australians could strike at the Japanese
positions in the south by landing between the Hari River and Kaukauai. Hyakutake’s
appreciations were based on the assumption that the Australians would fight an all out
offensive with sufficient equipment and resources for sea borne attacks. He could not
see the point in a slow, fanwise advance, as the enemy would have to move and fight
over swamps and rugged country. Either way, Hyakutake and his staff did not think
any action would be possible before the middle of January 1945.3 They were wrong.
As noted in chapter four, Savige did not have the resources for ambitious plans;
instead he would fight the slow, creeping, campaign Hyakutake thought pointless.
The 9th Battalion’s attack on Little George Hill, six weeks before any anticipated
action, surprised the Japanese and forced a hurried reaction. Troops were rushed into
the Numa Numa area, bolstering the coastal positions against an amphibious landing
they felt sure the Australians were planning. Defended by the Japanese 38th
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Independent Mixed Brigade (IMB), with units from the 6th Division, there were about
2000 troops in and forward of Numa Numa and along the Numa Numa Trail.4
Restlessness and control
Savige was pleased with the capture of Little George Hill, but he was too busy
establishing his corps to give any immediate thought to further operations. Brigadier
Potts was also causing him bother. Potts was hankering for a more active role. Savige
toured the Outer lslands and saw Potts on Green Island on 23 November. Potts
submitted plans for offensive operations. He wanted his brigade to be regrouped and
suggested that it be given one or more of the following tasks: a general
reconnaissance of neighbouring enemy territory, an operation against Choiseul where
300 Japanese were believed to be, an operation from Green Island against northern
Bougainville at Buka Passage where it was estimated there were 1300 Japanese, or an
operation against the 1000 Japanese on Buka Island.5 As much as appeasing his own
disposition, Potts needed to give his men a task and purpose. Morale problems were
developing within his brigade. Savige rejected all of the proposals.
Potts’s proposals were overly ambitious although, at a first glance, his request to
reconnoitre neighbouring territory seemed reasonable. But if reconnaissance was
conducted without any intention of conducting operations against the enemy, they had
little point. It would also have been easy for Potts to over extend himself. And given
the shortage of landing craft and artillery, Savige was not about to squander men and
equipment on misadventures in the Outer Islands.
Potts’s proposals were exactly the sort of operation Blamey had advised Savige to
avoid. ‘Potts with 23 Bde is very restless and has all manner of plans to attack and
eliminate the Japanese’, Savige wrote to Sturdee. ‘I have had to be very definite and
firm with him to ensure that he does not embark on any hair-brained adventures,
which would undoubtedly land both he and myself in trouble. I have issued orders to
4
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him that he is not to permit any unit, subunit, or individual to move from the Islands
without my authority.’6 Years later, when commenting on drafts of the official
history, Savige wrote:
Even now I would not alter the wording of this comment on the plans
submitted by Potts. Potts was a very gallant man and looked for fights, but
looking without planning the ways and means to land support troops on hostile
shores was another thing. Further, Potts always found it difficult to envisage
or accommodate himself to the overall plan of his Commander. This attitude
permeated through his Command to such an extent that I was forced to devote
much time in watching and correcting this attitude, which otherwise could be
more usefully employed.7
The Japanese on the surrounding islands represented a tempting target for an infantry
brigade that had seen three years of garrison duties. It is clear that there were
problems within Potts’ battalions probably due to their lack of active service.
Evidence for this is found in both Potts’s own correspondence and the brigade’s war
diary. On 29 November, Savige received an application from Lieutenant-Colonel BN
Berry, commander of the 8th Battalion to be discharged. Although the application was
rejected,8 his was not the only application. On 9 November, Potts had met Berry and
discussed not only the latter’s retirement but also applications from eight officers in
the battalion to transfer to the New Guinea Infantry Battalion.
Potts discussed the matter with Savige, when Savige toured the area. On 13
December, Berry requested twenty-four days leave but was again refused. Similarly
on 28 December, Lieutenant-Colonel A Pope discussed with Potts applications from
some of his officers to join the British Army in India. That day the brigade war diary
noted that ‘the standards of dress and discipline is deteriorating. Far too many are
moving about without shirts … We will have to fight some day and shirts will have to
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be worn then’ [my emphasis].9 Inactivity was taking its toll. Both the soldiers and
their officers were apparently not responding well to a static garrison role. All the
applications for transfer were to units likely to see active service.
Berry’s request may have reflected a desire to see action. He was thirty-four years old
and had commanded the battalion since October 1943.10 If Berry’s request did stem
from a lack of activity caused by Savige’s restrictive orders, it was something Savige
did not acknowledge. Instead, he shifted the blame onto Potts. Savige later told Long
that he suspected it was because Potts thought Berry could not do anything right,
while Pope, of the 27th Battalion, could do nothing wrong. Potts was ‘a man of strong
likes and dislikes’.11 Potts’s biographer, Bill Edgar, however, disputed this arguing
that Potts’s own papers showed he was critical of Pope but admired Berry.12
In a letter to his wife, Potts described Berry as a ‘stout soldier – hard to handle but
ever so worthwhile. His “yes” is an absolute 100% promise.’ Potts went on to discuss
an unnamed battalion commander as having:
gone all temperamental and is sulking at present. This hanging round and
doing training is a devil of a strain and I know but he need not be so certain he
is alone in this. It applies to so many in this war – soldiers but no fighting. It
doesn’t make much sense. I’m scared stiff that we’ll go all soft.13
Savige had to act. On 31 December, he wrote to Sturdee suggesting the Outer
Islanders’ garrison be reduced to a battalion and the rest of the Potts’s brigade that
brought to Torokina. The US air and naval installations that the brigade was
defending were to be transferred soon, and any chance of a Japanese attack was
9
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‘improbable, if not impossible’. The training facilities on the islands were limited,
there was already evidence that there were problems within the brigade and Savige
feared the troops’ efficiency and morale might deteriorate.14 Sturdee forwarded
Savige’s request to MacArthur’s GHQ, who approved the withdrawal at the end of
January.15 When the 23rd Brigade did reach Bougainville, the 27th and 7th Battalions
were first deployed to the Central Sectors. The 8th Battalion remained behind, with a
company each on Green, Treasury, and Emirau Islands while a platoon from the
company on Treasury would defend Munda.16 They would follow later.
Most of II Corps’ units had little combat experience. Drawing on his experience from
the First World War, Savige decided to use the Central Sector as a ‘nursery’ where
the men could learn the intricacies of, and gain experience in, jungle warfare in a
controlled manner before being committed to the more active Northern and Southern
Sectors.17 Battalions were therefore frequently rotated through the Central Sector.
Savige also realised that:
it was essential to obtain some clear pattern of thinking and action for Jungle
warfare which would be to all Units under Command … I therefore wrote my
text book “Tactical and Administrative Doctrine for Jungle Warfare”. In
accomplishing this task I used Major Travers, who was BM, 15th Bde, in the
Salamaua Operations, as a sounding board by getting his reactions chapter by
chapter. It was printed and bound in the Field and issued to every officer and
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NCO. It worked better than we had a right to expect and, at every,
opportunity, it was referred to in Orders and Instructions.18
Tactical and Administrative Doctrine for Jungle Warfare was divided into two parts.
The first covered tactical issues: the procedure for conducting patrols and attacks,
defence of a position, and coordinating the supporting arms of artillery and aircraft.
The second half dealt with administrative details: supply and maintenance problems,
the lay out of drop zones and jeep heads, and a detailed section on the ‘employment of
natives’ for labour.19 The textbook was meticulous in its detail and commanders were
expected to follow its guidelines. Instruction became interference. It was another
example of just how tightly Savige would control the campaign, from corps command
down to a section.
It was highly unusual for a corps commander to write and publish such a manual.
Army headquarters, not field commanders, normally produced them. And the fact that
a corps commander may have over-stepped the mark was evident after Savige’s return
to Australia at war’s end. Bridgeford issued orders to withdraw the textbook. Savige
was not surprised as ‘my action in writing & publishing it was unorthodox, but as
nothing had been published by [the] Training Directorate, I felt compelled to act as I
did. Have little doubt Bridge was acting on instructions from Higher Authority.’20
Atop the Numa Numa Trail
The personal diaries of Brigadier Field and Lieutenant-Colonel Matthews are a
windfall for researchers.21 The diaries are full of descriptions of the fighting and
operations that were typical in the Central Sector and offer personal insights that are
18
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often lacking in the unit diaries. As illustrated in the following section, both diaries
also offer an insight into the relationship between the commander and subordinate
officer, and how the chain of command can work. Matthews’s entries reflect a sense
of urgency and apprehension, as he recorded those events and emotions that had an
immediate effect on this men. Field’s entries though, are removed from the men’s
feelings and this reflects his higher position and his interest in the bigger picture of
the campaign.
On 30 November, after the previous nights fighting on Little George Hill, one of the
first up the track was Field. He had a mug of tea with Matthews at battalion
headquarters, before moving to the companies on Little George Hill. Field noted
everyone was ‘working like beavers on consolidation and “tails up” very much –
plenty of cheerful grins everywhere. Had the op[eration] and enemy counter attack
described to me on the ground.’22 ‘Everyone very cheerful & happy’, Matthews wrote
in his diary and Field obviously enjoyed being with the troops. They each told Field
their experiences, and he ‘congratulated all & sundry’ 23
The 9th Battalion spent the first few days of December patrolling into Japanese
territory. On 3 December, the lead scout from an Australian patrol came face to face
with a Japanese soldier after rounding a bend on a track. Surprised, both men ran off
in opposite directions and the patrol withdrew. Matthews immediately sent out a
twenty-two man patrol led by Lieutenant ‘Curly’ Mole. Moving along the track,
Private ‘Bud’ Abbott was fifteen feet from an unseen Japanese position when he was
instantly killed by machine gun fire. At the same time, a grenade exploded tearing a
hole in Mole’s stomach, reportedly the size of a man’s fist, and wounding two other
privates. Under fire, the wounded were pulled back and a badly bleeding Mole
ordered the patrol’s retreat. Abbott’s body was left behind. In the gathering dusk,
Matthews sent out a party to help bring in the patrol and act as a rear guard.24 Private
Schacht saw the group come into the base on Keenan’s Ridge:
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The news that Curly Mole was dead or dying, the leading scout killed and the
other scout badly wounded, sent a chilling sensation and shock through
everyone. I walked to the end of the clearing where the shadowy figures of
men, naked to the waist, were tugging, lifting and pulling the two stretchers up
the steps which descended into the darkness of the trees below … Mole had
died as they carried him up the last stretch of the climb at the top … They
were all crying.25
When the last man was within the units’ lines, mortar and artillery fire opened up on
the Japanese position. Schacht was part of the mortar crew, firing into the darkness. ‘I
wanted to hit back – to hurt the enemy.’ Mole was buried the next day.

26

Mole’s

death was an emotional turning point for the 9th Battalion, undercutting its previous
mood. Matthews dropped the colourful prose in his diary. War is a serious matter.
The next day, a patrol reported seeing a Japanese company of about 100 digging in on
Mount Deacon and Bawabu Ridge. These heights flanked the 9th Battalion, and
Matthews feared that the Japanese were trying to launch an offensive by infiltrating
behind and encircling his spread out companies. Matthews’s diary for this period
conveys a sense of cautiousness. ‘Each hill on either side is Jap territory & on the
right is Mt Deacon stretching back about 1000 [feet] to our rear with God knows how
many Japs on it.’ He continued ‘All our movements can be seen by the Japs & yet he
does not trouble us. Why?’27 Matthews never got an answer, but the Australians took
no chances. Deacon and Bawabu Ridge were shelled for twenty-four hours and
patrols reported the areas clear.28 Field sent up a company from the 61st Battalion to
protect the 9th Battalion’s rear, but the brigadier was frustrated at what he thought
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was Matthews’s over caution. Field later told Long, ‘there seemed to be some
apprehension that the Japs were “all around them”.’29
Matthews did feel surrounded and he was concerned that the Japanese, like the
Australians, would also go on the offensive. Field had no such concerns. The 9th
Battalion was patrolling, but with insufficient zeal in his opinion. Field pushed
Matthews to resume the offensive. On 8 December, he sent his BM, Major
Summerton, to tell Matthews that brigade headquarters considered his fears were
unwarranted as most of the reports of the enemy came from ‘native sources’ and were
unchecked by ‘white patrols’.30 In his diary, Field re-evaluated his opinion of
Matthews: ‘contrary to my idea that he might be too hasty and impetuous [he]
requires pushing at times to get the job done.’31
On 13 December, Bridgeford, Field, and Brigadier Garrett ostensibly went up to
Piaterapaia to see the situation for themselves. It was also a less than subtle show of
pressure. It was a solid climb of about 1500 feet, with ‘much sweating and frequent
spells to catch breath’ Field wrote in his diary. They met Matthews on George Hill
who pointed out where he thought the enemy were and where B Company was
patrolling on Bawabu Ridge. Field thought the men were ‘all very cheerful’. Garrett
commented he ‘had not previously seen cheerful lads.’ Bridgeford went on to the
most forward post on Little George Hill.32
The battalion had been busy that morning. Aircraft attacked the Japanese on Arty Hill,
which was followed by an Australian patrol and a machine gun duel between the
covering Vickers and the Japanese defenders. Bullets kicked up the dust around
Matthews as they hit the earth. Matthews called down mortar and artillery fire, which
‘slammed hell out of the place.’33 As the dust settled, Bridgeford, Field and Garrett
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arrived. Over a mug of tea, Bridgeford verbally approved Matthews’ future plans to
attack Arty Hill.34
On 14 December, Matthews ordered C Company to capture Arty Ridge.35 To support
that attack he needed artillery, the most effective way to support the controlled
offensive designed by Savige without incurring heavy casualties. After discussions
with the battery commander from the 4th Field Battery, both Matthews and the
battery commander agreed that 1000 rounds were needed. Yet Summerton, the 7th
Brigade’s BM, was already critical of Matthews’ expenditure of 25-pounder shells, a
criticism Matthews believed was ‘unfair and unjustified’. When Matthews asked for
1000 rounds for the attack on Arty Hill, Summerton replied he would have to ask
‘higher authority’. Matthews was angry: ‘let ‘em’, he wrote and added, ‘it appears
bodies are cheaper than shells & I shall have to go slow with Arty.’36
Field did not agree with Matthews. Yet Field was anything but direct with Matthews.
He was not prepared to officially confirm Bridgeford’s approval of Matthews’ plans
to take Arty Hill. In a heated phone conversation between the two men, Field refused
to order Matthews to take Arty Hill and restated the official orders that the objective
was to hold and secure Pearl Ridge. When Matthews argued this would take a month,
Field retorted that if Matthews could not do it, someone else would.
Bitterly, Matthews summed up his dilemma in his diary:
It seems he wants me to take Arty [Hill] so that he can get the honour & glory
but will not order me to do it & passes the buck. His previous policy was no
casualties, push on slowly if I don’t complete my object[ive] it doesn’t matter.
Now all that has changed. I will take Arty [Hill] & will get many casualties
although I feel the objective will be taken.37

34

ibid.
9 Aust Inf Bn Report on Ops Piaterapaia – Sisivie, 23 Nov 44 – 21 Dec 44, p 2, Ninth
Battalions War Memorial Museum, P864.
36
Diary No 12, 14 December 1944, Matthews papers, AWM, PR89/079, item 3.
37
Diary No 12, 15 December 1944, Matthews papers, AWM, PR89/079, item 3.
35

129

Matthews may have been unduly pessimistic about the casualties but he was prescient
about Field. The strained relationship between the two men demonstrates the
contradictory and limiting factors that governed the relationship between commanders
working on Bougainville. Blamey had ordered an offensive that Savige interpreted as
a controlled offensive with one final aim in mind, the destruction of the Japanese.
Field, the conduit between Savige and the men in the field like Matthews, had an eye
to the broader purpose of the campaign and the primary importance of the Southern
Sector. This was where the resources available to II Corps would be concentrated.
The Central Sector was secondary. Yet Field was also anxious to impress Savige with
his success in a secondary sector of the overall campaign. His reports consistently put
a positive spin on both the action and the morale of the men. But he was not prepared
to officially order an attack that, without artillery support, had the potential to bring
with it an unacceptable casualty rate. That responsibility would lie with Matthews.
Matthews was in the field, uncertain of the enemy’s intentions, probably overcautious and acutely aware of one of the prime directives of the campaign – limiting
casualties.
Matthews, however, was certainly persistent. He finally received the extra artillery
rounds he wanted but only after a long argument with Summerton and subject to the
proviso that he used them sparingly. The taking of Arty Hill, in the end, would prove
to be a model attack.
Australian Intelligence believed Arty Hill was heavily defended, having been
reinforced following the attack on Little George Hill. Intelligence estimated that there
were 429 soldiers from the Japanese 81st Regiment, 6th Division and the 38th IMB
forward of Numa Numa.38 The Japanese certainly expected an attack. From 13
December, they reported an increase in artillery fire and air strikes against their
positions. Lieutenant Homura and Second Lieutenant Skimizu, defending positions in
the Little George Hill – Sisivie area, reflected different responses to the imminent
attack. ‘These are worrying days’ Homura wrote to Skimizu, there was not enough
food and too few troops. Homura, however, was defiant:
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As commander of No 3 position I will remain here to my death. I will inspire
all and will work, I presume that you will also await your death at No 1
position and that you are struggling hard. When you weaken, your
subordinates will lose heart and the morale will be lowered. This is my advice,
heed it.39
The Japanese expected that the attack would come after Christmas, probably on 26
December.40 Once again the Japanese were surprised.
By 17 December, plans and arrangements for the attack were finalised. Water cans
were filled, wire was brought up, and ‘native’ stretcher-bearers arrived in readiness
for the next day’s attack. The troops were briefed on their tasks. A machine gun and
infantry section moved on to Mount Deacon and another to Bawabu Ridge. They
were ordered not to reveal themselves under any circumstances, as they were to give
covering fire for C Company’s attack. At dawn on 18 December, men openly walked
around on George and Little George Hills giving the misleading impression the day
would be just an ordinary day. Out of sight, helmets, weapons and the necessary
stores for battle were prepared and the men were moving down in ones and twos to
the assembly area. Nerves were eased with a mug of tea and a sandwich.41
American 155mm guns and Australian 25-pounders had been shelling Arty Hill for
months. An observer described it as ‘a travesty of a tropical hill.’ All that was left of
its once thick jungle were shattered tree trunks. The pounding actually aided the
defenders, as the Japanese had clear fields of fire and the shelling started landslides
making the steep slopes even more difficult to climb. Heavily fortified, the Japanese
lived in well-constructed pill-boxes, connected by a network of communication
trenches and weapon pits. The only line of approach to the Hill was along the single
track running from Pup Knoll. At the base of Arty Hill the ground widened and here
38
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the climb steepened to about 45 degrees. Arty Hill had two main geographical
features. Both were devoid of vegetation, having been cleared from the surrounding
jungle, and looked similar, so the first objective was named Banyan Knoll, after its
sole shell blasted banyan trunk, and Middle Knoll.42
Early on 18 December, Major JA Blanch’s C Company began forming up under cover
on George and Little George Hills. The quiet morning was shattered just after 7am
when shells from the 4th Field Regiment’s 25-pounders began exploding on Arty
Hill. The Vickers machine guns on Deacon and Bawabu Ridge soon joined in, as did
the battalion’s mortars. At 7.23am, the first troops of 15 Platoon ran in single file
across from Little George, through the gap in the wire and along the narrow approach,
followed by 14 Platoon and Blanch with Company headquarters. They had only seven
minutes to reach the start line at the base of Banyan Knoll, moving under the cover of
smoke and high explosive shells.43
The rest of the battalion watched. Hurriedly working a mortar, Schacht saw the shells
fall on the enemy position amid the rising dust and black smoke. Along the ridge at
the base of Arty Hill, a white cloud was lifting under which C Company was
advancing. The burning smell of cordite filled the air and Schacht recalled the
‘thunder of the guns behind and the shells blasts on the opposite hill had reached an
incredible ear-deafening roar.’44 Watching the battle, he became anxious as the
covering smoke screen began to lift, exposing the climbing company to Japanese
machine guns.45
Scrambling over loose soil and steep slopes rather than climbing, the attackers were
near the crest of Banyan Hill when the Japanese emerged from their pill-boxes along
the rim of the knoll. Because of the steepness of the slope the attackers could not
bring their fire to bear, nor could the defenders, without exposing themselves. It
42
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became a grenade fight. Grenades were hurled upward, while others slid down the
slopes or bounced off helmets and haversacks before exploding on those further back.
Some of the killed and wounded also rolled down the knoll. 14 Platoon took the left
of the hill, while 15 Platoon moved up to the right. The men worked in twos and
threes: attacking weapon pits, Owen gunners pulled themselves over the rim of the
pits and poured in fire, while another man moved in with grenades. Phosphorus
grenades were thrown at pill-boxes, engulfing them in a blanket of thick smoke, while
others moved in with submachine guns and high explosive grenades.
The attack spread along the knoll in close intense fighting. 15 Platoon came up
against a Juki heavy machine gun; Sergeant D Allan shot one of the Japanese gunners
but was almost immediately killed, shot through the head. His men carried on and
cleared the area. Blanch took his headquarters section through to knock out enemy
pill-boxes on the reverse slope of the knoll. One man had to crawl headfirst down the
slope on the blind side of the pill-boxes and reach around the side to throw his
grenades. A Japanese lance-corporal crawled from a pill-box and surrendered.
Fighting on Banyan Knoll was dying down. Japanese retreating to Middle Knoll were
shot down. 13 Platoon now went through and attacked the Japanese on Middle Knoll.
Fire was coming from the timbered area at the northern end and from a sniper in a
tree. Another Australian was killed, but the platoon took the position. A wounded
Japanese soldier was found in a slit trench and taken prisoner. As the last shots were
fired, Blanch notified battalion headquarters of his success – about forty-five minutes
after the attack began. Five Australians were killed and twelve wounded, with eight
being evacuated. Twenty-five Japanese bodies were counted and two prisoners were
taken. Between ten and twenty buried and unburied bodies were also found. They had
been killed in the days leading up to the attack.46
Among the Japanese casualties were Lieutenant Homura and Second-Lieutenant
Skimizu. Homura had been true to his word. He and his men fought to the death.
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Skimizu was more fortunate. He had been wounded and evacuated. It is not known if
he survived.47
Throughout the attack, Boomerangs from No 5 Squadron flew over the area giving
progress reports and locations of the wounded. They flew so low they even identified
one man with a knee wound. Matthews listened to the commentary, hearing from one
pilot ‘Your chaps are going well, you’ve got the nips stuffed’. For taking the prisoners
Matthews rewarded the men with six bottles of beer. He went to Arty Hill where his
men were busily consolidating their position. ‘Vile smells everywhere’, he wrote,
‘bodies buried in shallow graves, some only a few days old.’ The mutilated body of
an Australian soldier was recovered; a dead Japanese soldier had used his Owen gun
while his boots were found on the body of another.48
The next day a happy Field brought up Brigadier Stevenson, Lieutenant-Colonel
Abbott and some other officers for a visit to George, Little George and Arty Ridge.
The hostility of the environment, with its steep gorges, and the battle scared landscape
of shattered tree trunks impressed Field. ‘To see the ground is to realize [sic] what a
feat of arms it was for the Coy.’ Typically, he recorded that the troops were ‘all
cheerful and busy’ as they worked on defensive positions. He also felt vindicated. The
battalion had ‘their tails well up and Matthews owes something to myself and
Summerton for pressing him to conduct a decent scale attack against this objective’.
‘It once again proves my contention that the average Australian can do anything given
good leadership, encouragement and proper man-management – whether he be AIF or
Militia.’49 Even here, the AIF-militia dynamic was ever present.
Attention was now turned to Pearl Ridge, the last known occupied feature on the
central range. Captain Radford’s B Company was sent to check the track along
Bawaba Ridge that appeared to lead towards Pearl Ridge. Supporting the company
47
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was a Forward Observation Officer [FOO]. It was heavy going, up and down steep
slopes into unknown enemy territory. Contact with the Japanese was likely at any
stage. Radford remembered how quickly everybody dropped down, even in the mud,
when a shot was heard. The first time this happened the FOO, not used to such a rapid
response, suddenly found himself standing alone in the jungle and sang out ‘where’s
every bastard gone!’50
The next day, 19 December, Radford’s company continued its advance. In the late
afternoon a patrol led by Corporal M Gillies was fired on by a Japanese position,
killing the lead scout Private P Barton almost instantly. A burst from Private J
Armstrong’s Owen gun killed the soldier who shot Barton. Gillies and Armstrong
tried to recover their mate’s body, but Japanese fire was now intense and they had to
fall back into the thick jungle, diving down the precipitous slopes of the narrow ridge.
This separated the two, but Gillies rejoined his patrol and returned to the company
base. Armstrong was lost. Alone and disorientated, he stayed where he was until night
fell. Cautiously, he climbed back up to the crest of the ridge, finding himself in the
rear of the Japanese forward camp. It was unoccupied. Armstrong entered a grass hut
and found enemy equipment, mess gear and documents. The papers he stuffed into his
pockets and he picked up a Japanese helmet and rifle. Finding his bearings and the
direction of B Company, he again slid down the side of the ridge to avoid the
Japanese. It was dark and Armstrong took off and carried his boots. Suddenly he
heard close by Japanese voices and movement. He threw his grenade and after the
explosion heard the Japanese scatter in confusion. Armstrong then threw his boots, so
the Japanese would hear them land and think it another grenade, and ran through them
and escaped down the ridge into the darkness – throwing away his Japanese kit.
He hid for the rest of the night. At first light the next day, he came to the rear of B
Company’s position where he announced himself ‘in unmistakeable Australian
language and came in’ laughing and with bloody feet.51
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Informative and amusing, both Armstrong and Radford’s FOO are examples of what
Graham Seal described as the ‘digger tradition’ – ordinary blokes, in uniform for the
duration, and doing a job for King and Country.52 Though Seal’s work is about the
First AIF, much of what he identified is applicable to the AMF of the Second World
War. Diggers from both wars have become stereotypes of Australian national identify.
The 25th Battalion began relieving the 9th Battalion on 20 December, and the next
day the main body of the 9th moved to Torokina for a well-earned rest, two bottles of
beer, a bath and the distribution of mail. Matthews enjoyed ‘a very good nights [sic]
rest with no worries’.53 They were in Torokina for Christmas.
Christmas 1944
It was almost a traditional Christmas for II Corps in Torokina. The food was good and
plentiful. It needed to be. The next month the campaign in the other sectors was going
to begin in earnest.
After the morning church service, Savige had lunch with his headquarters staff and he
made a short toast of ‘let’s have a drink together’. Savige spent the rest of the
afternoon visiting the units under his command, which was typical of the man.54
Field entertained Bridgeford, Stevenson, Garrett, Matthews, and other officers, in the
7th Brigade’s mess before adjourning for lunch. A lunch was served at midday. There
was turkey, ham, fresh potatoes, peas and onions, followed by plum pudding and
sauce. Field thought it was probably the best Christmas meal yet. He visited the men’s
mess during their meal and thought they all seemed happy.55
The 11th Brigade celebrated Christmas a little differently. On Christmas Eve, the 26th
Battalion held a jazz concert. The show saw the debut of The Bougainville Belles,
performing ‘The Ballet Beautiful’. Midnight Mass was held at Reams Field before a
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brigade church service the next day.56 After church, swimming parades were held and
radio broadcasts were heard all day. Stevenson and some of his headquarters’ officers
dined in the men’s mess and enjoyed the well-prepared and plentiful Christmas
lunch.57 The historian of the 2nd Mountain Battery recalled all had an enjoyable day,
appreciating the ‘turkey for Christmas dinner – and beer!’58
The men of the 23rd Brigade in the Outer Islands had a relaxing Christmas. On Green
Island, the commanders of the various Australian, American and New Zealand units
attended an informal function in the brigade headquarters mess, while brigade officers
waited tables in the men’s mess.59 The 27th Battalion on Green Island, had roast pork
from the wild pigs on the island and fresh fish. The 7th Battalion’s A Company on
Mono Island was privileged to have the village choir visit and sing carols. Private
Alan Pedder remembered their beautiful voices singing ‘firstly in their own language,
and then in English, with the audience of “hard nut” soldiers listening spellbound.’60
But there was a war on. The 29th Brigade had begun operations in the south and all of
its battalions were active in their patrolling along the Jaba River. Although as there
was no entry in the brigade’s war diary for 25 December they may have taken things a
little easier.61 This cannot be said for the 42nd Battalion as it was reeling from an
accident that occurred on Christmas Eve. Eight men drowned while trying to cross a
river. The battalion’s historian wrote ‘this tragic beginning to an unpopular campaign
was all that was needed to put the battalion in an uneasy frame of mind from which it
was never free on Bougainville.’62
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To Pearl Ridge
Lieutenant-Colonel John McKinna and his 25th Battalion were now in position on
Arty Hill and patrolling towards Pearl Ridge. Lieutenant-Colonel Dexter, the new
commander of the 61st Battalion thought McKinna was ‘a terrific bloke and a top
soldier’.63 A Scottish-South Australian, McKinna had served in the pre-war militia
and was one of the original company commanders of the 2/27th Battalion. He was
‘tall, tough, [and] rangy’.64 Sergeant ‘Steve’ Sullivan remembered McKinna always
wore his slouch hat and wondered how McKinna survived, as he ‘stood out like a
country loo among the tin hats.’65 Unlike Matthews, McKinna would need no
prompting to fulfil expectations for offensive action.
McKinna knew that the 7th Brigade would be relieved by the 11th on 5 January
1945.66 McKinna, however, was not prepared to idle his time away waiting to be
relieved. On 27 December, he sent Field plans to attack the Japanese on Pearl Ridge.
Field promised that he, Summerton and Intelligence officers would look at them.67
Field must have been delighted. McKinna was in tune with what Field wanted and
neither McKinna nor Field were willing to wait for the 11th Brigade: they intended to
take Pearl Ridge themselves.
Expecting an attack, the Japanese monitored Australian movements on the track and
moved in reinforcements. They planned to turn Pearl Ridge into a fortress. The
rugged country rising to sharp razor back ridges was ideal for defence. There were
550 combat troops on the ridge, not the single company thought by Australian
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Intelligence to occupy the position. They were drawn mainly from the 38th IMB, new
reinforcements and survivors from Little George and Arty Hill. The defenders built
bunkers and foxholes for maximum protection against artillery bombardment and air
strikes. Yet the geography that made the ridge ideal for defence also hampered
Japanese preparations for the expected attack. Food, water and ammunition had to be
carried up the steep slopes. Large quantities of water could not be stored on the ridge.
Heavy weapons could not be brought forward restricting the Japanese to three
mortars.68
In the last days of December, the Australians renewed and intensified their patrols,
while artillery, mortar and air strikes were made against Pearl Ridge. The shelling,
however, was ineffective, thanks to the bunkers and foxholes, but it was still a nervewracking experience for the defenders.69
The attack came on 30 December. McKinna used all four of his rifle Companies.
Sergeant Sullivan remembered moving into position on the morning of the attack.
They walked for twenty yards along a narrow gorge and then started to climb the
thousands of steps cut by the ‘natives’ into the side of the mountain. They were
heavily loaded with full packs, rifles and ammunition and he was carrying the
Vickers. But ‘to top it off I had a beautiful attack of dysentery and had to go bush
about every sixty steps. Two New Zealand pilots were travelling with us to survey the
area for supply drops and they kindly relieved me of my pack and rifle; without their
help I doubt if I could have made it.’70
McKinna’s Companies met determined Japanese resistance. By mid-afternoon the
attackers were pinned down and harassed by snipers. McKinna was forced to change
his plans. He ordered D Company to dig in and approach Pearl Ridge the next day by
the long and difficult climb over Pear Hill (a pear shaped hill running up to Pearl

68

Part 1, History of the Japanese Occupation of Bougainville (This history has been complied
from a series of interrogations & discussions with Japanese Army & Navy Officers), March
1942 – August 1945, p 16, AWM, AWM54, item 492/4/4.
69
ibid.
70
Shaw, Brother Digger, p 131.

139

Ridge) using a route identified by a Japanese prisoner. That night the leading
companies beat off a strong counter attack.71
The next day, Sullivan made the long and difficult climb to Pear Hill. It was covered
in a cane jungle and Sullivan recalled ‘it was so overgrown the sky was almost blotted
out and we seemed to be in a maze of dark leafy tunnels. We could only see a few
yards in front of us so we stepped very quietly.’ Late in the afternoon, they reached
the outer edge of the jungle, but the Japanese saw them and opened up with heavy
machine gun fire. The Australians returned fire and engaged them with 2-inch
mortars.72 The ruse had failed, but the Australians had at least made it to the ridge.
The other companies, however, advanced successfully and by the afternoon on the
second day, Pearl Ridge was taken. Ten Australians were killed and another twentyfive were wounded. The Japanese paid a far higher price. Thirty-four Japanese dead
were counted. More bodies were seen down the steep sides of the razorbacks. One
prisoner was taken.73
The victory was a great boost to the 25th Battalion. It had proven its mettle in battle.
The battalion’s war diary proudly recorded:
We know now that the attack on Pearl Ridge was launched not against a
Japanese company, as was then believed, but against a battalion of fresh
troops strongly dug in. Its capture by an Australian battalion whose experience
of battle was limited to a brief encounter more than two years before was thus
one of the outstanding feats of arms in this campaign and a striking
demonstration of the effectiveness of the Australian force’s training and
tactics.74
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They would take this confidence with them into the Southern Sector where Savige
would describe their actions as ‘heroic’.
The defeat was a serious blow for the Japanese, especially for the 38th IMB. The loss
of the ridge was attributed to the lack of heavy weapons. Survivors reported that if
they had had artillery and more mortars, the Australians would never have taken the
position. In a report to headquarters, the Japanese commander stated that without
more mortars he could not stage any further action or successfully defend the
succeeding ridges.75 Japanese staff officers were now sure that the Australians would
drive on to Numa Numa.76 Once again they were wrong.
On 1 January 1945, McKinna cheekily sent the following signal to Field, ‘members of
the unit wish you a prosperous new year and present Pearl Ridge to you as a new year
gift.’77 ‘A grand start for 1945!’ wrote Field in his diary. On 3 January, Field spent the
morning with the 25th Battalion. The weather was humid and there was not much of a
breeze on the ridges. Field saw the men were working hard. The pioneer platoon had
cut back the track and generally improved the company positions on Pearl Ridge. ‘I
stopped at Coy Positions en route and congratulated Coy Comds on their work, also
gave a pat on the back to some who were mentioned to me for good jobs done … One
lad showed me the furrow in his scalp which had been slightly ploughed by a bullet.
Saw Capts Bruce and Just and took a photo of the latter holding a fine Jap sword.’
Field thought it had ‘been a grand inspiring day.’78
Savige was also pleased with their results and thought Field had done an excellent
job. In his weekly letter to Sturdee, Savige explained that securing Pearl Ridge gave
the Australians control over the Emperor Range. ‘Previously’, Savige continued, ‘we
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have been in the unenviable position of having to go up to the Jap but now if he wants
to attack he has to come up the hill to us.’79 Sullivan remembered the view:
From our vantage point we had a spectacular view across the island out over
the ocean but our sense of achievement didn’t last too long. To the west of
Pearl Ridge there was an active volcano spewing smoke all the time and at
night the glow from it was splendid to watch. A few days later the volcano
rumbled and the whole damn ridge started to roll. We wished we were the hell
away from that place.80
Sullivan got his wish. On 4 January, the 11th Brigade’s 26th Battalion replaced the
25th Battalion.
The 11th Brigade take over
Stevenson had a busy time during the first few months of 1945, as his battalions were
divided between the Central and Northern Sectors with the 31st/51st Battalion
pushing along the north coast. ‘All troops are enthusiastically looking forward to their
first active operation’, noted the brigade’s diarist.81 Contrary to Japanese assumptions,
Stevenson was not going to advance beyond Pearl Ridge. Action was instead confined
to deep continuous patrolling. The 11th Brigade was inexperienced but, observed
Savige, they had ‘plenty of enthusiasm and officers appear to be keen’.82
Stevenson concentrated on improving the logistics of supplying the Central Sector by
developing the Numa Numa Trail. ‘When I took over the Numa Numa sector’,
Stevenson told Long, ‘I found that man-hours were wasted in moving supplies
forward; consequently, I constructed a jeep track from Barges Hill to Pearl Ridge and
developed an air dropping ground at Martin’s knoll’. The Australians were not willing
to lose their advantage in material and equipment because of poor logistics.
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On 20 December, the 16th Field Company relieved the 5th Field Company and
became responsible for engineering operations on the Numa Numa Trail. It was not
an easy task. Most of the sappers’ time was spent maintaining the many fords and
river crossings of the road from Torokina to Barge’s Hill. Some of the fords were 200
feet wide but the depth of each constantly changed. River crossings had to be cleared
of heavy boulders and several crossings were moved. Some of these were maintained
by placing 44-gallon drums, filled with gravel and small rocks, in the downstream
side and building up a firm bed for crossing.83 Even with improvements, travelling
could still be a frustratingly slow process. Any heavy rain falling in the mountains
would cause the river to rise rapidly and vehicles frequently became stranded or were
over turned. As soon as a truck stopped its occupants would wade ashore, although in
some cases tow ropes were used to rescue personnel. They stayed on the bank until
the flood subsided.84
The track stopped at the base of Barge’s Hill. From there the Islanders carried the
supplies. To speed up the construction of the track, Stevens decided to use a
bulldozer. Rather than disassemble the machine and man handle the pieces up the
steep track, the bulldozer was winched up backwards, using its own winch and the
blade as an anchor. It took six days and was done in 60-foot stretches.85 By the end of
January, the jeep track connected Barge’s Hill to Arty Ridge and was beginning to
extend up Pearl Ridge. Natural two to three feet wide razorbacks were widened into
usable tracks.86 It was back-breaking work.
The jeep track continued with the campaign. The 16th Field Company was replaced
with the 23rd Field Company at the end of April 1945. This company supervised the
extension of the road beyond Pearl Ridge to Berry’s Hill. This section was 2460 yards
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long and was completed on 21 May. The whole track was developed into an all
weather road.87
The most ambitious engineering project carried out on Bougainville was the
construction of a light rail link between the Laruma road head straight up the face of
Barge’s Hill. It was impossible to build a road up the 1000-foot climb to the top of the
hill, so everything had to be carried – and that took time. The railway used a two foot
gauge, was 2245 feet long, and three sets of trestles were needed to run the line over
the gullies. Two Ford V8 engines drove the double-drum 2-ton power winches that
hauled the rail trucks. The line initially handled ten tonnes of stores per day, the
equivalent of 600 carrier loads. Its capacity was later increased to 25 tonnes per day.
The railway released over 200 carriers for work elsewhere.88 Savige recalled it was
‘Stevenson’s fertile brain’ that produced the idea of the railway. ‘He submitted the
plans and stated that the material was available in NG. His enthusiasm caught my
imagination and we obtained the material … In my view, it was the best effort of its
kind I saw in the Field.’89
The flow of supplies improved, but driving on the track atop Pearl Ridge was not
without is hazards. As Private Norm Scowen recalled, the track was only six feet
wide, ‘steep and muddy and sliding, because every day it used to rain’. With chains
on his jeep’s tyres and towing a trailer, Scowen would drive in low gear which was so
slow ‘you can get out and walk around the front and climb in the other side.’ To go
from one end of the track ‘it used take me about three quarters of an hour to climb
from the bottom up to where all the boongs would bring the stores up and load ‘em
onto me and I’d cart ‘em along to the forward positions.’90
The infantry provided much of the labour need for Stevenson’s improvements. The
55th/53rd Battalion took over the Central Sector on 3 February. It was a battalion that
felt it had something to prove. As part of Maroubra Force, during the dark days of
1942, the 53rd Battalion had performed poorly. A unit of untrained conscripts, the
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53rd Battalion had been used for labouring in Port Moresby before it was rushed up
the Kokoda track. The 53rd Battalion was tasked with recapturing Missima, but at the
start of the attack its commanding officer was killed in an ambush, then when one
company engaged the Japanese, the Australians ‘broke and scattered’, while another
company did not even go into attack. Afterwards, seventy men were found to have
‘taken to the bush’ and deserted. The attack broke down and the battalion was
scattered, which left holes in the Australian defences. These gaps had to be filled by
other exhausted units of Marouba Force.91 Marouba Force had been built around the
21st Brigade – the 2/14th, 216/th, and the 2/27th Battalions, as well as the two militia
units, the 39th and 53rd Battalions. But hereafter, the 53rd Battalion was written off,
and it was blamed with letting down the AIF.
Despite the 53rd Battalion’s work at Sanananda and in New Guinea, it could not
avoid the legacy of its poor performance at Kokoda. FM Budden, the battalion’s
historian, bitterly wrote that when asked the inevitable question ‘what unit digger?’
The reaction was often ‘That mob, they let the AIF down’. Even after the battalion
merged with the 55th Battalion in October 1942, forming the 55th/53rd Battalion, the
situation did not improve.92 It certainly had a battalion culture that set it apart. For
some this formed a culture of resentment towards the AIF. The men were encouraged
to join the AIF, but this was met with resistance:

90

Private Norm Scowen, 55th/53rd Battalion, AWM, S00594.
Brune, Those Ragged Bloody Heroes, p 104.
92
This caused many a fight whilst on leave and failed to realise many of the young soldiers
who had been called up were in fact too young to volunteer for the AIF. Budden, That Mob!,
p 117. Since the merger, Lieutenant-Colonel DJH Lovell had commanded the Battalion.
Lovell was born on 17 December 1911 and pre-war worked as a Bank officer. Lovell had
spent the first years of the war in North Africa and Greece in staff appointments with the 16th
Brigade and the 2/1st Battalion. Returning to Australia with the 6th Division in 1942, Lovell
served in the headquarters at Ceylon for several months receiving command of the 55th
Battalion in August 1942. Lovell was no stranger to difficult appointments, having fulfilled a
variety of interesting staff appointments during the war. From 2 March to 15 April 1941,
Lovell represented the 16th Brigade in a party of four from the I Australian Corps who went
as a liaison party to the British headquarters in Athens during the Greek campaign. From the
5 February 1943 to 15 April 1943, he was the administrative commander of the 14th Brigade.
This was during the period when the Brigade was returning from Gona and up to the time of
its absorption of units from the 12 the Brigade. Lovell not only had to deal with the 53rd
Battalion’s reputation but also the mixed emotions of a merged Battalion, before leading it
into action at Sanananda only a month later. Lovell, DJH, AWM, AWM76, item B308.
91

145

____ the AIF. I fought in the mountains and at Sanananada, yet I am not
considered a returned soldier and not wanted and not accepted by the Returned
Soldiers’ League. I can be sent anywhere by the stroke of a pen, a bloody
politicians pen, so I can’t see where the magic “X” on my regimental number
changes me from something unwanted to an accepted superman overnight.
Once again ____ the AIF. I’ll fight anywhere they want to send me, but I’ll
fight as a bloody “Choco” and if necessary die as a bloody “Choco”.93
The 55th/53rd Battalion was ready for a fight. Budden noted that the ‘battalion was at
long last fully equipped and well trained and this was reflected in their bearing and
willingness to be on their way.’94 The battalion sent patrols out regularly and although
contact with the enemy was frequent, it did not have any large engagements.
‘Comparatively quiet’ was how Private Jack Stevens described the battalion’s role on
Pearl Ridge. ‘Oh we lost a couple of fellows in different patrols but there was no real
serious clashes. I mean, they were just hit and run affairs with an ambush patrol or a
bit of a patrol clash.’ This did not mean there was any less danger or chance of death.
‘Every time you walked out of your dugout … The Japs theoretically could have shot
you because they were in plain view on the next mountain across.’95
As the battalion was coming to the end of its tour, on 3 March forward troops
observed a Japanese soldier on an opposite hill apparently signalling to someone in
the rear. A Vickers machine gun immediately opened fire. The soldier ran and
disappeared. That night, a few booby traps were sprung around forward posts. The
next day, a Japanese sergeant walked into the forward Australian position and
surrendered. It was the man who was seen the day before and he had not been
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signalling but waving a surrender pamphlet.96 The manner of his surrender caused
some surprise and amusement. Captain ‘Stan’ Sly recalled, ‘our toilets were holes in
the ground with a drum on top of it, cut out. One of our fellows was sitting on this
drum about eight o’clock one morning and the next thing he woke up and there was a
Jap wanting to surrender in front of him … the drum got very effective treatment’.97
The prisoner, Sergeant Tanaka, claimed that many of the Japanese troops were in a
very poor condition, their morale was low, and that they had Far East Liaison Office
(FELO) surrender pamphlets.98 Many men were ready to surrender, he claimed, if
they could be assured of safe passage. A FELO Broadcast Propaganda Unit was
brought up to Pear Ridge. On 7 March, in a fine display of propaganda techniques, it
began broadcasting in Japanese twice daily advising the enemy as to how and when to
surrender. The broadcasts concentrated on the failures of the Japanese high command,
the hopelessness of continued fighting, the superiority of the Allies, and the hardships
and privations of jungle warfare. Surrender appeals were personally addressed to
Japanese officers on Smith’s Hill whose names were provided by Tanaka. FELO
pamphlets specially based on statements made by Tanaka were dropped from the air
and were also scattered by 25-pounder shells.99 Australian Intelligence knew that
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morale was low in some units and that the Japanese were in difficulties when it came
to food. Reports of cannibalism had been verified in the field. Islander sources
claimed that Japanese soldiers had told them that they would desert if they could.100
The Australians had underestimated the resolve of the enemy. Despite FELO’s efforts
not one Japanese soldier surrendered. One was even seen giving the ‘thumbs down’
sign at the end of a broadcast.101 This was attributed to the Japanese officers
maintaining a close watch on potential deserters. It was belied by reports from patrols
that the Smith’s Hill garrison was well equipped and, apparently, in good physical
condition.102
Because if its perception as a poor unit, because of the failure along the Kokoda track,
the 55th/53rd Battalion had come to the Central Sector with an extra incentive – they
wonted to prove their detracts wrong. This it did as the battalion had maintained a
high standard in the Central Sector and, subsequently, in the Northern Sector as well.
Aware of the battalion’s sensitive history, Stevenson made the special effort of
singling it out for praise.103 So too did Savige. He congratulated them for doing an
‘all-round splendid job’ when they were in the Pearl Ridge area and closed with the
‘55/53rd Battalion will do me.’104 As with Stevenson, Savige knew of the battalion’s
chequered history and he was always willing to offer praise and encouragement to
those he thought deserved it.
On 16 March the 31st/51st Battalion relieved the 55th/53rd Battalion. The 31st/51st
Battalion had already fought on Bougainville in the Northern Sector and had captured
Tsimba Ridge. This was only an interim measure for the veteran troops and their tour
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lasting from 15 March to 18 April.105 Although the Central Sector was primarily for
blooding inexperienced troops, it could also serve as a form of temporary relief from
the ‘front’.
During that month, the battalion occupied Smith’s and Hunt’s Hills on 24 March. The
capture of both features reflected what was by now a common pattern in Australian
tactics in the Central Sector and the way the campaign was recorded in unit histories.
The mortar platoon led by Lieutenant Kelso Knight conducted the attack on Hunt’s
Hill, covered by a section from B Company. Hunt’s Hill was shelled with mortar fire
for ten minutes, and then under the watchful eyes of the riflemen, Knight led his men
up the steep climb of the hill:
sure enough when we got to the top there was a Jap peering along [the] Razor
Back connecting Smith’s Hill. Looking around he saw me so I killed him with
the Yank carbine I carried. Another Jap soldier armed with an Owen gun
jumped from his trench and fired half a magazine at me from behind a tree
stump. We were only 15 to 20 yards away. I fired at the Owen gun and hit the
fore-grip. He fired again from the edge of the tree trunk and used the
remainder of the magazine. I fired again and hit from the barrel release nut on
the top of the Owen which sprayed off into his face. We eventually shot
him.106
Another Japanese shot at Knight from a weapon pit only ten yards away, but he was
quickly shot through the elbow and killed by a grenade thrown into his dugout. The
attack continued:
We then stood on top of the dugouts and tossed grenades into the trenches.
Having used all the grenades carried by the attacking party a phosphorus
grenade was thrown down the last dugout and there were hideous screams.
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With smoke for cover a Jap [leaped] out and was going so fast past our two on
the flank that they missed him.107
The weaponry of the combatants reflected the nature of close quarter fighting in
jungle warfare. The Japanese used Owen guns that were either captured or taken from
dead Australians, because the Japanese did not have their own sub-machine guns,
only rifles and machine guns. Such deficiencies only added to the difficulties faced by
the Japanese. Lighter and with a high rate of fire, sub-machine guns were ideal for
jungle warfare. Similarly, Knight’s ‘Yank carbine’ was shorter and lighter than the
normal Australian Lee-Enfield No 4. Mark 1 rifle.108
Hunt’s Hill was taken and was reinforced. There was no counter attack, but that night,
a lone Japanese soldier approached the perimeter and fired a single shot, killing
Private L Lucas of the machine gun platoon. He was the only Australian killed during
the attack.109 Three days later, Lieutenant A Rieter led a platoon from Keegan’s Ridge
in an attack on the Japanese on Sisivie Ridge.110
On 18 April, the 27th Battalion of Brigadier Potts’ 23rd Brigade became responsible
for the Central Sector. The 11th Brigade’s campaign along the Numa Numa Trail was
over. For the rest of the war Stevenson concentrated on fighting the Japanese in the
Northern Sector. During their fourteen weeks in the Central Sector, the brigade’s
battalions had continually patrolled and engaged the Japanese. It accounted for 236
known ‘kills’, fifteen possible ‘kills’, and four prisoners, for the loss of two

107

ibid.
The Japanese did develop a sub-machine gun, the Type 100/40 and a later variant Type
100/44. Both were only manufactured in limited numbers and were in short supply. The only
record of their use was in 1942 when Japanese paratroopers attacked Dutch oil fields in Java.
The Yank carbine was probably a US Carbine, cal .30 M1. Hogg, The Encyclopaedia of
Infantry Weapons of World War II, p 69; Daugherty, Fighting Techniques of a Japanese
Infantryman 1941-1945, p 84.
109
The Owen gun used by the Japanese had belonged to Lieutenant Davis and was later
returned to the 26th Battalion. Hughes, At War with the 51st Infantry Battalion and 31st/51st
Infantry Battalion, p 187.
110
This patrol was particularly successful and earned the nickname ‘the raid on Reiter’s
Ridge’. Reiter’s attack is described in detail in Long, The Final Campaigns, pp 120-121, see
also Reiter’s diary extracts in Hughes, At War with the 51st Infantry Battalion and 31st/51st
Infantry Battalion, pp 193 – 196.
108

150

Australians killed, two who died of wounds, and nineteen wounded.111 Stevenson
attributed the success of the brigade to the good training and ability of his junior
leaders.112 Stevenson, however, modestly ignored his own contribution in improving
the logistical support network, which allowed the Australians to fully exploit their
superiority in supplies and weaponry. Yet, the Australian success in the Central
Sector also owed much to the Japanese leadership. The Japanese had consistently
refused to adjust their thinking after Hyakutake’s initial misreading of the nature of
the Australian offensive in the sector. And what they lacked in weaponry they were
prepared to compensate with the lives of their soldiers.
Unlike Field who placed little faith in ‘native sources’, Stevenson was one of the few
commanders to specifically acknowledge the contribution made by the Islanders to
the success of the campaign. The Australians used the existing tracks for patrolling
and this was where the Islanders came into their own. ANGAU provided guides for
each battalion utilising their local knowledge of the area and bushcraft skills. The
11th Brigade reported that the guides were ‘outstanding’, taking patrols right up to
their objectives. Guides were not supposed to take part in the subsequent fight, but,
continued the report, ‘on odd occasions the scouts managed to move forward with the
assaulting troops, and were instrumental in killing a considerable number of the
enemy.’ They were also sent to neighbouring villages to gather useful information for
other patrols.113 Such praise was echoed by Lieutenant-Colonel EH Wilson, II Corps
chief Intelligence Officer, who told Long that almost any important news about the
Japanese first came from the Islanders. ‘They are the most valuable source of
information we have.’114
For Savige, the strategy of using the Central Sector as a nursery sector had worked
well. He wrote that it was the time Stevenson’s Brigade spent in the Central Sector
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that gave it the experience ‘which enabled them to carry out their role in the Northern
area so magnificently.’115
Potts takes over the Central Sector
The 11th Brigade’s operations had forced the Japanese to retain and reinforce units in
Numa Numa instead of deploying them elsewhere. When Potts’s 23rd Brigade
relieved the 11th, the Japanese were convinced that the Australians were intent on
taking Numa Numa from Pearl Ridge. The Numa Numa garrison itself was in a
difficult position; it only received food and supplies by barge once a month from Buin
and the Japanese feared being trapped. Some officers secretly canvassed the idea of
withdrawing to Buin, but the troops were in such poor condition, and the difficulties
of feeding and moving troops overland by night, meant evacuation was impossible.
Instead, as the Japanese staff officers stated during interrogation after the surrender,
their orders were to ‘remain in Numa Numa and fight’ to the death.116
Potts must have been happy. After years of waiting he would finally lead his men into
battle. Potts explained his philosophy to Lieutenant Donald Dunstan. ‘I learned a
lesson I never forgot, and that is if you’re not on the offensive and aggressive you’ll
get more casualties sitting “safe”.’117 The war diarist of the 27th Battalion agreed:
After three and a half years of hard training on the mainland and in the
Islands, the unit has at last been committed to an operational role, and is
fighting live enemy. Our role on Pearl Ridge is to carry out aggressive
patrolling in enemy held territory. Some 1500 Japs exist between us and the
coast, a distance of 12 miles. The troops are in high spirits and the great
majority are very keen to get at grips with the Jap.118
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Potts’s men began to adjust to the Numa Numa Trail. It was hot, remembered Private
Ronald Bridgeman, and although he got used to the heat, he was always wet. The men
were soaked with their own perspiration, the oppressive humidity, numerous river
crossings, and the afternoon showers as it rained nearly everyday. Bridgeman also
recalled that some men felt claustrophobic in the heavy jungle. Food was also a
problem. Official reports for this period give the impression the quality and variety of
rations supplied was high, but Bridgeman does not remember this. They did get bread,
but the green parts had to be cut off first and Bully Beef remained the staple food.
Hunger easily overcomes taste.119 The situation was very different for the Japanese.
Unlike the Australians who benefited from the improvements made by Stevenson, the
Japanese in the Central Sector had been left to fight, and die, in isolation. Their
system of supply had broken down. In an old Japanese position on Little Hunt’s Hill,
a patrol made a discovery that showed just how bad things were for the Japanese.
They found a dixie containing fresh human flesh. Nearby was a partially buried body
of a Japanese soldier with the flesh cut from the back of his thighs.120 This was not the
first instance of cannibalism discovered, nor was it the last. To one of these
unfortunate soldiers, a piece of mouldy bread probably would have looked good.
Beginning on 21 April, when the 27th Battalion sent out its first patrol, the battalion
maintained an active patrolling program, moving out from the Australian bases on
Pearl Ridge and Hunt’s Hill against Japanese positions on the heavily bunkered
Berry’s Hill, Base Point 3, Sisivie, Tokua, Ibu, and Mapia.121
The positions were typical of the Japanese defences in the Central Sector. Japanese
bunkers were well defended, heavily camouflaged, and usually deeply dug-in on a
narrow rise. These positions consisted of two knolls, about 100 yards apart, with the
first defended by eight to ten bunkers each containing two men, with six to eight
foxholes linked to the bunkers by trenches. The rear position would be slightly larger
but self-contained on the same plan. During an Australian bombardment, the Japanese
119
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defenders would shelter in the bunkers and then man the foxholes when the infantry
attacked. These garrisons fought well and often would not fall back until half the men
were killed. Australian tactics also followed a common pattern. Patrols led by the
Islanders reconnoitred the sides and rear of a Japanese position. Air strikes, artillery
and mortars were then called down to smash the overhead cover and camouflage. A
platoon would then attack, advancing under the covering fire from another platoon.122
The Japanese finally abandoned Berry’s Hill and the 27th Battalion occupied it on 16
May. It seemed the Japanese resisted the 27th Battalion through sheer determination.
Dug-in atop of Berry’s Hill were weapon pits, minor bunkers, and communication
trenches. Light machine guns covered all approaches. Sleeping quarters were built
into the slopes of the feature and were about ten to fourteen feet deep. All of the
defensive positions had been hit, but it was clear that the Japanese were able to take
cover in these deep dugouts and then rush into their trenches to man their defences.
Twelve Japanese bodies were counted, but based on the captured weapons cache it
was estimated forty Japanese had been killed and six were wounded. Australian
fighting patrols killed another twelve and wounded six Japanese. Australian casualties
were much lighter, with three killed and two wounded. The Japanese were in a poor
condition. Their clothing was considerably worn, and there were no reserves of food
or ammunition. Only small arms ammunition was captured.123 Such were the
conditions of the frontline Japanese troops. They did not have a hope. The Japanese
had lost the Central Sector.
Aggressive patrolling began against the Japanese positions in the Wearne’s Hill –
Base Point 3 area. Wearne’s Hill was eventually captured, but by the 7th Battalion,
who had begun relieving the 27th Battalion on 3 June, and remained in the Central
Sector for the rest of the war.
By early June 1945, the Australians had complete control of the overland route from
Torokina toward Numa Numa in the Central Sector. Savige now reviewed the overall
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situation. In the Northern Sector the Japanese had been pushed back to the Bonis
Peninsula. In the Southern Sector, the 3rd Division was threatening the Japanese
garden areas around Buin. The Central and Northern Sectors had served their purpose
allowing Savige to fully concentrate on his primary objective, Buin.
Savige decided to concentrate his forces in the South for the final battle, and only use
minimal forces in the Northern and Central sectors to maintain pressure on the
Japanese. This required a redistribution of Savige’s forces, so Potts’ 23rd Brigade
became responsible for the Northern and Central sectors. Savige wanted Stevenson’s
11th Brigade rested for future operations with the 3rd Division in the South. II Corps’
intelligence estimated there were 1600 Japanese, including 1230 combat troops, at
Numa Numa and forward along the trail. Probably 400 of these were reinforcements
from the Buka – Bonis area in the north.124 The task of engaging these troops went to
the right man.
Lieutenant-Colonel HLE Dunkley’s battalion had been posted to the Treasury Islands.
Peaceful garrison life bored him. On the news of his posting, he excitedly wrote to his
sister about the prospects of going into action. ‘Soon I’ll be just another unit
commander upto [sic] the neck in swamp with my bungalow & electric & fan [left]
behind. I hope. It gets damn dull just sitting and waiting’.125
When Dunkley took over, Savige stressed the need to avoid unnecessary casualties
and warned that the Bougainville campaign was unpopular with sections of the press.
Savige told Dunkley that he expected the battalion to inflict four times as many losses
as it received.126 Dunkley met Savige’s expectations. The latter subsequently wrote:
I doubt if there was a Bn Commander to equal him in planning and fighting.
He was not worried about lack of numbers or being held to patrol fighting as
Pope was. I consider his successes on the Numa Numa Trail to be remarkably
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outstanding. He, too, came from the ranks, and he was the first officer in the
17th Bde to be recommended for a MC which he obtained for work before the
attack on Bardia.127
Savige may have been biased. He had a fondness for officers, who like himself, had
risen from the ranks and for men from his 17th Brigade. But Dunkley’s men did
exceptionally well.
From 7 June to 15 August, the battalion captured twenty-five Japanese positions. By
the end of the war the 7th Battalion claimed 181 Japanese killed, 17 probably killed
and 11 wounded, for the loss of twenty-five killed and fifty-four wounded.128
Dunkley quickly became aware of the desperation of the Japanese, who used dumb
dumb ammunition, and found further evidence of cannibalism.129 In July, Dunkley
wrote to his sister about the fighting, ‘we are busier than ever and having plenty of
“incident” to keep us amused.’ ‘Very good rough shooting’, was how he described the
fighting the following month. ‘Have added two notches to the old gun, or over to
another man’s borrowed Bren & one to my pistol. Binoculars are a good help in
locating snipers.’ In the last week of the war, Dunkley commented on the quality of
the rations they received recently with fresh meat and even eggs. He compared their
rations to the Japanese. ‘Our gentle opponents live on bamboo shoots & such like
eked out with very little rice & some native foods. (not to mention a stray bit of steak
off one of their unfortunate brethren) They fight well despite it’.130
Dunkley’s correspondence clearly demonstrated the disparity between the Australians
and the Japanese. Better equipped, supplied and with the momentum of victories
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behind them, Dunkley could describe the war as if it was sport – with commentary
and scores. The Japanese, isolated and besieged, went to desperate measures to
survive. Yet the Japanese fought on, and even Dunkley admired their determination.
Towards the end of the war, Dunkley reported his men’s morale was never higher.
‘Troops have never appeared fitter, mentally and physically.’ As will be discussed in
the chapter seven, for months the men had been reading articles in their newspapers
dismissing the Bougainville campaign as a ‘mopping up’ operation. Elsewhere on the
island morale in some units deteriorated and ‘jack ups’ occurred. This was not the
case in the Central Sector, and ‘it certainly was not apparent with the 7th Battalion’
wrote the battalion’s historian. ‘This had been the men’s chance of showing their
worth, and had done it well.’131 The men had followed Dunkley’s example. Dunkley’s
attitude had sent a clear message to all ranks that the campaign was worth fighting.
On 2 August, Savige went up the Numa Numa Trail and was impressed with what he
saw. The 7th Battalion was doing an ‘excellent job’, he wrote, and was gradually
clearing the enemy along the Trail. The ‘general atmosphere within the battalion is
one of high morale, good discipline and good planning in the layout of camps on the
best ground available.’132 Savige gave Dunkley permission to continue his present
tactics, but these were short lived. The war was about to end.
On 10 August, First Army warned II Corps of Japan’s possible surrender. This
message was immediately passed on to those units in contact with the enemy. The
next day, Sturdee signalled Savige that in view of the probability of cessation of
hostilities all operations were restricted and every effort must be made to avoid
further Australian casualties. Patrols were recalled and attacks were cancelled. They
could defend themselves if attacked but were to remain where they were. 133
Evidently, no one told the Japanese of the impending surrender. On 13 August, just
two days before the end of war, they fired on a platoon and killed Private Eric John
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Bahr. Bahr was the last Australian killed during the campaign. Twenty-six years old,
he was a Victorian farm labourer. Bahr had worked with his father on the family
property in Meringur and as a contract shearer when work was available. He had
attended the small local primary state school and when called up fought with the unit
drawn from his district.134 Bahr was buried in the Torokina War Cemetery. He was
later interred in the Port Moresby War Cemetery. Bahr’s death is representative of all
those killed on Bougainville, both Australian and Japanese. Each man left behind
grieving family and friends.

134

Bahr was born on 23 June 1919 in Jeparit, Victoria. In 1924 the family moved to Linga,
before moving to Meringur two years later. Bahr’s father died in 1948. Letter Mrs Gertrude
Bahr, 12 July 1962, Bahr, EJ, AWM, AWM76, B24.

158

Please see print copy

Northern Sector
Long, Gavin, Australia in the War of 1939-1945, Series 1, vol VII, The Final Campaigns,
Australian War Memorial, Canberra, 1963, p 123.

159

Chapter 6

‘They used their guns and used their mines
on Bill and Jack and Bob’.1
The Northern Sector
The advance to Soraken Plantation
In the Northern Sector, Savige wanted the Japanese pushed into the Bonis Peninsula,
where they could be destroyed. To do this, Brigadier Stevenson’s 11th Brigade, then
Potts’s 23rd Brigade, advanced along the west coast of Bougainville. Whether
through swamps and jungle, or amphibious landings, the Australians progressed
steadily until they reached Porton Plantation. An amphibious landing was made at
Porton, but it went horribly wrong. Porton became an epic of endurance and it was a
turning point in the campaign in the Northern Sector. It was also the only time the
Australians were defeated, so it deserves close study. The Australians had been
accustomed to winning. This was especially true of those troops who came from the
Central Sector. But in the Northern Sector, the Japanese were skilfully led and their
actions were coordinated. Rather than trying to hold jungle tracks or small villages,
Japanese commanders concentrated their forces in well-prepared defensive positions
and waited for the Australians to attack. This proved to be an effective tactic and
slowed the Australian advance. After Porton, the Australians struggled to regain the
initiative. Ultimately though, what happened in the Northern Sector had little impact
on the Bougainville campaign. The Northern Sector was a secondary priority behind
the main campaign in the south. And the Japanese were in no position to threaten
Torokina.
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The Japanese had abandoned their positions near Torokina, and instead had
concentrated their forces in the Genga River area. There were about nine hundred
Japanese in the area drawn from the 38th Independent Mixed Brigade (IMB), under
the command of Lieutenant-Colonel Nakamura. Nakamura was considered a ‘master
of jungle warfare’ and his orders were to frustrate the Australians and inflict as many
casualties as possible. Nakamura lived up to his reputation. He developed the
defensive position on Tsimba Ridge, a ridge about half a mile south of the Genga
River, into a fortress. Artillery was brought forward and defences were prepared on
the north side of the Genga, as well as on Tsimba Ridge. The Japanese were not to
engage the Australians, but let them come up the coast until they reached the ridge.
Then, Nakamura would surprise them with a ‘sudden show of power’. 2
Nakamura’s plans were, of course, unknown to the Australians, who took over the
coastal patrols from the Americans. The Americans had patrolled north as far as
Kuraio Mission, about 20 miles from Torokina, once a week. But the nearest Japanese
were thought to be further north in the Amun area.3 With the Australian take over, the
2/8th Commando Squadron became responsible for the weekly patrol. The campaign
began slowly and quietly. From 7 November to 10 December 1944, the squadron
made contact with the enemy only once.4
On 12 December, Lieutenant-Colonel JA Kelly’s 31st/51st Battalion, from
Stevenson’s 11th Brigade, relieved the squadron, which was destined for the Southern
Sector. Stevenson told Kelly that the 31st/51st Battalion was to advance by making
sweeping inland patrols, outflanking and driving enemy outposts down to the coast
where they could be ‘annihilated’. If the Japanese escaped into the mountains,
Stevenson thought it would take months to ‘winkle’ them out and gain control of the
area.5 Stevenson need not have worried. Rather than scatter into the mountains, the
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Japanese instead conducted an organised withdrawal north, pulling their forces back
to the Bonis Peninsula.
Savige stressed to Stevenson, who stressed to his battalion commanders, that there
was no need for haste; they were to ‘proceed cautiously’ and ‘avoid costly frontal
attacks’. As soon as they came up against a strongly occupied enemy position they
were to probe for routes around it and come up behind the enemy.6
On 24 December, patrols found Amun unoccupied; four days later a company, landed
by barge, also found Kuraio Mission unoccupied. Both Amun and Kuraio Mission
were developed into company patrol bases with each supported by an NGIB platoon.
The company continued its extensive patrolling and reached Sipaai in early January
1945. The Japanese had also abandoned Sipaai.7
On 7 January, the rest of the 31st/51st Battalion landed by barge at Sipaai in
preparation for the push to Soraken Harbour. The main body of the battalion followed
the coastal track, while a company moved several miles inland towards Lalum via
Totokei. Rukussia was reached on 16 January, though the inland flanking force
stopped when they reached the heavily defended Kunamatoro village. Skirmishes
were fought along both fronts, but these were just a precursor of what was to come.
As the battalion neared the Genga River it received reports from the Islanders that the
Japanese were reinforcing Tsimba.8
The Australians were within half a mile of the Genga River, but blocking the way
were the Japanese on Tsimba Ridge. Tsimba Ridge dominated the coastal track, being
60 feet high and 200 yards long. It was semicircular in shape and was referred to as
the Amphitheatre. The western edge of the ridge ended in a cliff on the water’s edge,
while deep swamps and the Genga River protected the northern approaches. Kelly’s
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men could not by pass such a strong Japanese position if they were to continue north.
Tsimba Ridge would have to be taken.
On 20 January, after a brief reconnaissance of the area, one platoon occupied part of
the ridge called, the ‘Pimple’, without resistance.9 The Japanese erred in not
defending or contesting the Pimple, as the Australians used it as a starting point for
attacks against Tsimba Ridge. Over the next four days, numerous assaults were made
on the southern and southeastern faces of the ridge, but the Japanese repelled these,
and also an attempt to encircle the ridge from the north.
It was then that the guns of the 2nd Australian Mountain Battery arrived. Veterans of
New Guinea, the battery were ‘a most efficient little unit’.10 Its presence increased the
infantry’s firepower and morale. Corporal Garth Tickle liked having artillery support,
even if it did ‘draw the crabs’.11 (To ‘draw the crabs’ was slang for bringing down
enemy fire onto your own position.)12 The battery had just arrived in the area when it
had to give counter battery fire against the Japanese artillery. Ron K Gailer described
the ensuing activity; it was a scene repeated countless times during the campaign.
Officers were:
shouting angles of traverse and elevation, the gun layers striving to hear and
changing the guns’ lay, the ammunition personnel checking charges, setting
fuses and ramming the cartridge and shell home in the breach, the guns
numbers 2’s slamming the breach shut, waiting for the order to fire and
holding the firing lanyard firmly in their hands and the gun sergeant watching
and checking everything. With everything ready the sergeants would issue the
order to fire, number 2’s would jerk the lanyard. The erupting guns would
jump and spill flames and smoke, the shells would roar away into the distance,
the number 2’s would throw open the breach to eject a smoking cartridge case
to receive the next round … Gradually [the gunners’] faces became smoke
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grimed and, as the exertion told, rivulets of sweat streaked the grime. The gun
barrels became hot and, in a slight drizzle of rain sizzled. But at last the Jap
guns became silent and the gunners rested.13
The Australians decided to cut off Tsimba Ridge. On 25 January, one company was
sent north in a wide outflanking move, establishing a bridgehead north of the Genga
River behind the Japanese. This caused the Japanese to ‘react violently’. Over the
following days the forward company was attacked by what was described as a series
of ‘fanatical attacks’. An Australian officer considered it was evident that the
Japanese believed trained troops, imbued with ‘fanatical courage’, could overcome
the disadvantages of terrain, superior numbers or equipment.14 Manpower was the
only advantage the Japanese had and they threw it against the Australians with
reckless abandon.
Withstanding the attacks, Kelly drafted a new plan to take Tsimba Ridge – one that
ultimately proved successful. On 6 February, Australian guns and mortars opened up
on the ridge, shelling the Japanese as a preliminary to the final attack. The day before,
a 75-millimetre mountain gun had been hauled up to within 200 yards of the Japanese
position. Heavily camouflaged, the gunners were so close they could clearly see the
Japanese. At 8.45am this gun opened up, joining the barrage hitting the Japanese
foxholes. Over 500 shells were fired at the Japanese before B Company attacked at
9.00am.15
One platoon created a diversion in the garden area, firing at the Japanese on the ridge.
This quickly became a firefight, but it allowed two other platoons to move north from
the Pimple and encircle the ridge from the rear. These platoons had to work through
thick undergrowth, down a fifty-foot incline and then up a similar rise before coming
under Japanese machine guns. By 10am, the Australians were on the ridge, but could
not consolidate.
12
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The Japanese defences were formidable. A series of trenches connected well-sited and
strongly built bunkers and weapon pits. These were targeted by the artillery, but were
not destroyed. At the end of the first day, the Japanese were beaten back to a pocket
on the western tip of the ridge. Japanese artillery shelled the Pimple and in the early
hours of 7 February, they unsuccessfully counter attacked. Fighting continued for two
more days before the ridge was captured. An estimated sixty-six Japanese were killed
in the Tsimba area. By Australian standards, they had also lost heavily, with 12 killed
and 25 wounded.16
On 9 February, Nakamura pulled the remainder of his forces across the Genga River,
and withdrew the positions in the south.17 The Japanese were continuing their pattern
of withdrawing in the face of the Australian advance. It would not become a rout, but
it was a strategic withdrawal.
The Australians realised they were not only the fighting reckless fanatics, as reflected
in the Banzai charges, but a skilled and formidable enemy. An Australian report stated
that the defence of Tsimba Ridge was ‘characterised’ by ‘stubborn and determined
resolve on the part of the enemy to hold this stronghold at all costs.’ Japanese
camouflage was ‘excellent’ and the natural foliage was never disturbed. The boldness
and accuracy of Japanese snipers caused almost as many casualties as the actual
assault.18 Soldiers warned each other of Japanese tactics, such as throwing clods of
dirt to make the Australians think they were grenades. When one was thrown into
cover, the Australians would jump up into the sights of waiting Japanese rifles.19
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Both sides earned the respect of their foes. After the war, a Japanese officer stated that
he did not think it was possible that an enemy could have received such punishment
yet still persisted in their attack.20
A Department of Information correspondent, Arthur Mathers, reported that the morale
of the young Australian soldiers was high, showing ‘veterans [sic] confidence’ as they
rooted out the Japanese from their deeply dug warrens.21 Whether confidence or
youthful bravado, for those who took part, the battle was a defining moment. ‘Tsimba
Ridge was no mopping up-operation’. Les Payne remembered the ‘intense machine
gun fire poured down on us by the Japs … men were going down and you could say
blood flowed down the ridge but not a man faltered.’22
The central sector was bloody for the battalion, as from 17 January to 26 February, it
lost 34 men killed and 91 wounded.23 During the battle for Tsimba Ridge, at midmorning each day, those killed were carried to the beach at the rear of the ridge. The
chaplain’s batman wrapped each body in a ground sheet and placed it in a line above
the high water mark. In the afternoon, the bodies were carefully loaded onto a barge
and taken to a temporary cemetery about 500 yards south of the battalion’s position.
Here, graves had already been dug in anticipation of Australians killed. A chaplain
conducted a burial service, removed the bottom identification disc from the body,
then clearly marked, and recorded each grave.24 But the campaign continued.
With the capture of Tsimba Ridge, the 31st/51st Battalion crossed the Genga River
and continued north. In a series of encircling moves, against the remaining pockets of
Japanese troops, three of the battalion’s companies moved along the coast, while the
fourth went inland and had its first major clash near Kunamatoro. A patrol base was
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established at New Nemborose, digging in on a ridge over looking Soraken Plantation
and Taiof Island. This company was under the command of Captain HC Downs; the
ridge was named Downs’ Ridge in his honour.25 Downs was to distinguish himself
during the landing at Porton.
On 21 February, the 31st/51st Battalion reached the Gillman River. One of the
battalion’s last acts before being relieved by the 26th Battalion was a landing on
Petats Island on 20 February. It was thought the small islands lying off the SorakenGenaga coast would become a potential threat, as the Japanese had observation posts
and some artillery on the islands. To better gauge Japanese intentions and potential
threat, II Corps staff asked for a Japanese prisoner, so an ANGAU patrol landed by
barge on Petats Island and captured a lone sentry. The Islanders feared reprisals, so
four days later the whole population was evacuated.26
Now the 26th Battalion, fresh from the ‘nursery’ in the Central Sector, came up to the
Northern Sector. The battalion was under the command of the youthful 32-year old
Lieutenant-Colonel Bernard Callinan. Callinan was already a seasoned leader. 27 His
24
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experience was needed, as his battalion conducted a number of bold amphibious
landings that bypassed strong Japanese positions – moves that were to win him and
his battalion high praise.
The 26th Battalion continued moving north. On 12 March, one of the battalion’s
companies moved about a mile inland from the coast towards Lalum, and reached the
southern end of Soraken Plantation; patrols to the east reached the Nagam River.
Forces moving along the coast secured the south bank of the Compton River, it was
from here that a series of amphibious landings by barge were made. On the night of
11-12 March, one company landed 1200 yards north of the Compton River and nine
days later a second company landed about a mile further north.28
On 10 March, under ANGAU supervision, the Islanders on Taiof Island had
employed a daring stratagem against the small Japanese garrison. The Japanese were
preparing to leave the island and were being paddled in canoes by local villagers back
to Tarlena. Captain RC Cambridge and some ANGAU scouts lay in wait in their own
canoe. When the canoes carrying the Japanese soldiers reached deep water, at a signal
from the ANGAU scouts, the Islanders overturned their craft. The Islanders swam
away, but weapons and equipment weighed down the Japanese. The ANGAU canoe
moved in to finish off the struggling Japanese and took the only survivor prisoner.
Three days later, the Australians sent a garrison party to the island and set up an
observation post.29 That the Islanders had become confident in attacking the Japanese
indicated that they saw that the momentum of the campaign was behind the
Australians.
A few days earlier, just before midnight on 5-6 March, one company landed on
Saposa Island. It was a textbook operation. Arthur Mathers reported the landing. The
men had been resting after days and nights of fighting through muddy jungle and
filthy swamps. They had worn the same clothes for days, which stuck to the men’s
skin ‘like a coating of tar’. It had been an all too brief rest and they were ordered to
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don their fighting kit, check weapons, and carry full reserves of ammunition and
rations. After a conference with the battalion’s commanding officer, the company
commander told his men they were to make a landing on Saposa. The sardonic phrase
of the Second AIF, ‘You’ll be sorry’ was whispered as the men moved out.
Embarking on the barges in the dark, each man whispered ‘Sir’ as they were checked
on the nominal roll. Cigarettes were put out as the barges got underway, heading
northwest towards the narrow reef-bound channel into Saposa.
The atmosphere was tense as they neared their destination. The engines were cut and
there was the sound of muffled metallic clicks; rounds were shot into breaches, clips
tested and safety catches on Owen and Bren guns were clicked to automatic. Moving
closer to the beach, the men crouched behind the bullet proofing of the barge. When
they were only 30 yards from the shore, there was a burst of Japanese machine gun
fire. The barge’s twin Vickers machine guns returned fire, then the barge hit the beach
and the soldiers ran ashore. Killing the Japanese defenders, the Australians moved
into the jungle. Ten minutes after the landing the commander signalled to II Corps
headquarters:
Landing made at “O” one hundred hours. Enemy opposition silenced. We had
no casualties. Beachhead established and patrols moving as planned.30
By the end March, the 26th Battalion had cleared the Soraken Peninsula. Callinan
signalling brigade headquarters that all organised resistance had ceased.31 Eager to
impress, Savige brought Blamey by launch to the battalion to see first hand what
Long later described as ‘a brilliant series of manoeuvres’.32 The battalion’s tour had
30
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indeed been very successful, and some operations were even reminiscent of the Boy’s
Own adventure stories. However, the fortunes of war change quickly. For the
Australians, future operations were not going to be so successful.
Operations in the Pora Pora and Ratsua area
On 6 April, the 55th/53rd Battalion relieved the 26th Battalion with the intention of
destroying the enemy beyond the Nagam River and north to Pora Pora. The main
track to Pora Pora ran northeast from Soraken Plantation, past mangrove swamps on
the coast and rugged foothills in the east. Australian patrols met little resistance, but,
because of the difficult country, their progress was slow and they were continually
shelled by Japanese artillery. Pora Pora was occupied by 4 May and a base established
on a road junction east of Ratsua. From Ratsua, one company moved west and
captured the Ratsua Jetty, while another moved off towards Ratsua Bay. On 6 May, a
company from the 26th Battalion made an unopposed landing on Torokori Island.
Moving north, the Ruri Bay road junction was seized on 11 May; this gave the
Australians a line from Ratsua to Ruri River and confined the Japanese in the Bonis
Peninsula.33
The 55th/53rd Battalion was full of confidence after its six weeks in the Central
Sector – the policy of using it as a nursery area was working well. Their morale was
high and Budden wrote that they were keen to come to grips with the enemy as they
went out on patrols.34
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From mid-April, Japanese resistance had intensified as infiltrating Japanese ambushed
carrying parties. The Japanese also used their artillery well. Lance-Corporal Norman
Coady remembered that they had just crossed a river and were digging in when the
Japanese began shelling them. It ‘scared the hell out of us’. On 13 May, three men
from the battalion were killed when they were ambushed on a riverbank. Afterwards,
the bodies were sewn up in their blankets and taken back to headquarters before being
taken away. One of those killed was Coady’s mate, Private William ‘Billy’ Plaza. The
two had lived close to each other and trained together ‘early in the piece’. Each had
met the other’s families and stayed together on leave. ‘Ah yes, in a sense you expect
casualties I suppose’, Coady said. If it was
someone you’re not closely associated with, you think, “Oh gee, that’s a bit of
bad luck”, that seems to be the attitude. But when it hits with someone that
you knew and someone that you’re close to, you feel more of a wrench than
you do with someone that you’re not closely associated with’.35
‘There’s no such thing as going to a funeral’.36 Unable to attend the funeral, which
was a simple service by a chaplain, Coady, and the men at the front, were denied the
normal rituals associated with death and mourning. They were never able to properly
grieve for their mates.
Corporal Trevor Harper, a veteran of Kokoda, remembered patrolling in north
Bougainville was hard and physically exhausting, wading through leech filled
swamps and across fast flowing rivers.37 The men had done well to establish the
Ratsua-Ruri line, but this country had exhausted the 55th/53rd Battalion. Stevenson
knew it was weary. Savige therefore approved its replacement by the 26th Battalion.38
The 26th Battalion was not much better either physically or psychologically.
Having successfully cleared the Soraken Peninsula, Callinan’s 26th Battalion had
remained in Soraken, but had not had much of a rest. It was shelled regularly by
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Japanese artillery. One barrage hit and destroyed the battalion’s ammunition and
stores dumps, causing a fierce fire and casualties.39 One morning, the occupants of a
dugout found an unexploded shell embedded in the roof. This kept the men in a state
of nervous tension.40 The 26th Battalion was not happy with being sent back into
action without a rest in Torokina. Stevenson even described them as being ‘a little
sore’.41 The 11th Brigade had been in action for five months. If it had been in the
south, the brigade would have been relieved. But with II Corps’ priory going to the
3rd Division in the Southern Sector, Stevenson had no other reserves, so he had to put
tired troops back into the line.
The 26th Battalion took over from the 55th/53rd Battalion on 19 May. After three
weeks of hard patrolling and fighting, the 26th Battalion’s war diarist wrote the
campaign had become one of ‘holding a superior number of enemy by the aggressive
action of a tired depleted battalion – companies were no more than half strength and
had been in forward areas continuously for four months’. The combination of
patrolling and the constant menace of Japanese artillery and ambushes were wearing
the men down.42
The Japanese may have been confined to the Bonis Peninsula, but they had not been
destroyed. In fact, they were becoming more aggressive, while the Australians were
confined to patrolling between Ratsua and Tarlena Point, and Tarbut and Siara. If left,
there was a danger that the campaign would become stagnant, or worse, the Japanese
become resurgent. Savige was thus faced with a choice: the advance could continue
into the Peninsula with increased vigour to destroy the contained Japanese, or the
Ratsua-Ruri line could be reinforced, keeping the Japanese trapped.
On 6 May, Savige had a long conversation with Stevenson about the campaign.
Stevenson wanted to deploy his whole brigade in the north, but Savige told him to
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wait and build up his supply bases.43 On 15 May, Savige visited Stevenson to outline
an overview of the whole campaign. He wanted the 11th Brigade to join 3rd Division
for the ‘final kill at Buin’ in the Southern Sector. Interestingly, Savige was offering
Stevenson inclusion in the final push towards Buin as a reward for good service. The
23rd Brigade, already in the Central Sector, would take over in the north.44
The Japanese were also developing their plans. After Lieutenant-Colonel Nakamura
and his force withdrew from the Genga River at the end of February, they went to
Numa Numa. The Navy become responsible for the defence in the north. When
Nakamura reached Numa Numa, Lieutenant-General Kanda ordered him back to the
Bonis Peninsula, but this could not be done immediately so Nakamura and his force
of about 100 men did not return to the Bonis Peninsula until July. While Nakamura
was away, Captain Kato, the senior naval officer in Buka and commander of the 87th
Guard Regiment, raised a force of 1400 men and 2000 civilians to defend the Bonis
Peninsula, though their ammunition was limited and only about a third of the civilians
were armed. Kato’s orders were to delay the Australians from moving further north
for as long as possible, to give the Japanese time to withdraw to Numa Numa. At that
time, the Australians in the Central Sector were threatening the Japanese garrison at
Numa Numa.
The Australian landings at Soraken Peninsula neutralised the Japanese defences along
the Nagam River and at the end of March all troops were withdrawal from Soraken to
Pora Pora. The main problem was a lack of food. Increasingly, troops who had been
used to cultivate the Japanese gardens were transferred back to combat duties. In
May, Kato issued the following orders to his field commanders: they were to harass
the Australian supply lines, maintain ambushes on all of the main tracks across the
island from Ruri Bay to Ratsua, build a strong defence system along the general
Porton Plantation-Tarbut line, and prevent any Australians from infiltrating further
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north.45 The 31st/51st Battalion were planning to test these defences with an
amphibious landing; one that was to go horribly wrong.
Porton Plantation46
Savige took a flight over north Bougainville, on 30 May, and met Stevenson the
following day. Savige wanted to use barges to come in behind the Japanese defences,
as the 26th Battalion had done successfully on the Soraken Peninsula. Savige
instructed Stevenson to make a thorough reconnaissance of any potential landing area
and urged him to cooperate with the local Islanders, using them as guides to pass
through the reefs that covered the coast.47
The intention was to capture the Chindawon-Porton line. This was the narrowest point
of the Bonis Peninsula and it was thought a battalion could hold the line and contain
the remaining Japanese.48 The objective was to land a force at Porton Plantation, and
head south to met the main force, consisting of the 26th Battalion and the rest of
31st/51st Battalion, who were pushing north to secure the line. The whole operation
was to take seven days. The Australians thought there were about 100 Japanese
soldiers in the Porton area. Aerial reconnaissance reported seeing pillboxes and
trenches in the area.49 Stevenson requested preliminary air strikes against the
fortifications, but this was refused. II Corps did not consider them to be suitable air
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targets.50 Although air cover became available when the beachhead was established,
the denial of a preliminary air strike was the first in a series of mistakes and
miscalculations.
In the coming operation, Kelly’s 31st/51st Battalion was to play the dominant role.
Kelly was an experienced leader, being a professional soldier and a Rat of Tobruk.51
He was responsible for planning the operation and he held a conference on 5 June to
discuss his plans. Rehearsals for the landing began the next day. Captain Downs’s A
Company would make the landing with a force of 190 men.52 Downs’s force was a
composite drawn from the battalion and brigade. As well as A Company, it consisted
of a platoon from C Company, with a detachment of mortars, an anti tank gun and
machine gun section, a detachment from the 16th Field Company, a group from the
4th Field Regiment to coordinate artillery support, a detachment from the 19th Field
Ambulance, and men brigade signals and supply units. The 4th Field Regiment, firing
from Soraken, would give artillery support.53 Callinan described Downs as an
‘excellent company commander’ who was ‘sound and thorough’ and always had the
respect of his officers and men. He was ‘as good a commander as could be obtained in
the brigade for the job.’54
Especially considering that amphibious operations were the most difficult to carry
out, the planning for Porton was rushed and hurried. The 31st/51st Battalion had only
just relieved the 26th Battalion on 3 June. Kelly and Callinan met and inspected the
frontline that afternoon, but when Kelly held his conference on 5 June, no officer
from the 26th Battalion was present. Such an officer could have advised or assisted
50
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Kelly, as it was the 26th Battalion who had used amphibious landings so successfully,
while the 31st/51st Battalion had never undertaken any.55
On the eve of the landing, Major RG Sampson, the 31st/51st Battalion’s second in
command, visited Downs to make sure that the final arrangements were complete.
Downs was concerned, he did not think he had enough men and wanted assurances he
would receive reinforcements if they met strong opposition. Stevenson reassured
Downs that another company and the battalion headquarters would be sent in if
necessary.56
On the night of 7-8 June, Downs’s force boarded three Australian Landing Craft
Assault (ALCA) barges and three Australian Landing Craft 15s (ALC15) at Soraken
Plantation. The landings would be made in two waves. Assault troops in the ALCAs
would land first; to be followed by the ALC15s with the rest of the force and its
supplies and heavy weapons. The second wave would guard the beachhead while the
rifle sections moved inland through the coconut plantation.
Things were already starting to go wrong. Despite using local pilots, the barges
drifted three hundred yards north of their intended landing point and grounded 50
yards off shore at 3.57am. The men had to wade ashore, over coral and through
swamp, before reaching land and established a perimeter about 150 yards inland.57
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If Downs had been more daring and pushed inland with his rifle sections to establish a
deeper perimeter and capture the jetty area, the outcome might have been different.
Instead, he chose to wait for the second wave, wasting valuable time.
At 4.35am the second wave came in. This time the landing craft became grounded 75
yards off shore. On board was Lieutenant David Spark, the FOO for the operation.
His craft had followed a beach light established by the first wave, but apart from this
he could not see or hear any other activity. Having landed in the wrong area, Spark
could not find the landmarks that should have served as rallying points. None of the
trees in the area were suitable for use as an aerial for the wireless sets. (Radio
communication was not established until 6.01am that morning.) 58
Ten minutes after the second wave landed, Japanese machine guns north of the
perimeter opened up, firing into the company lines and at the grounded ALC15s being
unloaded. Two of the ALC15s were able to get away but the last barge, loaded with
engineering stores, heavy weapons, ammunition and supplies, was grounded on the
reef. The Japanese maintained their fire against the stranded barge and it could not be
unloaded. This was to have dire consequences for the Australians.
At 6.15am the Japanese began firing into the company perimeter from the jetty area in
the south, but by now the Australians were well dug-in.59 Spark later reported that the
fire was ‘erratic and high’, but so far there were no casualties. With radio
communications established and an RAAF Boomerang flying overhead, Spark could
call down artillery fire on the Japanese positions to the northeast of the perimeter. The
shelling blew away the covering foliage, revealing well-constructed Japanese
defences and pillboxes. Spark had a busy morning. As an enemy pillbox opened up,
he accurately called down artillery fire on the position, but while this silenced the
machine guns for a while, the pillboxes were not destroyed. Some positions were only
150 yards in front of the Australians. It became clear they were surrounded in deadly
crossfire. Northeast of the perimeter was a line of Japanese pillboxes, while behind
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the perimeter to the south and southeast were more pillboxes and a well dug-in
machine gun post. Downs’s men were boxed in on each flank by prepared Japanese
fortifications.60
At first light, the company began active patrolling. They did not get very far, only 200
to 350 yards, before each patrol was forced back. The following account from Private
William Hughes demonstrated just how effectively the Japanese were able to
surround and isolate the Australians. Hughes went on a 10-man patrol that left the
perimeter at 9:05am to reconnoitre eastwards trying to establish the enemy’s strength.
Along the way, a shell exploded 50 feet in front of the lead scout, blowing him into a
water filled crater and caused ‘many expletives’ when he staggered to his feet. The
patrol moved on, but soon saw several Japanese moving through the plantation. A
machine gun suddenly opened up and the patrol returned fire. One of the lead scouts
reported seeing Japanese vehicles and troops in a near-by clearing. The patrol tried to
avoid the clearing, but had only advanced 50 yards when a scout signalled there was
an ambush ahead. Japanese were on both sides of the road. As the patrol began to
withdraw, it met another small group of Japanese and had to fight its way out. One
man knelt down and began firing at the approaching Japanese with his rifle. Others
joined him, but by now more machine guns were firing on the patrol and the patrol
commander, Lieutenant Noel Smith, yelled to every one to return to the perimeter.
Hughes remembered that with ‘machine-gun fire cutting into the ground around my
feet and rifle fire all round us I headed inland.’ As Hughes ran, two other men joined
him, but the rest of the patrol became separated. While discussing what to do next, a
machine gun shot at them and Hughes’s mates were hit; one had his head grazed by a
bullet, the other was hit in his side. Running through 50 yards of open country under
constant fire, they dived into thick vegetation and applied field dressings. After
slowly walking through tall kunai grass, they reached an open field where they saw 12
Japanese soldiers crossing ahead of them. The three quickly hid as the passing
Japanese came within twelve yards of their cover. When the Japanese were gone, the
60
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Australians crawled into a dry creek bed and headed back to the perimeter. Around
them artillery shells exploded and aircraft flew overhead on strafing runs. Eventually
they reached the Australian lines. ‘We then ran with our hands and weapons in the air,
shouting our names, not knowing if we were to be shot by the enemy or our own
troops.’ They scrambled over the perimeter defences and dived into the nearest shell
hole just as Japanese machine guns opened up. ‘We were thankful to be back among
friendly faces’. They had been gone for seven hours. The rest of the patrol remained
missing.61
Throughout the day, the situation deteriorated. By midday, an estimated 100 Japanese
were in the area. The battalion’s observation post on Taiof Island reported seeing
Japanese barges loaded with troops crossing from Buka and landing on the Bonis
Peninsula.62 It was clear that the Japanese were hurriedly reinforcing the area,
forming a cordon around the Australian perimeter. Downs was in trouble. The
Japanese were on all flanks and in control of the beach. Australian reinforcements
could not land without taking heavy casualties. Similarly, the supplies and
ammunition on the stranded stores barge could not be unloaded for fear of incurring
casualties.
Throughout the afternoon, the Japanese repeatedly came within 50 yards of the
perimeter. Spark called for artillery whenever requested, and at times brought down
fire within 25 yards of the Australian lines. A battalion report stated that it was ‘a
miracle that the Company had no casualties from the artillery as shrapnel could be
heard flying through the air.’ The troops crouched low in their trenches as the shells
whistled overhead.63 ‘From the screams heard, I presume that there were casualties
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among the enemy’, Lieutenant Reitier reported.64 ‘At midday the enemy pressure
really started’, reported Private Doughan, but the Australian artillery ‘was pretty
constant and very accurate and it scattered them.’65 If it had not been for the skill and
professionalism of Spark and the 4th Field Regiment, Downs’s men would have been
overrun.
At 5.50pm the Japanese began bombing the company with mortars; some did not
explode, but the Australians could not retaliate. Downs had signalled for an airdrop,
as he did not have mortars or reserve ammunition and needed more grenades and
rations. The requested airdrop was denied. Downs was instead told that they would be
resupplied by landing craft that night.66
That night the Japanese attacked the perimeter from the northeast. In a wonderful
understatement, a signal to the battalion headquarters stated ‘it is sure hot stuff up
here’.67 Typical of the fighting that took place all along the perimeter that night, three
Japanese with a light machine gun crawled within 10 yards of Private KR Ward’s pit
who, after throwing a grenade, ran forward and shot the three. Four more attacked
him, but firing from cover, Ward killed them as well. Many enemy rushes were
broken up by grenade and artillery fire.68
During the Japanese attack, five ALCAs tried to land at Porton in an attempt to
deliver stores and reinforcements. Major Sampson was aboard one of them. It was
dark and Sampson could not see the light that was supposed to guide them; this meant
he did not know the exact location of the troops. Approaching the shore, he heard
firing. As the first two ALCAs grounded, the Japanese instantly fired on them,
possibly with an anti-tank gun. Almost immediately, the ALCAs were ordered to
withdraw. Downs and his men urgently needed ammunition and supplies, so
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Stevenson ordered another attempt. This time, only one ALCA would be sent. The
reinforcing platoon would carry off the stores as they ran to the beach. The Japanese
were waiting, hitting the ALCA with heavy fire from the north and south. Sampson
described it as a ‘belt of fire’; it was obvious they would not be able to land without
taking heavy casualties. The attempt was abandoned.69
The situation was untenable. During the early morning on 9 June, Downs heard the
sound of truck motors from the north – more Japanese were coming.70 It was decided
to withdraw his force that afternoon, but they would have to hang on until then.
Curiously, it is unclear who actually ordered the withdrawal; reports state that ‘it was
decided’, but not by whom.71
The men knew things were going badly. Many of the men were in a state of near
exhaustion and ammunition had to be scrounged. Hughes saw men lingering near
their trenches. An order was issued to conserve ammunition and only fire at definite
targets. The Japanese began attacking and probing the perimeter again mid-morning
and, in an all out attack, got to within 10 yards of the Australian lines before the
artillery beat them back. At 1pm the Japanese blanketed the area with mortars and
grenades in preparation for another attack. Low flying Corsairs bombed and strafed
the Japanese.72
At around 2pm the platoons were ordered to withdraw and form a smaller perimeter
on the beach. At 2.40pm, word was sent to battalion headquarters –‘We are now near
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the beach and getting hell’.73 It would only be a matter of time before Downs and his
men would be overrun.
Getting Downs out was not going to be an evacuation; it was a rescue mission. At
4.30pm, three rescuing ALCAs came through heavy Japanese fire and made it to the
beach. Their job was to ferry personnel back to two ALC15s waiting further off shore.
The rescuing ALCAs grounded on reefs about 50 yards off shore and opened their
barge doors. The infantry broke cover and ran to the nearest of the three landing craft.
Some even swam out to the ALC15s that were waiting further off shore.74 Rearguard
units were left fighting, but they did not stay long. The beach was cleared in five
minutes. Ward fought as part of a Bren team that morning and his rifle had been shot
out from his hands; he then took over the Bren:
No orders had reached us regarding withdrawal and the Japs (15) poured
through the gap left by troops on the right – I got five of them with the Bren.
Then the men in the pit next to us yelled out that the rest of the Coy had
withdrawn so we got out of our pits and under cover of the old bomb crater
and the swamps we got to the barges. Whilst going through these swamps we
were sniped all the time.75
Obviously communication and the chain of command were beginning to break down,
and though there may have been some of outward signs of panic, it was not going to
become a rout. The wounded were evacuated first, before the rest of the men rushed
to safety. Riflemen’s remaining rounds were given to the Vickers gunners, who
continued shooting until they ran out of ammunition. The guns were then disabled
with their parts thrown into the sea as the gunners ran for the barges.76
The ordeal was not over yet. Overloaded, the three rescue ALCAs were all grounded
and the Japanese were relentless in their fire. Captain Aylwyn Leslie remembered
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thinking, ‘what a terrible way to die after all these years in the Army’. He told many
of the troops to re-enter the water on the side away from the enemy, until the barge
was light enough to float off the reef. This took about 20 minutes. Soldiers then
climbed back on board and were evacuated.77 Pulling away from Porton, Sergeant EC
Cullen saw the beach covered with a ‘cloud of black smoke caused by the air strike
and arty’.78 The two other rescue ALCAs were still stuck firm.
An RNZAF Corsair squadron was covering the evacuation. Flying over the area,
Bryan Cox saw ‘the Australian landing barge firmly stuck on a reef about two
hundred yards offshore from the plantation … we could see about fifty soldiers either
swimming out to the landing barge, or crouching inside it, or in the water just behind
it – with many splashes in the water from Japanese fire.’ After dropping depth charges
on Japanese targets, the planes began strafing runs, usually in pairs, running in from
the sea towards land:
these runs only slightly above the landing barge we got a close-up view of the
poor Aussies crouching in the water and on the barge. I remember trying to fly
a few yards to one side to prevent a rain of hot cartridges pouring on top of
them, adding to their problems.79
Men were scattered in the water; some were trying to push the two rescue ALCAs off
the reef, while others were trying to swim to the safety of the ALC15s that were
further off shore. The man next to Hughes was hit in the back with a burst of machine
gun fire and, at one point he saw a Japanese soldier up a coconut tree firing at him.
Scrambling aboard one of the ALCAs, he found the landing craft was packed with
men, many wounded and bleeding. While the troops were trying to get them off the
reef, the gunners on the two rescue ALCAs were firing at the beach with their twin
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Vickers machine guns. On Hughes’s landing craft, he saw one gunner, then another,
killed.80
Although the hulls were armoured, there was little protection for the gunners. All
reports dealing with the evacuation mention their bravery. One, Sapper Harry Burrell,
received an MM. Burrell was the forward gunner on one landing craft and, as it came
under fire from both sides the rear gunner was killed immediately. Burrell continued
firing his machine gun until it ran out of ammunition having silenced three Japanese
machine gun posts. Calling for more ammunition, Burrell ran to the rear gun and fired
until it too ran out of ammunition. He returned to the forward gun, which had been
reloaded, and continued fighting despite being wounded.81
Those in the landing craft could hear enemy rounds striking and ricocheting against
the hull. ‘We kept our heads down’, Private LR Jackson later said, ‘then as the enemy
fire did not penetrate the ALCA we waited’. There were over 50 troops on board,
some severely wounded. At 5.15pm, another ALC15 and ALCA approached
Jackson’s landing craft. The new ALCA drew the Japanese fire, while about 30 men
swam out to the waiting ALC15 and were evacuated.82 Some were still left behind;
one of those was Private Pease. Pease thought there were between 16 and 20 wounded
and two dead. Only eight or 10 were unharmed. Those not wounded took shifts on
lookout duty and all the ammunition on board was collected and given to the Bren
gunner. The Japanese were quiet. The Australians waited. The evening tide came in
and at around 10.30pm, some men jumped over the side and began pushing the barge
off the reef, others worked on starting the engines. ‘When the motors did start the Japs
let fly with everything’, Pease reported. At 10.40pm, they drifted off with the tide and
escaped.83 Only one ALCA, and the abandoned stores barge, remained grounded on
the reef.
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Downs was aboard this last, overloaded, ALCA. The jagged coral had torn a hole in
the bottom of the landing craft causing it to take on water – flooding the engines and
ruining the wireless set. That night the Japanese occupied the beach; some were seen
wearing Australian hats and uniforms, and heard calling out in English. Those on
board the barge were warned that ammunition was limited so they could only shoot at
definite targets. At around 11pm, Downs told those who wished to leave and make
their own way to Ratsua that they could do so, but after they left the landing craft they
would not be able to return. Any noise outside the landing craft would be treated as
suspicious. Hughes was a good swimmer so he and five others ‘decided to take a
chance’. They saw it as their only chance to escape. Their weapons and ammunition
were left on board.
Swimming to the abandoned stores barge, they were able to scrounge some lifebuoys
and hoped the tide would carry them to safety. Drifting and swimming all night, they
came ashore on an island at about 6.30am the next day. Fortunately it was Torokori
Island and men from the 4th Field Regiment, who had an observation post on the
island, found them.84 There were many similar examples of individual bravery and
physical endurance throughout the Porton operation. Gunner EW Glare swam 5000
yards from Porton to Torokori Island, helping a non-swimmer all the way.85
Meanwhile, there were still those trapped on the final ALCA. Private WJ Crawford
recorded their plight. Just after midnight, a fierce fire swept the abandoned stores
barge and illuminated the whole area. While this was going on, a phosphorus grenade
was thrown into the stern of the ALCA, and Japanese machine guns swept the barge.
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There was a surge forward as men tried to escape the fire and several were swept
overboard. Downs was one and he was not seen again.
By 3am, on 10 June, the fire in the stores barge was dying down and the Japanese
eased their shooting. Instead, they began swimming out to the ALCA intending to
throw in grenades but, Crawford reported, ‘the troops were alert and picked off the
Japs as they came within throwing range.’ The Japanese changed tactics and began
calling out ‘I am Johnson, come and help me’ and ‘I am blind and wounded – I am
dying’. This was an obvious trick, especially as they could hear another Japanese
voice on the shore telling the swimmer what to say. After half an hour the English
speaker began screaming violently in Japanese and all assumed a shark took him.
Dawn gave the Australians a chance to assess the situation. There were 38 men on
board with two Bren guns, five Owens and nine rifles; two bodies were thrown
overboard. The survivors only had two tins of tomato juice, a can of tomatoes, three
tins of carrot juice, three tins of condensed milk, two tins of pears, a tin of cabbage,
and three or four tins of corn beef. There was no drinking water. The juice was
reserved for the wounded. Early in the morning, another fire broke out on the stores
barge, and this time there were secondary explosions. Throughout the day, those on
the ALCA saw other potential rescue craft waiting further off shore.86 It is hard to
imagine the stress, fear, and exhaustion that these men had to endure. They could do
little but wait, hope and pray.
At 3pm, a Boomerang led in a flight of Corsairs that bombed the southern end of the
bay and targets inland. Artillery then laid down a smoke screen and an ALC15 came
within 50 yards of the grounded ALCA, but then its coxswain collapsed, apparently
hit or killed, and the barge began circling out of control. Heavy Japanese fire caused
the barge to withdraw.
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Low flying bombers dropped rubber boats and lifebelts to the ALCA and a sergeant
from the field ambulance swam out for the rafts but ‘he was riddled with machine-gun
fire.’ For the rest of the afternoon and into the night there was intermittent firing.
Those in the barge picked off Japanese snipers and soldiers who again tried to swim
out to the landing craft, but the Australians were in a bad way. Crawford wrote:
the intense heat of the day, fatigue and exposure, plus the fact that we had not
slept for three days and nights was beginning to take effect. Men often
collapsed due to their exhaustion. A few were delirious. Men were half deaf
from the continual explosion of bombs, shelling, and machine gun fire.87
It was probably their exhaustion that allowed a lone Japanese swimmer to reach the
ALCA undetected at 1am on 11 June. Climbing up the stern of the craft, he came
aboard and opened up with a machine gun, killing two and wounding several others
before he was killed. Immediately afterwards, the Japanese began firing from the
shore, shooting tracers and explosive bullets, wounding more men. Fifteen minutes
later the Japanese fired two rounds from an anti-tank gun and blew off the ALCA’s
stern. However, after the second round had been fired, the Australian artillery opened
up and silenced the Japanese guns. Crawford said that this gave them ‘new hope and
stimulation’. The Australian shelling lasted for about half an hour and, after this, the
men on the landing craft heard engines and saw a small craft approaching.
After challenging the occupants and receiving no reply, an Owen gunner fired a burst
at the vessel but then voices sung out that they were Australian. Their rescuers were
men from the 16th Field Engineers. Relief had finally arrived. More small boats
ferried the men from the grounded ALCA to waiting ALC15s and safety. The
wounded went first, then the Owen gunners and lastly the Bren gunners. The boats
were filled to capacity as the men were evacuated.88
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The rescuers had found it difficult to locate the ALCA as the shore was covered in
smoke and shrapnel flew through the air. The officer in charge of the rescue,
Lieutenant AG Graham, was hit in the stomach, arm and shoulders, and another
sapper was wounded. The men from the grounded ALCA were so weak they had to
be helped into their life jackets, and the engineers described the suffering of the
wounded and burnt as ‘heart breaking’. The rescue craft reached Soraken at 4.30am.89
The hell of Porton was over.
From Down’s attacking force, from the 31st/51st Battalion troops, and including the
attached units, as well as the 42nd Landing Craft Company, 23 men were killed or
missing and 106 were wounded. An estimated 147 Japanese were definitely killed and
another 50 probably killed.90 Though it is not obvious from the body count, the
Australians had been soundly defeated. They now tried to take comfort in whatever
they could.
Spark, who had escaped from the fall of Crete in 1941, stated that throughout the
operation the ‘coolness and courage’ of the men had been ‘exemplary’. Never at any
stage did they give up.91 Exhausted and suffering from shock, Reiter said to Savige,
‘The boys, Sir, were as good as ever the 2/7 were, even during the worst fighting in
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Crete. I’m proud of them’.92 Savige considered that the bravery of the men at Porton
‘had not been surpassed by Australian troops either in World War I or World War II.’
Blamey said it ‘was one of the most stirring episodes I have ever seen … It was a
most gallant and inspiring spectacle.’93 This rosy picture was an attempt to cover up
the numerous mistakes that had led to the failure. So, too, was the explanation given
by Savige to Long.
Blamey and Savige visited the 31st/51st Battalion’s headquarters at Ratsua on 10
June. They had been visiting the Southern Sector when Savige received a signal
indicating the Porton landing had ‘struck trouble’. When Blamey and Savige walked
into Kelly’s headquarters, they found him stooped over a map. He was ‘tired and
expected a troublesome interview’, Savige told Long. ‘Well Kelly, I’m told the Nip
has given you a black eye’, Savige said. ‘Anyhow, we are here to praise Caesar and
not condemn him. Tell us about it’. Blamey greeted Kelly with a grin and a
handshake. Kelly straightened up and told then what happened. After the interview,
Blamey said to Savige ‘You saw how they gave it away?’ Savige was silent, so
Blamey said Kelly had pointed out to him where they had rehearsed the barge
landings and Blamey immediately saw it would have been in view of the Japanese.94
The conventional explanation is that Kelly blundered, but in reality it was more
complicated. Although Blamey did have a fresh pair of eyes, it is unlikely that he,
looking at the same maps, would have so quickly picked up what Kelly and others
had missed. It was convenient for Savige to blame Kelly, instead of acknowledging
the mistakes that had been made at all levels of command – beginning with his
headquarters’ refusal to grant air strikes against targets identified before the landing.
At the brigade and battalion level, the plans for Porton were rushed, and, reminiscent
of another failed landing, Downs’s force landed in the wrong place with not enough
men. Downs also should have begun pushing inland earlier than he did. The delay
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allowed the Japanese to gain control of the approaches to the beach, making it
impossible to unload the stores barge or to land reinforcements.
The defeat was also due to the failure of the relieving force to continue the northern
advance and link with Downs. As noted earlier, the 26th Battalion and the rest of
31st/51st Battalion were to have pushed north to meet Downs and together the
combined Australian force would clear the Chindawon-Porton line. This did not
happen. In making their plans, the Australians made the classic mistake of
underestimating their enemy.
When the 26th and 31st/51st Battalions began the main push on 4 June, they were
initially successful, and they expected to maintain a steady advance up the coast,
clearing the area as they went, as had happened previously during the campaign. Yet
by 6 June, Australian patrols were reporting strong Japanese defences that could not
be outflanked, and it became clear they would have to fight for every yard of ground.
The Japanese were not going to withdraw. There was nowhere left for the Japanese to
go. The main force could not penetrate the Japanese line in time to rescue those at
Porton. The following days brought fierce fighting and both sides had some
successes, though with their superior weight of arms, especially artillery, the
Australians slowly pushed forward. The 31st/51st Battalion’s casualties reflected the
bitterness of the fighting. From 4 June to 28 June the battalion suffered 100 casualties,
including 14 killed, seven missing and 79 wounded. Japanese casualties were known
to be 179 killed with a further 52 probably killed. ‘The campaign was a short, but
bloody one’.95
Callinan’s 26th Battalion was also exhausted. They were ‘flogging themselves to keep
going’, Callinan told Long. But there was ‘little “drive” about them.’ There was no
chance of reaching Porton in one or two days.96
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After months of campaigning, the 11th Brigade was exhausted. The 23rd Brigade
took over the Northern Sector on 28 June.
The 23rd Brigade in North Bougainville
As noted earlier, the Australian objective in the Northern Sector was to force the
Japanese into the Bonis Peninsula. Despite the defeat at Porton, this objective had
been achieved. It was now Potts’s role to contain the Japanese in the Bonis Peninsula
and actively patrol towards Buka Passage.97
Potts was enthusiastic about his prospects. After taking over in the north, he produced
plans for an all out attack to clear the Bonis Peninsula. Savige categorically refused
Potts’s request. Savige told Sturdee, ‘I shall have to watch him [Potts] pretty closely
to ensure that he does not get too deeply committed.’98 Savige told Potts his force was
only to employ deep patrolling. In mid-July, Potts again produced plans for an
offensive but Savige was not interested.99 Having only just avoided a disaster at
Porton, Savige was not willing to risk any large or ambitious operation in the north.
The defeat at Porton effectively stopped the advance. He thought ‘it would be
extremely wrong to permit a brigade group to become entangled with operations
fought with heavy casualties in an area which has no great bearing on the general
campaign.’ Savige concluded that Potts was trying to ‘redeem his name’ after what
happened at Kokoda.100 It was a fair comment.
Sturdee agreed. ‘Potts must be strongly restrained from embarking on wild cat
schemes in either the Northern or Central sectors in order to redeem his reputation.’
Sturdee continued:
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we are on rather a hair trigger with operations in Bougainville and in 6 Div
areas in view of the policy of the Opposition and the press criticism of the
policy of operations being followed in these areas. The general policy is out of
our hands, but we must conduct our operations in the spirit of the role given us
by C-in-C, [Blamey] the main essence of which is that we should attain our
objective with a minimum of Australian casualties. We have in no way been
pressed on the time factor and to date have managed to defeat the Japs with
very reasonable casualties considering the number of the Japs that have been
eliminated.101
Military operations are not only governed by strategic and tactical decisions. In this
instance, politics and external criticism of the campaign, discussed in the next chapter,
also influenced the conduct of the campaign. Sturdee effectively told Savige to
continue doing what he had been doing and to avoid anything rash. The plodding
campaign would continue.
Potts was somewhat appeased when Savige told him that his brigade would
eventually fight in the ‘Southern area at the kill, and it was essential that battle
experience should be obtained [in the Northern and Central Sectors] at the least
possible cost in casualties to ourselves.’ Savige warned Potts it was ‘not my desire to
gain territory simply to show something on the map, particularly in the Northern
area.’102
Savige and Potts had a strained relationship. Bill Edgar even described it as a ‘war’
between the two men. Potts was sure he could have cleared the Bonis Peninsula in a
fortnight, if given adequate support, but Savige was too defence minded.103 (Savige
was only on the defensive in the north, in the other sectors the offensive campaign
continued unabated.) ‘The Northern Sector campaign was not a happy one’,
concluded Potts. 104 Continually frustrated by Savige, Potts never came to terms with
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the concept that his campaign was not a priority. Even after Savige outlined his
overall plans to Potts, the brigadier remained restless.
Savige found Potts boisterous and difficult, but Potts did follow procedure and
observed the chain of command. (In the Southern Sector, Savige had to relieve a
brigadier who had become a maverick.) That Potts’s 23rd Brigade was not
specifically mentioned as part of the final plans for Buin indicates that it probably
would only have been used if the assault struck trouble and needed reinforcements.
Savige had Potts’s measure and by now may have been prepared to tell Potts almost
anything to keep him quiet.
Originally, only one battalion was to be used in the north, but Potts strongly
recommended the use of a second battalion. Savige agreed, on the condition that there
were always two companies resting. The 27th Battalion, with only one week’s rest
after its six weeks in the Central Sector, began relieving the 26th Battalion on 20
June. The 8th Battalion was brought in from the Outer Islands to replace the 31st/51st
Battalion.
Official Australian reports for this period stress an uncertainty about Japanese
intentions. Australian intelligence estimated there were 1200 Japanese on the Bonis
Peninsula, with another 1400 on Buka Island. The Japanese could withdraw to Buka
Island or they could try to hold the Bonis Peninsula.105 The Japanese were not going
to withdraw. Having quickly reinforced the area when the Australians landed at
Porton, the Japanese success boosted their morale and they were now determined to
hold the Peninsula.
The 27th Battalion would employ an active program of patrolling, but the ‘Japanese
reversed the situation and sapped our strength’, wrote the battalion’s historian,
infiltrating the Australian lines and setting constant ambushes. Instead of resting the
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reserve company had to escort jeep convoys to the forward positions.106 Their war
diary described the situation:
The conduct of the war in this Sector is a matter of concern. No importance to
the sector is attached apparently by 2 Corps … Jap has to a large extent been
unmolested … and consequently has rather assumed the initiative by nuisance
tactics – i.e. ambushes with pers[onnel] and improvised mines. The Bn is
occupying 4000 yards of front, twice the normal frontage for a Bn in open
warfare. And this country is densely vegetated … and consequently enables
the Jap to ambush it just when he likes … there does not appear to be a strong
Jap position anywhere, but small nomadic parties right across the front.107
The Japanese captured the initiative and put the Australians well and truly on the
defensive. When a small group occupied a position, they would frequently move from
one bunker to another, trying to create an impression of strength. When setting
ambushes, the Japanese did not dig foxholes and, if fired on they withdrew. The most
successful Japanese tactic was to approach a company perimeter in daylight and fire
indiscriminately. When patrols were sent from the perimeter to investigate, they were
ambushed.108
Tracks were booby-trapped and corduroyed roads were mined. Reading the 27th
Battalion’s war diary it is clear that the Japanese were in control of the area and
seemed to have been able to raid the Australian lines almost at will. In an attempt to
counter Japanese tactics, standing patrols were placed at vantage points to guard the
main jeep roads these stayed in position from dusk till late morning, while ambush
positions were manned 24 hours a day.109 These tactics met with only limited success,
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as the Japanese were still able to use the numerous small paths off the main tracks to
conduct their operations.
The 23rd Brigade was trying to hold the Ratsua-Ruri Bay line a 7600-yard front, but it
was struggling. Lieutenant-Colonel LJ ‘Lew’ Loughran, commander of the 8th
Battalion, admitted that the Japanese ‘infiltrated at will’.110 It reached the point where
the Australians decided to abandon the Ruri Bay position and concentrate both the 8th
and 27th Battalions in the Ratsua-Buoi Plantation area. This was a shorter front, 3000
yards, and it would hopefully free up troops ‘to hit back hard at the Japanese’ and
‘wrestle the initiative from him’, concluded a brigade report.111 The 27th Battalion
would concentrate on gaining control of the area; the 8th Battalion was to attack.
After years of garrison duties the 8th Battalion were finally to go into action. Sergeant
Norm Strange thought, ‘we had been living so long with an image rather than the
reality of war. We were taking the task ahead of us seriously enough, but I had the
feeling that perhaps we lacked the last ounce of tension, caution and readiness we
were about to need.’ As Strange’s platoon was preparing for its first patrol, he looked
at the different faces around him. He wondered how they would fare in a crisis?
Would the big tough guys be the gamest? Or would, for example the smaller
quiet ones reveal unexpected qualities of courage? I was also concerned with
how I myself would react, as Platoon Sergeant.112
The 8th Battalion, unlike the other units on Bougainville, did not go through
Torokina, but came straight from the Outer Islands direct to Soraken – straight into
action in the Northern Sector. That the battalion missed its tour of the ‘nursery’ in the
Central Sector begins to explain why its performance was mixed. It was the worst
time to ‘blood’ fresh and inexperienced troops.
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Throughout July, using the same tactics as they employed against the 27th Battalion,
the Japanese brought the war to the Australians, causing the Australians to become
cautious, even timid. For example, when one patrol heard digging and chopping
wood, rather than investigate the noise, they fired in the general direction.113
Likewise, numerous patrols reported seeing no sign of the Japanese or were not able
to achieve their objectives and had to return to their patrol bases. The Japanese were
in the area, as raids, ambushes and casualties were almost daily occurrences. Either
the Japanese had suddenly improved their field skills to become undetectable or the
Australians were unwilling and reluctant to engage the Japanese.
If the men were unwilling and reluctant, they could not take comfort from their
leader. Lieutenant-Colonel Loughran had only received command of the battalion on
7 July. On paper, Loughran was impressive. Before this appointment, he had worked
at GHQ from December 1943 to June 1945, where he received a letter of
commendation from MacArthur and the American Medal of Freedom for the high
quality of work and his professionalism.114 These were impressive references.
Despite Loughran’s credentials Savige was not impressed, he found Loughran’s
attitude and leadership poor. ‘After a talk with Loughran’, Savige wrote to Sturdee, ‘I
could come to one conclusion only, that he was totally disinterested in his job; he
disapproved of the campaign in general; he was not carrying out orders of his
brigadier on his self stated grounds that it was not worth while.’ A week earlier, a
censor report quoted a letter from a senior officer of the 8th Battalion to an American
officer ‘expressing strong disapproval of the campaign being conducted here, which
was against all his previous military training.’ Savige wanted to know who wrote the
letter and ordered Potts to investigate. Loughran was indeed the author of the letter
and, after another investigation, was relieved of his command.115
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Why would Loughran, an officer commended for his thoroughness, tact and
meritorious service, behave in such way? Clearly, he thought the campaign was
unnecessary. For a year and a half Loughran had served in G-3, the Operations
Division of GHQ, coordinating allied troop movements with operations.116 He,
therefore, had a much clearer understanding of the broader strategic situation in the
Pacific, having worked on plans for MacArthur’s island-hopping campaign and the
invasion of the Philippines. Coming from GHQ, Loughran probably considered
Bougainville as an unnecessary sideshow and one not worth the sacrifice of
Australian lives. It is not known if this was a popular sentiment in the battalion.
There is evidence that the 8th Battalion was breaking down. Lieutenant Stirling
Tuckey recalled that on his final patrol, as soon as it left the perimeter, he invited the
men to sit down and have a smoke after taking up defensive positions. This patrol had
gone out amidst all the rumours of peace and a runner was subsequently sent after
Tuckey to tell them to return to camp as the war was over.117 Unfortunately, Tuckey’s
admission generates more questions than answers. How widespread was this practice?
If there were morale problems, then the spirits of the men would have been lifted with
the arrival of Australian tanks. The tanks were more symbolic than practical, and their
use was restricted. At the start of July, four Matilda tanks from the 2/4th Armoured
Regiment were allocated to the 23rd Brigade. Potts wanted to use these tanks in a
quick surprise thrust towards Porton, but Savige rejected Potts’s plans and the tanks
were only used to support patrols. The swampy terrain and heavy rains limited the
usefulness of the tanks. Two tanks were used on 23 July when they supported the
attack on Commo Ridge.118 In this instance the tanks were used as a visible sign of
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strength and power; if the nerves of the infantry were shaky, then there was no better
way to boost morale.
Though timid, the 8th Battalion was not paralysed, nor had its command completely
deteriorated. If it had, then it would not have been possible for the battalion to capture
Commo Ridge, which it did on 23 July, with active patrolling and the combination of
artillery and air strikes.
Similarly, the bravery and heroism of 19-year old Private Frank Partridge would also
have served as an example, as Partridge was awarded the Victoria Cross [VC] for his
actions during an attack on a Japanese position known as Base 5. Partridge’s VC was
the only one awarded to a militiaman.119
In the afternoon of 24 July, two platoons attacked Base 5, a series of defensive
bunkers, after an artillery and mortar barrage. The forward sections reached the first
ridge without difficulty, but they then ran into heavy fire from enemy bunkers,
becoming pinned down and with two dead. A nearby section tried to make an
encircling move, but it, too, came under heavy fire from one of the bunkers. Partridge,
a rifleman in this section, was hit twice in the left arm and once in the thigh. The Bren
gunner was killed, and two others were seriously wounded. Under heavy fire and
bleeding, Partridge ran forward, retrieved the Bren gun and fired into the Japanese
bunker.120
Private Raymond Zaccheus Bice was taking cover nearby and clearly heard Partridge
yell at the Japanese, ‘come out and fight you bastards’.121 Lionel Wigmore described
what followed. Giving the Bren to another man, Partridge rushed the bunker, threw in
a grenade and, after it exploded, dived in, killing the only surviving occupant with his
knife.122 Clearing the dead from the entrance of the bunker, Partridge emerged
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covered in blood.123 He cleared another bunker before blood loss finally forced him to
stop. By now, the rest of the platoon had arrived and they withdrew their casualties.
Three Australians had been killed and another five were wounded, but eight Japanese
were confirmed killed with another three probably killed.124
Bice saw Partridge before he was evacuated and he was white from the loss of blood.
He had a piece of metal from a grenade, about five centimetres long, one centimetre
deep and as think as a twenty-cent coin, embedded in his shin. The ensuing lump was
as big as half a cricket ball. The shrapnel was pulled out halfway, which let the blood
flow. When the swelling had gone down, it was pushed back in to stop the bleeding
then bandaged with a torn shirt.125 Despite his wounds, Partridge refused to be carried
out with the rest of the wounded and insisted on walking, saying there were others
worse off than him.126
Sergeant Strange knew Partridge and described him as a ‘quiet, humble lad’ who ‘was
certainly not the type you would expect to take immediate action at great personal
risk.’ Despite the praise and publicity he received, Partridge always ‘retained his
humble manner.’127 In this way, either intentionally or subconsciously, Partridge
followed the established behaviour of those decorated, to remain modest and selfeffacing.
Although it is clear that there was trouble within the 8th Battalion, Strange makes no
mention of this in his history of the battalion. Indeed, Strange’s poetry and book
convey a sense of relief when the 8th Battalion was finally able to get on with the job
and begin fighting. His actions reflected these sentiments particularly as he was
awarded an MM for his actions around Ratsua in August.128
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It is not known which example, Loughran and Tuckey or Partridge and Strange, is
more representative of the battalion. The sources offer conflicting evidence, so the
true state within the 8th Battalion is unknown. There probably was no consensus. The
8th Battalion’s problems in the Outer Islands were mentioned in the previous chapter;
there it was the lack of activity that seemed to have caused the poor morale, but the
8th Battalion’s fortunes did not improve when it was finally committed to action. The
8th Battalion’s wartime experience was almost the opposite to that of LieutenantColonel Dunkley and the 7th Battalion. There was no universal experience for those
fighting on Bougainville; every man fought his own war.
On 5 August, patrols made another attack on Base 5, now renamed Part Ridge, and
captured the position. In all, 43 bunkers were found in the area, but accurate artillery
fire had destroyed most of them.129 With the capture of this, and Commo Ridge, the
Australians were again slowly regaining control of the campaign, but by now it was
too late. The campaign in the Northern Sector ended in a stalemate.
Despite the work done by Stevenson’s and Potts’s brigades, the campaign in the
Northern Sector really only had a limited impact on the Bougainville campaign.
Ultimately, it was in the Southern Sector where the decisive battles would be fought.
Here, the 3rd Division would advance, as the Japanese were pushed back towards
Buin. Hard fighting was still to come.
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Please see print copy

AWM, 090031. Compton River area, Bougainville. General Sir Thomas A Blamey,
Commander-in-Chief, Allied Land Forces, South West Pacific Area and Lieutenant-General
SG Savige, General Officer Commanding 2 Corps, looking over the bow plate of a landing
craft prior to landing at Pluto during his visit to 42nd Landing Craft Company. 25/3/1945.

Please see print copy

AWM, 077246. American Army trucks transporting troops of the 9th Infantry Battalion
across the Laruma River on the Numa Numa Trail as they move into the forward area to take
over positions from the 2nd Battalion, 132nd Infantry Regiment, United States Army in the
Doyabie area. 23/11/1944.
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Please see print copy

AWM, 083993. Little George Hill from George Hill showing 9th Infantry Battalion troops in
the area and indicator strips positioned to assist air strikes on artillery hill. 13/12/1944.

Please see print copy

AWM, 083982. Major-General W Bridgeford, (2), accompanied by Lieutenant-Colonel GR
Matthews, (1), and Brigadier J Field, (3), visiting 9th Infantry Battalion forward positions.
15/12/1944.
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Please see print copy

AWM, 018126. Numa Numa, Bougainville. Machine gun posts on Pearl Ridge. They are dug
into the side of the slope, reinforced with tree branches and covered with tarpaulins and
bamboo. 15 February 1945.

Please see print copy

AWM, 092839. Members of B Company patrol, 31st/51st Infantry Battalion, assembled in the
Company's forward perimeter east of Buoi Plantation, Ratsua area, prior to moving out to
contact the enemy, being given first hand information by a member of a previous patrol.
Identified personnel are: Pte NR Turner (1); Pte Kenricks (2). 9/6/1945.

205

Please see print copy

AWM, P02729.009. Porton Plantation, Bougainville. An aerial view of the peninsula in the
Soraken area, showing the jetty at the Porton Plantation. This was the scene of a determined
Japanese attack that repulsed the Australian force that landed. Note the Japanese barge to the
right. May 1945.
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Please see print copy

AWM, 093132. Members of 42nd Landing Craft Company who played a heroic part in
evacuating 31st/51st Infantry Battalion troops from Porton Plantation. Pictured are the crew
of the only landing craft assault, to get in and out without being stranded on the first night of
the evacuation. Identified personnel are: Cpl Henry, engineer (1); Ravi, the head boy of the
native pilots (2); Sapper PC Gardner, wireless (3); Capt S Leslie, skipper and officer
commanding the unit (4); Sapper B Balhorn, coxswain (5); Cpl A Seiler Coxswain of
LCA730 and the only member of its crew that escaped injury (6). 12/6/1945
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AWM, 078544. Bougainville Island. VX146882 Private KT Lavelle (1) covering VX3135
Private DL Rogers (2) as he crosses a log bridge over a stream during a patrol through the
jungle swamps by members of ‘D’ Company, 42nd Infantry Battalion. 21/1/1945.

Please see print copy

AWM, 090352. 25th Infantry Battalion troops moving through a gully, covered by B
Squadron 2/4th Armoured Regiment Matilda tanks, during attack against Japanese forces who
had occupied the position after an unsuccessful attack on Slater's Knoll. 5/4/1945.
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AWM, 090346. Troops firing at Japanese from Slater's Knoll after Matilda tanks had moved
through to clear the gully running west. Smoke in the background is from a 2-pounder tank
attack gun operated by 25th Infantry Battalion. 5/4/1945.

Please see print copy

AWM, 090365. 25th Infantry Battalion troops searching Japanese bodies for documents and
equipment after the action on Slater's Knoll. 6/4/1945.
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Please see print copy

AWM, 090376. 25th Infantry Battalion troops placing Japanese bodies into a common grave
dug by a bulldozer. These men died in an unsuccessful attempt to capture Slater's Knoll.
6/4/1945.

Please see print copy

AWM, P00001.229. Lieutenant-General Masatane Kanda, Commander Japanese XVII Army,
signing the instrument of surrender at II Australian Corps, headquarters, Torokina, with
Brigadier AR Garrett looking on. The other Japanese officer is Vice-Admiral Baron
Tomoshige Samejima, Commander Eighth Fleet. Seated at the head of the table is LieutenantGeneral Stanley G Savige whilst standing behind (partly obscured) is Air-Commodore GN
Roberts (RNZAF Air Task Force) and Lieutenant-Colonel JP Coursey (US Marines). The two
swords were handed over by the Japanese officers. 8/9/45.
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Chapter 7

‘Just let them come up here and see if they would call it
mopping-up.’1
Criticism of the campaigns in the Mandated Territories
Back in Australia, far from Porton and the Bonis Peninsula, the campaigns in the
Mandated Territories had come under criticism. Much of this was born from discontent
with Australia’s reduced role in the fighting. Having been effectively marginalised by
MacArthur, the 7th and 9th Divisions of the I Australian Corps were unemployed in
northern Australia waiting for a task, while the Americans were heavily engaged in the
Philippines. The news of First Army’s relief of the American garrisons in the islands was
released to the press at the start of 1945. This news was quickly superseded by stories
about the future role of the AIF and concerns over the army’s equipment. First Army’s
campaign quickly became referred to as ‘mopping-up’ operations. Such debate gave
Blamey’s political enemies opportunities to attack him. These points have been discussed
in detail by other authors.2 However, a brief summary is needed because, as mentioned in
the previous and coming chapters, some of the men on Bougainville also echoed these
concerns.
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Blamey had been attacked in Parliament in February 1944, by members of the Opposition
for sidelining a number of high profile generals.3 The attacks were renewed in February
1945. Senator Hattil Foll asserted that Australian forces were being ‘whittled away on a
more or less “face-saving” task’ in the Mandated Territories. Senator Edward Mattner
commented, ‘Mopping-up operations will not inspire’ Australians and believed that there
was a ‘feeling of discontent on the home front and amongst the fighting men themselves.’
Mattner questioned the deployment of the AIF, or lack there of, and said he received
letters from members of the forces that described their ‘equipment as farcical, compared
with that of the Americans’.4 Menzies attacked the Government on the use of the troops
asking, ‘Are we to use our major forces for doing what I call “mopping-up operations” in
by-passed areas, or should they be used as an integral portion of a British army?’ Others
thought that mopping-up was all the Australians were equipped for. One politician even
went so far as to state, ‘We are trying to fight a 1945 war with 1914 equipment’.5
The issue regarding the quality of the Australian equipment was quickly taken up in the
press. Newspaper editors commented on the situation and printed letters from service
men complaining of inferior equipment. In March, for example, The Sydney Morning
Herald ran columns from their correspondents in New Guinea and Bougainville with the
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former stating that improvisation was the order of the day and the latter said engineers
were using brawn instead of machines.6
Following a heated debate in Parliament, Curtin sent Senator JM Fraser, the Acting
Minister for the Army, on a 12-day inspection of First Army’s area. It was a whirlwind
tour. On 9 April, Fraser and his entourage arrived at Torokina. Fraser’s group only stayed
for two days.7 It was impossible for Fraser to have thoroughly investigated the army’s
equipment or II Corps’ engineering needs in only two days.
The official stated reason for the visit was to investigate the quality of the army’s
equipment. However, Savige suspected there was another motive as FR Sinclair,
Secretary of the Army, ‘let the cat out of the bag … by saying on two or three occasions,
that I could be quite frank with the Minister without fear of repercussions from my
superiors. I then sensed that Blamey might be out of court’. Savige arranged for a
demonstration of infantry weapons and live ammunition under jungle conditions in both
defensive and offensive action; Fraser was ‘very impressed’. Savige then took Fraser up
to Lieutenant-Colonel Callinan and the 26th Battalion in Soraken. When Fraser left he
told Savige he was leaving with confidence in their efforts and equipment.8
Towards the end of April, Curtin tabled Fraser’s report and told Parliament that the
Government accepted ‘full responsibility’ for the operations being carried out. They were
being conducted successfully and with few casualties. Curtin also pointed out that the
Americans were clearing all the islands in the Philippines. ‘We are following precisely
the same principle’. There was enough engineering and fighting equipment on New
Britain, but unforseen difficulties had delayed the arrival of equipment for the 6th
Division in New Guinea. For Bougainville, Fraser reported that Savige:

6
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had every confidence, not only in the quantity, but in the quality of the equipment
which he thought could not be surpassed by any army in the world fighting under
jungle conditions. He had seen the American equipment and definitely would not
exchange the Australian equipment for it … For the further prosecution of the
campaign, additional mechanical engineering equipment for this area was on the
way, and the general officer commanding assured me the position of supply was
improving, and it would not be long before the full supplies of all his future
requirements would be on the spot.9

Such a glowing report clearly does not reflect what has been discussed in earlier chapters,
nor does it reflect Savige’s own recollections of the campaign. ‘Time and again’, Savige
later told Long, ‘I was forced not only to improvise but [also] to shape the garment
according to the cloth available. We soon had evidence indicating that our operational
area was regarded as the “Cinderella” show which resulted in a constant fight for “tools”
to do a job.’10 But Savige would not complain to Fraser, especially if he believed Blamey,
rather than Bougainville, was the real issue.
Keating thought it was ‘strange’ Savige made such a favourable report to Fraser, as
Savige had previously raised concerns about the shortage of artillery, landing craft and
tanks.11 In fact, Savige made a conscious decision to help a besieged friend by painting a
positive picture. Peter Charlton is correct in his statement that Savige would have been
unwilling to embarrass or criticise Blamey.12
9
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Only two weeks before Fraser’s visit, Blamey had spent three days with Savige. Savige
knew Blamey was being criticised, but it was not until Blamey’s visit that Savige realised
how much these attacks were affecting Blamey, who ‘opened his heart’.13 Savige and
Blamey were close, and Savige was fiercely loyal to Blamey. In a signal to Blamey
celebrating the end of the war, Savige said that he was glad Blamey had been able to
defeat ‘those persons and interests who endeavoured to sabotage you throughout the war’
and closed with ‘affectionate regards from one who owes so much to you over many
years’.14 Savige knew Blamey had protected and supported him during the war. Savige,
therefore, would have done whatever he could to repay Blamey – hence the glowing
statement to Fraser.
As Charlton argued, Fraser’s report was a ‘whitewash’.15 Fraser’s inspection of First
Army had been politically motivated, designed to support the Government and silence the
Opposition. If it had been a serious investigation into military equipment, Fraser would
have needed more time on Bougainville and First Army’s other areas.
Many soldiers were highly sceptical of Fraser’s flying visits, especially when they
realised they had missed their chance to complain and vent their grievances. Examining
the outgoing mail, the 1st Australian Field Censorship Company found Fraser’s visit
produced ‘many unflattering references’. A sapper wrote home, ‘We had some stinking
complaints lined up to tell the Army Minister, but didn’t even know until today that he
had been and gone.’ An infantry officer commented that he would be ‘interested to hear
Senator Fraser’s report. It will be ludicrous – he simply didn’t have time to go into any
details up here … But you can bet your life whatever he says will be taken as gospel and
a true state of affairs.’16
13
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The soldiers were divided. An NCO in New Guinea thought Fraser would silence those
politicians who were referring to First Army’s campaigns as ‘mopping-up’. ‘Just let them
come up here and see if they would call it mopping-up’, he wrote home. From March, the
field censorship company noted that First Army troops were becoming increasingly
interested in the publicity given to their operations. In particular, the NCO thought the
problem lay in the way the campaigns were being reported in the press. ‘Have you
noticed how badly and inadequately the Australian campaigns are being reported?’ he
asked. ‘Only official reports are being published, all indelibly stamped with the dead
hand of officialdom … I think I could write a better human interest story myself.’17
The press reports may have been bland, even critical, but at least they were printed. In
May, the news was dominated by stories of the 26th Brigade, from the 9th Division,
landing on Tarakan. Already unhappy with how their campaigns were being ignored in
the press and Parliament, First Army found itself dropped almost completely from the
news headlines or often referred to only as an after thought.18
On Bougainville and New Britain, the publicity given to the 9th Division quickly became
another element in the AIF-militia debate. The distinction ‘they’ make between the 9th
‘Division and the Militia is rotten’, wrote one soldier. ‘[G]osh they have done no more
than the Chocos … In fact I think the Chocos have done a darn sight more, sorry I ever
joined the AIF.’ This resentment was felt by another soldier from the 3rd Division who
wrote that it illustrated ‘how they push out the AIF shows and hide [sic] the good work
the Militia is doing. We are of course AIF but like most of the Battalions [sic] on

17
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Bougainville, ours are Militia. It is hardly fair to give the hardest and biggest campaign
without any civilian life for a break to the Militia shows and give all the raps to the
AIF.’19
Such comments were not hidden from senior officers. On 17 May, Savige wrote to
Sturdee about the publicity being accorded the AIF, complaining that their division and
brigade commanders had been named in the press, while II Corps’ militia units had not.
This was ‘having a very disturbing effect on morale’. Savige cited extracts from censored
letters similar to those mentioned above. ‘The boys are crook on the publicity the 9th
Divvy are getting while we push on in silence’ and ‘9 Div [get] a big write up, it makes
you wild when you read it and here is the poor choco, gets a little bit in the paper once in
a while’. Savige told Sturdee that the soldiers of the 3rd Division were well aware that
they had killed more Japanese than any other Australian division and had fought longer in
SWPA than most Australian units. Savige was concerned that ignoring this record would
undermine the men’s pride and rekindle the ill feeling between the AIF and militia.
Furthermore, as this followed on so closely from the criticisms of the ‘mopping-up’
campaign, it was bound to have a ‘depressing effect on morale’. These controversies did
much ‘to shake the faith of soldiers on Bougainville that the campaign in which they are
now engaged is important enough for the sacrifice of their lives.’20 Savige returned to this
theme five days later, this time using much stronger language:
That such a feeling should exist is deplorable but one cannot be surprised that it is
so. My only concern is that troops under my command shall feel they are
receiving public recognition commensurate with their achievements which are no
less outstanding than those of the AIF Divisions … Should this ill-feeling be
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permitted to grow it will have a serious effect on the efficiency of the AMF not
only during the currency of the war but afterwards.21
Sturdee, in reply, blamed MacArthur’s GHQ for the heavy publicity given to Tarakan.
The reason for withholding the names of First Army’s divisions and brigades from
newspaper reports was that Japanese Intelligence credited First Army with six whole
divisions and GHQ decided that until the 9th Division was committed to action no
information would be released indicating exactly what constituted First Army. Sturdee
hoped the recent press announcements about Bougainville would remove some of the
problems, but ‘the Angel Gabriel could never satisfy the conflicting interests of the
various fronts as to the correct amount of publicity to be given to each.’22 Sturdee’s
explanation confirms that some campaigns were privileged over others. Bougainville was
not ‘hot news’. On 19 May, Savige’s, Bridgeford’s, and the names of some infantry
brigadiers were released to the press, but by then it was too late.23
In an unpredicted and incredibly unpopular decision, intended to suppress complaints and
criticism from army officers, on 21 June, Blamey’s headquarters ordered that officers
below the rank of lieutenant-colonel could no longer censor their own mail.24 This order
was a reprimand from Blamey, and the officers took it as such and resented it bitterly.
Blamey would not tolerate any further dissent from the army. Following Fraser’s
inspection of First Army and his April report to Parliament, Blamey had been summoned
to the War Cabinet in May. Letters from army officers had fuelled both of these events,
so Blamey decided to silence at least one source of criticism. Blamey had a history of
sidelining opposition, and reactionary decisions were exactly the type of response that
made him so unpopular. It did not improve First Army’s morale and was taken as
evidence that they were on the outer and were ‘unpopular’.
21

2 Corps war diary, May 1945, part 2, appendices, letter Savige to Sturdee 22 May 1945, AWM,
AWM52, item 1/4/8.
22
Letter Sturdee to Savige, 25 May 1945, Savige papers, AWM, 3DRL 2529, item 101.
23
Signal LPR557, Restricted for Public Relations, 19 May 1945, Savige papers, AWM, 3DRL
2529, item 101.

218

Sturdee and Savige were both shocked at Blamey’s instruction and protested the decision.
Sturdee said that the instruction caused ‘dissatisfaction’ and ‘discontent’ among officers
‘at a time when many are war weary and appears to them as just another pin prick and
lack of confidence in them’. The time for rigid censorship, Sturdee continued, was fast
declining. ‘Personally I would remove practically all censorship of mail to the
mainland.’25 Blamey’s instruction had not been motivated by concern over operational
security.
Savige had been especially surprised and it was he who protested against Blamey’s
Instruction the strongest. This ‘displeased’ Blamey, and Sturdee was told to pass this on
to Savige.26 Writing to Savige, Sturdee told him that, ‘we seem to be unpopular’. Sturdee
continued, ‘I do not consider that any explanation, verbal, unofficial or otherwise are
likely to allay the irritation felt by the officers concerned’. In the margins of the letter,
‘too true’ was pencilled with the initials from Brigadiers Pulver and Garrett.27 Clearly all
saw Blamey’s decision as an injustice and over reaction.
It is interesting that the strongest protest came from Savige, one of Blamey’s closest
supporters, but it needs to be remembered that Savige was someone who mixed easily
with junior officers. This short disagreement between Blamey and Savige did not come
between the two men, but it does show that Savige was not blindly beholden to Blamey.
Regardless of how the officers and men felt, they had to put their personal feelings aside
and get on with the job. The 3rd Division was to go into battle again, advancing along the
coast in the Southern Sector, on the way to Buin.
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Chapter 8

‘These boys are as steady as a rock, &, good fighters
even tho’ we are “chocos”.’1
The Southern Sector
The Japanese in the Southern Sector
In the Southern Sector, troops from the 6th Japanese Division were grouped around
Mawarak, Kieta and their headquarters in Buin. Towards the end of 1943, LieutenantGeneral Hyakutake also reinforced the Mawarak garrison. The front line in the
Southern Sector at the time of the Australian takeover was the Jaba River; the
Americans controlled the northern bank while the Japanese controlled the southern
bank.2
After the occupation of Bougainville, the Japanese had made every effort to establish
a good rapport with the Islanders and presented themselves as liberators from white
oppression. At Buin and Buka, schools were established which taught Japanese
language, customs and songs. These schools were well attended and ran until 1943.
The Japanese also encouraged the revival of the veneration of ancestors and village
leaders were given Japanese titles. The Japanese consulted with these officials,
bartered fairly for food and paid for labour. Friendships were encouraged. Once the
Allies isolated Bougainville and the Japanese became cut off, this relationship

1
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changed. The Japanese began pressing the Islanders with demands for food and
labour. Hungry Japanese troops raided gardens and threatened the Islanders.3
One Japanese prisoner, Superior Private Kanji Ono, told his captors in 1945 that the
Japanese had formed pacification squads, Kensetsu-Hans, which were used to
convince the Islanders that the Japanese Co-Prosperity Sphere was a ‘wonderful
thing’. Islanders were used to clear garden areas and lead Japanese patrols. Ono felt
his regiment had been ‘very kind to natives’, but this co-operation was in the past. He
had not seen an Islander since December 1944 and thirty men from his regiment had
been killed in attacks on Japanese gardens. The regiment’s subsequent order was to
‘shoot any native on sight.’4 The break down between the Japanese and the
Bougainville Islanders was symbolic of how the fortunes of war had turned against
the Japanese.
With regular supply lines from Rabaul cut, the Japanese turned to self-sufficiency in
late 1943 and concentrated on gardening, tending and producing large crops of sweet
potatoes, corn, egg-fruit, beans, peanuts and green vegetables. Paw-paw, bananas and
pineapples were also grown. Chickens and eggs were available, but the chickens were
not very healthy and their eggs small. By the end of 1944, the Japanese in the south
were on the way to self-sufficiency.
In the ‘History of the Japanese Occupation of Bougainville’, Japanese officers stated
that overall the ‘situation on Bougainville was not unpleasant, morale was high and a
state of resigned contentment existed towards the end of 1944.’ This postwar view sat
oddly with their own assessments of the situation in 1943 and much of 1944. By their
own assessment, 30 per cent of their overall strength during 1944 was sick.5 In May
and June 1944 alone, approximately 4000 Japanese died from sickness, disease and
3
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malnutrition. It was only when their gardens came into production in late 1944 that
mortality rates began to drop to 850 a month.6
Life for Japanese soldiers was not pleasant, especially for troops in the front line, nor
was morale always high. In August 1944, an ANGAU patrol report stated that many
Japanese had admitted to the Bougainville Islanders that they were beaten and had
been left to die on Bougainville.7 In March 1945, one man wrote in his notebook that
he was ‘prepared to die but not like a dog.’ Yet the Japanese were not prepared to
surrender. Despite having debilitating hunger, another man comforted himself with
the thought that ‘one is never discouraged by hardships if he realises that he is a
Japanese soldier.’8
Food shortages in 1943 and 1944 saw some Japanese troops resort to cannibalism. In
one incident, in 1944, Taeta a Bougainville Islander from the village of Tonui, was
killed by three Japanese. His body was found with the fleshy parts cut away.9 After
the war, the War Crimes Committee investigated the beheading of an American
airman at Tarlena, on the Bonis Peninsula, whose flesh was eaten in a ‘Cannibalistic
feast’. First-Lieutenant Taksuro Kato stated that he had unknowingly drunk soup
made with human flesh as another officer had given it to him as a ‘prank’. Kato said
that he knew other officers were victims of this prank.10 That cases of cannibalism
occurred in all Sectors, as mentioned in previous chapters, demonstrated that it must
have been a common practice. The Japanese truly were in a desperate situation.
Indeed, cannibalism was not confined to Bougainville. In her study of Japanese
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soldiers, Lynette D Zeitz demonstrated that cannibalism was widespread throughout
New Guinea and New Britain.11
The 29th Brigade moves south
Savige knew the decisive front of the campaign would be the Southern Sector.
Bridgeford had suspected this as well, so on 2 December, he told his senior officers
that the first phase of the campaign would be the capture of Mosigetta and Mawaraka
as bases for the advance south. Brigadier Raymond Monaghan’s 29th Brigade would
make the initial move, followed later by Brigadier Field’s 7th Brigade.12 Two days
later, the 29th Brigade began relieving the American 182nd Regiment in the Jaba
River area. The 29th Brigade’s first task was to gather information about the terrain
and locate the Japanese.13 Over the following days, patrols from the 15th Battalion
and a company from the NGIB regularly crossed the Jaba River into enemy territory.
By mid-December, Savige was planning offensive operations. On 20 December, he
flew over the Numa Numa Trail and the Jaba River on a reconnaissance flight, and
then spent the evening talking to Bridgeford about the coming offensive.14 Savige
outlined his plans three days later. The 3rd Division’s ultimate role was to ‘destroy
[the] Japanese forces in Southern Bougainville’. Its immediate role was to clear the
southern area of the Jaba and push forward to the Puriata River. Once there, patrols
were to push southward in preparation for the next move. However, in keeping with
his policy governing the campaign, nothing larger than a battalion would be
committed to an attack without his prior approval.15 Also in keeping with Savige’s
11
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operational policy the 3rd Division rotated each of its brigades through the area,
shifting in turn from the front, to the reserve, then the rear.16
In June 1945, Savige divided the Southern Sector between the south axis, along the
Buin Road, and north axis, along the Commando Road. A battalion was to advance
along each, with a third in reserve. Savige directed that, ‘Not a single man more than
was absolutely essential would be employed in the area’ and ‘Not a single ration
would be consumed in these areas by any man whose presence was not absolutely
essential to the conduct of the operation’.17 Again, the orders reflect the tight control
Savige maintained over the campaign.
On 15 December 1944, the 15th Battalion crossed the southern bank of the Jaba
River. Two days later, a company was landed by barge on the north bank of the Tuju
River, and on 29 December, another company landed further south on the southern
bank of the Tavera River. From then on the battalion sent out patrols daily, probing
through coastal swamps and inland jungle tracks. Japanese positions were attacked
and ambushes were set. Patrols from the NGIB operated further inland.18 For weeks
the battalion patrolled, clearing groups of Japanese from the main trails and the
swamps, pushing further south. The rest of the 29th Brigade, the 47th and 42nd
Battalions, came into action in January 1945. As the 15th Battalion followed the
Tavera River inland along the Mendai Road, following NIGB patrols, the 47th
Battalion reached the Adele River on 6 January and crossed it five days later.19
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Between 3 and 6 January, Monaghan and Bridgeford met to discuss the brigade’s
future operations. Bridgeford instructed Monaghan to capture Mawaraka and then
clear the Gazelle Peninsula. Plans for the capture of Mawaraka were to be submitted
48 hours before the proposed attack.20 On 13 January, Monaghan submitted his plans.
But Bridgeford ordered Monaghan to place his plans on hold and concentrate instead
on patrolling the Mosigetta-Mawaraka track and the Sisiruai-Mosigetta track.21
Savige had intervened. Statements from Japanese prisoners, captured documents and
patrol reports suggested that the Japanese were reinforcing the whole area and a
strong counter attack seemed likely.22 Savige was not prepared to risk the casualties
that Monaghan’s plans or a Japanese counter attack might entail – and Savige also
had doubts about Monaghan’s abilities as a commander.
There was no Japanese attack. Savige’s intelligence had been misleading and the
Japanese had evacuated the area. A patrol from the 47th Battalion entered Mawaraka
on 17 January and over the following days a long-range NGIB patrol landed by sea
and scouted around Motupena Point. However, Monaghan’s campaign was almost
over. On 16 January, Bridgeford told him that the 7th Brigade was to relieve the 29th
Brigade.23
Patrolling and fighting through the jungles and swamps south of the Jaba River was
dirty and tiring. During what was dubbed the ‘battle of the swamps’, battalion and
company perimeters were established on the higher, drier, ground in the middle of the
swamps. Patrols were sent out to ambushes and skirmishes with the Japanese as they
fought to control the thin muddy tracks that weaved between vast swamps and
marshes, crisscrossed by numerous creeks and streams.
Tracks would abruptly end at the edge of a swamp and patrols had to move through,
what Lance-Corporal Peter Medcalf from the 15th Battalion described as, waist deep
cold ‘black slime’. Struggling under the weight of their weapons, the men would
20
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grasp at tangle vines and tree roots as they tried to feel for a solid footing. Their boots
would become stuck in the clinging mud beneath the surface. It rained frequently.24
Medcalf remembered the swamp water was black from decay, as everything under the
thick jungle canopy rotted and decomposed. They did not see the sun. He likened it to
walking ‘in the shadows’. Sometimes, during a storm, it became gloomy, like
twilight. ‘You could be standing 10 feet away from a fella and you wouldn’t see him’.
After a few weeks, the men became pale yellow from the lack of light and atabrin.
Medcalf thought the swamps were a miserable place, but also fascinating. ‘You’d be
patrolling through a track and suddenly there’d be a tree practically covered with
beautiful orchids.’ At night:
you’d be sitting in a very shallow fighting pit and everything is glowing with
phosphorescence. You’d pick up little bits of stuff and spell your name and
your initials on the parapet. The next day when you’d look it was just dead
twigs, dead leaves, nothing.25
In such an environment, living conditions were hard, yet morale had to be maintained.
Lieutenant-Colonel HH ‘Hec’ McDonald, commander of the 15th Battalion, stressed
this point to his officers. Attention was given to minor details. When they could, the
troops received two hot meals a day and the YMCA coffee stalls were always
‘appreciated’. Platoon commanders were told to keep their men ‘in the picture
regarding their job’ and talk to them about their personal problems. Finally,
McDonald advised that:
Maybe you have performed a first class job in the battle, maybe you are as
weary as your men, but you know how a shave and a brush up, clean dry
clothes, affect your morale. You, the [platoon commander], owe all this to
your men, who have done equally as well as you and have helped you attain
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your object in the fight. Set the example and insist on it being followed – your
men appreciate it.26
Private Bill Phillips of the 42nd Battalion remembered the impact this had on morale.
In forward positions, the men normally ate bully beef and biscuits. Phillips recalled
that now and then jeeps delivered hot meals, usually tinned meat and vegetables, or
bully beef, with some onions and reconstituted potato or egg. Baked beans sometimes
appeared, but everybody hated herrings in tomato sauce. When a company was in a
defensive position and not going to move immediately, the company cooks built
underground kitchens. Petrol burners were used, as they did not give off smoke. Army
cooks were often maligned for unpalatable food, but Phillips felt that they did a
‘fantastic job’ in feeding the troops and keeping up morale. ‘Miracles sometimes
occurred’; the luxuries of ice cream, fresh bread, and tinned peaches occasionally
appeared, dropped by air.27
Maintaining hygiene was difficult. The men had a quarter towel, a razor and a
toothbrush, but no soap, toothpaste, or change of clothes.28 But basic demands for
hygiene were demanded and were met. As the 42nd Battalion’s commanding officer,
Lieutenant-Colonel JH ‘Joe’ Byrne observed some of the younger members of his
battalion thought wearing a beard was the essential mark of a front-line soldier. He
corrected that impression ‘very quickly.’29
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The 42nd Battalion experienced other shortages too. On 11 January, the brigade
advised that barbed wire was in short supply and every effort should be made to
recover wire, even if it was tangled, from vacated positions. Hand grenades were also
limited and the battalion was instructed to ‘ensure that this ammunition is used only
for operational tasks.’ Maps were inaccurate. Few patrols knew their exact location.
On one occasion, the lead scouts from two different patrols stalked each other, as both
thought the other was the enemy. Fortunately neither scout fired.30
On patrol it was normal for officers and NCOs not to wear badges of rank or carry
pistols. Officers were not saluted and only first or nicknames were used.31 These
measures were not because of a sudden onset of egalitarianism, but to disguise the
leaders who were targets for Japanese snipers.
The nature of the fighting in this phase of the campaign bore little resemblance to that
shown to the men on the sliver screen at Torokina. Lieutenant E Smith, from the
army’s Military History section, left a vivid description of what it was like. Smith
accompanied a patrol from the 42nd Battalion across the Puriata River into ‘Jap
country’. They were to get past Log Crossing and ‘lie doggo’ while the artillery
shelled the Japanese position. As soon as this stopped they ‘were to hop in and get
among them.’ Following the track through the thick jungle, sweat soaked their clothes
and the rifle slung across Smith’s back began rubbing a prickly heat rash across his
shoulder. Smith continued:
Most people who haven’t been out on a patrol seem to think that you walk
quickly along, or else creep forward inch by inch with rifle cocked, and
darting glances to right and left. They do it in the pictures I know; but they
don’t fire real bullets … When you’re on patrol you walk along fairly slowly,
because you can’t walk quickly and not make a noise. Out in front you have a
couple of scouts – the point scouts – and they do dart glances to right and left.
They go ahead in leaps, and when they move without being shot at or seeing
the enemy, the rest of the column moves up too; and then waits for the scouts
to move ahead. Of course, you don’t just squat down and admire the ferns or
30
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the brilliant butterflies. You keep a keen eye well peeled, because all the best
ambushes wait until the greatest number are in the trap before it is sprung.32
The country was ideal for ambushes, with lots of little clearings, clumps of bamboo
and river crossings. The feathered whistling of shells was heard as the barrage began.
‘The game had opened.’ After two hours, a long burst of machine gun, then scattered
rifle fire, was heard. The patrol expected trouble, but nothing happened. They moved
on for another hour. Then a Japanese machine gun was heard. The word passed along
the column - ‘Trouble ahead. Absolutely no noise from now on’, but still, nothing
happened. After three and a half hours, the company passed through an old Japanese
position. Smith wrote that the area ‘stank’ and he described the Japanese as ‘filthy
animals’. He continued:
It’s a stench you can’t describe because it is like no other. The Europeans in
the native battalions say that the boys can smell the Japs long before they see
them. I believe it.33
The company reached the Log Crossing at midday. A perimeter was established on
the opposite bank at the junction of two tracks. Once the company commander
finalised the plan of attack, the accompanying artillery officer, the FOO, climbed a
tree and began ranging and directing the guns to their target.34 After the barrage was
finished, one platoon set out along one of the two tracks. Nothing happened and the
platoon returned. A second platoon reconnoitred the other track, but before the last
man was out of sight there was a long burst from a Japanese machine gun. Owen guns
were heard in reply. The lead scout had stepped around a bend in the track, right in
front of a Japanese pill-box. He was hit with the first burst and fell in front of the
guns. He had to be left there. Artillery fire was called down to cover the patrol’s
retreat.
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When the artillery finished, the platoon attacked the pill-box but failed to take it. Rain
was falling heavily and it was late afternoon. One section was left at the creek to
ensure that the Japanese did not establish an ambush position at Log Crossing. The
rest returned to the battalion’s perimeter by nightfall. In the dimming light, they
moved past men waiting to set the night’s booby traps. ‘We were back’, Smith wrote,
‘back to a heartening meal of tinned meat and vegetable and a mug of hot tea … we
were all pretty tired.’35
Smith’s account encapsulates many of the characteristics of the campaign in
Bougainville. The nature of the terrain that could hide the enemy, the probing nature
of the Australian patrolling, the uncertainty and anticipation that came with patrols,
disgust with the Japanese and the relief to be back at base.
Yet even the base contained its reminders of death. After three men from Medcalf’s
company were killed in an ambush, they were buried just outside of the company’s
perimeter. Because of the high water table, the graves were only 18 inches deep. The
next day, the mounds of earth were a writhing mass of large white maggots. ‘We had
to pass that every day, on every patrol’, Medcalf said, and it ‘gave you an inkling
about what possible fate was in store.’36
In the mountains
Further inland, Major Winning’s 2/8th Commando Squadron began patrolling south.
As the infantry brigades advanced along the coast, the squadron’s task was to protect
their flank by conducting forward reconnaissance patrols, harassing the Japanese with
raids and ambushes and conducting a form of guerrilla warfare.37 The squadron would
have a long campaign. For nine months, from 30 December to 22 August, the troopers
were in action the whole time. After securing the Jaba River, they moved inland, first
to Sovele Mission, then the villages of Opai, Nihero and Morokaimoro. They had
reached Kilipaijino by the end of the war. Each village taken became a patrol base.
35
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Patrols were usually limited to two sections, although up to six sections could be
operating at a time. Patrols generally lasted four to six days, but nine-day patrols were
not unknown.
The squadron collected and collated track information, terrain reports and located the
enemy. Once patrols had gathered information, they were free to make a ‘strike’
against the Japanese by setting an ambush or taking a prisoner. These raids were very
effective, as they forced the Japanese to deploy troops to their rear areas, removing
men from the front created by the infantry.38 Fighting alongside the squadron was C
Company from the PIB. In May, the squadron and the PIB became Raffles Force
under Winning’s command. Working both independently and in conjunction with the
squadron’s patrols, the PIB worked from Morokaimoro to the Buin and Commando
Roads. When the squadron moved to Kilipaijino in July, the PIB stayed at
Morokaimoro to patrol the road and guard against Japanese infiltrators.39
Savige likened the squadron to cavalry, being the commander’s ‘eyes and ears’
operating in the front and on the flanks of the main force.40 Savige expected the 2/8th
Commando Squadron to push forward and capture the numerous fords and river
crossings in the area. (This is how Savige had used the 2/3rd Independent Company
during the Salamaua campaign in 1943.) Winning, however, preferred to pace the
movement of his troopers with that of the infantry. Savige was not happy that his
37
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‘eyes and ears’ were not doing the job he wanted. Throughout February, Savige
continually pressed Bridgeford and Winning about the squadron’s slow advance and
the need to meet the divisional timetable. At one point Winning was told to secure a
position ‘forthwith’ and not worry about the pace of the flanking infantry, as they
were of ‘no concern’ to him, a command Winning apparently ignored.41 Winning
acted more independently than other commanders under Savige’s command, but that
was the nature of his unit in the military structure. commando squadrons were
designed to fight independently of other units because they fought a different type of
war, one utilising hit and run tactics.42 Talking to Long after the war, Savige handed
Winning a back-handed compliment: Bougainville was the 2/8th Commando
Squadron’s first action and Winning had to organise as he went.43
The nature of the squadron’s campaign has been popularly told in the literary works
of TAG Hungerford44 and Peter Pinney.45 The 2/8th Commando Squadron was also a
favourite topic for a Department of Information correspondent, Arthur Mathers. He
admired the deadly efficiency’ of these ‘bronzed’ men ‘as exterminators of Japs’ and
was frustrated by their refusal to discuss their combat experience.46 Hungerford had
similar recollections of his unit, although they did not look like ‘bronzed giants’ as
they were all ‘atabrin-yellow’. When they had a ‘day off’, it was normal for the
troopers to just wear lap-laps and boots with no socks.47 They were clearly not subject
to the regulations governing the infantry.
41
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The squadron had to work closely with the Bougainville Islanders as it also had the
important role of assisting ANGAU in rehabilitating the Islanders. As the squadron
reached a new tribal territory, the message was sent out that the ‘Government had
returned’. This was supported with a show of force to assure the Islanders there would
be no reprisal from the Japanese if they co-operated with the Australians. Large
compounds were built for up to one thousand people, and the villagers were then
evacuated. While processing the refugees, ANGAU would draft men to be used as
guides or labourers. The squadron defended the ANGAU compounds and gave
medical assistance to the sick and malnourished.48 By July, there were approximately
two and a half thousand refugees in the Kilipaijino area, but balancing the needs of
the refugees with the operational needs of the campaign was difficult. The white
troops received priority.49
The Bougainville Islanders were not passive in the war. Resistance to the Japanese
varied in degrees and intensity, from district to district and tribe to tribe. Some
villages conducted their own guerrilla war against the Japanese, independently from
the Australians, while others killed the starving and unarmed Japanese soldiers whom
they caught stealing from their gardens.50
Like all occupied people, when the war came to their home, most Bougainville
Islanders tried to survive. If this meant working with or aiding the Japanese, then they
did so; if the Australians were in the area, then they helped the Australians. And they
waited to see who had the upper hand.
Many of the Islanders fought under the control of white officers, as part of the AIB.
Four AIB field parties operated on Bougainville under the command of Flight
Lieutenant RA ‘Robbie’ Robinson. Lieutenant KWT Bridge led a group in northern
Bougainville, Flying Officer NC Sandford took a party around Numa Numa, and
Lieutenant Paul Mason operated behind Kieta, while Pilot Officer Robert Stuart took
48
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his group to the Buin – Siwai area.51 The AIB field parties led by Lieutenant Morgan
and Flying Officer Stuart are particularly worthy of note, not simply because of their
successes but also because they offer an insight into the more shadowy nature of the
Bougainville campaign.
Mason had managed a plantation on the north-east coast of Bougainville before the
war and had been in the islands for over twenty years. When the Japanese came,
Mason stayed on and became a Coast Watcher. Commander Eric Feldt described
Mason as a ‘short, fair man who gazed benignantly through his spectacles and spoke
slowly, generally pausing consideratively before replying to even a casual remark.’52
In 1943, he had been betrayed by the villagers at Lamparan and ambushed by the
Japanese but managed to escape. From November 1944 to May 1945, operating in the
mountains above Kieta, Lieutenant Mason led a particularly successful AIB party.
Setting off from Torokina with two white NCOs and carriers, Mason’s task was to
observe and report on Japanese strengths, bases and movements.53 This took him back
to Lamparan. His reception in 1944 was very different. Many had been to Torokina
and the Japanese had burnt the village to the ground in September 1944. Now, Mason
reported, the villagers ‘were brimming over with friendship and anxious to prove their
loyalty’.54
As Mason moved deeper into the mountains, he received reports of what he described
as the ‘Japanese – native war’ in the Upper Luluai Valley, a guerilla war fought by the
local people against the Japanese. Two local leaders, Borta and Roubai, invited
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Mason to Sipuru to give advice and encouragement in their war with the Japanese in
the Aropa river valley. Mason believed that his presence was important ‘as most of
the natives believed the Japanese beaten, but a lot of the natives would not join the
fight without encouragement. So to Sipuru we went.’55 The Japanese attacked Sipuru
twice, but both times local partisans beat them back.
Mason’s two principal tasks were gathering intelligence and winning over the support
of the Islanders. Mason summed up both his strategy for the latter and the problems it
faced in a report in 1945:
It was a grave mistake on this island to have told the native to leave the enemy
without being able to plan their rehabilitation, of course they worked and
assisted the enemy, but few were loyal to him. Throughout my association
with the natives, during enemy occupation, I always told them to stay with the
enemy until the time was ready to revolt and I consider most of my successes
were due to this. It was most important, of course, to convince the natives of
the Japanese ultimate defeat. The position here was that many had already
broken away and those still with the enemy were ready to revolt if they could
see hope of survival … My intentions were to encourage the revolt providing I
could provide for them.56
The problem lay in the fact that little had been planned for the Islanders’
rehabilitation. Many were in a ‘bad way’ suffering from malnutrition and disease. By
the end of December, Mason was trying to provide for over four hundred refugees
(women, children, old, sick and infirm men) and thirty-five Chinese civilians who had
escaped from the Japanese. It was a constant battle to supply them with enough food
and medical treatment, so half of the refugees were sent to Torokina. Not all of them
survived the trip.57 As noted earlier, the white troops received priority.
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Mason was more successful in encouraging and controlling the local guerilla war
against the Japanese. Using captured Japanese weapons and some grenades, but
mainly bows and arrows, knives and spears, Mason’s irregulars used hit and run
tactics, ambushing the Japanese and laying booby traps. Local partisans besieged the
Japanese at Kapikavi, and wiped out a Japanese force from Buin that tried to break
the siege. At Kovidau, the partisans were so successful that the Japanese sued for
peace but were rejected (although Mason thought the refusal of the offer reflected the
presence of the Australians).58 Mason had been instructed by corps headquarters to
pay the Islanders ten shillings worth of trade goods for every Japanese they killed. He
did not do this, though, as he thought ‘it would not have increased their killings …
We offered to pay handsomely for prisoners but seldom got any. The native preferred
the honour of killing them to payment.’59
By the middle of April, Mason’s forces controlled the area and had killed nearly 400
Japanese a month. They had even destroyed two coastal guns and three ammunition
dumps that overlooked Kieta harbour. The ‘native war’ was so successful that the
Japanese stayed in their foxholes when not working in their gardens and only moved
at night. They had to avoid their usual tracks as these were mined and booby-trapped.
At the end of May, Captain CW Seton relieved Mason. In what was probably an
understatement, Mason wrote, ‘I was very disappointed that now that the place was
safe and our forces well organised it should be given to somebody else.’60 The records
offer no explanation for Mason being replaced.
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Mason had been extremely successful. In November 1944 when Mason’s party set
out, the Japanese were within four hours of Torokina. By August 1945, the Japanese
were hemmed in around the Kieta Peninsula. Seton continued Mason’s work, and
even planned to take Kieta. By the end of the war, the guerrillas and partisans had
2288 confirmed Japanese kills.61
Flying Officer Stuart was another plantation manager turned Coast Watcher. In
February 1945, Stuart established his base with the ‘loyal natives’ of Sikiomoni,
before moving to Tuparu, partly because the 2/8th Commando Squadron’s base was
only two hours away at Sikiomoni and their patrols overlapped. Stuart moved to
Kuturu in July. At Sikiomoni, Stuart was given a ‘very warm reception’ from the
villagers, perhaps because the Japanese had used them as forced labour. Stuart later
wrote, ‘I knew I could stir them into action if I could provide them with food and
arms’. Air drops supplied these and Stuart quickly began to gather fighters and
refugees. At one point, Stuart had over six hundred people in his camp. Stuart loosely
co-ordinated a guerrilla war against the Japanese. The Japanese gardens were raided
and destroyed, and their phone lines cut. In April, Stuart’s men started laying mines
and booby traps. Each ‘kill’ was rewarded with a bonus in cash, trade tobacco, or
calico. Proof of a kill was required and normally a cap or shoulder tab was sufficient,
although severed fingers were also popular. When Stuart queried one of his ‘star
killers’ who always supplied fingers, the man returned after his next kill with a penis
wrapped in banana leaves. Stuart’s party was credited with just over five hundred
kills, but this figure was only confirmed kills and he thought there were many more.62
Both Mason and Stuart occasionally came into contact with Winning and his
squadron. They never got along with Winning. For Mason, the relationship with
Winning was one of ‘polite toleration’.63 For Stuart, the relationship was hostile. ‘I
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did not like the idea of having anything to do with the Commandos [sic]’, he wrote.64
Stuart’s success allowed the squadron to operate deeper into previously enemy
controlled territory but Stuart saw the commandos as interlopers in his domain. He
claimed they were so careless in their work that they left numerous clues as to the
location of Stuart’s base. When Stuart was told to join forces with Raffles Force, he
told Winning that he could not do the type of job ANGAU wanted and that he could
not give Winning his full support.65
The rivalry between the two men reached petty levels. On one occasion, Stuart
refused to allow four of the commandos to stay in his camp over night and the men
had to sleep in the bush a couple of hundred yards away. Winning was equally
unimpressed with Stuart and cast doubts on Stuart’s ability to lead and his state of
mind: ‘Stuart has never moved beyond his cabin’, he wrote and continued, ’He lives
like a king, swathed in parachute silk clothing.’ Winning also doubted the accuracy of
Stuart’s information.66 Winning probably summed up the problem when he wrote,
‘We cannot have two bosses in the one area’.67
Setting the personal element aside, there was also one other major difference between
the two men – policy. Winning, as Raffles Force commander, saw his job as
reasserting the government’s authority over the Islanders. He argued that ANGAU
needed to ‘adopt a strong disciplinary policy’ with the local population to ‘make them
toe the line’. ‘ANGAU, backed by such a sizeable force as RAFFLES, can
immediately lay down the law and initiate punishment and reprisals as the voice of
the Govt.’ And he did not trust the Islanders. ‘Half the natives are with the Nip and
the other half only partly with us. They’re a rotten untrustworthy crowd around here
[the Kilipaijino area] … [they] sit on the fence and watch’.68 The AIB, however,
worked with, appeased and cultivated the Islanders. Winning used force, the AIB
persuasion.
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Tensions within II Corps
The personality clashes evident between Stuart and Winning were not isolated
incidents, they were present throughout II Corps’ hierarchy. The most public one of
these was Brigadier Monaghan’s sacking.
As noted earlier, Savige had stopped the 29th Brigade’s advance in January. Its
rotation in the Southern Sector was cut short and when it returned to Torokina,
Monaghan was relieved of his command. The full story is told in the ‘“Monaghan”
file’, where it is clear that ‘Mad Mick’ Monaghan lived up to his moniker.69
Problems began as soon the 29th Brigade crossed the Jaba River. Savige was
concerned that troops were being bunched into the narrow strip of land between the
sea and the swamp. This created bottlenecks and would cause casualties if the
Japanese shelled these areas. Monaghan was not following standard procedure.
Savige raised his concerns with Bridgeford. On 20 December, Savige visited the 29th
Brigade to see what was happening for himself. Monaghan’s replies to Savige’s
questions were evasive. He admitted that his patrols could only penetrate 400 or 500
yards into the swamp. Savige tersely suggested that Monaghan should take a
reconnaissance flight over the area to get a better impression of the terrain. The
brigadier agreed but later told Bridgeford that it would be a waste of time. Savige was
back on 12 January to ask if Bridgeford’s report of the conversation was true.
Monaghan initially lied and then admitted that he had not taken the flight
recommended by his commander. Savige also wanted to know why Monaghan relied
solely on patrols at section and platoon level, commanded by officers, and had not
used smaller reconnaissance parties, an integral part of tactics employed elsewhere on
the island, tactics Savige described as the ‘first essential’ for ‘planned and coordinated patrolling.’70 He then handed Monaghan a translation of a captured
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Japanese document that revealed the Japanese knew practically every move made by
the 29th Brigade; positions of standing patrols, the erection of telephone wire and
other operational details.
Savige also questioned Monaghan about the 47th Battalion’s crossing of the Adele
River and discovered it had been poorly planned and co-ordinated, and done with a
minimum of patrolling. To Savige’s ‘astonishment’, the second time the battalion
crossed the river there had not been any patrolling of the area before the move. The
battalion’s commanding officer told Savige that they had met less than twenty
Japanese during the advance; Savige replied they should be very grateful that they had
not taken any casualties from such a risky strategy.
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Savige saw Monaghan as a

failed commander. In his report on Monaghan, he wrote that ‘most, if not all’ the
brigade’s operation had been ‘mishandled’ and that the successful occupation south of
the Jaba River was ‘NOT due so much to Brig Monaghan’s leadership; as it was due
to the fact that the enemy were not there in [the] strength [that] was anticipated.’72
What ultimately led to Monaghan’s dismissal was his poor, virtually non-existent,
relationship with Bridgeford, his divisional commander. On 1 January 1945,
Bridgeford met Monaghan to discuss the current operation. Monaghan thought the
47th Battalion needed more training because, at the moment, one Japanese soldier
equalled one section of Australian infantry. The troops needed more experience
before being considered equal to the Japanese. When asked about his troops’ morale,
Monaghan described it as ‘more grim than cheerful.’ He suggested that the 47th
Battalion should be replaced and that the ‘soft’ area north of the Jaba River, then
occupied by the 42nd Battalion, be reinforced with another battalion. Until these
changes were made, Monaghan said, he was not prepared to attack Mawaraka. This
left Bridgeford with one conclusion: Monaghan lacked confidence in either himself or
his men. Two days later, Monaghan told Bridgeford that he had changed his mind –
he was ready to take Mawaraka and clear the Gazelle Peninsula. Bridgeford lost any
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confidence in Monaghan, believing that Monaghan was not fit to command and
should be relieved.73
In a report written to Savige on 23 January, Bridgeford claimed that he found
Monaghan difficult to work with. Monaghan was unwilling to ‘give and take’ as a
member of the divisional team. He questioned and even rejected orders from
Bridgeford’s staff. According to Bridgeford, Monaghan had a ‘dictatorial attitude’
towards his staff: ‘They appeared to be allowed no initiative and everything they did,
even in purely staff matters, had to be done under his direction.’ They would not talk
to members of Bridgeford’s staff without having first consulted Monaghan.
Bridgeford claimed that he had even seen Monaghan bully and insult visitors to his
headquarters. This, Bridgeford wrote, ‘raised further doubts in my mind as to his
capacity and ability as a commander.’74
Monaghan vigorously defended himself. Bridgeford’s report, he wrote, showed an
‘intense personal dislike’. Monaghan rejected any suggestion that he was unfit for
command, noting that he had commanded his brigade since September 1943 and the
brigade had always achieved its objectives. He had always kept Bridgeford well
informed. His desire for the quick turn around of units was due to the need to ‘blood’
as many of the young reinforcements as possible, to give them the experience they
needed to fight the Japanese. Monaghan’s brigade staff were new and inexperienced.
Only one of his staff had served with Monaghan ‘previously in battle, and many of
them were in for the first time’. He noted that inexperience on the part of some of
division’s staff did not make things any easier. As for his own personality, Monaghan
argued:
It has always been a great regret of mine that I could only conceal an extreme
sensitiveness by an aggressive and as he [Bridgeford] stated at times a
“hectoring bullying” attitude. However I am quite certain that people who
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know me well … accept this as a peculiarity of “Mick” and do not in any way
resent my attitude.75
Bridgeford’s wrote a damning 12-page report in response. He described Monaghan’s
administrative failings and poor judgements, and the impact his mercurial temper had
on morale. Monaghan was a constant problem for divisional planning. His staff did
not give forecasts of the brigade’s needs because Monaghan claimed he did not plan
for more forty-eight hours in advance. Material and equipment were demanded at the
‘last minute’. His aggression and rudeness were revisited. His own staff lived with
uncertainty: Monaghan shunned some officers and had tried to transfer others,
including Lieutenant-Colonel McDonald.76 And Monaghan was quite happy to issue
orders without consulting his superiors, like the following:
O.241. restricted [.] for the present we have enough information to require no
further PWs [.] from now the slaughter will commence and every repeat every
jap seen will be promptly and ruthlessly killed [.] inform all ranks[.]77
Bridgeford had immediately cancelled the order but it was clear, Bridgeford wrote,
that he could not rely on Monaghan’s judgement and that the man needed constant
supervision.78 Monaghan would have to go.
Savige agreed. It was clear to him that Monaghan was incapable of commanding in
the field. He recommended that brigadier be re-posted to another command in
Australia, one that would not go on active service.79 Savige later said, ‘Poor
Monaghan had lost all sense of balance or judgement’.80 Monaghan was relieved of
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his command and sent to command the Jungle Warfare Training School in Canungra,
Queensland.81
The ‘“Monaghan” file’ also highlighted the inexperience of Bridgeford and his staff.
Bridgeford, as well as several of his key staff, had limited command experience. In a
letter to Sturdee, Savige wrote that ‘I keep in mind the whole time the human aspects
causing these difficulties’.82 Savige felt that Bridgeford was quickly getting a feel for
the position, but Bridgeford did not always control operations as closely as he should
have done, nor was he as firm as he could have been. Consequently, some
commanders, such as Monaghan and Brigadier Hammer, and even Winning, took
advantage of Bridgeford’s ‘rawness’ to conduct their own operations and did not
freely volunteer their plans to Bridgeford.83 Savige was confident that Bridgeford
‘would make the grade’, as he had taken it upon himself to ‘teach’ Bridgeford the
work of a divisional commander.84
Savige’s ‘teaching’ efforts, however, were not always appreciated. Bridgeford did not
like Savige’s habit of having a shorthand writer record their conversations verbatim.85
When Lieutenant-General Berryman visited Bougainville with Blamey in March, he
noted in his diary that Bridgeford ‘finds Stan Savige’s interference in detail most
trying. It is a pity Stan can’t keep to his proper sphere & leave details to subordinate
commanders.’86 Berryman also wrote that both Pulver and Garrett ‘were having a
most difficult time with Stan Savige who got lost in detail & answers suggestions by
saying he is the corps commander. It is not a happy HQ but I told Pulver and Garrett
that it was their job to put up with the peculiarities of the Comde & make the show
81
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work.’87 The situation did improve. When Berryman returned to Bougainville one
month later, he wrote that ‘Savige, Garrett, Pulver & Bridgeford all seemed happier
than on my last visit & I think they are welding into a team at last.’88
The 7th Brigade heads south
Meanwhile, Brigadier Field’s 7th Brigade relieved Monaghan’s 29th and took over
the role of clearing the Japanese to the Puriata River. On 23 January, Bridgeford told
Field that the Japanese were presently ‘off balance’ as it appeared the Japanese were
withdrawing from Mawaraka and the Gazelle Peninsula. Bridgeford thought it would
be possible to quickly clear the area to the Puriata River with a minimum of
Australian casualties. Field’s task was to capture Mosigetta. To protect his flanks, he
also needed to clear the inland villages from Kupon to Sisiruai. On the coast, a
company group would clear Motupena Point all the way to Puriata River.89 Therefore
three columns would simultaneously advance to the Puriata River. Lieutenant-Colonel
Mathews’s 9th Battalion and Lieutenant-Colonel WR Dexter’s 61st Battalion would
head inland to Mosigetta. Lieutenant-Colonel McKinna’s 25th Battalion would follow
the coast around Motupena Point to Toko.90 Field also had NGIB’s A Company under
his command, as well as Winning’s troublesome 2/8th Commando Squadron.
The 7th Brigade faced a different terrain in the Southern Sector: it was flat. Numerous
rivers ran through the coastal plain, forming large swamps as they reached the sea.
Seasonal winds and currents, when combined with high tides could sand up the river
mouths causing the rivers to back-up and flood. Flooding also came with heavy rain.
The whole area was covered in thick primary and secondary growth. The only clear
areas were the gardens belonging to the Islanders and Japanese. There were two main
tracks to Mosigetta; one ran from Mawaraka, while the other track went from Kupon
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through Nigitan to Mosigetta. Further south, this track became the Buin Road.91
Matthews would leave from Mawaraka, Dexter from Kupon.
Matthews’s 9th Battalion was transported from Torokina to the Jaba River by truck. It
then travelled to Mawaraka by sea in landing barges. The road too from Mawaraka to
Mosigetta followed the southern bank of the Hupai River, with swamps and jungle
hugging the track. The jungle was mostly over 30 feet high and choked with vines and
dense undergrowth. Inland towards the mountains, the jungle canopy became higher
and there was more open ground. But first the battalion had to fight through the
swamps and jungle.92
The 9th Battalion’s push began on 26 January and that night it was attacked. At
10.30pm, Private Schacht remembered, the night was broken by heavy machine gun
fire and he heard the ‘crump’ from Japanese knee mortars. Up ahead, the forward
company was under fire. Almost immediately, Schacht and his mortar crew received
the urgent command to bring down mortar fire. As they manned their mortar, two
Very lights exploded in the sky, lighting up the dark jungle as they slowly fell to
earth. ‘Our troops up the road were firing with everything they had. Bullets were
whining and ricocheting off trees around us.’ The Japanese began firing their artillery.
Schacht heard the shells pass low over head and then crash behind, near the battalion
headquarters, shaking the ground as they exploded. Then the attackers withdrew.
Schacht felt particularly exposed, as they had not bothered to dig a gun pit for the
mortar. ‘No Japanese here’, his mate had laughingly told him earlier.93
Schacht was surprised by the destruction. Trees the size of a man’s thigh had been
shattered and felled; the ‘sight was incredible.’ The riflemen praised the work of the
mortar crew, greeting them with cries of ‘You bloody beauties!’
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“You blokes got eight of them!” they wanted to tell us. “There’s eight of them
buried down the road!” “What about you chaps.” I said. “Your fire must have
killed some.” “No! We had our bloody heads down, mate. Nothing could have
lived out there! Nothing! Shrap’ was screaming everywhere” … Later I kept
thinking about the eight bodies lying in shallow graves. It was the first time I
had been directly involved in killing any of the enemy. I found myself hoping
they were not like the young Japanese prisoner who sat in front of our gunpit
after the battle of Artillery Ridge – the boy who was trembling with fear.94
Although only small groups of Japanese defended the Mawaraka-Mosigetta area, they
fiercely resisted the Australians. At night, they counter attacked using vine handlines
to guide themselves along the track. During the day, they fought from ambush
positions flanked by swamps and dense bush. They mined tracks and cut the signal
lines that linked Australian positions. The Australians responded with mortar and
artillery fire. If this failed, the Australians outflanked the Japanese position by
sending a company through the swamps to establish a new perimeter about 1000
yards behind the Japanese. The Australians would then patrol behind and on the
flanks of the enemy. The Japanese also intermittently shelled the area with their
150mm and 75mm guns. The brigade report later described this as ‘completely
ineffective’ as most of the shells fell into the sea,95 but may have missed the point.
The shelling did have a psychological effect, as the threat of artillery played on the
men’s nerves, adding to the stresses that they were already experiencing.
On 15 February, the battalion reached Meivo, where the Mawaraka-Mosigetta and the
Kupon-Mosigetta tracks met. Their junction became ‘Matthews’s Junction’. The next
day patrols reached Mosigetta.96 Dexter’s 61st Battalion reached Mosigetta on 17
February, to find a ‘Welcome’ sign at Matthews’s Junction. ‘The cheeky bastards’,
thought Dexter.97
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The 61st Battalion had been in action for almost a month. Sergeant John Ewen’s
journal entries provide an insight into the impact this had on the men and the nature of
the fighting, free from the spin that often appears in unit diaries and histories. He
recorded in his journal that they were ‘just about had’:
Living on your nerves in mud, rain, sleeping in holes in the ground soon wears
a fellow down. I have watched the boys [sic] faces get drawn and haggard, and
their movements slow and listless. I suppose I must look the same.98
He noted the ‘screaming when one of our boys [sic] nerves gave.’ On 22 February,
the Japanese attacked the company perimeter at Mosigetta and three men were
wounded. Ewen wrote, ‘these boys are as steady as a rock, &, good fighters even tho’
we are “chocos”.’ The next day it poured and Ewen mentioned that the smell of a
dead Japanese body was heavy in the air. He surmised a body was still lying
undiscovered in the scrub. He ended the entry writing, ‘The boys are all pretty worn
out. I know I am feeling the strain.’99
For the rest of February and into March, Ewen’s journal is full of descriptions of
patrols, ambushes and attacks. The engagements were small but were everyday
occurrences and at night the men expected to be attacked. Stress was constant. The
condition of the track was terrible, with knee deep mud all the way. Ewen repeatedly
writes of fatigue and the constant furphies about being relieved.100 By 1 March,
patrols from the 61st Battalion had reached the bank of the Puriata. Ewen’s entry for 6
March, although lengthy, is worth quoting as it sums up the daily life of the men’s
campaign:
Had no sleep last night, thinking of this patrol today. All I could think of was
bearings, distances and what-not in case we got into trouble (and I couldn’t
see how we were going to miss it). We started out this morning at about 8.30
and crept the river bank … We would of [sic] been killed three or four times
only for the native, they can smell ‘em. We bumped into them three times
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along the river but the boongs got on to them first and led us around them. It
was a terrible strain on the nerves and the show early this morning didn’t help
matters. This morning at first light a nip (evidently a runner) got inside our
perimeter without us knowing it. We were all in bed and the first we knew of
it was when he hit one of our booby-traps on the way out. When the grenade
went off we could hear the Jap moaning about 20 yds [away] in the bush. We
stood-to for about 20 minutes and then out and to the Nip who got mixed up
with the Booby. When we came back another Nip had gone to join honourable
Forefather. One of the boys shot him in the head. I’m getting pretty touchy
and this happening before I started on the patrol put me on my toes. I said a
good few prayers today while we were sneaking among the Cunning Cove. It
was nerve-wrecking [sic] and I can understand chaps going off their nuts. All
the boys are touchy and if a branch breaks they blaze away. We have been in
action too long now without a spell.101
Combat changed some of the men. They became hard, and de-humanised the enemy,
rather than ‘crack-up’. On one occasion, Ewen recorded a Japanese prisoner was
brought in, but some ‘of the boys wanted to knock him on the head. Our fellows
won’t take prisoners. I’ve seen them kill two or three now in cold-blood. I took a dim
view of it the first time, but when you see your mates go, well I’d do it myself
now.’102 This attitude could reach macabre levels. Finding a Japanese skeleton near a
track, he remembered a story told to him by an uncle who had fought with the First
AIF. Ewen ‘could not resist the temptation to use it’:
I was putting up track-signs at the time, so I propped him up under the signpost and fixed his arm so that he was pointing up the track. A few bits of dry
grass for hair and his tin hat stuck on him and he looked pretty good. I was
wishing I had a camera. Nearly all the bridges have a Jap head on a stick at the
approach to it.103
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Ewen was not the only man to record the impact stress due to combat had on the
soldiers. Private Phillips recalled that when the 42nd Battalion was at the front, ‘we
had a few of the lads screaming out in their nightmares who had to be awakened and
silenced and nervous smokers sought to find a corner of a sleeping bay to have a quiet
smoke.’104
Matthews also encountered the problem during his push to Mosigetta. On 29 January,
Matthews wrote in his diary that a man, whose section had been ambushed,
‘accidentally’ shot himself in the foot; another refused to go on patrol. The next day,
the medical officer reported that the men of one company were exhausted, suffering
from diarrhoea and low morale. Even though he was being urged from above by
Field, as usual, to ‘push on as quickly as possible’, Matthews sent the tired company
back for a rest.105 Two days later, he faced the problem again. He ordered a company
forward to capture Japanese guns that were causing the battalion trouble. Matthews
recorded the incident in his diary:
I ordered him the [company commander] to do it and rang off. 1/2 hr later he
rang to say he had told his Coy & no man would leave his posn, all refusing
duty. I asked why & they said they were all too tired, they were cut off from
the world & could not get casualties back & weren’t prepared to get any
anyway. I told Coy Comd to order his officers fwd & he said he knew they
wouldn’t but would give it a go. His 2 i/c rang shortly after and said Coy
Comd cracked up, mental strain, crying.
Matthews relieved the company commander. He then sent the company their packs
and cooking gear, which apparently made them much happier.106
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Other companies were also having problems. When Schacht’s crew went forward to
range the mortars, men from a nearby company, which had just buried two men,
began screaming as if in agony. An officer came over and asked Schacht in a low
voice if they could stop firing, as his men were ‘very upset by mortars’ since the death
of one of their own. The officer warned that there could be trouble. Schact wrote, ‘We
were on a thin edge and I knew it’, but he had to finish his shoot. That night the
company was attacked. The next morning, he saw the riflemen as they ate their
breakfast ‘white-faced’ and ‘red-eyed’.107
Early February was difficult for Matthews. A third company ‘came home’ soon after
contacting Japanese troops. When Matthews told the commander to go back and
complete his task, he was told ‘his men were frightened’. They went back, however,
and completed the job. Matthews was also having trouble with some of his officers.
Captain Radford confronted Matthews, stating his men were tired, jittery, and lacked
confidence in their Lieutenant-Colonel. Men from another company were said to be
complaining about the lack of support from other arms. One lieutenant had an
argument with Matthews, but he was ‘dressed down’ for his ‘gross disloyalty’.108
The 9th Battalion captured a large Japanese naval gun on 2 February. This lifted the
men’s spirits for a while, but Matthews wanted to give his men a rest. Field insisted
that the battalion move on to Mosigetta. Field said ‘he was behind’ Matthews ‘all the
way’ and intimated that if Matthews continued his good work, Matthews might ‘earn
a distinction.’109 Matthews did reach Mosigetta and on 25 February told his men they
were going to be relieved and sent to a rest area. ‘Loud cheers from everyone when
news spread’, he noted. Matthews also received a message from Field saying he had
appreciated their ‘wonderful effort’.110 The 9th would return to the front in March.
A similar situation was developing within Dexter’s 61st Battalion as it headed
towards the Puriata River from Mosigetta. Ewen’s journal recorded fatigue and the
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men’s deteriorating nerves. His journal reflected a broader problem in the battalion.
Dexter knew one company, that had previously done a ‘good job’ and earned its
commander an MC, was now ‘too frightened’ to leave its trenches, something Dexter
found ‘quite distressing’. He later wrote that, this ‘came as a great shock to me after
serving in the top AIF Battalion’.111 After crossing the Puriata, the 61st Battalion was
ordered to secure the Hongorai River, but the men could go no further.
The 7th Brigade’s Report on Operations made little official reference to the 61st
Battalion’s problems. It simply noted that the battalion was in a ‘badly deteriorated
state’.112 Unofficially, however, the brigade knew things were far worse. On 20
March, Matthews’s 9th Battalion began relieving the 61st. He was told to relieve a
‘completely fatigued’ 61st Battalion as quickly as possible and he was warned of the
‘possible infection of 61 Bn low spirits on [your] troops’. Major Summerton, the BM,
gave Matthews an even bleaker picture. When troops from the 61st were fired on:
they ran back in disorder leaving their officers. They are frightened to move
out of their perimeters. Patrols go out and do not complete their tasks; sit in
jungle and wait for time to elapse and then come in.113
Matthews thought his battalion ‘should be OK for a while’, although ‘if the going gets
tough they may crack too.’114 Men breaking under fire and refusing to follow orders,
these are not the traits one thinks of when discussing Australian soldiers. This was
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hardly the stuff of the Anzac legend. Little wonder then that there was scant mention
of this in either the official records or the secondary literature, which, as noted in the
introduction, had a tendency for big noting Australian soldiers. By and large, it is
really only in the private records that this story is told.
The 9th’s relief of the 61st was disrupted by the Japanese counter attack at the Battle
of Slater’s Knoll. (This will be discussed in the next chapter.) Both battalions
acquitted themselves well in March and April yet their problems persisted. On 17
April, Matthews wrote in his diary that one company had ‘the jitters’ and they ‘would
not go on’. There was even the prospect of a ‘sit down strike’. Matthews went
forward and persuaded his men to continue. A similar situation occurred three days
later.115 The 9th Battalion was relieved at the end of the month.
Morale within Lieutenant-Colonel Dexter’s 61st Battalion remained poor. ‘Bn is in a
bad way as the men are all cracking up. Today 9 from D Coy & 3 from ‘B’ refused to
go on patrol’, Ewen wrote on 9 April. He continued:
‘A’ Coy patrols only go 200 yards out and sit down. If they send us in again
the Coys are going to refuse to go. So things are in a very bad state. Already
two officers have been sent back for standing up for the men. Nearly all the
boys have a vacant look in their eyes and look dazed.116
According to Ewen, the men again refused to patrol on 24 April. Four days later he
recorded that 60 men had been given 24-days home leave and he speculated that they
would never be seen again. ‘This Bde will never do another show after the way the
Bde has been treated. Even the officers have given the game away.’117
Dexter was one such officer. Just days after the battle for Slater’s Knoll, Dexter
snapped. Mark Johnston argued that the problems within the 9th and 61st Battalions
were examples of what can happen when front-line service pushes men beyond the
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limits of their endurance.118 However, in Dexter’s case, there was another element at
play, the AIF-militia rivalry. Even as late as 1944 and 1945, the AIF-militia rivalry
was still evident in the AMF.
In his book, War in the Shadows, Medcalf touched on the issue. He volunteered for
the AIF in 1944 as a 19 year old and was ‘a bit put out’ when he was posted to a
militia battalion. He found the difference between the militia and AIF lasted for ‘two
seconds’ after the first shots were fired. When asked if he had discussed the AIFmilitia rivalry with the men and why men had not volunteered for the AIF, he replied,
‘Are you crazy?’ He feared that such a discussion could, by inference, be taken as a
challenge to their courage – that they were not brave enough to volunteer for overseas
service.119
Dexter, however, keenly felt the difference between the AIF and militia. In 1939,
Dexter had volunteered for the AIF, joining the 2/6th Battalion as a private. Five
years later he was Second-in-Command of the battalion, and he had been awarded a
DSO. In April 1944, Dexter was promoted to the 61st Battalion.120 He had not been
with the 61st long before it went into combat.
Gavin Long visited the 61st on 10 February. There he heard the term ‘chocko’ [sic]
used as a greeting where ‘digger’ or ‘sport’ might have been used in an AIF unit. He
noted that the term had been appropriated by the men and transformed from one of
scorn or contempt into an affirmative term, similar to the transformation in meaning
for the ‘rats of Tobruk’. Field had earlier told Long that many men were determined
to remain ‘chocos’ just because this was one area where the army could not give them
orders. ‘Not even’ the Commander-in-Chief could make them volunteer, and ‘they
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were going to revel in it.’121 The 61st had a strong ‘choco’ culture. Only 25 per cent
of its members were AIF, the lowest ratio in the army.
In his notebook, Long wrote that ‘61 Bn is as happy a crowd as I’ve ever seen. I heard
no grizzle all the time I was there.’ Long described Dexter as ‘young, lean, tense,
profane’ and ‘bawling out officers and men alike, yet intensely loyal to his officers
and men and most genial more than 1/2 the time.’ Long thought Dexter was very
popular. Dexter felt the battalion was ‘in good heart and not overtly troubled by the
enemy’.122 Long was only there for a day. He was also Dexter’s cousin.123 Perhaps
Long allowed his kinship to sway his view of the battalion.
Dexter had spent most of the war with an AIF battalion. He could not fit into his new
battalion’s culture. Dexter admitted this in his unpublished memoir ‘The Battalion –
My Home’. His home, of course, was the 2/6th, not the 61st Battalion. ‘The majority
of the officers and men with whom I was involved in the AIF were great men. Later
in the war I was not so happy with the attitude of those conscripted for service.’124
Before he took up his new ‘difficult command’, he wondered if he had what it took to
deal with ‘men who had a different outlook to that of the AIF’. He found it
‘disconcerting’ that so few names on the battalion’s nominal role had an X number
and he was surprised that even some of the officers were minus the ‘X’. This ‘didn’t
please me at all’, he wrote: something ‘was missing in the militia officers’.125
Whatever his doubts, Dexter got on with the job and, initially, things went well.
However, when the conditions became more trying and the men were fatigued and
stressed, the relationship between the commander and his battalion became estranged.
Ewen referred to his battalion’s commanding officer as ‘Dugout Dexter’. He had only
121
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seen Dexter forward twice since the campaign began.126 Dexter only received three
sentences in the unit history and this was only to acknowledge he was the
commander.127
Dexter blamed his ‘sickness’ on the ‘type of person I had to deal with.’ The ‘constant
pressure’, he wrote, ‘of trying to inspire a 75% militia battalion had finally sapped my
strength and I was physically and mentally worn out.’128 Dexter was admitted to the
casualty clearing station at Toko, where he applied for his discharge:
I thought what the hell. I was browned off anyway and there was no indication
of an early end to the war. I thought the fighting on Bougainville futile and
unnecessary, and I did not relish returning to the Battalion with its negative
attitude – the “sixty worst” not the 61st, I thought.129
Savige was more blunt. Dexter ‘broke down’, he told Long, although in Savige’s
opinion the cause was due to ‘years of hard campaigning’ rather than problems with
Dexter himself.130 Savige arranged for Dexter to take extended leave and keep his
rank of lieutenant-colonel.131 Dexter later noted, ‘Stan Savige was very caring for
original members of his 17th Brigade’.132 Unlike Matthews, who steered his battalion
through its fatigue and frustration with persuasion, patience and strength of
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personality, Dexter never adjusted to his new command. He could not marry his
earlier experiences with the AIF and its ideal type of soldier with his own battalion.
Despite the problems and insubordination in the 9th and 61st Battalions, neither
Savige nor Bridgeford acted against the battalions. Nor were they concerned with
Field’s capacity to command. Johnston believes this strongly suggests that these units
did not perform below the general standards of the Australian army.133 If there had
been doubts about Field these were forgotten with the success at Slater’s Knoll. In
April, Savige congratulated the 7th Brigade on its campaign and went on to say that
during this war, he had never seen a greater display of gallantry, skill and
determination as that shown by the 7th. Matthew’s 9th and Dexter’s 61st Battalions
had done ‘splendid work’, while the 25th was beyond ‘heroic’. He praised the work of
every officer and soldier.134 ‘I am very proud of these lads’, Savige told Sturdee.135 In
May, Matthews recorded in his diary that an unspecified GOC gave the 9th Battalion
‘the highest praise any unit could have’. He received a similar message from Blamey
when he visited in June.136
The ‘heroic’ 25th
McKinna’s 25th Battalion began patrolling from Tavera to Sisiruai in January. The
Japanese had ‘tenaciously’ held this area, constantly moving positions. By the end of
January, the 25th Battalion was patrolling around Mawaraka and Mosigetta. One
company cleared Motupena Point and then began clearing the coast. It was reinforced
with another company, reached Matsunkei and then pushed on to Toko. One company
from the NGIB was landed by barge near Makaku and headed towards Mosigetta.
After Toko was taken, the two companies from the 25th Battalion turned inland
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towards Barara. The rest of the battalion was ferried by landing craft to Toko,137
which became a major base and headquarters for Bridgeford and the 3rd Division
from April.138
After occupying Barara in the third week of February, the 25th Battalion headed
towards Puriata River and patrolled towards Tokinotu, where the Japanese had
extensive gardens. On 4 March, the battalion forded the Puriata at Galvin’s Crossing
to establish a position along the Buin Road. Another position was captured from the
Japanese the next day. In response, the Japanese shelled the Australians and on 6
March, Private Carl Slater, who was manning a forward listening post 100 yards, was
wounded. The knoll was named Slater’s Knoll.139
Over the following days, the Australians and Japanese patrolled, attacked, and raided
each other; fighting was fierce. Groups of Japanese would probe forward and pour
machine-gun fire onto Slater’s Knoll then retreat to a position further back along the
track.140 In mid-March, two of the battalion’s companies patrolled through the
gardens at Tokinotu, while the other companies forced their way down the Buin Road
against stiffening Japanese resistance. Reports from patrols, prisoners and captured
documents suggested that the Japanese were reinforcing the Puriata area from Buin.141

137

25 Aust Infantry Battalion, Report on Operations in South Bougainville, 16 January to 14
April 1945, pp 6-9, AWM, AWM54, item 613/7/68.
138
3rd Division war diary, 5 April 1945, AWM, AWM52, item 1/5/4. In March, small ships
began carrying stores from Torokina to Toko. At Toko, the ships’ cargo was transferred onto
landing craft, which then would run onto the shore to off load. In April, the small ships were
off-loaded at the calmer beach at Motupena Point and the cargo was then taken by road to
Toko. Long, The Final Campaigns, p 153; ‘Toko Beach, Bougainville’ in Armour to Anchors,
n.p.
139
During the Battalion’s attack, Private PJ Galvin was the first man into the water and first
to reach the opposite bank. Galvin’s Crossing was named after him. Private Slater received a
shrapnel wound to his leg, but he remained at his post until relieved. The Japanese fired 600
rounds at the 25th Battalion, but Slater was the only casualty from artillery until the end of
March. Operations in the Puriata River Region, Part 1, p 1, AWM, AWM54, item 613/6/47.
Also cited in Long, The Final Campaigns, p 153.
140
Denham,“The Blue Diamonds”, p 79.
141
On 11 March, a mortar dual between the two sides ended, with the response ‘Righto
mortars we’ll show the bastards who fires the mortars round here’. The Battalion’s mortars
then opened up and ‘plastered the road’, silencing the Japanese. Operations in the Puriata
River Region, Part 1, pp 2-6, AWM, AWM54, item 613/6/47.

257

McKinna, characteristically, decided to advance straight down the Buin Road. At
8.30am on 19 March, under the covering fire of artillery, mortar, and machine-guns,
the two lead companies cleared the Japanese positions near Kero Creek. Pushing on,
Captain RDK Jefferies’s company came under fire from a series of pill-boxes,
beginning a fire fight that lasted for over two hours and a stalemate. Jefferies rang
McKinna to ask for orders. McKinna told him ‘To do ‘em’, then went forward with a
section of machine-guns and a PITA. Jefferies was to attack the pill-boxes with two
platoons. He decided to go in with the bayonet. The men attacking were told to cheer
and yell, with the support troops to ‘cheer as though at a football match.’ Intensive
machine-gun fire kept the Japanese underground and the Australians advanced 25
yards before the Japanese replied with automatic weapons and grenades. Jefferies was
wounded, but the advance continued, reaching the first row of a three row pill-box
system. In severe hand-to-hand fighting the Australians cleared the first and forced
the Japanese from the second to the third row. The Australians withdrew leaving
behind twenty-nine Japanese dead. The attack had lasted for forty-five minutes. Five
Australians were killed and seventeen wounded, three fatally. That evening the
Japanese position was shelled and they withdrew.142
The next day, Auster aircraft spotted the new Japanese position, close to a creek. A
pilot sketched a map of the area and dropped it to McKinna. On 22 March, McKinna
decided to clear the position and gave the job to A Company. McKinna also arranged
for artillery support and an airstrike before the attack. Eight RNZAF Corsairs bombed
and strafed the target, while the artillery and supporting weapons hit the area for 10
142
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minutes. The infantry then attacked, but heavy Japanese fire from bunkers, trenches
and fox-holes repulsed the attack. The Australians began taking casualties.143 The
casualties provoked one of those instances that have been described as both heroic
action and battle madness.
Corporal Reginald Roy Rattey saw two mates wounded. Private Richard Bennett
remembered Rattey’s response:
Japanese bullet, fired at almost point-blank range, set Rattey off like a trigger.
I saw Reg start and grab his side in a lurch. I asked him if he was hit. “I don’t
think so”, he replied, and from then on he moved like a packet of crackers!144
Lionel Wigmore, in They Dared Mightily, described what followed. Firing his Bren
from the hip, Rattey ran ahead of his section, right onto the first Japanese weapon-pit,
pouring fire into its opening and silencing it with a grenade. Calling his section
forward, Rattey went on to clear another weapon-pit using the same tactics. Still
under heavy fire, Rattey returned to his section, borrowed two more grenades, and
then went on to destroy a third Japanese position. Minutes later, Rattey’s section was
again under heavy fire. Without hesitating, Rattey again ran forward to attack the
Japanese machine-gun post, killing its gunner. The rest of the gun crew fled. Rattey
captured the gun, its barrel still smoking, and 2000 rounds. The way clear, A
Company moved up and consolidated the position. The battle was all over in an hour,
with 18 Japanese dead and five Australians wounded. Rattey was promoted to
Sergeant. For his ‘courage, cool planning and stern determination’ that turned a
‘serious situation’ into a ‘brilliant success’, he was awarded the Victoria Cross.145
Rattey was lucky to have survived. His shirt had been torn by shrapnel and he
exclaimed, ‘They had came [sic] very close!’ When asked by his mother about this
torn shirt, Rattey explained ‘I got that in a bit of a go with the nips’. Rattey was
modest about his decoration. At a welcome home banquet in his hometown, he said, ‘I
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have seen boys do the same as I did and not receive any recognition, not just once but
a dozen times’.146 Like Partridge, Rattey matched the tradition stemming from the
First World War. They were not the first recipient of the Victoria Cross to claim that
others had done as much, if not more, but remained unrecognised.
Matthews and Dexter may have had problems with morale in their battalions, but
McKinna, according to his reports, did not. He reported his troops’ spirit and morale
were ‘reasonably good’ until the bayonet charge on 19 March, then it soared – ‘the
lads were on top of the world’. ‘Morale continued to rise’, McKinna went on to
report, ‘if that was possible, until the end of the campaign, when it was second to
none. Their blood was up and everyone was itching to inflict even greater casualties
on the enemy.’147 The 25th, and its sister battalions would get their chance. The
Japanese were about to counter attack.
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Chapter 10

‘We’ve nineteen dead on the Buin Road, Ten more on the
jungle track,
And all day long there’s a broken tide, of our wounded
streaming back’.1
The campaign continues
The Japanese fall back
The Japanese were completely surprised by their defeat at Slater’s Knoll. The 6th
Division’s Lieutenant-General Akinaga had to personally explain to LieutenantGeneral Kanda why the offensive failed. Kanda was ‘extremely displeased’, saying to
his own staff that, ‘It would not have happened if I had been in command.’ So certain
had he been of victory, Kanda had not made any plans for re-grouping or subsequent
plans. With this blow to their confidence, the Japanese survivors fell back to the Hari
garden areas and there was a general withdrawal to the Hongorai River.
There was a brief lull in the fighting with it mostly confined to patrol clashes.
Gradually, the 6th Japanese Division pulled back towards Buin, abandoning the
Hongorai River line in mid-May. Small groups stayed behind to fight delaying actions
and raid Australian convoys. Artillery was brought up the Buin Road and targets were
registered in preparation for the Australian attack.2
The interrogation reports from Japanese prisoners for April and May give some
indication of the Japanese morale, which in the main, was not very high. Sergeant
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Kenjo Yamashita, 1st Battalion, 13th Infantry Regiment, was captured during the
fighting for Slater’s Knoll. Yamashita had been seriously wounded in both legs and
before he was captured he had made three attempts to commit suicide but none of his
three grenades had exploded. Morale was good in his unit, Yamashita said, because of
the prospect of the ‘excitement’ of battle. They would fight to the last man.3 His
countrymen did not share Yamashita’s optimism. Sergeant Hayato Sugio, 1st
Battalion, 23th Regiment, was also captured at Slater’s Knoll with a wounded leg.
Sugio said the morale of his unit was poor. Many had given up hope of winning and
the ‘offensive spirit is lacking’. They only continued fighting because they were
ordered to do so.4
Throughout May, all of the prisoners interrogated complained of low morale due to
the recent Japanese defeats, the lack of food and no news from home.5 Corporal Itaro
Masumura, 3rd Battalion, 13th Regiment, said that few of the other ranks wanted to
continue fighting. Of the ten signallers attached to his battalion, four had deserted.6
The 15th Brigade push south
From Torokina, Savige wrote to Sturdee about the success at Slater’s Knoll, although
he did admit that they would have faced an ‘awkward’ situation if the tanks had not
arrived at the critical time. Yet, Savige was happy for the Japanese to attack wellprepared defensive positions:
So far as I am concerned, the more often he [the Japanese] attacks, the better. I
will be pleased, because I am quite confident that the situation in 3 Div area is
such that we can thrash him whenever he comes. It will save us a great deal of

3

3rd Division war diary, April 1945, part 3, appendices, Draft Preliminary Interrogation
Report No 21, 1 April 1945, AWM, AWM52, item 1/5/4.
4
3rd Division war diary, April 1945, part 3, appendices, Draft Preliminary Interrogation
Report No 24, 7 April 1945, AWM, AWM52, item 1/5/4.
5
3rd Division war diary, May 1945, part 3, appendices, Draft Preliminary Interrogation
Report No 34, 10 May 1945, AWM, AWM52, item 1/5/4.
6
Masumura had been shot through both his left arm and leg. He was also suffering from Beri
Beri and Malaria. 3rd Division war diary, May 1945, part 3, appendices, Draft Preliminary
Interrogation Report No 37, 16 May 1945, AWM, AWM52, item 1/5/4.

283

trouble in the future if he continues his present tactics, & I prefer to break him
on ground of our own choosing, rather than on that of his.7
On 17 April, Savige toured the forward positions while Brigadier Hammer’s 15th
Brigade was relieving Brigadier Field’s 7th Brigade. Two days later, Savige told
Bridgeford that his objective was still to take the Hongorai then the Hari River. The
29th Brigade was to remain in the rear and act as a mobile reserve while the 15th
Brigade advanced. One battalion from the 15th Brigade was to advance along the
Commando Road, known as the North axis, while another battalion was to follow the
Buin Road, the South axis. The brigade would advance on a two-battalion front.
Bridgeford could decide where to deploy the third battalion.8
The Buin Road was an old government track, running west to east, parallel to the
coast about 5000-6000 yards inland. Once it was corduroyed, the road could carry
heavy vehicles. Running parallel to the Buin Road, about 5000 yards inland, was the
Commando Road. The Commando Road was little more than a track and, apart from
small sections, was not suitable for jeeps. The two roads were connected by lateral
tracks.9
The 15th Brigade, a fresh but experienced unit, took over the front on 13 April. The
24th Battalion was in the lead, dug-in around Kero Creek. Behind the 24th came the
58th/59th Battalion at Barara.
Unlike the Japanese, Australian morale was high. Lieutenant-Colonel Arthur J
Anderson, an able commanding officer, led the 24th Battalion and its spirits were
bolstered with a visit from the corps commander.10 Savige came to them at Kero
Creek, where his easy and comfortable manner ensured that he was ‘well received by
7
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all’. They were proud Savige had served with the 24th Battalion and had worn the
same colour patch during the Great War.11 A report from the 58th/59th Battalion
noted that the troops were in very good physical condition due to months of training
and sporting activities in Torokina. ‘Morale was exceptionally high’ and throughout
the battalion ‘the will to fight was strong’.12
On the infantry’s flanks were the 2/8th Commando Squadron and AIB patrols. The
squadron was patrolling far to the left, in the mountains, and forward of the 15th
Brigade, providing ‘strategic reconnaissance’. Further afield, the AIB, with an evergrowing number of partisans, pressed the Japanese rear.13
Unlike other commanders, such as Field and Potts, Hammer doubted the need for an
offensive campaign on Bougainville. In late 1944, before his brigade came to the
island, Hammer had visited Bridgeford’s headquarters at Torokina. After studying the
American layout and aims, Hammer felt that the Australians should have just taken
over the American positions. Hammer considered that it would have been sufficient to
contain the enemy, because the Americans had already won the battle for
Bougainville. Hammer knew that if the Australians went on the offensive it would
mean casualties, ‘perhaps many casualties suffered on a questionable task’.14
Hammer brought this suspicion with him to Bougainville, and Blamey later confirmed
it when Blamey visited Hammer on Egan’s Ridge where the former told the latter:
‘Take your time Hammer, there is no hurry.’ Nevertheless, Hammer told his officers
to ‘dismiss any misgivings from our minds & set [sic] on with the job’. Similarly, at
the brigade concert held before leaving for Bougainville, he outlined the nature of the
brigade’s forthcoming operation and said that no Australian wanted an American to
Battalion during the Kokoda campaign. He was described as ‘a short, brusque, sharp-tongued,
but fair, disciplinarian’. Christensen, That’s the Way it Was, p 191.
11
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do a job that an Australian could do himself. ‘The troops were in wholehearted
agreement & let me know in no unmistakable fashion.’15 The spirit of the brigade was
second to none. Hammer believed that:
It could not have been higher if the Bde had been fighting the Alamein battle or
capturing Tokio [sic]. Yet every man knew, as well as I knew, that the Operations
were mopping-up and that they were not vital to the winning of the war. So they
ignored the Australian papers, their relatives [sic] letters of caution, and got on
with the job in hand, fighting & dying as if it was the battle for final victory.16
By the time the 15th Brigade came into action, the momentum of the campaign was
with the Australians. As the Japanese manned defensive positions along the Buin
Road, Hammer’s tactic was to drive the Japanese back into confined areas, with
patrols harassing their flanks, and then use the Australian’s superior firepower to
destroy them.17 By now, this tactic had become standard practice, but Hammer had
more support and was better supplied than the other sectors. He had the 2nd Field
Regiment and ‘U’ Heavy Battery under his command and then the 2/11th Field
Regiment. Hammer used his artillery well. When a ‘worthy’ target was found,
Hammer reported, ‘we hit hard and often’. During the campaign his brigade fired
approximately 68 000 artillery shells, 38 000 mortars and 768 tonnes of bombs into
Japanese positions.18 The mortars ‘rained down at [a] rapid rate’, Hammer said, ‘and
obliterated the area.’ Hammer told Long that his policy was to ‘use fire power as
much as possible and so save manpower and casualties.’ 19
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The attack on Dawe’s Creek was an example of how Hammer combined artillery,
armour and infantry. At 8.30am on 17 April, three companies from the 24th Battalion
attacked the Japanese at Dawe’s Creek. A creeping barrage of 700 shells preceded the
attack, while patrols from the 58th/59th Battalion protected the flanks. Two
companies from the 24th Battalion moved alongside tanks down the Buin Road.
Artillery shells exploded in front of the troops. It was later said that hot, jagged pieces
of shrapnel flew through the air and ricocheted around the jungle, but the close
artillery support was designed to demoralise and ‘dislodge’ the Japanese from their
foxholes.20 The third company cut the Hari track between Anderson’s Junction and
Kindara.
The Japanese positions were well concealed in the undergrowth. Often, Australian
infantry approached within three or four feet of an enemy position before the Japanese
opened fire. But the tanks’ automatic Besa machine guns cut through the jungle to
reveal Japanese positions, and the main guns were used to destroy pill-boxes. Fighting
continued the next day, and a bulldozer and engineer team from the 15th Field
Company began building a bridge across the creek. On 19 April, the infantry and
tanks crossed this bridge and, despite fierce fighting, established a position 400 yards
forward of Dawe’s Creek by the end of the day.21
Over the following days, the 24th Battalion withstood several Japanese counter
attacks at Sindou Creek before pushing on. For two hours on 26 April, thirty-six
RNZAF Corsairs strafed Japanese positions and dropped depth charges to clear the
jungle. This destroyed the undergrowth and increased visibility by an average of 20
yards along each side of the road. The only opposition the battalion met during this
phase was from one Japanese machine gun crew who were quickly killed by the
tanks. Such a coordinated use of supporting arms was typical of the brigade’s
campaign and it allowed the infantry to advance over 1500 yards with only one
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casualty. By 28 April, the battalion was about a third of the distance between the
Puriata to the Hongorai Rivers.22
But the Australians did not have it all their own way. Japanese positions were well
prepared and they stubbornly resisted the Australians. As soon as the forward troops
reached prominent areas, such as track junctions and stream crossings, they would be
shelled by Japanese artillery.23
The 24th Battalion was shelled regularly, normally in the mornings and evenings.
During one barrage, in just a few minutes, three men were killed and 14 were
wounded. The wounded had to be laid in drains at the side of the road to protect them
from shrapnel and falling branches caused by tree bursts.
The men learnt to count the seconds between the ‘crump’ of the gun firing and the
explosion of the shell, and memorise the shortest route to dugouts. The Japanese
varied their shelling patterns. At times they would fire one shell an hour, one every
two hours, or one every five minutes. During the single shell episodes, the men
crouched in their dugouts and waited for another shell – wondering what would
happen next. ‘From the time the shell left the muzzle of the enemy gun with a dull
plop, as it hissed through the air, rising to a screaming crescendo before it landed with
a deafening explosion, there was time to ask yourself the 64-dollar question “has this
one got my name on it?”’24 The Japanese artillery remained a menace for the rest of
the campaign.
The Japanese also used mines and booby traps, but the Australian tanks rolled on and
infantry patrols crept forward. Artillery was used to clear pockets of Japanese
resistance and defend Australian positions. On 7 May, moving behind an artillery

22

15 Aust Inf Bde Report on Operations, Part 1 South Bougainville Operations Puriata River
to Mivo River 13 Apr 45 to 15 Aug 45, Detailed Narrative by Phases, p 7, Savige papers,
AWM, 3DRL 2529, item 74; Long, The Final Campaigns, p 179.
23
Notes on Bougainville – by Maj-Gen HH Hammer, p 1, AWM, AWM93, item 50/2/23/440.
24
Christensen, That’s the Way it Was, pp 219-220.

288

barrage, the battalion’s lead company reached the Hongoria River without resistance.
It had taken 31 days to advance 7000 yards.25
Further inland, along the Commando Road, the 57th/60th Battalion had also reached
the river. Savige described the 57th/60th as ‘a good Bn’ whose commander,
Lieutenant-Colonel RR Marston, was a ‘capable leader’.26 Marston was a militia
officer who had served with the 15th Brigade since 1927. At the start of the war, he
was the battalion’s adjutant and received command of the battalion in February
1943.27 Marston was popular with his men, but by February 1945 he was worn out
and transferred to the 29th Brigade. ‘I’ve had it’, he told his battalion at his last
parade.28 Lieutenant-Colonel PGC Webster replaced Marston. Webster’s experiences
with the 57th/60th Battalion were reminiscent of Lieutenant-Colonel Dexter and the
61st Battalion. The two were kindred spirits.
Webster’s war had been an active one. He enlisted in the AIF in 1939 as a private and
was commissioned in the Middle East during the Libyan campaign. He later went to
Timor, before going to the 2/48th Battalion in time for its New Guinea campaign in
1943.29
Marston and Webster were very different men, and their troops held contrasting views
of the two commanders. Whereas Marston was well liked and respected, Webster was
25
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not. When writing the battalion’s history in the 1990s, Robin S Corfield found it was
‘impossible to elicit one praiseworthy remark or even comment’ about Webster.30
It is not clear why Webster was thought of so unfavourably. He must have been a
highly capable officer, as he was promoted from lieutenant to lieutenant-colonel in
just four years. Possibly Webster, like Dexter, may have resented serving in a militia
battalion which had not done any real fighting. The 2/48th Battalion was the AMF’s
most highly decorated battalion.31 Webster, embedded with the spirit and success of
the AIF, may have viewed a transfer to the militia as a come down in prestige.
Alternatively, it may have been that the 57th/60th Battalion’s culture which had long
identified with Marston, was not willing to include Webster and saw him as an
outsider.
During April, the 57th/60th Battalion had patrolled the Hatai Track, and it relieved the
9th Battalion in the Rumiki area on 3 May. By 12 May, the battalion was dug-in on
the Hongorai River. It patrolled constantly, frequently engaging the Japanese in patrol
fights or ambushes.
One patrol was ambushed with two men killed and another wounded. The patrol was
led by Lieutenant Len Dick, who had received an MM in New Guinea. Private Leo
McDonald remembered this ambush, as it was his first action, and he remembered
how these casualties affected Dick:
Len Dick who had been through a lot took it badly, perhaps he blamed himself
and went very silent back at camp. But it wasn’t his fault, just how it went.
Then he went out again a few days later and they ran into another ambush.32
Dick led a few more patrols, but he became increasingly withdrawn and was
eventually transferred. Dick was one of three or four other officers from the Battalion
who broke down on Bougainville. After one action, a senior officer, also a New
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Guinea veteran, was seen sitting on a log by a track, weeping and thumping the wood,
shouting ‘I don’t know what to do’ over and over again. Such incidents had not
happened in New Guinea under Marston’s protective command. Corfield blamed
Webster – under him ‘one either survived or failed’.33
The battalion’s rigorous patrolling routine is described in Vic Tommasi’s diary. On 4
May, Tommasi’s patrol was ambushed and three men were killed. Two days later, the
Japanese position was attacked and cleared. Tommasi discovered fox-holes with gun
positions for over sixty men. He thought they had all been ‘lucky’ not to have been
‘wiped out’. On 8 May, Tommasi went with carriers to the forward companies. He
wrote in his diary, ‘position a bit ticklish as a couple of our boys were sniped … we
got through & back after losing a hell of a lot of cold sweat.’ Tommasi did not receive
any rest the next day. The Japanese had re-occupied their old ambush position. As he
knew the area the best, he volunteered to lead a fighting patrol. ‘I’d hate to think what
might happen if they approached it wrongly. Going in for the fourth time, hell of a
strain.’34 On 15 May, Tommasi wrote in his diary that he had crossed the Hongorai
River four times, which ‘keeps a fellow on his toes’.35
To cross the Hongorai River, Hammer planned a coordinated attack that utilised the
full resources available to him. The 57th/60th Battalion would create a diversion by
crossing the Hongorai River first, in an attempt to draw Japanese forces, while the
24th Battalion would attack straight down the Buin Road. The 58th/59th Battalion
would make a wide flanking move and cut the Buin Road east of the Hongorai. The
58th/59th Battalion would then continue on and lead the brigade.36
The 57th/60th Battalion made the first move on 17 May. Supported by air strikes and
artillery, the battalion crossed the river and moved down the Commando Road. Bob
Jackson remembered that the heavy barrage shook their tents. Others recalled feeling
as though they were in a vacuum as the compression from the explosions made it
difficult to breath.37 During the ‘softening up’ period, from 18-20 May, the Corsairs
33
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from the RNZAF flew 381 sorties and dropped 132 tonnes of bombs. The 2nd Field
Regiment fired thousand of rounds on Japanese positions, as did the mortar
batteries.38
At 8am on 20 May, the main attack on the Buin Road began with Corsairs bombing
and strafing Japanese positions along the road for twenty minutes. Moving behind a
creeping barrage the 24th Battalion, with two troops of tanks, advanced along the
road. The battalion achieved most of its objectives, but the following morning was
spent clearing Japanese mines and booby-traps along Egan’s Ridge.39
Egan’s Ridge had been bombed and shelled for days. ‘As far as the eye could see the
lush, thick jungle had been denuded of all its foliage, massive timbers lay twisted and
torn’, and only jagged stumps remained.40 Yet the Japanese continued to stubbornly
defend the ridge, taking cover in deep trenches and tunnels that had been dug into the
side of the escarpment. On 22 May, the ridge was hit with a final artillery barrage and
an air strike that used 1000-pound stick bombs. One company then moved up and
occupied the ridge, finding it completely devastated. Japanese positions were buried
under huge piles of debris and the whole area was barren and scarred with shrapnel.
‘A strong odour of dead was noticeable throughout the area’. Egan’s Ridge was the
last Japanese stronghold in the Hongorai River and the way was clear for the
58th/59th Battalion.41
The 58th/59th Battalion led the brigade’s advance, and having crossed the Hongorai it
fought its way along the Buin Road. Along the Commando Road, the 57th/60th
Battalion continued heading south. Mines were a constant menace and the rain turned
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the road into a bog, making movement difficult for the tanks. The 15th Brigade
reached the Hari River on 10 June.42
The Hari River was the next line of Japanese defence, with the Japanese entrenched
on its east back. The Japanese knew the Australians would have to continue down the
Buin Road, as it was the only route capable of carrying tanks and heavy weapons. The
Japanese would continue fighting stubborn rearguard actions, designed to slow the
Australians and target the tanks. Lieutenant-General Kanda wanted to protect the
gardens in the Hari district for as long as possible so that his troops could harvest as
much food as they could. The 17th Japanese Army instructed its troops in building
and setting mines and booby traps, while the 6th Japanese Division established a
school that devised new types of booby traps from artillery and mortar shells.
Artillery would be deployed along the Buin Road, and if they could not be withdrawn
across rivers, gun crews were ordered to use their guns directly on the tanks. ‘The
[gun] crews were to escape if possible, but only after registering a success.’43
Ultimately, such measures proved pointless. By again combining an extensive
program of artillery and air strikes, with wide outflanking moves, Hammer’s brigade
had crossed the Hari River on 15 June. 44
It had taken time, but Hammer had captured ground and done so with minimal
casualties. As far as Hammer was concerned, there was ‘no point in whittling out
strength on these river lines if casualties were to be avoided.’ Savige had told
Hammer that his brigade would be rested after the crossing of the Hari so they were to
be the spearhead of the final assault on Buin. Hammer later said ‘I knew that it would
not be easy’, however, ‘the spirit was willing and the morale of 15 Bde never
higher.45
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Air power
Doubtless, the diggers’ high morale was due, in part, to the supremacy of the Allies’
air power which dominated the sky above Bougainville. Air support was vital to the
success of any campaign and it was no different on Bougainville. Indeed, II Corps had
the luxury of three air forces at its disposal. As mentioned in chapter 4, supporting the
Australian ground operations were the First Marine Air Wing, the RAAF’s No. 84
Army Co-operation Wing, and the New Zealand Air Task Force. While the
Americans carried out a limited strategic bombing campaign, much of the day-to-day
work, such as aerial reconnaissance, target marking and transport, fell to the
Australians. It was the New Zealanders who gave tactical support to the infantry by
providing close air-ground support and by attacking Japanese targets across the
island.
From February to May 1945, American bombers from the First Marine Air Wing on
Green Island attacked targets in southern Bougainville. They hit strategic targets, such
as ammunition dumps and bases installations around Buin. At first, the Marine’s
Mitchell, Ventura and Corsair squadrons carried out these strikes on alternate days,
but during April and May the schedule was stepped up to daily strikes until the
squadrons were withdrawn from Green Island.
The four squadrons that made up No. 84 Army Co-operation Wing performed a
variety of tasks. It was No. 5 Tactical Reconnaissance Squadron that saw the most
action, but the Beauforts of No. 10 Local Air Supply Unit and the Dakotas from No.
36 Squadron were used for supply dropping, and they also carried out some antimalarial spraying. (This spraying was limited because only small quantities of DDT
spray were available.) The small Auster aircraft from No. 17 Air Observation Post
Flight, based at advance airstrips in southern Bougainville, were used for
reconnaissance, as artillery ‘spotters’, and to maintain contact with forward units. The
official historian for the RAAF, George Odgers, considered that the close cooperation
between the tanks, infantry and aircraft developed to such a considerable degree that
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‘the Austers became the eyes of the battalion commanders.’46 The wing also
maintained a courier service to the Outer Islands, and provided ‘lead in’ aircraft for
the New Zealand Corsairs when they attacked ground targets.47
During such attacks, the Corsairs would be bombing just 100 yards in front of the
Australian’s lines, so target marking had to be accurate.48 For these ground support
missions, the best method of identifying targets was to mark them with smoke fired
by artillery or mortar shells. For targets that could not be marked this way, the
Boomerangs and Wirraways from No. 5 Squadron were used to ‘lead in’ the Corsairs.
Specially trained to conduct tactical reconnaissance, the Boomerang and Wirraway
pilots flew low to pinpoint targets before marking them with smoke bombs. They
would then ‘orbit’ the area to observe the results and, if necessary, direct each
bombing run.49
The Corsair pilots, especially those who were new, needed to be guided. After his first
mission, Bryan Cox remembered thinking that the jungle all looked the same and
locating a specific target was going to be difficult.
Our flying map showed hundreds of place names, including dozens of
“missions”, but from the air it was just one big stretch of jungle, with the
roads virtually invisible under the trees and glimpsed only from directly
overhead.50
At the start of the campaign, two RNZAF Corsair squadrons were based at the Piva
airstrips in Torokina. This was later increased to include a third squadron and then a
fourth. After the war, these squadrons were praised for maintaining ‘an exceptionally
46
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high level both in results achieved and sorties flown’. They ‘helped immeasurably in
the ultimate success of the campaign.’51
Cox arrived on Bougainville in May 1945. This was the most intense phase of the air
campaign. In the Southern Sector alone, from 22 April until 30 June, the RAAF and
RNZAF flew 2 262 sorties in support of the 15th Brigade’s operations.52 Previously,
the air force had been bombing and strafing the Japanese gardens between the Puriata
and Hongorai Rivers.53 The RAAF pilots aptly described these missions as shooting
up ‘Jap potato-diggers’.54 But as Hammer’s brigade advanced south, the RAAF and
RNZAF attacked targets between the Hongorai and Mivo Rivers, and around Buin.55
The RNZAF Corsairs were usually armed with either 1000lb high explosive bombs or
lighter depth charges. The depth charges were almost entirely explosive with only a
little armour casing. Both types were fitted with a detonator cap on the end of a twofoot rod, which protruded from the bomb’s head. These were called ‘daisy cutters’
and were designed to explode slightly above ground level – clearing the jungle,
without leaving a large crater. Without the ‘daisy cutter’, Cox believed that ‘a 1000lb
bomb would make such a large hole in the soft jungle earth that you could fit a house
into the crater!’56
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Commencing from 3000 feet, the Corsairs dove on target pulling at a shallow 30
degrees, and, within seconds, released their bombs at 1500 feet before pullout at 1000
feet. Cox later described an attack.
From the rear of a twelve-aircraft diving formation you could see the
concussion rings from the first bombs – the ring would expand, contract, then
expand again – and the shock of the preceding bombs could be felt quite
strongly, like moderate turbulence. Although I was lucky, some pilots seemed
regularly to come home with holes from either our own bomb shrapnel or light
ack ack [Japanese anti-aircraft] fire.57
The Corsairs would then normally regroup in pairs to strafe the target with their six
.05 calibre machine guns until their ammunition, 200 rounds per gun, ran out. (As the
Japanese had no serviceable aircraft on Bougainville or on the surrounding islands,
there was no danger of being caught in a dogfight.) Attacking in pairs and flying
about fifty feet apart, with another pair a hundred yards behind, the Corsairs would be
in and out of range of the target within three to five seconds.58
The final phase of the air campaign, from 1 July to 10 August, was divided between
attacking ‘close targets’ between the Mivo and Oami Rivers to support the 29th
Brigade, and ‘tactical’ targets between the Oami and Silibai Rivers in preparation for
planned forthcoming operations. From 11 August, all RNZAF aircraft were grounded
in anticipation of Japan’s surrender.59
As demonstrated at Egan’s Ridge and when crossing the Hari River, air power was a
resource Hammer used to telling effect. The air cover provided by the RAAF’s No. 84
Army Co-operation Wing and the New Zealand Air Task Force allowed Hammer, and
the other Australian commanders on the island, to closely support the infantry’s
operations. Aircraft hit targets that could not be neutralised by artillery fire alone, and
struck the Japanese far behind their lines – virtually at will, depending on the weather.
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Forward troops were resupplied by air, and aerial reconnaissance gave the Australian
commanders a ‘bird’s eye view’ of the battlefield. Although it was the Southern
Sector that received most of the attention, the RAAF’s and RNZAF’s operations in
the Central and Northern Sectors followed a similar pattern. Air power was just one of
the advantages II Corps had over the Japanese. The Australians had other advantages
too.
The supporting arms
Unlike the Japanese, Hammer had the advantage of ‘Tillies’ – the Matilda tanks from
the 2/4th Armoured Regiment. The lateral tracks between the Buin and Commando
Roads had been developed so the tanks could move from one front to the other.60
Despite their age, the Matilda tanks performed remarkably well in the jungle, offering
the infantry fire power, mobility and protection. Armed with either a 3-inch Howitzer
or a 2-pounder gun, the tanks could easily destroy prepared Japanese positions. The
Besa 7.92 machine gun gave ‘devastating’ firepower that ‘caused the Nip to pull out
of may [sic] occasions without showing much fight.’61
The Matilda’s armour could resist small arms fire, small field guns and normal mines
– although tracks were easily damaged. It was not until the Japanese began using their
large 150mm guns as anti-tank guns that serious damage was done. These were what
Captain M Robinson described as suicidal ‘tank hunting parties’, which manned their
guns and attacked the tanks with magnetic grenades. On one occasion, a 150mm gun
was dug-in only 45 yards off the track, with the intention of firing at point blank
range. 150mm guns damaged three tanks, while large mines destroyed two more. The
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driver of one tank was killed, while another was blown onto its turret – killing its
crew.62
Operating in the close jungle and along the narrow Buin Road, which was twelve-feet
wide at its best, and merely a track at its worst, a symbiotic relationship existed
between the infantry, armour, and the engineers. Infantry always stayed with the
tanks. They protected each other and the attached engineers. The engineers would
detect and clear mines and booby traps, clear scrub, corduroy the roads when
necessary, and build tank crossings across fords and rivers.
In the early stages of the campaign, the tanks were able to move down the Buin Road
ahead of the infantry. One tank would lead, while the infantry and other tanks
followed – giving covering fire. This sped up the advance, as the Japanese, upon
sighting the tanks, would often just withdraw. It also meant the tanks could fire freely,
without fear of hitting the Australian infantry. Occasionally, two infantry companies
would advance along either side of the road in front of the tanks, and if they met
‘trouble’, the tanks would turn off the road, ‘scrub bashing’, pushing through timber
to outflank the position. The infantry would fan out and move ahead of the bulldozer
that cleared a path for the tanks.63
Cooperation continued at night, with the tanks taking up defensive positions within
the infantry perimeter. When the tanks had been forward all day, the infantry prepared
the tanks’ positions. In good soil, this would only take three men about half an hour.
The tank crews probably appreciated this small act, as the Matildas required constant
maintenance. After a normal days running, when the guns had been used, it took at
least two and a half hours for the crew to properly check, maintain and clean the
vehicles. In forward areas, this process took a lot longer. One tank was kept ready for
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action at any time.64 Those not on duty, slept in shallow trenches underneath their
tanks.65
While their armour offered the ‘Tankies’ a measure of protection, life inside their
cramped vehicles was difficult. When the hatches were closed, and the tank was
‘closed down’, visibility was limited; the crew commander and driver could only see
through their periscopes, and had to rely on instruction from their troop commander,
who was outside with the infantry, relayed over walkie talkies.66 A six-foot tall man
had his head only an inch away from the hatch. If an artillery shell or grenade hit the
turret it could cause concussion or send metal flakes and sprung rivets ricocheting
around the cabin.67
Inside the Matildas it was hot, noisy, and very stuffy. The situation was worse when
the guns were firing. At times crews had to be ‘closed down’ for up to nine hours. All
they could do was take small sips of concentrated fruit juice, and whatever space was
available became cluttered with ration tins. It was worse still if a crewman was sick
with diarrhoea and the hatches could not be opened, ‘you can guess the picture
inside’, wrote one officer. He also suggested that ‘four averaged-sized infantrymen
should try being closed down in a tk [tank] for a few minutes. This would give an
appreciation of the crew’[s] difficulties.’68
With rain, getting bogged was also a problem. Corporal JE Marmion, commander of
the ‘Black Swan’, gave the infantry a good laugh when it became bogged while
supporting the 24th Battalion’s advance. Climbing down from its turret, Marmion
began hitting and kicking his tank. Marmion had been waiting for three years to get
into action and now, when he was so close, the ‘bloody thing had to bog.’ After a
64
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while, the tank was freed and the Black Swan led the advance, until it reached a log
laid across the road.
Suspecting an ambush, the area was sprayed with Besa fire and the tank moved on. It
went about 100 yards before being fired on from the left. The Japanese had waited for
the tank to pass before they opened on the infantry. The Japanese quickly withdrew,
as the Australians returned fire. The Black Swan continued on for a few more
minutes, before the driver spotted leaves moving ahead of them and stopped the tank.
The Besa opened up and shot away the foliage, revealing a Japanese 75mm gun. At
the same time, there was an explosion on the left hand side of the tank. Dust threw up
and briefly obscured the crew’s vision. This turned out to be a land mine that had
exploded, narrowly missing the tracks. When the dust cleared, the Black Swan’s
howitzer opened up on the Japanese gun and its crew fled. In the heat of action no one
inside the tank felt the Japanese shell that those outside claimed had hit it.69
As mentioned earlier, engineers accompanied the tanks and infantry on what the
sappers called ‘Armoured patrols’ – comprising of an engineering officer or a senior
NCO, and up to a dozen sappers with a bulldozer. Savige thought the work of the 15th
Field Company was ‘worthy of special praise.’70 Hammer also recognised their
bravery:
It is hard to describe the magnificent work of the bulldozer operator who sits
high up on a dozer with the engines blotting out any sense of hearing enemy
action. He is the spearhead of the mechanical advance protected by infantry
screens but a very vulnerable target to any unlocated enemy pocket or gun.71
These armoured patrols were ‘fairly strenuous affairs’, as the sappers had to walk in
front of the tanks to locate mines or clear obstacles. Usually soaked to the skin,
sleeping in two man tents that were not waterproof with no lights at night, having to
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‘stand-to’ at dawn, and the constant prospect of being shot or blown up, ‘didn’t make
for an enjoyable outing’.72
Lieutenant Keith Huntsman remembered one such patrol. On 7 May, he moved up
with a bulldozer and one dozen sappers in support of one tank and a company from
the 24th Battalion. Within half an hour:
there was an attack with bullets thudding into trees above and around us.
Infantrymen dashed for their slit trenches at the roadside and one was hit and
killed. We engineers dived into the deep drains alongside the road, but still felt
painfully conspicuous. The infantry kept up a hail of fire, and three tanks
moved up to add to the firepower. The Japanese attack continued fanatically
and largely unseen, through the jungle undergrowth.
The firefight lasted for about an hour and at the end of it the Australians counted forty
dead Japanese. The bulldozer dug a pit to bury the bodies and the patrol moved on.
‘This sort of episode would have been repeated by troops countless time’, Huntsman
thought, ‘in small encounters unseen and practically unknown to anyone, other than
the participants, who no doubt will continue to remember them well.’73
The most dangerous task of the engineers was their work as bomb disposers. Sappers
walked down the track in front of the tanks, prodding an old bayonet into the ground
to feel for mines. The first indication the Japanese had of approaching tanks was often
a man carrying a bayonet and stopping frequently to delouse and pull up mines.
Sappers’ bravery left a lasting impression with the ‘Tankies’.74
On 2 June, when B Company of the 58th/59th Battalion were securing the Hari River,
Lieutenant William Woodward, from the 7th Bomb Disposal Platoon, worked as the
bomb disposal officer. Despite being under fire and in full view of three Japanese
71
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machine guns, Woodward moved ahead of the troops to locate and delouse four mines
and 23 booby traps. More booby traps were later found in front of a Japanese position
that was causing heavily casualties. ‘Displaying complete disregard for his own life’,
Woodward walked in front of the troops and cleared the road and either side for 150
yards up to the Japanese position. While Woodward was doing this, two booby traps
exploded and he was ‘severely shaken by the blast’. Throughout the operation
Woodward deloused six mines and 63 booby traps, winning the ‘respect and
admiration’ of the whole Battalion.75 In the Southern Sector, the 7th Bomb Disposal
Platoon defused 309 mines, 2318 shells, 37 bombs, 582 mortar bombs, 32 depth
charges, and 53 other miscellaneous munitions.76
From July, the engineers also had to contend with groups of infiltrating Japanese who
ambushed convoys and set demolition charges on bridges. Though they could not
compete in terms of firepower, the Japanese used the tactics that they had so
successfully employed in the Northern Sector. The Japanese twice attacked the 11th
Field Company’s base, and another raiding party destroyed equipment of the 6th
Mechanical Equipment Company. On 24 July, a truck convoy from the 7th Field
Company was ambushed and two sappers were killed and another wounded. This
created a ‘highly offensive spirit’ in the company, with the sappers wanting ‘revenge’.
This was eased several days later, when the engineers killed three Japanese in a
skirmish. In another ambush, five sappers were killed and nine were wounded.
Because of these attacks, the 7th Field Company converted a truck into a mobile
protection unit, with sandbags, three mounted Bren guns and several Owens.
Thereafter, this vehicle travelled in the middle of all of the engineering convoys.77 It
was another example of the offensive spirit of the AMF. Not content to leave the
fighting to the accompanying infantry, the sappers too, would carry the war to the
enemy.
Despite the rain and infiltrators, by August, the engineers completed a three-tonne
road from Torokina to Mobiai, and work of improving the jeep track from Mobiai to
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Mivo into a road was almost completed.78 With track improvements, the artillery was
brought forward. The 2nd Field Regiment had been in action since the start of the
campaign and remained in action for eight months. Elements of the 2/11th Field
Regiments began arriving in the middle of April and went into action on 15 May.79
The 2/11th Field Regiment had served in the Middle East and then Syria. The
regiment had just received a new commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel John
‘Bully’ Hayes. Hayes’s association with the regiment was tragically brief; he was
killed in action on 14 June – the regiment’s only combat fatality on Bougainville.80
On 14 June, Hayes led a group from the Regiment to inspect an area one thousand
yards north-west of the Hari Ford, which was being considered as the new forward
gun position. Inspecting the area, Hayes decided to make an unplanned
reconnaissance of another area closer to the Ford. Hayes and some officers walked
along the road and through the forward company of the 58th/59th Battalion.81
According to a later report, the infantry warned Hayes that he was going beyond their
forward positions. He stopped, and the warning was repeated. Hayes waved in
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acknowledgment and then continued.82 Captain Phil Dietrich, who was behind Hayes,
later said that he did not hear any warning.83
At the Hari Ford, Hayes ordered his group to stay on the road while he and Major JA
Pearson went further forward. Hayes walked into an ambush. The Japanese opened
up, with machine-gun and rifle fire, then artillery. Hayes and Pearson ran for cover,
heading for a hole in the road. Hayes was in the lead, but then Pearson saw him trip
followed by a large explosion. Hayes had tripped a booby trap, probably a 75mm
shell, and he was killed in the blast. His remains were recovered the next day.84
Savige ordered an investigation into the events surrounding Hayes’s death. He
concluded that Hayes probably did not hear the warnings he was given and described
the ‘tragic happening’ as ‘purely a misadventure’.85 This seems a fair assessment. As
an artilleryman, Hayes probably did suffer from some degree of industrial deafness.
For Hayes’s friend Major Russell Lyons, Hayes’s death was the final example of the
futility of war and it embittered his opinion of the Bougainville campaign. ‘Men who
had served faithfully a cause for years were exposed to death once more when they
should have been reunited with living’, he later said in an interview. The night before
Hayes’s death, the two had drunk together. Hayes gave his watch to Russell to give to
his mother. Hayes had ‘a premonition’, Russell remembered. The next day, Russell
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received the message Hayes had ‘bought it.’ ‘He should never have been there. Not
even on the bloody island.’ Russell continued:
Before I went to Bougainville, I’d a surfeit of maimed soldiers, of war-torn
flesh and blood, and the numbness of mind associated with the shock of
identification of good friends only after a survey of a shattered “meat-ticket”
or blood stained pay book. This to me was what the troops called the “fuckin’
end”.86
The review of the situation in June
The end was coming. By June, patrols in the Central Sector controlled the overland
route to Numa Numa; there was a stalemate in the Northern Sector with the Japanese
pushed in the Bonis Peninsula; and the Australians had reached the Mobiai River in
the Southern Sector – 28 miles from the main Japanese base at Buin. Savige now
reviewed the overall situation, with the object of ‘completing the annihilation’ of the
remaining Japanese.87
Australian intelligence estimated that there were 1780 Japanese troops on Buka Island
and the Bonis Peninsula, 2760 in Numa Numa and Kieta, 7850 in the Buin area with
another 1310 troops on Shortland and the adjacent islands. These figures excluded the
civilian labourers working with the Japanese military. Conversely, there were 28 000
Australians on Bougainville and the 23rd Brigade had just been withdrawn from the
Outer Islands and was on route to Torokina.88 Savige felt that he was in a good
position to take a more aggressive approach. Using Stevenson’s 11th Brigade and
Bridgeford’s 3rd Division, Savige would build up a concentrated force in the
Southern Sector large enough to destroy the Japanese in Buin. After this was done,

86

Meat-ticket was slang for soldiers’ identification disks. Charlton, The Unnecessary War, p
61.
87
Report on Operational and Administrative Activities 2 Aust Corps (AIF) in the North
Solomons Area, October 44 – August 45, volume 1 – Operations, p 19, Savige papers, AWM,
3DRL 2529, item 72.
88
There were 550 civilian labourers on Buka Island, 650 in Buin and 300 on Shortland and
the adjacent islands. ibid.

306

the ‘elimination’ of the Japanese in the other sectors would be a relatively ‘simple
task’.89
Savige had been giving Blamey optimistic forecasts about the end of the campaign for
some time. In March, Savige had told Blamey that he estimated it would take three
months to reach Buin. A month later, he said that he thought he would ‘break the
back’ of Japanese resistance by May, but he doubted if he would be able to take Buin
by then. Bridgeford, however, ‘in his usual forthright way’, scorned the idea of taking
Buin in three months and told Lieutenant-General Berryman it would take much
longer.90 In May, Bridgeford told Savige that he did not have enough resources to
reach Buin before the end of the year. Savige replied that he was going to give
Bridgeford the 11th Brigade. Until then, Bridgeford was to advance to the Mivo
River. The 29th Brigade would then relieve the 15th Brigade.91
Savige was preparing for the final push. He wanted the 29th Brigade to continue
along the Buin Road and draw the main Japanese forces into the south Silibai area.
The 11th Brigade would then move along the Commando Road, into the foothills of
the Mivo and Silibai Rivers, before heading south to attack the Japanese right flank.
Savige expected this would end the campaign.
On 30 May, Savige spent just under three hours on a low level reconnaissance flight
over the Southern Sector. He paid particular attention to the Mivo area and the road
system around Buin, to see if it was practical to move the 11th Brigade. Savige
thought it was, and with careful planning and patrolling, the 11th Brigade would be
successful.92 Savige’s belief was never confirmed, as the war ended before his plan
could be implemented.
By the end of June, Hammer’s 15th Brigade had been in action for three months and
they were beginning to show signs of ‘battle fatigue’. As the 15th Brigade was
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Savige’s ‘most efficient and best fighting brigade’, he did not want it to become
exhausted.93 He consequently ordered Bridgeford to replace the 15th with the 29th
Brigade by the end of the month. Having secured the Mivo River line, the next
objective was the Silibai River. The 29th Brigade would lead the advance, but the
15th Brigade would stay in reserve.94 It would continue patrolling the east bank of the
Mivo, giving a protective screen to the 29th Brigade. The 15th Brigade was not to
cross the Mivo unless it could be secured with minor opposition, and only after
approval from Bridgeford.95
Savige was confident his plan would work, but his staff were not so sure. After the
war, Brigadier Garrett told John Hetherington that he and Brigadier Pulver ‘had a
word’ with Blamey saying that they were ‘worried about Savige’. Blamey listened to
what they said, but took no action. 96 Garrett and Pulver were Savige’s principal staff
officers, and they would have noticed any changes in Savige’s temperament or health,
it is likely that Savige was becoming tired and worn out.
Savige had been complaining about not being more senior in the AMF and he felt he
was being ‘victimised’. Berryman, who was travelling with Blamey, did not observe
any tension between Savige and his staff, although he considered that Savige ‘still
harbours a persecution complex’. Berryman, who was no supporter of Savige, was
scornful of Savige’s complaint and thought him ‘lucky beyond all expectation’.97
Blamey did protect Savige. Blamey’s lack of action concerning Garrett’s comments
was just one of many examples of how he did so. Blamey once said ‘I know … they
say I stick to him [Savige] because he’s my friend. Tell me when he has let me down
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in this war!’98 Savige would retain command of II Corps until the end of the campaign
and, subsequently, the end of the war.
On the Mivo
Hammer was preparing to cross the Mobiai River. He would again use the same
tactics employed for crossing the Hongorai and the Hari. Under what was described
as a ‘devastating’ bombardment, Hammer’s brigade crossed the river on 28 June. The
57th/60th Battalion, which had crossed the river about a mile north of the main ford,
repulsed a strong Japanese counter attack, but the 24th and 58th/59th Battalions were
able to swing past the Japanese positions and seize the Buin Road. Patrols
immediately began operating on either side of the road, clearing Japanese pockets of
resistance. By 30 June, the 15th Brigade completely controlled the Buin Road to the
Mivo River.99
Corfield described June as the ‘darkest month’ in the history of the 57th/60th
Battalion: eighteen men were killed and 56 were wounded. A number of officers and
men had to be evacuated suffering battle stress. During this time, though, the battalion
also received two MCs and six MMs. 100
Private Tommasi’s diary reflects the nature of the campaign. On 11 June, as the
battalion began its outflanking move of the Hari River, he wrote ‘Struck Nips on road
and our platoon engaged them for over four hours while the rest of the Bn got
through; we had just returned when the Nips made a Banzai attack screaming &
yelling. Plenty of lead exchanged.’ Three days later, the battalion crossed the river.
This took them through a Japanese garden. Tommasi recorded what happened next.
‘Saw some Nips in gardens. Set an ambush and killed seven of them. It was like
shooting clay pigeons’.101
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Tommasi went on to describe crossing the Mobiai River. ‘Its no joke being the first to
cross the river; being in the middle and expecting a slug is no good on the nervous
system.’ The Japanese attacked one company in a ‘Banzai Charge’ before it had a
chance to dig-in, killing three men and wounding another ten.102 Numerous small
battles and skirmishes had preceded the river crossing. ‘My most grim day in the
Army’, wrote Tommasi for 26 June. In an uncharacteristically long entry, he
described the day:
Whilst forward [as the] protective screen for [the] tanks Mick and I went up
with a [detonated] mortar booby trap, Mick was badly wounded. I wasn’t even
marked. Four of us sent around to probe enemy positions and walked right in
amongst them, and had to fight our way out. Later had to attack the Nip
defenses [sic] after they hit one of the tanks six times with their 37mm Ant[i]
Tank and sprayed the area with their woodpecker. We had orders to clear them
out firing from the hip if necessary. We attacked in line our section having to
go across open ground, they waited until we were right out in the open then let
us have all they had. Poor old Boof copped one in the stomach and Basso a
nick on the shoulder. Bullets were whizzing all around and they were missing
my head by inches and others were thudding into the bit of a stump that I was
trying to gain cover behind. We were returning their fire but they had every
advantage for we were caught in the open. Orders to withdraw and Fred and I
crawled inch by inch for over half an hour before we gained protection in a
stagnant swamp and got back. The Nips then started to outflank us so the order
for a general withdrawal was given … As though we hadn’t had enough for
one day the CO ordered us to try and get around the positions that the four of
us had bumped into in the morning. The Nip got on to us with his arty and we
were crowded in behind a fallen tree for over half an hour before he laid off.
We then went round the other flank to the rear of the Nip position and one of
the boys shot the Nips behind the woodpecker but in the meantime they
started to close in from the other side and we shot two of them before getting
back. It was nearly dark by this and we were lucky not to have stumbled over
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a trip wire of a booby. We lay in pouring rain until eleven o’clock … What a
day.103
It was war without quarter. Men from the 57th/60th Battalion searching for their dead
mates, found one buried vertically and another with slices of flesh cut from his thighs
and buttocks. Japanese prisoners were told to run off and were shot in the back for
escaping.104 The previous month, II Corps received an anonymous complaint from the
24th Battalion that in a recent operation, an unarmed Japanese soldier was seen
approaching a tank waving a surrender leaflet, and shouting ‘me surrender’ or words
to that effect. When he got to within a few yards of the tank, he was killed by a burst
of fire from the tank’s machine gun. The exact date and location, were not mentioned
in the complaint. The matter was investigated with troops being interviewed, but they,
not surprisingly, ‘could throw no light on the incident’.105
More difficult fighting was still to come. Lieutenant-General Kanda was preparing for
the final battle. After the Australians crossed the Mivo, Kanda’s force would make a
limited counter attack, to bloody the nose of the Australians, before withdrawing to
Buin where they would fight to the death. Kanda thought the Australians would cross
the Mivo at the start of August and reach the Silibai by the first week of September.
So on 26 June, he issued an operational instruction that set out the Japanese plans.
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The remnants of the 13th Infantry Regiment were to merge with the 4th Medium
Artillery Regiment and the 6th Engineering Regiment, to make a force of about 1200
troops. They were to establish a base at Taitai. Their job was to ambush supply trains,
raid vehicle parks and dumps, attack small groups of Australians and lay booby traps.
They were to be ready to move by 6 July, and meet the thousand men of the 4th South
Seas Garrison unit, near Kokopa, east of the Mivo, by the middle of August.
The remnants of the 23rd Infantry Regiment would merge with the 6th Field
Regiment and other smaller units to form a force of about 800 men. They were to
establish a base near the Mivo crossing, west of the river. From there they were to
stop any Australian advance. The 23rd Infantry Regiment was to be in position by 6
July. The 4th South Seas Garrison, which were to establish bases along the northern
road (the Northern axis, along Commando Road) at Musaraka, Kokopa and Tugiogu.
They were to keep the northern route clear of Australians and stop the raids against
Japanese rear areas. The garrison unit was to be in place by 2 July and 100 civilians
would be detailed to carry food and ammunition.106 The composite force was to swing
south for the ‘main offensive’ on the Buin Road. The 17th Army would raise a force
of 3500 men from the 45th Infantry Regiment, which had been withdrawn from Kieta,
the 19th Independent Engineer Regiment, and other units. This force would
concentrate in the Luagoa and Laitaro districts, and along the Muliko River. Forward
troops were to move into position when the Australians crossed the Mivo.
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Following an agreement with Vice-Admiral Samejima, Kanda assumed command of
all naval forces except the 8th Fleet Headquarters. A force of 2500 naval troops was
raised to man the Silibai River defences as far north as the Kanaura. The remaining
naval personal in the Buin area were to perform guard duties, particularly along the
coast, watching the sea approaches to Buin. Kanda was to have about 9000 army and
navy troops forward, defending the Mivo River.
The last line of defence was the inner perimeter. This was a line west of the Little
Siwi River, north to the Kara Drome, north-west through Laitaro to Tabago, with
Atari River as the northern boundary. Minefields surrounded the area.107
On 31 July, Kanda issued a proclamation to his troops. They would counter attack
when the Australians reached Silibai and ‘throw’ them back to the Mivo. While the
Australians were recovering from this reverse, all army and navy troops would
withdraw to the inner perimeter and ‘create a ring of steel.’ Here the Japanese would
make their final stand. ‘All ranks would fight until the last round of ammunition had
been expended, and then die for their EMPEROR.’108
The return of the 29th Brigade
In January, when the 29th Brigade was relieved and Brigadier Monaghan sacked,
Bridgeford estimated it would take three to four months before it would be ready to be
deployed in the field. Savige disagreed. Always ready to believe in the quality of the
men, he thought that with a ‘capable and experienced commander’ it would be ready
in less than one month.109 This ‘capable and experienced commander’ was Brigadier
Noel W Simpson.
Simpson was born in Sydney on 22 February 1907. He worked as a bank officer and
served in the militia before the war.110 Simpson started the war with the 2/13th
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Battalion as a major, with the nickname of the ‘Red Fox’, before being transferred to
the 2/17th Battalion as its commander in 1942.111 Simpson earned a DSO for his
leadership at Alamein in 1942 and then a Bar to his DSO in New Guinea during 1943.
John Coates assessed Simpson’s leadership of the 2/17th Battalion during the
Finschhafen campaign as ‘exceptional’.112 In 1944, Simpson was posted to 2/43rd
Battalion, before receiving command of the 29th Brigade in 1945.113
JR Broadbent, the subsequent commander of the 2/17th Battalion, described Simpson
as having a ‘keen intellect’ that combined ‘wit and natural charm with a strong
determination to establish high professional standards for himself and others and to
insist that they be met.’ Simpson believed in rigorous training, embedding soldiers
with a fighting spirit and the will to win. He was a strict disciplinarian. ‘An illdisciplined unit out of the line will be an armed mob in battle’, he once wrote.114
At various times, Simpson had administrative command of the 20th and 24th
Brigades, but it is somewhat ironic that Simpson had been transferred from the AIF to
improve a militia formation. In November 1943, he had complained to Long of this
very practice. Simpson rhetorically asked Long the following question:
What has been achieved by draining the AIF of good young leaders to
strengthen the militia? If the aim is to make the militia ready to fight, it hasn’t
been achieved. The only result has been to reduce the quality of leadership in
the AIF units.115
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The comment of course, overlooked the numerous achievements and victories the
militia had won by 1943. Simpson took his prejudices with him to the 29th Brigade,
noting that, while there was ‘basically’ little difference between the 29th and other
brigades, he found:
an often unreasoning resentment of the reputation – hard won in battle over
years of service in various theatres of war – of the 6, 7 and 9 Divisions. This
stupid attitude of mind is often present in some of the officers whose
circumscribed army life had made them very narrow minded, self satisfied and
complacent.116
Simpson noted there had been a ‘favourable’ reaction to the news the 29th Brigade
was going to resume the offensive, yet their was also a ‘tendency among all ranks
including officers to question vigorously the purpose and soundness of operations in
the Solomons.’ Simpson thought there was a ‘danger’ of discussing the issue, so he
introduced a ‘certain amount of tactful propaganda’ to combat the ‘forceful’ and
‘often misinformed’ arguments that the campaign was unnecessary.117
From 1 to 3 July, Simpson’s 29th Brigade began relieving Hammer’s 15th Brigade.
The 42nd Battalion relieved the 24th Battalion on the Buin Road between the Mobiai
River and the Nana Creek. The 47th Battalion placed a company on the Mivo, along
Lawne’s Track. While the 15th Battalion relieved the 57th/60th Battalion at
Sisikatekori, where the Buin Road crossed the Mivo, with two companies along
Killen’s Track, the 29th Brigade was to capture the Silibai River. The advance was to
begin on 3 July, but this was postponed until 10 July because of persistent Japanese
resistance. Patrols quickly discovered that, while Buin Road was clear, the Japanese
were in strength on both sides of the road. The brigade had to first clear the
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approaches to the river. The Japanese controlled sections of Killen’s Track, and their
artillery continually shelled the 15th Battalion.118
When the 29th Brigade was in reserve, the 42nd Battalion had been patrolling near the
Hongarai, but its patrols regularly reported ‘no movement seen’. The Japanese had
been pushed back further south. Nevertheless, as an incentive for the men, LieutenantColonel Byrne offered a ‘sweepstakes’ with the prize of four bottles of beer for the
first ‘NIP killed’ and eight bottles for the first prisoner captured in ‘reasonable
condition’.119 Once the battalion moved to the front in July, patrols regularly fought
the Japanese in patrol clashes and skirmishes. SE Benson wrote that the battalion
knew the Japanese were close. ‘Few men slept at night, and many lay awake listening
as hard as those on sentry. The least sound sent hearts beating faster and hands feeling
for weapons, placed “ready for action”. The nervous strain was terrific.’120 This was
the case all the war along the front.
From 3 to 9 July, the 15th Battalion became the focus of Japanese resistance. Fighting
patrols reported regular contact with the Japanese, sometimes fighting up to sixty or
seventy troops in the one group. A series of minor attacks culminated in a major
assault against D Company, on 9 July. Fighting all morning, forty from an estimated
seventy Japanese were killed. The remaining Japanese were later killed by patrols
from other companies.121
Describing himself as a proud choco, Bill Broadhurst was a mortarman during the
attack. For three days, the Japanese had been targeting the 15th Battalion with
artillery and raids. They attacked on the fourth night and the fighting continued until
morning. The Japanese reached the perimeter wire, and in some instances made it to
the weapon pits before being killed in vicious hand to hand combat. The mortars were
called down right onto the perimeter. Broadhurst remembered that a voice, loud and
clear, called out in ‘good Australian lingo, “Stop that bloody mortar fire”.’ The
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mortars stopped for a minute or two, until it was realised that the order had came from
a ‘well schooled Japanese’. Broadhurst was sure that it ‘could not have sounded more
Australian if it had been uttered by an Australian’.122
Lance-Corporal Medcalf was in a position 200 yards away from D Company. He
remembered the battle began with two huge explosions and the roar of gunfire. ‘It was
really heavy and a lot of it was whipping through the trees over our heads.’ When the
firing died down, he was told to take his section and a tank to D Company and ‘help
them clean up’ the Japanese. When Medcalf reached D Company, he met a mate in
one of the forward pits. ‘Where’s all the Pongs?’ he asked:
We called them Pongs, as I said, because they stank. He said, “Where do you
think they are?” And he pointed behind his parapet and there in each break in
the wire the bodies were stacked that high, like flapjacks. There were bodies
… coming further and closer to the front pits and even two had got through the
front pits and had been killed by the troops in the second line.123
Broadhurst remembered the ‘great piles’ of weapons captured, including two
Bangalore Torpedoes, machine guns and swords. Two Australians were killed during
the battle; one of those was the stretcher-bearer Private Claude Lee. Lee had been hit
while attending one of the wounded. He had been a good mate of Broadhurst. When
they left Sydney to join the battalion, Lee’s widowed mother and his fiancée had seen
them off.124
One company of the 47th Battalion also repelled a Japanese attack, but the track from
the 47th Battalion to its forward company on Lawne’s Track remained insecure for
some time as the Japanese continued to ambush supply trains and patrols.125
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The Japanese tactics were working, in that they slowed the Australian advance and
postponed the brigade’s offensive until 24 July. Battalions extended their patrolling to
include areas that would be occupied during the coming advance. The 42nd Battalion
established patrol bases on the Mivo 2000 yards south of the crossing, and reached the
Oamai River. The 47th Battalion crossed the Mivo 3000 yards north of the crossing,
and also patrolled to the Oamai.
The 15th Battalion had a harder time trying to penetrate further east. Patrols could
cross the river, but they came into contact with strong Japanese positions. It was not
until August that patrols could successfully carry out a full reconnaissance of the
areas east of the Mivo to the Oamai. But in the middle week of July, torrential rain
and floods hit the Southern Sector. The Buin Road was reduced ‘to a sea of mud’.126
July was normally the wettest month in the Buin area. It rained on average 22 days in
the month.127 On 17 July 1945, 8 inches fell in 36 hours.128 Over 20 inches of rain fell
during July. The low-lying areas near the rivers were completely inundated; all the
rivers flooded. The Mivo rose 7 feet at the Buin Road crossing and flowed at a rate of
14 knots. Roads and tracks were virtually turned into rivers of mud, their corduroy
surfaces floating away making them impassable for jeeps. Bridges were washed
away.129
Vehicles could not use the Buin Road, so forward units had to be resupplied with air
drops from the ‘kai bombers’. Water dripped from the men; clothes, boots and socks
were sodden. ‘Eating in the rain was an ordeal; trying to sleep was worse.’
Throughout it all, the Japanese continued to probe, setting mines and booby traps.130
Sergeant CD Wallace served with the 2/11th Field Regiment and, like many veterans,
his overwhelming memory of ‘stinking Bougainville’ was the ‘stinking conditions’.
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‘It rained buckets most nights. You can see the mud & slush’, he remembered. It was
a ‘nightmare’. ‘Just walking about was a hell of an effort’. Once wet, the leather laces
of the boots would come undone and the men would walk out of their boots, leaving
them and their socks stuck in the mud, ‘it was a job to find a dry place to sit down and
get our boots on again.’ Their blankets never dried properly, and they became fly
blown. Wallace remembered having to sleep on maggots.131
Jack Hedger, of 15th Battalion, also remembered being constantly wet. His clothes
never dried properly and they would rot on his back.132 Because of the rain and
moisture, equipment deteriorated quickly if not stored undercover and properly
maintained. Stores became mouldy and ammunition deteriorated. The chargers for
rifle ammunition rusted and the material in bandoliers became useless after being wet
a few times. Weapons and ammunition were cleaned twice a day.133
In the pouring rain, operations were almost brought to a stand still – almost but not
completely. The artillery continued to shell known Japanese positions and patrols
were sent out, operating in the most adverse conditions.
Patrols were sent across the Mivo. Lieutenant RB Winter recorded one patrol in his
diary, clearly describing the stress caused by the environment and Japanese, and its
effect on the men’s nerves. On 15 July, Winter led his patrol across the Mivo, and
established a base, about 2000 yards east of the river. Winter wrote in his diary, ‘We
dug-in as quietly as possible. Particular attention paid to camouflage … No one has
spoken above a whisper since leaving company area two days ago.’ Later that
afternoon, he wrote, ‘Arty shooting us in. Raining like hell … Noise of rain on leaves
makes sound of shell burst inaudible.’ Section patrols search the surrounding country;
the place was ‘lousy with Nips.’ There had been a lot of rifle fire.
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The pouring rain cut off Winter’s patrol, and a relief force could not make it across
the flooded river. Winter and his men were running out of food. The strain became
too much for one man:
Whispering finally got one of the lads down. Snowy __ started yelling his head
off. What he said about the Nips and all armies in general won’t stand repeating.
Frightened hell out of me and everyone else. Damn near had to slap his ears off to
quieten him. Poor kid only turned 19 the day before we left for this patrol. Seems
OK now.134
The 15th Battalion at Sisikatekori was the forward battalion, and the area was
frequently hit with fairly accurate Japanese artillery – sometimes over 200 shells a
day. By the end of the campaign, the battalion area had been hit by over 3000 rounds.
Despite the intensity of the Japanese barrage, there were few casualties and the
Australian artillery was busy with counter battery fire.135 The battalion used a
‘shelling sentry’, who blew a whistle when the Japanese guns were heard firing and
this gave the troops, working around the area enough of a warning to take cover.136
Even with a warning, being shelled was a frighting ordeal. ‘When you hear the
incoming artillery rounds’, remembered Medcalf, ‘you never knew where they were
going to hit so you had eight seconds of sheer fear’.137 When one barrage began,
Broadhurst was caught outside of the perimeter, ‘all hell broke loose [I] put my beret
in my mouth, blocked my ears and sat it out behind a stump. As soon as this shelling
ceased, I was flat on my back in my pit quick smart.’138
Several days after the battle, Broadhurst was sent to a rest camp to recuperate for a
couple of days, but that night he dreamt of the besiegement, harassment and the
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charge of the Japanese attack of 9 July, ‘down to the finest detail’. Broadhurst was to
have this nightmare again and again, for the next twenty years.139 There is a
‘difference in every man’s experiences’, he wrote, ‘even your mate fighting beside
you in the same pit. This fighting was not only shells and bullets; it was a war of
nerves.’140
As demonstrated with the example from the 9th and 61st Battalions, stress, tension
and fatigue were also the enemy. Yet the ‘war of nerves’ is an often unspoken topic.
After two to three months the strain began to take effect. Medcalf explained that this
was not due to the actual fight, as that was only intermittent. ‘You might go two-three
days and there are no shots fired but then the next day you might be in the middle of a
lot of action. It was the knowledge that every minute of every hour, it could happen.’
Towards the end of the campaign, Medcalf was starting to feel his nerves ‘go’.
One of the symptoms was a rash. A fright or sudden noise would bring out a burning
rash over the back and chest. At first Medcalf dismissed this as prickly heat, but the
battalion’s doctor later said that it was the beginning of scabies and the break down of
his nervous system. The rash was treated with Vitamin B1 tablets, but the next
symptom was difficulty sleeping. ‘You would hear whatever happened outside. If a
booby-trap went off you’d be wide-awake straight away.’
Medcalf and the men would not talk about this with each other. ‘You covered it up by
cracking jokes with your mates and seemingly being indifferent. That was the only
way you stayed sane, I think.’ Medcalf would also trying to block out the things he
saw and experienced, distancing himself from his surroundings:
You closed your mind … If you didn’t you’d probably drive yourself crazy. I
don’t think anyone did any differently to me. We just closed our minds. You’d
see piles of dead. I’ve seen piles of Japanese dead, piled five feet high. You
just closed your mind and did what you had to do.141
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Not everyone could forget. Almost sixty years after the end of the war, a veteran of
the 15th Battalion, who wished to be known only as ‘a soldier’, was reluctant to
discuss his personal wartime experiences during an interview, only giving a very
general narrative of the 29th Brigade’s campaign. His rationale was that some
memories were still so clear in his mind, he could not talk about them without getting
upset. It was ‘the most harrowing experience I’ve had in my life’, he said. ‘I just tried
to put it out of me [sic] mind’. But some things were too powerful. He could not
forget ‘seeing blokes beside you getting killed’. He has also had to live with the
memories of his own actions. ‘You have to kill some one but it’s either you or him’ as
‘you’re more or less fighting for life’.142
On 26 July, II Corps issued an instruction that there would be no advance beyond the
Mivo River until a 3-tonne road to the Mobiai was built.143 The road was to be
completed by 17 August, but this was put back to 21 August. The 29th Brigade never
moved beyond the Mivo. The war ended before the road was complete.
By the last week of July and into August, the rain eased and the patrolling intensified.
Long range patrols from the 47th Battalion reached and went beyond Oamai River.
Patrols from the 15th Battalion again crossed the east bank of the Mivo.144 But the
war was almost at an end. At 2.10am on 10 August, the brigade passed on the
following message to all units:
Pending further orders, the following action will be implemented forthwith.
All long range and fighting patrols will be withdrawn to coy or Bn areas.
Patrolling will be restricted to thorough security patrolling.145
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Five minutes later, a message informed units that radio broadcasts were saying that
Japan had agreed to the terms of the Potsdam Ultimatum, with the exception that the
Emperor would not be treated as a war criminal and that his status would be
safeguarded by Allies. Although this condition had not yet been accepted, ‘great
rejoicing has taken place throughout the world in the past 12hrs.’146 It was an
agonising wait, but finally on 15 August, word was received from Prime Ministers
Attlee and Chifley that Japan had accepted the Allies’ surrender terms.147 The war
was over.
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Chapter 9

They then ‘opened up with everything’.1
Slater’s Knoll
The Japanese counter attack
As argued earlier, the Japanese had initially misread the intentions of the Australians.
The attack on Pearl Ridge in the Central Sector had surprised and distracted the
Japanese commanders, and they assumed the main Australian drive would be across
the Numa Numa Trail. When the Australians crossed the Jaba River, in the Southern
Sector, the Japanese dismissed this as a harassing move. It was not until December
that they realised the main drive would be towards Buin. Soldiers were ferried from
Shortland and Fauro Islands to reinforce Buin, and naval troops were included in the
17th Army’s plans. Lieutenant-General Hyakutake ordered that no major
engagements would be fought and unit strengths should be conserved. Hyakutake
wanted his troops to fight delaying actions.
About seventy per cent of the Japanese forces on Bougainville were in the Buin area,
but half of these were in no condition to fight a strenuous campaign. Special raiding
parties were equipped with 14-day emergency rations, but regular troops received
reduced rations. As their rations dropped, the numbers of Japanese suffering
dysentery, malaria, and malnutrition increased. This forced the Japanese to abandon
Mawaraka. At the end of February 1945, the Japanese were withdrawing troops from
Mosigetta, when they were surprised by the Australian move along the coast, via
Motupena Point, to Toko. The Mosigetta area was hurriedly evacuated to the next
defensive line along the Puriata River. 2
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The Japanese were also experiencing morale and command problems. A split arose
between professional and reserve officers in both the Army and Navy. The younger,
non-permanent officers were highly critical of how the campaign was being
conducted and blamed the older professional officers for the defeats they were
suffering. They wanted to pursue the campaign more vigorously. The discontent was
such that, in February, Hyakutake relieved a number of young officers from their
commands.3
Shortly afterwards, Hyakutake suffered a stroke that paralysed his left side.
Lieutenant-General Kanda, commander of the 6th Division, became the acting
commander of the 17th Army. Hyakutake was expected to recover, so Kanda did not
assume formal command until April. After the war, remarks made by senior Japanese
officers indicated that Hyakutake was ‘apparently somewhat of a trial in the Generals’
Mess.’4 Kanda, however, was regarded as a ‘shrewd, hard, fussy little professional
soldier of long experience. He was steeped in tradition and a ruthless commander’.
Lieutenant-General Akinaga, the 17th Army’s Chief of Staff, assumed command of
the 6th Division. A professional soldier, Akinaga was described as a ‘dyed in the
wool militarist and a strict disciplinarian.’ The change in command was well received
by the younger officers, but this was short lived.5
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Kanda had been waiting to strike. He considered, wrongly as it turned out, that the
rapid Australian advance from Mosigetta to the Puriata River (the Japanese called it
the Priaka River) was unprepared. Kanda thought this was his chance. Plans were
quickly drafted during March, and Kanda ordered the 6th Division to attack. The
objectives were to ‘frustrate the invasion volition of the enemy’ by a ‘point blank
attack’ to ‘drive away the enemy’. The attack would be made along the Buin Road
(the A Road) keeping the Australians to the coast. The focus of the attack would be
against Slater’s Knoll (Goshu-dai). The 13th Infantry Regiment would cross the
Puriata River to attack Slater’s Knoll from the west, and the 23rd Infantry Regiment
would travel outside the 13th Regiment and move quickly towards Toko from Barara
(Bara Bara). The 6th Artillery Regiment would attack Slater’s Knoll from the south.
The 6th Engineer Regiment, the 6th Transport Regiment, and the 4th Medium
Artillery Regiment would also participate in the attack. The size of this force was
between two thousand six hundred, and two thousand seven hundred troops. One
thousand troops would be committed to action, with between nine hundred and one
thousand troops in reserve and seven hundred as carriers.6
Despite the importance of this offensive, planning for the operation was hurried and
poorly organised. There was no opportunity for the officers from the 13th and 23rd
Regiments to coordinate orders.7 The commander of the 13th Regiment, LieutenantColonel Munda later stated that he did not see the full plan for the attack, nor had
there been any conferences with the other commanders.8 The Japanese attack was an
opportunistic strike; it was not a pre-planned, timetabled offensive.
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The Australians knew that the Japanese were reorganising their forces. On 19 March,
the 2/8th Commando Squadron captured documents that indicated the Japanese were
bringing forward signal units. A prisoner said the Hongorai and Hari Rivers were
being reinforced. Reserves from the 17th Army were being used to guard areas
previously held by the 6th Division.9 The Australians had thought that the Japanese
would only fight delaying actions, and that the main battle would be between the
Hongorai and Hari Rivers.10 A week earlier, information from another prisoner caused
what Long understated as, ‘much interest and some anxiety’. The prisoner divulged
that six or seven specially trained parties would raid the Torokina perimeter with the
intention of killing the commander.11 By 26 March, it was clear the Japanese were
preparing to attack. A third prisoner said that the Japanese were about to bring up
their artillery units, while documents captured from the Japanese 23rd Regiment
referred to its ‘assembly for revenge’. Instructions had also been issued to prepare
Molotov Cocktails.12 Given the lack of air power and armour, the Japanese would use
all available and improvised weapons. Two days later, 3rd Division intelligence stated
Kanda was ‘now busily preparing his counter.’ The report went on to say:

Colonel Wilson - through interrogation of senior Japanese Officers, p 7, AWM, AWM54,
item 423/6/15.
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Although by nature of the circumstances this will have to be basically
defensive, it will be far from passive. Offensive action, though limited, may be
expected at every opportunity.13
By the time the 7th Brigade received this report, the Japanese counter attack had
begun. The heaviest blow fell upon the 25th Battalion at Slater’s Knoll.
Slater’s Knoll14
The 25th Battalion headquarters was dug-in between the Buin Road and a bend in the
Puriata River; Galvin’s Crossing was to the north and Kero Creek to the south. The
battalion’s rifle companies were further forward, beyond Kero Creek. The
surrounding ground was a mixture of low depressions with gullies and high ground,
and it was covered in tall trees with thick buttress roots.15 The fast flowing Puriata
was 100 yards wide and it could not be out-flanked. However, the battalion could
easily become isolated and it would be difficult to evacuate the wounded.16
On 26 March, the 9th Battalion at Barara reported two large concentrations of
Japanese troops moving west. That same day, the Japanese shelled Galvin’s Crossing.
The next day, over two hundred shells were fired at Kero Creek, Galvin’s Crossing
and Barara. Patrols from the 25th Battalion were in regular contact with the Japanese
and a booby trap in front of the battalion’s perimeter was sprung. Sentries saw
movement on the opposite bank of the Puriata River. Aerial reconnaissance spotted
three large groups of Japanese troops on the move.17 An attack was imminent.
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On 29 March, McKinna told Major R Weppner to re-organise the defences at
battalion headquarters – weapon sightings were checked and more wire was ordered,
but this would not arrive until the next day. After the evening meal, the men stood-to
and officers checked weapon-pits. An hour later, the men stood down and the officers
began heading over to the Intelligence Officer to hear the 7.30pm news. Suddenly, the
wire to the battalion’s rear echelon, guarded by a company from the 61st Battalion
300 yards to the rear, went dead. Runners were sent out to warn the sections around
the perimeter.
At 8.15pm, under the light of a full moon, the Japanese attacked. Approximately one
hundred charged with fixed bayonets, screaming and with the occasional phrase in
English ‘it’s on’. The attack lasted for forty-five minutes. Beaten back, the Japanese
reformed and attacked the perimeter near the river. This was also repelled. The
Japanese then unsuccessfully attacked a small knoll south of the main rise. The
Australians could hear the moaning of wounded Japanese.
At around 9.15pm, troops entrenched on the left side of Slater’s Knoll shot several
Japanese who were trying to cross the Puriata. Their bodies were seen floating down
the river at first light the following day. Nineteen dead were found around the
perimeter. Two wounded prisoners were captured.18 The Japanese had attempted to
break through on a narrow front. They had charged repeatedly in groups of five men,
standing shoulder to shoulder, with an officer in the middle. Some had gotten to
within two or three feet of Australian pits before being killed. The defenders suffered
three killed and seven wounded.19
Elsewhere, the Japanese attacked the 61st Battalion’s positions six times, firing into
them and throwing grenades. The muffled sound of digging was also heard, as the
Japanese began digging-in between the 25th Battalion’s rear echelon and the 61st
Battalion. As dawn approached, the Japanese attacked the 9th Battalion’s
headquarters at Barara. Here, the personnel of the headquarters company, clerks,
18
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transport, quartermaster personnel and other rear area troops, defended the perimeter
with only four Brens. Despite its morale problems, the 9th Battalion fought
exceptionally well. The Japanese attacked from the north then the south, across the
open ground of the shattered coconut plantation that flanked the battalion’s position.
Repeated attacks were beaten back and the Japanese retreated at dawn, leaving behind
twenty-three dead. In the end, only four Australians were wounded.20
Further to the rear, a small raiding party attacked the guns of the 5th Field Battery on
the west bank of the Puriata River east of Toko. Sporadic fighting continued until
morning.21 The Japanese also attacked McKinna Bridge, ambushing a supply train
and cutting the Australian’s line of communication.22
Back on Slater’s Knoll, the Japanese besieged the Australians. At 7.00am, McKinna
and Weppner led a small group from the perimeter, but they had only gone 75 yards
before they were fired on. The Japanese were dug-in. The Australian wounded could
not be evacuated. An attempt by platoons from the 61st Battalion to clear the road to
Slater’s Knoll was stopped with heavy machine-gun and rifle fire. Japanese attacks
continued throughout the day. Lieutenant J Chesterton’s B Company, from the 25th
Battalion, was attacked twice during the afternoon.23
That night, shots were fired into the 25th Battalion’s position and more booby traps
exploded, but the Japanese did not attack. The next day, 30 March, was Good Friday
and at 7.15am Chesterton sent out a 12-man patrol. Only thirty-one men were left
inside the perimeter. Then the Japanese attacked. Sixteen Japanese approached along
20
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the Buin Road, but after a burst from a Bren, three dropped onto the road. The rest
scattered, taking cover in old pits on the side of the road. They threw two grenades at
the Bren gunner; one exploded only two feet away, but the gunner was unhurt. There
was a thirty-minute pause in the fighting, before more grenades were thrown into the
perimeter from a new direction near the Hatai Track. The Japanese were on two sides
of the company. Then they ‘opened up with everything’. The fire-fight lasted fifteen
minutes and one Australian was wounded. The trees along the road were riddled and
cut by the fire. After another thirty-minute pause, the Japanese attacked again. They
attacked four times that morning.
The last attack was the most severe. At about 1pm, a Japanese knee mortar opened up
and began shelling Chesterton’s men. The barrage lasted for an hour and then the
Japanese attacked. Firing rifle-grenades as they charged, the Japanese managed to
penetrate a section of the perimeter before being killed. With ammunition low,
communications cut off, one man dead and two missing, Chesterton knew they could
not resist another attack. Only sixteen men were alive and unwounded. Chesterton
had to retreat. Carrying out their wounded, the survivors reached Captain RD
McInnes’s A Company and piled into the crawl trenches behind the weapons pits.24
The Japanese then attacked McInnes, but they were held back from the collective fire
of rifles, Owens, Brens, and a Vickers gun. Four more times the Japanese attacked,
and each time they left behind more casualties. Japanese bodies piled up around the
Australian defences and weapon-pits. At 4pm, the Japanese began firing a captured
mortar, shelling ME Just’s D Company, 500 yards beyond Kero Creek. The shelling
lasted throughout the night. Battalion headquarters asked Just where the bombs were
falling; he replied that they were to the right. Seconds later, the mortars began falling
on the opposite side of his company. After two similar questions and answers, the
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mortar fire was brought down on the perimeter. It was then that Just realised that the
phone was tapped and that he had been ranging the enemy onto his own position.25
That night, the Japanese tried to raid A Company’s Vickers gun. They were spotted
and when the Japanese officer gave an order, similar to ‘now’, the Australians opened
up. The firing lasted for ten minutes; when it was over, twelve Japanese bodies were
found within 10 yards of the gun. McInnes went to each weapon-pit, telling the men
they would hold out as long as the ammunition lasted. Of the 83 men in the perimeter,
one in three was wounded, although most were able to remain at their posts. There
was no food. Water was obtained from a sink hole within the perimeter and strained
from one tin to another until the mud settled.26 Relief, however, was coming.
When Chesterton reached McInnes on 30 March, a runner, Private PJ Hall, was sent
back with a message that the two companies had combined, and the position would be
held until they received new orders. Hall followed 1100 yards of sign wire to Just’s
company. Here, Hall’s message was relayed to McKinna by phone. Prior to this,
McKinna had assumed that B Company had been overrun, as his only information
came from a report from a man whom Chesterton had reported missing. McKinna told
Hall to return to A Company with a line party, but they could not get through; A
Company was surrounded. McKinna rang Field, who told him that a squadron of
Matilda tanks from the 2/4th Armoured Regiment was on its way.27
On 28 March, Bridgeford gave Field the use of the tank squadron in the ‘event of [an]
operational emergency.’28 This was an operational emergency. Major KMH Arnott’s
B Squadron had been brought to Toko by landing craft on 29 March. The squadron’s
four tanks set off the next day.
At Coombes’s Crossing, the engineers of the 15th Field Company were hurriedly
upgrading the 3-tonne bridge into one capable of carrying the 24-ton Matilda tanks.
25
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Assisted by ‘clerks, cooks, and whoever could be raked in’, the engineers completed
the job in only three and a half hours. The tanks only had to wait fifteen minutes
before crossing. When the tanks reached the Puriata, they found it flooded and
McKinna Bridge damaged. It normally took a full day to waterproof a tank, but tank
crews did the job in two hours.29 By 4.45pm, the water had fallen sufficiently to try
for a crossing. It was hoped to cross the river in two and half minutes, but the first
tank that tried to cross ‘drowned’, becoming bogged, and the driver’s compartment
flooded. The water level reached the driver’s chin. A bulldozer towed the three other
tanks across the river. It took an hour and a half to cross the Puriata, but the tanks
finally reached the 25th Battalion’s rear echelon at 7pm.30
Nothing had been heard from the isolated forward companies since midday, but it was
too late to push the tanks further forward. Later that night, the Japanese again raided
Slater’s Knoll, throwing and firing grenades into the perimeter.31
In the early hours of 31 March, the tanks moved the last 350 yards to the battalion’s
headquarters. At 9.08am, McKinna led the tanks with a composite command of
personnel from the headquarters company and engineers from the bulldozer team. The
bulldozer towed the tanks across Kero Creek, but on the opposite bank the going
through mud was difficult. The bulldozer had to clear the way to Just’s D Company,
which the tanks finally reached at 12.50pm. Strengthened with two platoons from D
Company, McKinna ordered the tanks forward the remaining 400 yards to A
Company, while the infantry moved up on either side. At 2.05pm, the Japanese had
renewed their attack on McInnes’s force with the heaviest attack of the day. The
Australians had less than 10 000 rounds left.32
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Five minutes later, over the sounds of battle, the noise of the approaching tanks could
be heard, from a distance of roughly 100 yards. Inside the perimeter, McInnes’s men
loaded their PITA and aimed it at the sound of the noise. They did not know if the
approaching tanks were Australian or Japanese. Emerging from the jungle, and to the
relief of the Australians, the tanks ‘blasted and machine-gunned the Japs out of their
pits’; the Japanese then ‘fled in disorder across A Coy front where hy [heavy]
casualties were inflicted on them’, stated a Battalion report.33
Sergeant Sullivan and his machine gun section had gone forward with McKinna.
Sullivan remembered that, ‘just as we arrived at the scene the Japs were engaged in a
“once and for-all” onslaught … we stood looking at this horrible sight. There were
over a hundred bodies flung around McInnes’s defences.’ He continued, ‘it was a
gruesome place to be in’. Sullivan saw the Australians stagger out of their weaponpits. They had been as surprised as the Japanese at the arrival of the tanks.34 In
Australia, there was a newspaper report that the troops returned from action singing
Waltzing Matilda. This was nothing but poetic journalistic licence. McKinna
dismissed this, stating that ‘the situation was far too serious for singing’.35
McKinna ordered the immediate evacuation back to Kero Creek. The tanks rolled
forward, covering the retreat. The ground was littered with debris and ninety-four
Japanese bodies were counted within 30 yards of the company position. More dead
were seen in the jungle further away.
McKinna then split his force; one tank accompanied McInnes’s men and the wounded
back to D Company, while McKinna took the two remaining tanks and his composite
force forward along the road to the old B Company position. Here, they recovered
some heavy weapons, destroyed others, and found the body of a B Company man
who had been killed in the earlier fighting. Sixteen Japanese bodies were found
around Chesterton’s old position. Later patrols found forty-one more bodies around
the perimeter.
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Some Japanese approached from the Hatai Track, but the tanks killed eleven of them;
the rest took cover in the jungle. At dusk, McKinna heard shouts and firing from the
direction of D Company. He guessed there had been an ambush.36 He was correct.
A jeep train, towed by a bulldozer, had been sent to help bring back the wounded. A
little north of D Company, they were ambushed. In the lead jeep, Private SW
McGrath’s left hand was shot off, but he continued shooting his Owen and, climbing
from his jeep, he fired off two magazines before he was killed. As McGrath fired,
most of his group were able to take cover, but three others were also killed. In the
fourth jeep, Craftsman AR Oliver fired two magazines from his Owen before diving
into the scrub along the side of the Buin Road. ‘Lying doggo’, Oliver heard the
Japanese move towards Kero Creek, ‘jibbering [sic] and yelling’.
McKinna had sent the tanks and some infantry back to the jeep train. As they
approached the ambush position, Oliver appeared from the undergrowth and shouted
out in warning. There was a burst of automatic fire and Oliver was hit in the leg and
groin. Major Arnott ran forward to help, but he was shot in the foot by a sniper. The
tanks opened fire. Despite being wounded and still under fire, Arnott climbed onto the
back of one tank and directed it towards a target that was consequently destroyed. The
tanks ensured that the fight was brief. When it was over, it was getting dark and was
too late to move, so the infantry formed a perimeter around the tanks and abandoned
jeeps. The bodies of the Australian drivers killed in the ambush were found stripped
and mutilated. The Japanese had evidently ‘been at work with the sword.’ The
wounded were made comfortable in the drains alongside the road, and the Australians
waited out the night.37
At 7am the next day, 1 April, a heavy burst of machine fire told the Australians the
Japanese were still in the area. Crossing Kero Creek, A and D Companies dug-in on
36
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the Puriata 1000 yards from Slater’s Knoll. B Company moved through to battalion
headquarters, carrying seven and escorting fifty-one walking wounded. The dead
drivers were buried.38 Many of the wounded had head wounds. Proud of his men,
McKinna took this as evidence that they had ‘kept their heads up’ during the assault.
They were determined not to allow the Japanese to surprise them or get close.39 From
30 March to 1 April, eight Australians had been killed and fifty-eight wounded; 130
Japanese bodies had been counted.40
For the next three days, there was a lull in the fighting, but small groups of Japanese
were sighted around Barara, Slater’s Knoll and even Mosigetta. On Slater’s Knoll,
Sullivan recalled that the men’s nerves were becoming frayed. They only had a few
days’ break during three months of action and it was ‘very hard to cope with the
constant strain.’ Exhaustion was setting in. When Sullivan went to wake a man for
sentry duty, the soldier awoke for a second, then passed out. Sullivan thought he had
died, but in fact he had just fainted. ‘We couldn’t spare anyone, so all I could do for
him was to arrange that he take a daylight shift.’ Preparations for defence were vital.
Barbed wire was strung and camouflaged around their defences.41 Their position was
20 000 square yards and it was defended by only 261 men.42 On the night of 4 April,
the Japanese fired nearly 200 shells around the Australian battery near McKinna
Bridge.43 Lieutenant HB Chamberlain remembered that it rained that night, while
‘[h]ere and there a soldier cried for a dead comrade. At times an exhausted man called
out in his sleep.’44
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Under the cover of darkness, the Japanese moved into position. The Japanese
wrapped the metal parts of their equipment in vine so they would not make any noise.
Rolls of matting were brought forward, ready to be thrown over the wire. Soldiers
with cutting tools slept alongside the Australian cables, ready to cut communications.
Just before 5am on 5 April, the telephone line to one of the positions on the north side
of the Knoll was cut. Inside the perimeter, a signalman moved from pit to pit, along
the crawl trenches, telling the men to ‘stand-to’ and expect an attack at dawn. ‘Our pit
had received the message’, remembered Staff-Sergeant Phillip Herbert May, ‘but as
one sapper was awakening his mate in the sleeping bay, and as he, or his mate, moved
back to the fire trench, the signalman was mistaken for a Japanese.’ The sapper
grabbed the signalman and wrestled him headlong into the trench. May continued, ‘a
loud scream pierced the gloom and a shot was fired, followed by another hideous
scream, then more shots.’ Then, all of a sudden, ‘all hell broke loose in total
darkness’. This case of mistaken identity may have prematurely triggered the
Japanese attack.45
Almost immediately, the Japanese came out of the jungle and attacked the south-west
side of the perimeter. Until 6.20am, wave after wave of massed Japanese charged.
The Japanese succeeded in cutting the perimeter wire in several places and some got
within four yards of the forward weapon-pits before being shot down or beaten back.
Apart from flashes and explosions, the battle began in darkness. Dawn was not until
5.41am and the shadow from Mount Takuan kept the area dark for a further ten
minutes.46 Because of the darkness, the nature of the terrain, and the direction of
attack, Chesterton remembered that many of the defenders were unable to fire until
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there was some light, for fear of hitting their own men.47 As soon as the attack began,
the Australians were able to call down accurate artillery fire. As the sky became
lighter, they saw that the ‘enemy dead lay, literally, in heaps in front of the wire’.
Bodies were scattered over an area some 200 yards square.48
Throughout the morning, grenades were fired into the Australian perimeter. Snipers
on both sides were active. The Japanese tried to attack several times, but each attack
was broken up.49 The Japanese made good use of the natural cover, particularly that
provided by the large buttress roots of the surrounding banyan trees. The defenders
tried to ‘hit them’ with the PIAT, but the first shell just embedded itself in the tree and
they quickly ran out of ammunition. The battalion’s 2-pound anti-tank gun was
manhandled forward, and then put into action, with the men taking cover behind its
shield. Sullivan recalled that this ‘did the trick’. The Japanese sounded a bugle and
withdrew into the jungle, but the fighting and sniping continued around other areas of
the perimeter.50
The perimeter was now badly battered. McKinna realised that if he did not repair the
wire before nightfall they would almost certainly be over-run and they desperately
needed more ammunition. At 12.50pm, two tanks towing three ammunition-filled
trailers rolled towards Slater’s Knoll from the battalion’s rear echelon. A Company
from the 61st Battalion came up with the tanks. McKinna seized this opportunity. He
asked the tanks to move through the perimeter and fire on the dug-in Japanese. This
they did, firing high explosive shells and their Besa machine-guns. What happened
next was described as a ‘rabbit shoot in warren country’. Devoid of cover and within
30 yards of the closest Australian weapon-pits, individually and in smalls groups, the
Japanese broke and ran. As they did, they were shot down. Some of the Australians
even stood up out of their weapon-pits to get a better shot. The tanks searched the
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ground with fire, ‘ferreting out any survivors’. This mopping-up lasted for about an
hour.51
The siege lifted; Lieutenant Giles led ten volunteers onto the battlefield to check
weapons and count bodies, but a sniper killed Giles and a sergeant. Both were shot in
the head; two others were wounded.52 This brought the Australian casualties to four
killed and seventeen wounded. Later that afternoon, at 2.30pm, four RNZAF Corsairs
bombed and strafed a Japanese position near Kero Creek. That night, the Japanese
again shelled McKinna Bridge, but there was no attack.53 The Japanese had retreated,
and the Battle of Slater’s Knoll was over.
The fighting for Slater’s Knoll left the survivors with powerful memories.
Chesterton’s main recollection of the day was seeing a man killed in front of him. He
awoke the next day to the ‘buzzing of flies over the blood and guts of the battlefield.
On cleaning up the area [he found] a man’s skull turned inside out on a stump … plus
similar gruesome scenes’.54 Sullivan clearly remembered the Japanese screaming and
yelling as they attacked. ‘They came at us over and over again’, he said. ‘Some of
them got within yards of our weapon pits and were shot at point blank range or hit
with a bayonet but a lot more collided with the barbed wire and were picked off in
mid-stride … thank God for the barbed wire or I wouldn’t be here today.’ He
described the battlefield as a ‘terrible sight, bodies were sprawled everywhere but
most of them were heaped at the barbed wire.’55
Chamberlain wrote about the outstanding deeds of men from both sides. A Japanese
warrant officer manning a light machine gun accounted for a few casualties, before he
was eventually shot, while an Australian rifleman repeatedly stood up and took
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careful aim with each shot, until he was killed.56 ‘Charlie’ remembered ‘the need for
padres (a Catholic and a Salvationist) to take rifles and join battle.’ Charlie’s rationale
was that when ‘survival is at stake even the most dedicated Christians must fight.
Both these men killed Japanese, but the Japanese had no respect for Christian
ministers anyway’.57 There was little time for Christian mercy. After Giles was killed,
Sullivan was ordered to rake the Japanese bodies with machine gun fire to make sure
they were dead. ‘I was not keen on this treatment’, he said, ‘but I suppose in that
particular case what you dish out you must expect back.’58
The task of burying the dead began the next day. The men used rifle slings to carry
some bodies; a bulldozer carried others, to one of three communal graves. Two
hundred and two Japanese were buried.59 Corporal Graeme Barnett drove the
bulldozer. ‘There were dead Japs all over the place, in the bush and on the side of the
road; but I wasn’t thinking of the dead, only the living.’60
Among the Japanese dead was the lieutenant-colonel who commanded the 23rd
Regiment, two majors and many junior officers. Four wounded prisoners were
captured. Weapons and swords were scattered across the battlefield. More bodies
were later found in the jungle, along with blood stained bandages and clothes.61 The
stench from the dead and dismembered bodies, lying out in the hot tropical sun, added
to the horror. Bridgeford and Field visited McKinna and toured the battlefield. The
61st Battalion’s Private Nev Larson was one of their escorts:
He [Bridgeford] surveyed the scene, asked questions, congratulated every man
involved in the slaughter and beamed with pride at their steadfastness and
courage. The only concession he made to the situation was to withdraw a
white handkerchief from his pocket and wipe a few beads of sweat from his
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brow and just to further acknowledge the rotting stench, he covered his nose
with it for a minute or two.62
The 25th Battalion and the 7th Brigade had defeated the Japanese counter attack.
Australian Intelligence estimated at least 620 Japanese had been killed and 1000 were
wounded.63 The 7th Brigade was exhausted. Bridgeford relieved it with Brigadier
Hammer’s 15th Brigade.64
The Japanese would never again conduct a major offensive against the Australians.
Slater’s Knoll had been the only chance for the Japanese to change the outcome of the
campaign, and it failed. Despite having the numerical advantage and the element of
surprise, the Japanese had squandered their opportunity. The blame for this failure lay
firmly with Akinaga and, to a lesser extent, with Kanda.
Despite their impressive reputations, the Japanese counter attack had failed because
Akinaga and Kanda had rushed their plans for the offence. Subordinate commanders
were not informed of the ‘big picture’ and, according to Munda, they were not given
the opportunity to confer with each other – consequently, they could not coordinate
their attack. This was Akinaga’s fault. As the commander of the 6th Division, they
were his regiments that made the attack, yet neither he, nor his staff, provided the
regimental commanders with the support they needed. Similarly, considering the
importance of the offensive to the overall conduct of the Japanese campaign, Kanda
should have been more closely involved with supervising the planning and
coordinating of the attack. Instead he had the mistake of relying on a subordinate
commander who was not up to the task. (Given his tendency to monitor Bridgeford
and micro-manage the campaign, this was a mistake Savige would not have made.)
The Japanese would not be in a position to seriously challenge the Australian advance
again, until they reached the prepared Japanese defences around Buin.
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Although let down by their senior commanders, at the regimental level the Japanese
commanders had performed bravely and had been at the front, encouraging their men.
Witness to this was the fact that the commander of the 23rd Regiment had been killed
in action, as well as the large numbers of officers whose bodies were found after the
battle. But a battle cannot be won on bravery alone, and the Japanese tactics had been
wanting. This was particularly true of their tendency to cut the Australians’ signal
lines before an attack and hence telegraph an imminent assault. Similarly, the
Japanese practice of attacking entrenched positions in small, tight bunches was not
successful as this just made it easier for the defenders to concentrate their fire.
The Australians had performed better. McKinna too had gone forward on a number of
occasions during the battle, to take charge of the situation and rally his men, as had
his company commanders. Indeed, the entire battalion had performed well.
While not ideal, Slater’s Knoll had proved to be a good natural defensive position,
and McKinna had distributed his battalion in accordance with the correct procedures.
Rifle companies were spread out, not bunched together, in order to cover the different
approaches to the main positions and, as shown in photographs taken during this
period, scrub was cleared around the perimeter, giving the defenders a clear view and
good fields of fire. Likewise, the layout of each company’s position, with two-man
weapon pits, communication trenches, and the positioning of machine guns and
mortars, had followed the correct procedure. Although II Corps generally pursued a
policy of ‘active defence’, with ‘vigorous’ and ‘continuous’ patrolling, in this instance
it had been too dangerous to send out patrols.65 As happened to Chesterton’s
company, patrols could be cut off and surrounded, leaving and the company position
undermanned.
The AMF had learnt these procedures through years of jungle warfare. That the 25th
Battalion, which until now had only seen limited active services, was able to so
successfully employ these tactics demonstrates the high quality of training and
professionalism that existed within the battalion. McKinna well deserved his DSO.
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Experience too, predicted the outcome of the battle. As stated in Savige’s ‘Tactical
and Administrative Doctrine for Jungle Warfare’:
It is inevitable that, when attacked by large forces, perimeters will be
surrounded, but defenders must hold out. In every circumstance where this
was done the enemy were beaten off and the defenders were relieved after
they had inflicted very heavy casualties on the enemy, with comparatively
light losses to themselves.66
But the Japanese were prepared to take heavy casualties and in sheer weight of
numbers, they did have the advantage. It had been close. If not for the Matilda tanks
arriving at a crucial moment, the outcome of the battle could have been very different.
Although there was an element of luck, the timely arrival of the tanks is evidence of
the sound approach used by the Australians during the campaign. As will be discussed
in more detail in the coming chapter, as the infantry moved forward, the engineers,
who developed the infrastructure that supported the advance, closely followed them.
Roads were developed and bridges were built. This made it possible for the artillery
and armour to be brought up to defend the infantry. If it had not been for the sappers’
work in developing and improving the Buin Road, the Matildas would not have
arrived in time. This was an advantage that Hammer and his 15th Brigade used with
telling effect, as he resumed the southern advance to Buin.
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Chapter 10

‘We’ve nineteen dead on the Buin Road, Ten more on the
jungle track,
And all day long there’s a broken tide, of our wounded
streaming back’.1
The campaign continues
The Japanese fall back
The Japanese were completely surprised by their defeat at Slater’s Knoll. The 6th
Division’s Lieutenant-General Akinaga had to personally explain to LieutenantGeneral Kanda why the offensive failed. Kanda was ‘extremely displeased’, saying to
his own staff that, ‘It would not have happened if I had been in command.’ So certain
had he been of victory, Kanda had not made any plans for re-grouping or subsequent
plans. With this blow to their confidence, the Japanese survivors fell back to the Hari
garden areas and there was a general withdrawal to the Hongorai River.
There was a brief lull in the fighting with it mostly confined to patrol clashes.
Gradually, the 6th Japanese Division pulled back towards Buin, abandoning the
Hongorai River line in mid-May. Small groups stayed behind to fight delaying actions
and raid Australian convoys. Artillery was brought up the Buin Road and targets were
registered in preparation for the Australian attack.2
The interrogation reports from Japanese prisoners for April and May give some
indication of the Japanese morale, which in the main, was not very high. Sergeant
1
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Kenjo Yamashita, 1st Battalion, 13th Infantry Regiment, was captured during the
fighting for Slater’s Knoll. Yamashita had been seriously wounded in both legs and
before he was captured he had made three attempts to commit suicide but none of his
three grenades had exploded. Morale was good in his unit, Yamashita said, because of
the prospect of the ‘excitement’ of battle. They would fight to the last man.3 His
countrymen did not share Yamashita’s optimism. Sergeant Hayato Sugio, 1st
Battalion, 23th Regiment, was also captured at Slater’s Knoll with a wounded leg.
Sugio said the morale of his unit was poor. Many had given up hope of winning and
the ‘offensive spirit is lacking’. They only continued fighting because they were
ordered to do so.4
Throughout May, all of the prisoners interrogated complained of low morale due to
the recent Japanese defeats, the lack of food and no news from home.5 Corporal Itaro
Masumura, 3rd Battalion, 13th Regiment, said that few of the other ranks wanted to
continue fighting. Of the ten signallers attached to his battalion, four had deserted.6
The 15th Brigade push south
From Torokina, Savige wrote to Sturdee about the success at Slater’s Knoll, although
he did admit that they would have faced an ‘awkward’ situation if the tanks had not
arrived at the critical time. Yet, Savige was happy for the Japanese to attack wellprepared defensive positions:
So far as I am concerned, the more often he [the Japanese] attacks, the better. I
will be pleased, because I am quite confident that the situation in 3 Div area is
such that we can thrash him whenever he comes. It will save us a great deal of
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trouble in the future if he continues his present tactics, & I prefer to break him
on ground of our own choosing, rather than on that of his.7
On 17 April, Savige toured the forward positions while Brigadier Hammer’s 15th
Brigade was relieving Brigadier Field’s 7th Brigade. Two days later, Savige told
Bridgeford that his objective was still to take the Hongorai then the Hari River. The
29th Brigade was to remain in the rear and act as a mobile reserve while the 15th
Brigade advanced. One battalion from the 15th Brigade was to advance along the
Commando Road, known as the North axis, while another battalion was to follow the
Buin Road, the South axis. The brigade would advance on a two-battalion front.
Bridgeford could decide where to deploy the third battalion.8
The Buin Road was an old government track, running west to east, parallel to the
coast about 5000-6000 yards inland. Once it was corduroyed, the road could carry
heavy vehicles. Running parallel to the Buin Road, about 5000 yards inland, was the
Commando Road. The Commando Road was little more than a track and, apart from
small sections, was not suitable for jeeps. The two roads were connected by lateral
tracks.9
The 15th Brigade, a fresh but experienced unit, took over the front on 13 April. The
24th Battalion was in the lead, dug-in around Kero Creek. Behind the 24th came the
58th/59th Battalion at Barara.
Unlike the Japanese, Australian morale was high. Lieutenant-Colonel Arthur J
Anderson, an able commanding officer, led the 24th Battalion and its spirits were
bolstered with a visit from the corps commander.10 Savige came to them at Kero
Creek, where his easy and comfortable manner ensured that he was ‘well received by
7
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all’. They were proud Savige had served with the 24th Battalion and had worn the
same colour patch during the Great War.11 A report from the 58th/59th Battalion
noted that the troops were in very good physical condition due to months of training
and sporting activities in Torokina. ‘Morale was exceptionally high’ and throughout
the battalion ‘the will to fight was strong’.12
On the infantry’s flanks were the 2/8th Commando Squadron and AIB patrols. The
squadron was patrolling far to the left, in the mountains, and forward of the 15th
Brigade, providing ‘strategic reconnaissance’. Further afield, the AIB, with an evergrowing number of partisans, pressed the Japanese rear.13
Unlike other commanders, such as Field and Potts, Hammer doubted the need for an
offensive campaign on Bougainville. In late 1944, before his brigade came to the
island, Hammer had visited Bridgeford’s headquarters at Torokina. After studying the
American layout and aims, Hammer felt that the Australians should have just taken
over the American positions. Hammer considered that it would have been sufficient to
contain the enemy, because the Americans had already won the battle for
Bougainville. Hammer knew that if the Australians went on the offensive it would
mean casualties, ‘perhaps many casualties suffered on a questionable task’.14
Hammer brought this suspicion with him to Bougainville, and Blamey later confirmed
it when Blamey visited Hammer on Egan’s Ridge where the former told the latter:
‘Take your time Hammer, there is no hurry.’ Nevertheless, Hammer told his officers
to ‘dismiss any misgivings from our minds & set [sic] on with the job’. Similarly, at
the brigade concert held before leaving for Bougainville, he outlined the nature of the
brigade’s forthcoming operation and said that no Australian wanted an American to
Battalion during the Kokoda campaign. He was described as ‘a short, brusque, sharp-tongued,
but fair, disciplinarian’. Christensen, That’s the Way it Was, p 191.
11
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do a job that an Australian could do himself. ‘The troops were in wholehearted
agreement & let me know in no unmistakable fashion.’15 The spirit of the brigade was
second to none. Hammer believed that:
It could not have been higher if the Bde had been fighting the Alamein battle or
capturing Tokio [sic]. Yet every man knew, as well as I knew, that the Operations
were mopping-up and that they were not vital to the winning of the war. So they
ignored the Australian papers, their relatives [sic] letters of caution, and got on
with the job in hand, fighting & dying as if it was the battle for final victory.16
By the time the 15th Brigade came into action, the momentum of the campaign was
with the Australians. As the Japanese manned defensive positions along the Buin
Road, Hammer’s tactic was to drive the Japanese back into confined areas, with
patrols harassing their flanks, and then use the Australian’s superior firepower to
destroy them.17 By now, this tactic had become standard practice, but Hammer had
more support and was better supplied than the other sectors. He had the 2nd Field
Regiment and ‘U’ Heavy Battery under his command and then the 2/11th Field
Regiment. Hammer used his artillery well. When a ‘worthy’ target was found,
Hammer reported, ‘we hit hard and often’. During the campaign his brigade fired
approximately 68 000 artillery shells, 38 000 mortars and 768 tonnes of bombs into
Japanese positions.18 The mortars ‘rained down at [a] rapid rate’, Hammer said, ‘and
obliterated the area.’ Hammer told Long that his policy was to ‘use fire power as
much as possible and so save manpower and casualties.’ 19
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The attack on Dawe’s Creek was an example of how Hammer combined artillery,
armour and infantry. At 8.30am on 17 April, three companies from the 24th Battalion
attacked the Japanese at Dawe’s Creek. A creeping barrage of 700 shells preceded the
attack, while patrols from the 58th/59th Battalion protected the flanks. Two
companies from the 24th Battalion moved alongside tanks down the Buin Road.
Artillery shells exploded in front of the troops. It was later said that hot, jagged pieces
of shrapnel flew through the air and ricocheted around the jungle, but the close
artillery support was designed to demoralise and ‘dislodge’ the Japanese from their
foxholes.20 The third company cut the Hari track between Anderson’s Junction and
Kindara.
The Japanese positions were well concealed in the undergrowth. Often, Australian
infantry approached within three or four feet of an enemy position before the Japanese
opened fire. But the tanks’ automatic Besa machine guns cut through the jungle to
reveal Japanese positions, and the main guns were used to destroy pill-boxes. Fighting
continued the next day, and a bulldozer and engineer team from the 15th Field
Company began building a bridge across the creek. On 19 April, the infantry and
tanks crossed this bridge and, despite fierce fighting, established a position 400 yards
forward of Dawe’s Creek by the end of the day.21
Over the following days, the 24th Battalion withstood several Japanese counter
attacks at Sindou Creek before pushing on. For two hours on 26 April, thirty-six
RNZAF Corsairs strafed Japanese positions and dropped depth charges to clear the
jungle. This destroyed the undergrowth and increased visibility by an average of 20
yards along each side of the road. The only opposition the battalion met during this
phase was from one Japanese machine gun crew who were quickly killed by the
tanks. Such a coordinated use of supporting arms was typical of the brigade’s
campaign and it allowed the infantry to advance over 1500 yards with only one

20

Christensen, That’s the Way it Was, pp 210-211.
A three day patrol from the battalion, led by Lieutenant NJ Spendlove, reached the
Hongorai about 1000 yards south of the Buin crossing. 15 Aust Inf Bde Report on Operations,
Part 1 South Bougainville Operations Puriata River to Mivo River 13 Apr 45 to 15 Aug 45,
Detailed Narrative by Phases, p 4, Savige papers, AWM, 3DRL 2529, item 74.

21

287

casualty. By 28 April, the battalion was about a third of the distance between the
Puriata to the Hongorai Rivers.22
But the Australians did not have it all their own way. Japanese positions were well
prepared and they stubbornly resisted the Australians. As soon as the forward troops
reached prominent areas, such as track junctions and stream crossings, they would be
shelled by Japanese artillery.23
The 24th Battalion was shelled regularly, normally in the mornings and evenings.
During one barrage, in just a few minutes, three men were killed and 14 were
wounded. The wounded had to be laid in drains at the side of the road to protect them
from shrapnel and falling branches caused by tree bursts.
The men learnt to count the seconds between the ‘crump’ of the gun firing and the
explosion of the shell, and memorise the shortest route to dugouts. The Japanese
varied their shelling patterns. At times they would fire one shell an hour, one every
two hours, or one every five minutes. During the single shell episodes, the men
crouched in their dugouts and waited for another shell – wondering what would
happen next. ‘From the time the shell left the muzzle of the enemy gun with a dull
plop, as it hissed through the air, rising to a screaming crescendo before it landed with
a deafening explosion, there was time to ask yourself the 64-dollar question “has this
one got my name on it?”’24 The Japanese artillery remained a menace for the rest of
the campaign.
The Japanese also used mines and booby traps, but the Australian tanks rolled on and
infantry patrols crept forward. Artillery was used to clear pockets of Japanese
resistance and defend Australian positions. On 7 May, moving behind an artillery
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barrage, the battalion’s lead company reached the Hongoria River without resistance.
It had taken 31 days to advance 7000 yards.25
Further inland, along the Commando Road, the 57th/60th Battalion had also reached
the river. Savige described the 57th/60th as ‘a good Bn’ whose commander,
Lieutenant-Colonel RR Marston, was a ‘capable leader’.26 Marston was a militia
officer who had served with the 15th Brigade since 1927. At the start of the war, he
was the battalion’s adjutant and received command of the battalion in February
1943.27 Marston was popular with his men, but by February 1945 he was worn out
and transferred to the 29th Brigade. ‘I’ve had it’, he told his battalion at his last
parade.28 Lieutenant-Colonel PGC Webster replaced Marston. Webster’s experiences
with the 57th/60th Battalion were reminiscent of Lieutenant-Colonel Dexter and the
61st Battalion. The two were kindred spirits.
Webster’s war had been an active one. He enlisted in the AIF in 1939 as a private and
was commissioned in the Middle East during the Libyan campaign. He later went to
Timor, before going to the 2/48th Battalion in time for its New Guinea campaign in
1943.29
Marston and Webster were very different men, and their troops held contrasting views
of the two commanders. Whereas Marston was well liked and respected, Webster was
25

When the brigade reached the Hongorai River, the 15th Brigade had killed 202 Japanese,
wounded 21 and took five prisoners. 15 Aust Inf Bde Report on Operations, Part 1 South
Bougainville Operations Puriata River to Mivo River 13 Apr 45 to 15 Aug 45, Detailed
Narrative by Phases, p 9, Savige papers, AWM, 3DRL 2529, item 74.
26
Australia in the war of 1939-45. Notes by Lt Gen Stanley Savige, Vol VII: Chapt 7, Across
the Hari: Porton Plantation, p 1, Savige papers, AWM, 3DRL 2529, item 128.
27
Bob Marston was born in 1902 and worked as a building contractor before the war. In July
1942, he joined the AIF, while he was serving on the 3rd Division’s headquarters’ staff.
Martson received a DSO and MID for his leadership in New Guinea. Lt-Col RR Marston,
AWM, AWM76, item B318.
28
Corfield, Hold Hard, Cobbers, p 191.
29
Webster was 29 and just two weeks off his thirtieth birthday when he received command of
the battalion. He had enlisted in the 2/11th Battalion as a private in October 1939,
commissioned in the Middle East and commanded a platoon in Derna, Libya, in 1941. With
the return of the AIF to Australia in March 1942, Webster became the Liaison Officer with
Northern Territory Force in Darwin and made two trips to the independent companies on
Timor. He then served in various units, before going to the 2/48th Battalion in time for its
New Guinea campaign. Webster took over the 57th/60th Battalion in March 1945. Lt-Col
PGC Webster, AWM, AWM76, item B505.

289

not. When writing the battalion’s history in the 1990s, Robin S Corfield found it was
‘impossible to elicit one praiseworthy remark or even comment’ about Webster.30
It is not clear why Webster was thought of so unfavourably. He must have been a
highly capable officer, as he was promoted from lieutenant to lieutenant-colonel in
just four years. Possibly Webster, like Dexter, may have resented serving in a militia
battalion which had not done any real fighting. The 2/48th Battalion was the AMF’s
most highly decorated battalion.31 Webster, embedded with the spirit and success of
the AIF, may have viewed a transfer to the militia as a come down in prestige.
Alternatively, it may have been that the 57th/60th Battalion’s culture which had long
identified with Marston, was not willing to include Webster and saw him as an
outsider.
During April, the 57th/60th Battalion had patrolled the Hatai Track, and it relieved the
9th Battalion in the Rumiki area on 3 May. By 12 May, the battalion was dug-in on
the Hongorai River. It patrolled constantly, frequently engaging the Japanese in patrol
fights or ambushes.
One patrol was ambushed with two men killed and another wounded. The patrol was
led by Lieutenant Len Dick, who had received an MM in New Guinea. Private Leo
McDonald remembered this ambush, as it was his first action, and he remembered
how these casualties affected Dick:
Len Dick who had been through a lot took it badly, perhaps he blamed himself
and went very silent back at camp. But it wasn’t his fault, just how it went.
Then he went out again a few days later and they ran into another ambush.32
Dick led a few more patrols, but he became increasingly withdrawn and was
eventually transferred. Dick was one of three or four other officers from the Battalion
who broke down on Bougainville. After one action, a senior officer, also a New
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Guinea veteran, was seen sitting on a log by a track, weeping and thumping the wood,
shouting ‘I don’t know what to do’ over and over again. Such incidents had not
happened in New Guinea under Marston’s protective command. Corfield blamed
Webster – under him ‘one either survived or failed’.33
The battalion’s rigorous patrolling routine is described in Vic Tommasi’s diary. On 4
May, Tommasi’s patrol was ambushed and three men were killed. Two days later, the
Japanese position was attacked and cleared. Tommasi discovered fox-holes with gun
positions for over sixty men. He thought they had all been ‘lucky’ not to have been
‘wiped out’. On 8 May, Tommasi went with carriers to the forward companies. He
wrote in his diary, ‘position a bit ticklish as a couple of our boys were sniped … we
got through & back after losing a hell of a lot of cold sweat.’ Tommasi did not receive
any rest the next day. The Japanese had re-occupied their old ambush position. As he
knew the area the best, he volunteered to lead a fighting patrol. ‘I’d hate to think what
might happen if they approached it wrongly. Going in for the fourth time, hell of a
strain.’34 On 15 May, Tommasi wrote in his diary that he had crossed the Hongorai
River four times, which ‘keeps a fellow on his toes’.35
To cross the Hongorai River, Hammer planned a coordinated attack that utilised the
full resources available to him. The 57th/60th Battalion would create a diversion by
crossing the Hongorai River first, in an attempt to draw Japanese forces, while the
24th Battalion would attack straight down the Buin Road. The 58th/59th Battalion
would make a wide flanking move and cut the Buin Road east of the Hongorai. The
58th/59th Battalion would then continue on and lead the brigade.36
The 57th/60th Battalion made the first move on 17 May. Supported by air strikes and
artillery, the battalion crossed the river and moved down the Commando Road. Bob
Jackson remembered that the heavy barrage shook their tents. Others recalled feeling
as though they were in a vacuum as the compression from the explosions made it
difficult to breath.37 During the ‘softening up’ period, from 18-20 May, the Corsairs
33
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from the RNZAF flew 381 sorties and dropped 132 tonnes of bombs. The 2nd Field
Regiment fired thousand of rounds on Japanese positions, as did the mortar
batteries.38
At 8am on 20 May, the main attack on the Buin Road began with Corsairs bombing
and strafing Japanese positions along the road for twenty minutes. Moving behind a
creeping barrage the 24th Battalion, with two troops of tanks, advanced along the
road. The battalion achieved most of its objectives, but the following morning was
spent clearing Japanese mines and booby-traps along Egan’s Ridge.39
Egan’s Ridge had been bombed and shelled for days. ‘As far as the eye could see the
lush, thick jungle had been denuded of all its foliage, massive timbers lay twisted and
torn’, and only jagged stumps remained.40 Yet the Japanese continued to stubbornly
defend the ridge, taking cover in deep trenches and tunnels that had been dug into the
side of the escarpment. On 22 May, the ridge was hit with a final artillery barrage and
an air strike that used 1000-pound stick bombs. One company then moved up and
occupied the ridge, finding it completely devastated. Japanese positions were buried
under huge piles of debris and the whole area was barren and scarred with shrapnel.
‘A strong odour of dead was noticeable throughout the area’. Egan’s Ridge was the
last Japanese stronghold in the Hongorai River and the way was clear for the
58th/59th Battalion.41
The 58th/59th Battalion led the brigade’s advance, and having crossed the Hongorai it
fought its way along the Buin Road. Along the Commando Road, the 57th/60th
Battalion continued heading south. Mines were a constant menace and the rain turned
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the road into a bog, making movement difficult for the tanks. The 15th Brigade
reached the Hari River on 10 June.42
The Hari River was the next line of Japanese defence, with the Japanese entrenched
on its east back. The Japanese knew the Australians would have to continue down the
Buin Road, as it was the only route capable of carrying tanks and heavy weapons. The
Japanese would continue fighting stubborn rearguard actions, designed to slow the
Australians and target the tanks. Lieutenant-General Kanda wanted to protect the
gardens in the Hari district for as long as possible so that his troops could harvest as
much food as they could. The 17th Japanese Army instructed its troops in building
and setting mines and booby traps, while the 6th Japanese Division established a
school that devised new types of booby traps from artillery and mortar shells.
Artillery would be deployed along the Buin Road, and if they could not be withdrawn
across rivers, gun crews were ordered to use their guns directly on the tanks. ‘The
[gun] crews were to escape if possible, but only after registering a success.’43
Ultimately, such measures proved pointless. By again combining an extensive
program of artillery and air strikes, with wide outflanking moves, Hammer’s brigade
had crossed the Hari River on 15 June. 44
It had taken time, but Hammer had captured ground and done so with minimal
casualties. As far as Hammer was concerned, there was ‘no point in whittling out
strength on these river lines if casualties were to be avoided.’ Savige had told
Hammer that his brigade would be rested after the crossing of the Hari so they were to
be the spearhead of the final assault on Buin. Hammer later said ‘I knew that it would
not be easy’, however, ‘the spirit was willing and the morale of 15 Bde never
higher.45
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Air power
Doubtless, the diggers’ high morale was due, in part, to the supremacy of the Allies’
air power which dominated the sky above Bougainville. Air support was vital to the
success of any campaign and it was no different on Bougainville. Indeed, II Corps had
the luxury of three air forces at its disposal. As mentioned in chapter 4, supporting the
Australian ground operations were the First Marine Air Wing, the RAAF’s No. 84
Army Co-operation Wing, and the New Zealand Air Task Force. While the
Americans carried out a limited strategic bombing campaign, much of the day-to-day
work, such as aerial reconnaissance, target marking and transport, fell to the
Australians. It was the New Zealanders who gave tactical support to the infantry by
providing close air-ground support and by attacking Japanese targets across the
island.
From February to May 1945, American bombers from the First Marine Air Wing on
Green Island attacked targets in southern Bougainville. They hit strategic targets, such
as ammunition dumps and bases installations around Buin. At first, the Marine’s
Mitchell, Ventura and Corsair squadrons carried out these strikes on alternate days,
but during April and May the schedule was stepped up to daily strikes until the
squadrons were withdrawn from Green Island.
The four squadrons that made up No. 84 Army Co-operation Wing performed a
variety of tasks. It was No. 5 Tactical Reconnaissance Squadron that saw the most
action, but the Beauforts of No. 10 Local Air Supply Unit and the Dakotas from No.
36 Squadron were used for supply dropping, and they also carried out some antimalarial spraying. (This spraying was limited because only small quantities of DDT
spray were available.) The small Auster aircraft from No. 17 Air Observation Post
Flight, based at advance airstrips in southern Bougainville, were used for
reconnaissance, as artillery ‘spotters’, and to maintain contact with forward units. The
official historian for the RAAF, George Odgers, considered that the close cooperation
between the tanks, infantry and aircraft developed to such a considerable degree that
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‘the Austers became the eyes of the battalion commanders.’46 The wing also
maintained a courier service to the Outer Islands, and provided ‘lead in’ aircraft for
the New Zealand Corsairs when they attacked ground targets.47
During such attacks, the Corsairs would be bombing just 100 yards in front of the
Australian’s lines, so target marking had to be accurate.48 For these ground support
missions, the best method of identifying targets was to mark them with smoke fired
by artillery or mortar shells. For targets that could not be marked this way, the
Boomerangs and Wirraways from No. 5 Squadron were used to ‘lead in’ the Corsairs.
Specially trained to conduct tactical reconnaissance, the Boomerang and Wirraway
pilots flew low to pinpoint targets before marking them with smoke bombs. They
would then ‘orbit’ the area to observe the results and, if necessary, direct each
bombing run.49
The Corsair pilots, especially those who were new, needed to be guided. After his first
mission, Bryan Cox remembered thinking that the jungle all looked the same and
locating a specific target was going to be difficult.
Our flying map showed hundreds of place names, including dozens of
“missions”, but from the air it was just one big stretch of jungle, with the
roads virtually invisible under the trees and glimpsed only from directly
overhead.50
At the start of the campaign, two RNZAF Corsair squadrons were based at the Piva
airstrips in Torokina. This was later increased to include a third squadron and then a
fourth. After the war, these squadrons were praised for maintaining ‘an exceptionally
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high level both in results achieved and sorties flown’. They ‘helped immeasurably in
the ultimate success of the campaign.’51
Cox arrived on Bougainville in May 1945. This was the most intense phase of the air
campaign. In the Southern Sector alone, from 22 April until 30 June, the RAAF and
RNZAF flew 2 262 sorties in support of the 15th Brigade’s operations.52 Previously,
the air force had been bombing and strafing the Japanese gardens between the Puriata
and Hongorai Rivers.53 The RAAF pilots aptly described these missions as shooting
up ‘Jap potato-diggers’.54 But as Hammer’s brigade advanced south, the RAAF and
RNZAF attacked targets between the Hongorai and Mivo Rivers, and around Buin.55
The RNZAF Corsairs were usually armed with either 1000lb high explosive bombs or
lighter depth charges. The depth charges were almost entirely explosive with only a
little armour casing. Both types were fitted with a detonator cap on the end of a twofoot rod, which protruded from the bomb’s head. These were called ‘daisy cutters’
and were designed to explode slightly above ground level – clearing the jungle,
without leaving a large crater. Without the ‘daisy cutter’, Cox believed that ‘a 1000lb
bomb would make such a large hole in the soft jungle earth that you could fit a house
into the crater!’56
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Commencing from 3000 feet, the Corsairs dove on target pulling at a shallow 30
degrees, and, within seconds, released their bombs at 1500 feet before pullout at 1000
feet. Cox later described an attack.
From the rear of a twelve-aircraft diving formation you could see the
concussion rings from the first bombs – the ring would expand, contract, then
expand again – and the shock of the preceding bombs could be felt quite
strongly, like moderate turbulence. Although I was lucky, some pilots seemed
regularly to come home with holes from either our own bomb shrapnel or light
ack ack [Japanese anti-aircraft] fire.57
The Corsairs would then normally regroup in pairs to strafe the target with their six
.05 calibre machine guns until their ammunition, 200 rounds per gun, ran out. (As the
Japanese had no serviceable aircraft on Bougainville or on the surrounding islands,
there was no danger of being caught in a dogfight.) Attacking in pairs and flying
about fifty feet apart, with another pair a hundred yards behind, the Corsairs would be
in and out of range of the target within three to five seconds.58
The final phase of the air campaign, from 1 July to 10 August, was divided between
attacking ‘close targets’ between the Mivo and Oami Rivers to support the 29th
Brigade, and ‘tactical’ targets between the Oami and Silibai Rivers in preparation for
planned forthcoming operations. From 11 August, all RNZAF aircraft were grounded
in anticipation of Japan’s surrender.59
As demonstrated at Egan’s Ridge and when crossing the Hari River, air power was a
resource Hammer used to telling effect. The air cover provided by the RAAF’s No. 84
Army Co-operation Wing and the New Zealand Air Task Force allowed Hammer, and
the other Australian commanders on the island, to closely support the infantry’s
operations. Aircraft hit targets that could not be neutralised by artillery fire alone, and
struck the Japanese far behind their lines – virtually at will, depending on the weather.
57
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Forward troops were resupplied by air, and aerial reconnaissance gave the Australian
commanders a ‘bird’s eye view’ of the battlefield. Although it was the Southern
Sector that received most of the attention, the RAAF’s and RNZAF’s operations in
the Central and Northern Sectors followed a similar pattern. Air power was just one of
the advantages II Corps had over the Japanese. The Australians had other advantages
too.
The supporting arms
Unlike the Japanese, Hammer had the advantage of ‘Tillies’ – the Matilda tanks from
the 2/4th Armoured Regiment. The lateral tracks between the Buin and Commando
Roads had been developed so the tanks could move from one front to the other.60
Despite their age, the Matilda tanks performed remarkably well in the jungle, offering
the infantry fire power, mobility and protection. Armed with either a 3-inch Howitzer
or a 2-pounder gun, the tanks could easily destroy prepared Japanese positions. The
Besa 7.92 machine gun gave ‘devastating’ firepower that ‘caused the Nip to pull out
of may [sic] occasions without showing much fight.’61
The Matilda’s armour could resist small arms fire, small field guns and normal mines
– although tracks were easily damaged. It was not until the Japanese began using their
large 150mm guns as anti-tank guns that serious damage was done. These were what
Captain M Robinson described as suicidal ‘tank hunting parties’, which manned their
guns and attacked the tanks with magnetic grenades. On one occasion, a 150mm gun
was dug-in only 45 yards off the track, with the intention of firing at point blank
range. 150mm guns damaged three tanks, while large mines destroyed two more. The
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driver of one tank was killed, while another was blown onto its turret – killing its
crew.62
Operating in the close jungle and along the narrow Buin Road, which was twelve-feet
wide at its best, and merely a track at its worst, a symbiotic relationship existed
between the infantry, armour, and the engineers. Infantry always stayed with the
tanks. They protected each other and the attached engineers. The engineers would
detect and clear mines and booby traps, clear scrub, corduroy the roads when
necessary, and build tank crossings across fords and rivers.
In the early stages of the campaign, the tanks were able to move down the Buin Road
ahead of the infantry. One tank would lead, while the infantry and other tanks
followed – giving covering fire. This sped up the advance, as the Japanese, upon
sighting the tanks, would often just withdraw. It also meant the tanks could fire freely,
without fear of hitting the Australian infantry. Occasionally, two infantry companies
would advance along either side of the road in front of the tanks, and if they met
‘trouble’, the tanks would turn off the road, ‘scrub bashing’, pushing through timber
to outflank the position. The infantry would fan out and move ahead of the bulldozer
that cleared a path for the tanks.63
Cooperation continued at night, with the tanks taking up defensive positions within
the infantry perimeter. When the tanks had been forward all day, the infantry prepared
the tanks’ positions. In good soil, this would only take three men about half an hour.
The tank crews probably appreciated this small act, as the Matildas required constant
maintenance. After a normal days running, when the guns had been used, it took at
least two and a half hours for the crew to properly check, maintain and clean the
vehicles. In forward areas, this process took a lot longer. One tank was kept ready for
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action at any time.64 Those not on duty, slept in shallow trenches underneath their
tanks.65
While their armour offered the ‘Tankies’ a measure of protection, life inside their
cramped vehicles was difficult. When the hatches were closed, and the tank was
‘closed down’, visibility was limited; the crew commander and driver could only see
through their periscopes, and had to rely on instruction from their troop commander,
who was outside with the infantry, relayed over walkie talkies.66 A six-foot tall man
had his head only an inch away from the hatch. If an artillery shell or grenade hit the
turret it could cause concussion or send metal flakes and sprung rivets ricocheting
around the cabin.67
Inside the Matildas it was hot, noisy, and very stuffy. The situation was worse when
the guns were firing. At times crews had to be ‘closed down’ for up to nine hours. All
they could do was take small sips of concentrated fruit juice, and whatever space was
available became cluttered with ration tins. It was worse still if a crewman was sick
with diarrhoea and the hatches could not be opened, ‘you can guess the picture
inside’, wrote one officer. He also suggested that ‘four averaged-sized infantrymen
should try being closed down in a tk [tank] for a few minutes. This would give an
appreciation of the crew’[s] difficulties.’68
With rain, getting bogged was also a problem. Corporal JE Marmion, commander of
the ‘Black Swan’, gave the infantry a good laugh when it became bogged while
supporting the 24th Battalion’s advance. Climbing down from its turret, Marmion
began hitting and kicking his tank. Marmion had been waiting for three years to get
into action and now, when he was so close, the ‘bloody thing had to bog.’ After a
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while, the tank was freed and the Black Swan led the advance, until it reached a log
laid across the road.
Suspecting an ambush, the area was sprayed with Besa fire and the tank moved on. It
went about 100 yards before being fired on from the left. The Japanese had waited for
the tank to pass before they opened on the infantry. The Japanese quickly withdrew,
as the Australians returned fire. The Black Swan continued on for a few more
minutes, before the driver spotted leaves moving ahead of them and stopped the tank.
The Besa opened up and shot away the foliage, revealing a Japanese 75mm gun. At
the same time, there was an explosion on the left hand side of the tank. Dust threw up
and briefly obscured the crew’s vision. This turned out to be a land mine that had
exploded, narrowly missing the tracks. When the dust cleared, the Black Swan’s
howitzer opened up on the Japanese gun and its crew fled. In the heat of action no one
inside the tank felt the Japanese shell that those outside claimed had hit it.69
As mentioned earlier, engineers accompanied the tanks and infantry on what the
sappers called ‘Armoured patrols’ – comprising of an engineering officer or a senior
NCO, and up to a dozen sappers with a bulldozer. Savige thought the work of the 15th
Field Company was ‘worthy of special praise.’70 Hammer also recognised their
bravery:
It is hard to describe the magnificent work of the bulldozer operator who sits
high up on a dozer with the engines blotting out any sense of hearing enemy
action. He is the spearhead of the mechanical advance protected by infantry
screens but a very vulnerable target to any unlocated enemy pocket or gun.71
These armoured patrols were ‘fairly strenuous affairs’, as the sappers had to walk in
front of the tanks to locate mines or clear obstacles. Usually soaked to the skin,
sleeping in two man tents that were not waterproof with no lights at night, having to
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‘stand-to’ at dawn, and the constant prospect of being shot or blown up, ‘didn’t make
for an enjoyable outing’.72
Lieutenant Keith Huntsman remembered one such patrol. On 7 May, he moved up
with a bulldozer and one dozen sappers in support of one tank and a company from
the 24th Battalion. Within half an hour:
there was an attack with bullets thudding into trees above and around us.
Infantrymen dashed for their slit trenches at the roadside and one was hit and
killed. We engineers dived into the deep drains alongside the road, but still felt
painfully conspicuous. The infantry kept up a hail of fire, and three tanks
moved up to add to the firepower. The Japanese attack continued fanatically
and largely unseen, through the jungle undergrowth.
The firefight lasted for about an hour and at the end of it the Australians counted forty
dead Japanese. The bulldozer dug a pit to bury the bodies and the patrol moved on.
‘This sort of episode would have been repeated by troops countless time’, Huntsman
thought, ‘in small encounters unseen and practically unknown to anyone, other than
the participants, who no doubt will continue to remember them well.’73
The most dangerous task of the engineers was their work as bomb disposers. Sappers
walked down the track in front of the tanks, prodding an old bayonet into the ground
to feel for mines. The first indication the Japanese had of approaching tanks was often
a man carrying a bayonet and stopping frequently to delouse and pull up mines.
Sappers’ bravery left a lasting impression with the ‘Tankies’.74
On 2 June, when B Company of the 58th/59th Battalion were securing the Hari River,
Lieutenant William Woodward, from the 7th Bomb Disposal Platoon, worked as the
bomb disposal officer. Despite being under fire and in full view of three Japanese
71
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machine guns, Woodward moved ahead of the troops to locate and delouse four mines
and 23 booby traps. More booby traps were later found in front of a Japanese position
that was causing heavily casualties. ‘Displaying complete disregard for his own life’,
Woodward walked in front of the troops and cleared the road and either side for 150
yards up to the Japanese position. While Woodward was doing this, two booby traps
exploded and he was ‘severely shaken by the blast’. Throughout the operation
Woodward deloused six mines and 63 booby traps, winning the ‘respect and
admiration’ of the whole Battalion.75 In the Southern Sector, the 7th Bomb Disposal
Platoon defused 309 mines, 2318 shells, 37 bombs, 582 mortar bombs, 32 depth
charges, and 53 other miscellaneous munitions.76
From July, the engineers also had to contend with groups of infiltrating Japanese who
ambushed convoys and set demolition charges on bridges. Though they could not
compete in terms of firepower, the Japanese used the tactics that they had so
successfully employed in the Northern Sector. The Japanese twice attacked the 11th
Field Company’s base, and another raiding party destroyed equipment of the 6th
Mechanical Equipment Company. On 24 July, a truck convoy from the 7th Field
Company was ambushed and two sappers were killed and another wounded. This
created a ‘highly offensive spirit’ in the company, with the sappers wanting ‘revenge’.
This was eased several days later, when the engineers killed three Japanese in a
skirmish. In another ambush, five sappers were killed and nine were wounded.
Because of these attacks, the 7th Field Company converted a truck into a mobile
protection unit, with sandbags, three mounted Bren guns and several Owens.
Thereafter, this vehicle travelled in the middle of all of the engineering convoys.77 It
was another example of the offensive spirit of the AMF. Not content to leave the
fighting to the accompanying infantry, the sappers too, would carry the war to the
enemy.
Despite the rain and infiltrators, by August, the engineers completed a three-tonne
road from Torokina to Mobiai, and work of improving the jeep track from Mobiai to
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Mivo into a road was almost completed.78 With track improvements, the artillery was
brought forward. The 2nd Field Regiment had been in action since the start of the
campaign and remained in action for eight months. Elements of the 2/11th Field
Regiments began arriving in the middle of April and went into action on 15 May.79
The 2/11th Field Regiment had served in the Middle East and then Syria. The
regiment had just received a new commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel John
‘Bully’ Hayes. Hayes’s association with the regiment was tragically brief; he was
killed in action on 14 June – the regiment’s only combat fatality on Bougainville.80
On 14 June, Hayes led a group from the Regiment to inspect an area one thousand
yards north-west of the Hari Ford, which was being considered as the new forward
gun position. Inspecting the area, Hayes decided to make an unplanned
reconnaissance of another area closer to the Ford. Hayes and some officers walked
along the road and through the forward company of the 58th/59th Battalion.81
According to a later report, the infantry warned Hayes that he was going beyond their
forward positions. He stopped, and the warning was repeated. Hayes waved in
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acknowledgment and then continued.82 Captain Phil Dietrich, who was behind Hayes,
later said that he did not hear any warning.83
At the Hari Ford, Hayes ordered his group to stay on the road while he and Major JA
Pearson went further forward. Hayes walked into an ambush. The Japanese opened
up, with machine-gun and rifle fire, then artillery. Hayes and Pearson ran for cover,
heading for a hole in the road. Hayes was in the lead, but then Pearson saw him trip
followed by a large explosion. Hayes had tripped a booby trap, probably a 75mm
shell, and he was killed in the blast. His remains were recovered the next day.84
Savige ordered an investigation into the events surrounding Hayes’s death. He
concluded that Hayes probably did not hear the warnings he was given and described
the ‘tragic happening’ as ‘purely a misadventure’.85 This seems a fair assessment. As
an artilleryman, Hayes probably did suffer from some degree of industrial deafness.
For Hayes’s friend Major Russell Lyons, Hayes’s death was the final example of the
futility of war and it embittered his opinion of the Bougainville campaign. ‘Men who
had served faithfully a cause for years were exposed to death once more when they
should have been reunited with living’, he later said in an interview. The night before
Hayes’s death, the two had drunk together. Hayes gave his watch to Russell to give to
his mother. Hayes had ‘a premonition’, Russell remembered. The next day, Russell
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received the message Hayes had ‘bought it.’ ‘He should never have been there. Not
even on the bloody island.’ Russell continued:
Before I went to Bougainville, I’d a surfeit of maimed soldiers, of war-torn
flesh and blood, and the numbness of mind associated with the shock of
identification of good friends only after a survey of a shattered “meat-ticket”
or blood stained pay book. This to me was what the troops called the “fuckin’
end”.86
The review of the situation in June
The end was coming. By June, patrols in the Central Sector controlled the overland
route to Numa Numa; there was a stalemate in the Northern Sector with the Japanese
pushed in the Bonis Peninsula; and the Australians had reached the Mobiai River in
the Southern Sector – 28 miles from the main Japanese base at Buin. Savige now
reviewed the overall situation, with the object of ‘completing the annihilation’ of the
remaining Japanese.87
Australian intelligence estimated that there were 1780 Japanese troops on Buka Island
and the Bonis Peninsula, 2760 in Numa Numa and Kieta, 7850 in the Buin area with
another 1310 troops on Shortland and the adjacent islands. These figures excluded the
civilian labourers working with the Japanese military. Conversely, there were 28 000
Australians on Bougainville and the 23rd Brigade had just been withdrawn from the
Outer Islands and was on route to Torokina.88 Savige felt that he was in a good
position to take a more aggressive approach. Using Stevenson’s 11th Brigade and
Bridgeford’s 3rd Division, Savige would build up a concentrated force in the
Southern Sector large enough to destroy the Japanese in Buin. After this was done,
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the ‘elimination’ of the Japanese in the other sectors would be a relatively ‘simple
task’.89
Savige had been giving Blamey optimistic forecasts about the end of the campaign for
some time. In March, Savige had told Blamey that he estimated it would take three
months to reach Buin. A month later, he said that he thought he would ‘break the
back’ of Japanese resistance by May, but he doubted if he would be able to take Buin
by then. Bridgeford, however, ‘in his usual forthright way’, scorned the idea of taking
Buin in three months and told Lieutenant-General Berryman it would take much
longer.90 In May, Bridgeford told Savige that he did not have enough resources to
reach Buin before the end of the year. Savige replied that he was going to give
Bridgeford the 11th Brigade. Until then, Bridgeford was to advance to the Mivo
River. The 29th Brigade would then relieve the 15th Brigade.91
Savige was preparing for the final push. He wanted the 29th Brigade to continue
along the Buin Road and draw the main Japanese forces into the south Silibai area.
The 11th Brigade would then move along the Commando Road, into the foothills of
the Mivo and Silibai Rivers, before heading south to attack the Japanese right flank.
Savige expected this would end the campaign.
On 30 May, Savige spent just under three hours on a low level reconnaissance flight
over the Southern Sector. He paid particular attention to the Mivo area and the road
system around Buin, to see if it was practical to move the 11th Brigade. Savige
thought it was, and with careful planning and patrolling, the 11th Brigade would be
successful.92 Savige’s belief was never confirmed, as the war ended before his plan
could be implemented.
By the end of June, Hammer’s 15th Brigade had been in action for three months and
they were beginning to show signs of ‘battle fatigue’. As the 15th Brigade was
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Savige’s ‘most efficient and best fighting brigade’, he did not want it to become
exhausted.93 He consequently ordered Bridgeford to replace the 15th with the 29th
Brigade by the end of the month. Having secured the Mivo River line, the next
objective was the Silibai River. The 29th Brigade would lead the advance, but the
15th Brigade would stay in reserve.94 It would continue patrolling the east bank of the
Mivo, giving a protective screen to the 29th Brigade. The 15th Brigade was not to
cross the Mivo unless it could be secured with minor opposition, and only after
approval from Bridgeford.95
Savige was confident his plan would work, but his staff were not so sure. After the
war, Brigadier Garrett told John Hetherington that he and Brigadier Pulver ‘had a
word’ with Blamey saying that they were ‘worried about Savige’. Blamey listened to
what they said, but took no action. 96 Garrett and Pulver were Savige’s principal staff
officers, and they would have noticed any changes in Savige’s temperament or health,
it is likely that Savige was becoming tired and worn out.
Savige had been complaining about not being more senior in the AMF and he felt he
was being ‘victimised’. Berryman, who was travelling with Blamey, did not observe
any tension between Savige and his staff, although he considered that Savige ‘still
harbours a persecution complex’. Berryman, who was no supporter of Savige, was
scornful of Savige’s complaint and thought him ‘lucky beyond all expectation’.97
Blamey did protect Savige. Blamey’s lack of action concerning Garrett’s comments
was just one of many examples of how he did so. Blamey once said ‘I know … they
say I stick to him [Savige] because he’s my friend. Tell me when he has let me down
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in this war!’98 Savige would retain command of II Corps until the end of the campaign
and, subsequently, the end of the war.
On the Mivo
Hammer was preparing to cross the Mobiai River. He would again use the same
tactics employed for crossing the Hongorai and the Hari. Under what was described
as a ‘devastating’ bombardment, Hammer’s brigade crossed the river on 28 June. The
57th/60th Battalion, which had crossed the river about a mile north of the main ford,
repulsed a strong Japanese counter attack, but the 24th and 58th/59th Battalions were
able to swing past the Japanese positions and seize the Buin Road. Patrols
immediately began operating on either side of the road, clearing Japanese pockets of
resistance. By 30 June, the 15th Brigade completely controlled the Buin Road to the
Mivo River.99
Corfield described June as the ‘darkest month’ in the history of the 57th/60th
Battalion: eighteen men were killed and 56 were wounded. A number of officers and
men had to be evacuated suffering battle stress. During this time, though, the battalion
also received two MCs and six MMs. 100
Private Tommasi’s diary reflects the nature of the campaign. On 11 June, as the
battalion began its outflanking move of the Hari River, he wrote ‘Struck Nips on road
and our platoon engaged them for over four hours while the rest of the Bn got
through; we had just returned when the Nips made a Banzai attack screaming &
yelling. Plenty of lead exchanged.’ Three days later, the battalion crossed the river.
This took them through a Japanese garden. Tommasi recorded what happened next.
‘Saw some Nips in gardens. Set an ambush and killed seven of them. It was like
shooting clay pigeons’.101
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Tommasi went on to describe crossing the Mobiai River. ‘Its no joke being the first to
cross the river; being in the middle and expecting a slug is no good on the nervous
system.’ The Japanese attacked one company in a ‘Banzai Charge’ before it had a
chance to dig-in, killing three men and wounding another ten.102 Numerous small
battles and skirmishes had preceded the river crossing. ‘My most grim day in the
Army’, wrote Tommasi for 26 June. In an uncharacteristically long entry, he
described the day:
Whilst forward [as the] protective screen for [the] tanks Mick and I went up
with a [detonated] mortar booby trap, Mick was badly wounded. I wasn’t even
marked. Four of us sent around to probe enemy positions and walked right in
amongst them, and had to fight our way out. Later had to attack the Nip
defenses [sic] after they hit one of the tanks six times with their 37mm Ant[i]
Tank and sprayed the area with their woodpecker. We had orders to clear them
out firing from the hip if necessary. We attacked in line our section having to
go across open ground, they waited until we were right out in the open then let
us have all they had. Poor old Boof copped one in the stomach and Basso a
nick on the shoulder. Bullets were whizzing all around and they were missing
my head by inches and others were thudding into the bit of a stump that I was
trying to gain cover behind. We were returning their fire but they had every
advantage for we were caught in the open. Orders to withdraw and Fred and I
crawled inch by inch for over half an hour before we gained protection in a
stagnant swamp and got back. The Nips then started to outflank us so the order
for a general withdrawal was given … As though we hadn’t had enough for
one day the CO ordered us to try and get around the positions that the four of
us had bumped into in the morning. The Nip got on to us with his arty and we
were crowded in behind a fallen tree for over half an hour before he laid off.
We then went round the other flank to the rear of the Nip position and one of
the boys shot the Nips behind the woodpecker but in the meantime they
started to close in from the other side and we shot two of them before getting
back. It was nearly dark by this and we were lucky not to have stumbled over
102
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a trip wire of a booby. We lay in pouring rain until eleven o’clock … What a
day.103
It was war without quarter. Men from the 57th/60th Battalion searching for their dead
mates, found one buried vertically and another with slices of flesh cut from his thighs
and buttocks. Japanese prisoners were told to run off and were shot in the back for
escaping.104 The previous month, II Corps received an anonymous complaint from the
24th Battalion that in a recent operation, an unarmed Japanese soldier was seen
approaching a tank waving a surrender leaflet, and shouting ‘me surrender’ or words
to that effect. When he got to within a few yards of the tank, he was killed by a burst
of fire from the tank’s machine gun. The exact date and location, were not mentioned
in the complaint. The matter was investigated with troops being interviewed, but they,
not surprisingly, ‘could throw no light on the incident’.105
More difficult fighting was still to come. Lieutenant-General Kanda was preparing for
the final battle. After the Australians crossed the Mivo, Kanda’s force would make a
limited counter attack, to bloody the nose of the Australians, before withdrawing to
Buin where they would fight to the death. Kanda thought the Australians would cross
the Mivo at the start of August and reach the Silibai by the first week of September.
So on 26 June, he issued an operational instruction that set out the Japanese plans.
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The remnants of the 13th Infantry Regiment were to merge with the 4th Medium
Artillery Regiment and the 6th Engineering Regiment, to make a force of about 1200
troops. They were to establish a base at Taitai. Their job was to ambush supply trains,
raid vehicle parks and dumps, attack small groups of Australians and lay booby traps.
They were to be ready to move by 6 July, and meet the thousand men of the 4th South
Seas Garrison unit, near Kokopa, east of the Mivo, by the middle of August.
The remnants of the 23rd Infantry Regiment would merge with the 6th Field
Regiment and other smaller units to form a force of about 800 men. They were to
establish a base near the Mivo crossing, west of the river. From there they were to
stop any Australian advance. The 23rd Infantry Regiment was to be in position by 6
July. The 4th South Seas Garrison, which were to establish bases along the northern
road (the Northern axis, along Commando Road) at Musaraka, Kokopa and Tugiogu.
They were to keep the northern route clear of Australians and stop the raids against
Japanese rear areas. The garrison unit was to be in place by 2 July and 100 civilians
would be detailed to carry food and ammunition.106 The composite force was to swing
south for the ‘main offensive’ on the Buin Road. The 17th Army would raise a force
of 3500 men from the 45th Infantry Regiment, which had been withdrawn from Kieta,
the 19th Independent Engineer Regiment, and other units. This force would
concentrate in the Luagoa and Laitaro districts, and along the Muliko River. Forward
troops were to move into position when the Australians crossed the Mivo.
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Following an agreement with Vice-Admiral Samejima, Kanda assumed command of
all naval forces except the 8th Fleet Headquarters. A force of 2500 naval troops was
raised to man the Silibai River defences as far north as the Kanaura. The remaining
naval personal in the Buin area were to perform guard duties, particularly along the
coast, watching the sea approaches to Buin. Kanda was to have about 9000 army and
navy troops forward, defending the Mivo River.
The last line of defence was the inner perimeter. This was a line west of the Little
Siwi River, north to the Kara Drome, north-west through Laitaro to Tabago, with
Atari River as the northern boundary. Minefields surrounded the area.107
On 31 July, Kanda issued a proclamation to his troops. They would counter attack
when the Australians reached Silibai and ‘throw’ them back to the Mivo. While the
Australians were recovering from this reverse, all army and navy troops would
withdraw to the inner perimeter and ‘create a ring of steel.’ Here the Japanese would
make their final stand. ‘All ranks would fight until the last round of ammunition had
been expended, and then die for their EMPEROR.’108
The return of the 29th Brigade
In January, when the 29th Brigade was relieved and Brigadier Monaghan sacked,
Bridgeford estimated it would take three to four months before it would be ready to be
deployed in the field. Savige disagreed. Always ready to believe in the quality of the
men, he thought that with a ‘capable and experienced commander’ it would be ready
in less than one month.109 This ‘capable and experienced commander’ was Brigadier
Noel W Simpson.
Simpson was born in Sydney on 22 February 1907. He worked as a bank officer and
served in the militia before the war.110 Simpson started the war with the 2/13th
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Battalion as a major, with the nickname of the ‘Red Fox’, before being transferred to
the 2/17th Battalion as its commander in 1942.111 Simpson earned a DSO for his
leadership at Alamein in 1942 and then a Bar to his DSO in New Guinea during 1943.
John Coates assessed Simpson’s leadership of the 2/17th Battalion during the
Finschhafen campaign as ‘exceptional’.112 In 1944, Simpson was posted to 2/43rd
Battalion, before receiving command of the 29th Brigade in 1945.113
JR Broadbent, the subsequent commander of the 2/17th Battalion, described Simpson
as having a ‘keen intellect’ that combined ‘wit and natural charm with a strong
determination to establish high professional standards for himself and others and to
insist that they be met.’ Simpson believed in rigorous training, embedding soldiers
with a fighting spirit and the will to win. He was a strict disciplinarian. ‘An illdisciplined unit out of the line will be an armed mob in battle’, he once wrote.114
At various times, Simpson had administrative command of the 20th and 24th
Brigades, but it is somewhat ironic that Simpson had been transferred from the AIF to
improve a militia formation. In November 1943, he had complained to Long of this
very practice. Simpson rhetorically asked Long the following question:
What has been achieved by draining the AIF of good young leaders to
strengthen the militia? If the aim is to make the militia ready to fight, it hasn’t
been achieved. The only result has been to reduce the quality of leadership in
the AIF units.115
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The comment of course, overlooked the numerous achievements and victories the
militia had won by 1943. Simpson took his prejudices with him to the 29th Brigade,
noting that, while there was ‘basically’ little difference between the 29th and other
brigades, he found:
an often unreasoning resentment of the reputation – hard won in battle over
years of service in various theatres of war – of the 6, 7 and 9 Divisions. This
stupid attitude of mind is often present in some of the officers whose
circumscribed army life had made them very narrow minded, self satisfied and
complacent.116
Simpson noted there had been a ‘favourable’ reaction to the news the 29th Brigade
was going to resume the offensive, yet their was also a ‘tendency among all ranks
including officers to question vigorously the purpose and soundness of operations in
the Solomons.’ Simpson thought there was a ‘danger’ of discussing the issue, so he
introduced a ‘certain amount of tactful propaganda’ to combat the ‘forceful’ and
‘often misinformed’ arguments that the campaign was unnecessary.117
From 1 to 3 July, Simpson’s 29th Brigade began relieving Hammer’s 15th Brigade.
The 42nd Battalion relieved the 24th Battalion on the Buin Road between the Mobiai
River and the Nana Creek. The 47th Battalion placed a company on the Mivo, along
Lawne’s Track. While the 15th Battalion relieved the 57th/60th Battalion at
Sisikatekori, where the Buin Road crossed the Mivo, with two companies along
Killen’s Track, the 29th Brigade was to capture the Silibai River. The advance was to
begin on 3 July, but this was postponed until 10 July because of persistent Japanese
resistance. Patrols quickly discovered that, while Buin Road was clear, the Japanese
were in strength on both sides of the road. The brigade had to first clear the
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approaches to the river. The Japanese controlled sections of Killen’s Track, and their
artillery continually shelled the 15th Battalion.118
When the 29th Brigade was in reserve, the 42nd Battalion had been patrolling near the
Hongarai, but its patrols regularly reported ‘no movement seen’. The Japanese had
been pushed back further south. Nevertheless, as an incentive for the men, LieutenantColonel Byrne offered a ‘sweepstakes’ with the prize of four bottles of beer for the
first ‘NIP killed’ and eight bottles for the first prisoner captured in ‘reasonable
condition’.119 Once the battalion moved to the front in July, patrols regularly fought
the Japanese in patrol clashes and skirmishes. SE Benson wrote that the battalion
knew the Japanese were close. ‘Few men slept at night, and many lay awake listening
as hard as those on sentry. The least sound sent hearts beating faster and hands feeling
for weapons, placed “ready for action”. The nervous strain was terrific.’120 This was
the case all the war along the front.
From 3 to 9 July, the 15th Battalion became the focus of Japanese resistance. Fighting
patrols reported regular contact with the Japanese, sometimes fighting up to sixty or
seventy troops in the one group. A series of minor attacks culminated in a major
assault against D Company, on 9 July. Fighting all morning, forty from an estimated
seventy Japanese were killed. The remaining Japanese were later killed by patrols
from other companies.121
Describing himself as a proud choco, Bill Broadhurst was a mortarman during the
attack. For three days, the Japanese had been targeting the 15th Battalion with
artillery and raids. They attacked on the fourth night and the fighting continued until
morning. The Japanese reached the perimeter wire, and in some instances made it to
the weapon pits before being killed in vicious hand to hand combat. The mortars were
called down right onto the perimeter. Broadhurst remembered that a voice, loud and
clear, called out in ‘good Australian lingo, “Stop that bloody mortar fire”.’ The
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mortars stopped for a minute or two, until it was realised that the order had came from
a ‘well schooled Japanese’. Broadhurst was sure that it ‘could not have sounded more
Australian if it had been uttered by an Australian’.122
Lance-Corporal Medcalf was in a position 200 yards away from D Company. He
remembered the battle began with two huge explosions and the roar of gunfire. ‘It was
really heavy and a lot of it was whipping through the trees over our heads.’ When the
firing died down, he was told to take his section and a tank to D Company and ‘help
them clean up’ the Japanese. When Medcalf reached D Company, he met a mate in
one of the forward pits. ‘Where’s all the Pongs?’ he asked:
We called them Pongs, as I said, because they stank. He said, “Where do you
think they are?” And he pointed behind his parapet and there in each break in
the wire the bodies were stacked that high, like flapjacks. There were bodies
… coming further and closer to the front pits and even two had got through the
front pits and had been killed by the troops in the second line.123
Broadhurst remembered the ‘great piles’ of weapons captured, including two
Bangalore Torpedoes, machine guns and swords. Two Australians were killed during
the battle; one of those was the stretcher-bearer Private Claude Lee. Lee had been hit
while attending one of the wounded. He had been a good mate of Broadhurst. When
they left Sydney to join the battalion, Lee’s widowed mother and his fiancée had seen
them off.124
One company of the 47th Battalion also repelled a Japanese attack, but the track from
the 47th Battalion to its forward company on Lawne’s Track remained insecure for
some time as the Japanese continued to ambush supply trains and patrols.125
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The Japanese tactics were working, in that they slowed the Australian advance and
postponed the brigade’s offensive until 24 July. Battalions extended their patrolling to
include areas that would be occupied during the coming advance. The 42nd Battalion
established patrol bases on the Mivo 2000 yards south of the crossing, and reached the
Oamai River. The 47th Battalion crossed the Mivo 3000 yards north of the crossing,
and also patrolled to the Oamai.
The 15th Battalion had a harder time trying to penetrate further east. Patrols could
cross the river, but they came into contact with strong Japanese positions. It was not
until August that patrols could successfully carry out a full reconnaissance of the
areas east of the Mivo to the Oamai. But in the middle week of July, torrential rain
and floods hit the Southern Sector. The Buin Road was reduced ‘to a sea of mud’.126
July was normally the wettest month in the Buin area. It rained on average 22 days in
the month.127 On 17 July 1945, 8 inches fell in 36 hours.128 Over 20 inches of rain fell
during July. The low-lying areas near the rivers were completely inundated; all the
rivers flooded. The Mivo rose 7 feet at the Buin Road crossing and flowed at a rate of
14 knots. Roads and tracks were virtually turned into rivers of mud, their corduroy
surfaces floating away making them impassable for jeeps. Bridges were washed
away.129
Vehicles could not use the Buin Road, so forward units had to be resupplied with air
drops from the ‘kai bombers’. Water dripped from the men; clothes, boots and socks
were sodden. ‘Eating in the rain was an ordeal; trying to sleep was worse.’
Throughout it all, the Japanese continued to probe, setting mines and booby traps.130
Sergeant CD Wallace served with the 2/11th Field Regiment and, like many veterans,
his overwhelming memory of ‘stinking Bougainville’ was the ‘stinking conditions’.
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‘It rained buckets most nights. You can see the mud & slush’, he remembered. It was
a ‘nightmare’. ‘Just walking about was a hell of an effort’. Once wet, the leather laces
of the boots would come undone and the men would walk out of their boots, leaving
them and their socks stuck in the mud, ‘it was a job to find a dry place to sit down and
get our boots on again.’ Their blankets never dried properly, and they became fly
blown. Wallace remembered having to sleep on maggots.131
Jack Hedger, of 15th Battalion, also remembered being constantly wet. His clothes
never dried properly and they would rot on his back.132 Because of the rain and
moisture, equipment deteriorated quickly if not stored undercover and properly
maintained. Stores became mouldy and ammunition deteriorated. The chargers for
rifle ammunition rusted and the material in bandoliers became useless after being wet
a few times. Weapons and ammunition were cleaned twice a day.133
In the pouring rain, operations were almost brought to a stand still – almost but not
completely. The artillery continued to shell known Japanese positions and patrols
were sent out, operating in the most adverse conditions.
Patrols were sent across the Mivo. Lieutenant RB Winter recorded one patrol in his
diary, clearly describing the stress caused by the environment and Japanese, and its
effect on the men’s nerves. On 15 July, Winter led his patrol across the Mivo, and
established a base, about 2000 yards east of the river. Winter wrote in his diary, ‘We
dug-in as quietly as possible. Particular attention paid to camouflage … No one has
spoken above a whisper since leaving company area two days ago.’ Later that
afternoon, he wrote, ‘Arty shooting us in. Raining like hell … Noise of rain on leaves
makes sound of shell burst inaudible.’ Section patrols search the surrounding country;
the place was ‘lousy with Nips.’ There had been a lot of rifle fire.

131

Blankets were replaced every three months. Letter Wallace to the Director of the
Australian War Memorial, 3 August 2000, Wallace papers, AWM, PR01628.
132
Interview, Jack Hedger, 15th Battalion, 1 September 2000.
133
History of Ops compiled from lessons from the recent Ops, Mivo River Sector-South
Bougainville, Part II Administration, p 1, AWM, AWM54, item 613/6/34.

319

The pouring rain cut off Winter’s patrol, and a relief force could not make it across
the flooded river. Winter and his men were running out of food. The strain became
too much for one man:
Whispering finally got one of the lads down. Snowy __ started yelling his head
off. What he said about the Nips and all armies in general won’t stand repeating.
Frightened hell out of me and everyone else. Damn near had to slap his ears off to
quieten him. Poor kid only turned 19 the day before we left for this patrol. Seems
OK now.134
The 15th Battalion at Sisikatekori was the forward battalion, and the area was
frequently hit with fairly accurate Japanese artillery – sometimes over 200 shells a
day. By the end of the campaign, the battalion area had been hit by over 3000 rounds.
Despite the intensity of the Japanese barrage, there were few casualties and the
Australian artillery was busy with counter battery fire.135 The battalion used a
‘shelling sentry’, who blew a whistle when the Japanese guns were heard firing and
this gave the troops, working around the area enough of a warning to take cover.136
Even with a warning, being shelled was a frighting ordeal. ‘When you hear the
incoming artillery rounds’, remembered Medcalf, ‘you never knew where they were
going to hit so you had eight seconds of sheer fear’.137 When one barrage began,
Broadhurst was caught outside of the perimeter, ‘all hell broke loose [I] put my beret
in my mouth, blocked my ears and sat it out behind a stump. As soon as this shelling
ceased, I was flat on my back in my pit quick smart.’138
Several days after the battle, Broadhurst was sent to a rest camp to recuperate for a
couple of days, but that night he dreamt of the besiegement, harassment and the
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charge of the Japanese attack of 9 July, ‘down to the finest detail’. Broadhurst was to
have this nightmare again and again, for the next twenty years.139 There is a
‘difference in every man’s experiences’, he wrote, ‘even your mate fighting beside
you in the same pit. This fighting was not only shells and bullets; it was a war of
nerves.’140
As demonstrated with the example from the 9th and 61st Battalions, stress, tension
and fatigue were also the enemy. Yet the ‘war of nerves’ is an often unspoken topic.
After two to three months the strain began to take effect. Medcalf explained that this
was not due to the actual fight, as that was only intermittent. ‘You might go two-three
days and there are no shots fired but then the next day you might be in the middle of a
lot of action. It was the knowledge that every minute of every hour, it could happen.’
Towards the end of the campaign, Medcalf was starting to feel his nerves ‘go’.
One of the symptoms was a rash. A fright or sudden noise would bring out a burning
rash over the back and chest. At first Medcalf dismissed this as prickly heat, but the
battalion’s doctor later said that it was the beginning of scabies and the break down of
his nervous system. The rash was treated with Vitamin B1 tablets, but the next
symptom was difficulty sleeping. ‘You would hear whatever happened outside. If a
booby-trap went off you’d be wide-awake straight away.’
Medcalf and the men would not talk about this with each other. ‘You covered it up by
cracking jokes with your mates and seemingly being indifferent. That was the only
way you stayed sane, I think.’ Medcalf would also trying to block out the things he
saw and experienced, distancing himself from his surroundings:
You closed your mind … If you didn’t you’d probably drive yourself crazy. I
don’t think anyone did any differently to me. We just closed our minds. You’d
see piles of dead. I’ve seen piles of Japanese dead, piled five feet high. You
just closed your mind and did what you had to do.141
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Not everyone could forget. Almost sixty years after the end of the war, a veteran of
the 15th Battalion, who wished to be known only as ‘a soldier’, was reluctant to
discuss his personal wartime experiences during an interview, only giving a very
general narrative of the 29th Brigade’s campaign. His rationale was that some
memories were still so clear in his mind, he could not talk about them without getting
upset. It was ‘the most harrowing experience I’ve had in my life’, he said. ‘I just tried
to put it out of me [sic] mind’. But some things were too powerful. He could not
forget ‘seeing blokes beside you getting killed’. He has also had to live with the
memories of his own actions. ‘You have to kill some one but it’s either you or him’ as
‘you’re more or less fighting for life’.142
On 26 July, II Corps issued an instruction that there would be no advance beyond the
Mivo River until a 3-tonne road to the Mobiai was built.143 The road was to be
completed by 17 August, but this was put back to 21 August. The 29th Brigade never
moved beyond the Mivo. The war ended before the road was complete.
By the last week of July and into August, the rain eased and the patrolling intensified.
Long range patrols from the 47th Battalion reached and went beyond Oamai River.
Patrols from the 15th Battalion again crossed the east bank of the Mivo.144 But the
war was almost at an end. At 2.10am on 10 August, the brigade passed on the
following message to all units:
Pending further orders, the following action will be implemented forthwith.
All long range and fighting patrols will be withdrawn to coy or Bn areas.
Patrolling will be restricted to thorough security patrolling.145
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Five minutes later, a message informed units that radio broadcasts were saying that
Japan had agreed to the terms of the Potsdam Ultimatum, with the exception that the
Emperor would not be treated as a war criminal and that his status would be
safeguarded by Allies. Although this condition had not yet been accepted, ‘great
rejoicing has taken place throughout the world in the past 12hrs.’146 It was an
agonising wait, but finally on 15 August, word was received from Prime Ministers
Attlee and Chifley that Japan had accepted the Allies’ surrender terms.147 The war
was over.
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Chapter 11

‘Peace’1
Surrender and after
The war is over
When Germany surrendered in May 1945, there was little celebration or festivity on
Bougainville. The news was received with indifference, even resentment, especially
by the infantry, as they knew it would make no difference to them. Sergeant Ewen,
from the 61st Battalion, wrote that ‘the boys’ heard of Germany’s capitulation in
silence. ‘There was no indication of excitement. Probably because it has no effect on
the war in the SWP[A]’.2 Corporal Harold Williams, with the 57th/60th Battalion,
wrote in his diary ‘WAR OVER IN EUROPE. I suppose most people are happy now’.
But Williams added, ‘what does it mean to us up here? … I hope the Japs surrender
soon! Today was supposed to be a holiday.’3 Lieutenant-Colonel Dunkley,
commanding officer of the 7th Battalion, noted similar sentiments. ‘The troops were
very quiet about V(E) day.’4 It would be another three months before Japan
surrendered.
On 8 August, there came news of the dropping of the atomic bomb on Hiroshima.
Typically Australian, this caused a spate of betting on the date of Japan’s surrender.
On 9 August, men heard of the bombing of Nagasaki and the Soviet invasion of
Manchuria.5
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The 9th Battalion prematurely celebrated the end of the war on 11 August, when it
heard that the Japanese High Command had unofficially accepted the surrender terms.
The news broke at 12.30am, and the ‘troops in the area were awakened with shouts of
joy’ wrote the battalion’s war diarist. Though ‘vague and unofficial’, the news was:
accepted by every man that the fighting and bloodshed was nearing the last
stages, which gave cause for celebration in the whole of the Battalion area. For
the greater part of the early morning, all lights in the area were burning and
bedlam reigned supreme, mainly as an outlet to express the men’s joy. During
the height of celebrations, officers visited the company lines and indulged in a
round of handshaking with the troops. After approx four hours, the medley
gradually lulled and most of the men retired physically exhausted.6
The 9th Battalion’s celebrations were a forerunner of what was to come. At 10am on
15 August, Prime Minister Chifley made the long awaited announcement. ‘Fellow
citizens, the war is over. The Japanese Government has accepted the terms of
surrender imposed by the Allied nations and hostilities will now cease.’7
For the ‘Brass’, the Allied victory was certainly something to celebrate. Blamey,
Savige and Bridgeford each issued a special ‘Order of the Day’. ‘Our long and
arduous struggle has ended in complete victory’, began Blamey’s message. He went
on to congratulate the AMF for its victories, having ‘fought through the burning days
and freezing nights of the desert’ and the ‘ooze and sweat of tropical jungles’.8 Savige
praised the units under his command and thanked the RAN, RAAF, AIB, ANGAU
and RNZAF for the ‘outstanding support they gave.’ He said that while ‘leadership
and planning’ were important, it was the troops to whom a commander ‘owes
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everything’.9 Bridgeford similarly thanked the 3rd Division for its efforts, having
‘fought and beaten a vicious and determined enemy in the jungles of New Guinea and
the Solomons.’10
The men’s reactions varied from joy and relief, to surprise and apprehension. The
response was determined by the men’s proximity to the actual fighting. There were
more immediate concerns at the front. Did the Japanese know that their government
had surrendered? Would they stop fighting?
Gunner Ken Cotter, from the 3rd Survey Battery, remembered they ‘were just glad it
was all over’. Cotter was ‘intrigued’ by the change in the men’s behaviour. ‘We got
very, very cautious’. The everyday dangers of war had become routine and something
to be expected, but with peace declared, no one was willing to take any risks for fear
of becoming a casualty. ‘Nobody wanted to go outside the camp area, you know what
I mean, in case something went wrong.’ Booby traps and ‘wandering Jap raiding
parties’ were the main concern.11
The 61st Battalion was patrolling between the Puriata and Hari Rivers, guarding
against Japanese infiltrators. Patrols from the battalion spent 15 August disarming
mines before, at 11.45pm, the Japanese tried to destroy the Poroei Brigade. They
retreated when fired on, but later that night the Japanese returned at 1.45am and blew
the girders on the bridge.12 ‘WAR OVER – Hope Nips find out soon’, Captain E
Hutchinson noted in his diary. Sergeant Winter remembered that ‘We were all on
edge thinking we could be shot before we returned home’. For Corporal Larsen the
‘first night of peace was the same as hundreds of other nights during the war. We still
did our sentry duty – two hours on, two off! We couldn’t relax. Not yet!’13
The 57th/60th Battalion was further forward along the Buin Road at Hari. It, too, was
actively patrolling the area, skirmishing with small groups of Japanese. On 15
August, Private Tommasi happily wrote in his diary ‘Peace’. Yet the next day he
9

Strange, The Eight Battalion (AIF), p 177.
Lewis, Observation Post, pp 179-180.
11
Interview Gunner Kenneth ‘Ken’ Cotter, 3rd Survey Battery, 23 September 2003.
12
61st Battalion war diary, June-August 1945, 15 August 1945, AWM, AWM52, item 8/3/96.
10

326

noted one of their clearing patrols had been fired on by the Japanese; ‘we opened up
and sprayed the area with Brens and mortars. Wish someone would tell them the war
is over.’ Tommasi had better news two days later. ‘The first beer in four months has
arrived for the boys.’14 A long and reflective entry is logged in the battalion’s war
diary for 15 August. It speaks of the men’s reaction to the news and the realisation
that the war had changed them:
The news was received without undue acclamation [sic] by members of the
bn. A few of the exuberant spirits provided an effective display of
pyrotechnics but the majority felt only a vast relief and a thankful deliverance
from the impatient tension of the past few days. An onlooker might have
deemed them phlegmatic but were he to know them better he would realise
that their emotion or lack of it was something more than mere phlegm. It was
an indication of the lasting imprint left by their recent experiences. They went
into battle, many of them boys with the abandon of youth, somewhat tempered
by a consciousness of their task. They emerged whatever their age, as men of
reserve and serious men – no longer prone to give way to volatile displays of
hilarity. During long days and weeks and months they fought a three-fold fight
against Nature in her cruellest and most implacable mood, against a climate
destructive of mind and body, and against a fiendishly cunning and fanatical
human enemy.15
For Lance-Corporal Medcalf, whose unit, the 15th Battalion, was on the frontline,
along the Mivo River, his feelings were mixed with anger and apprehension. Medcalf
was 19 and grew up as an adolescent with the war – his knowledge of peace was
childhood memories. Now the war was over. He wrote that they were ‘amazed’ and
‘uncertain.’ He continued:
Strangely no one laughed or cheered. All afternoon we sat quietly and
speculated. We found it hard to understand fully; we were confused and
13
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bewildered. Dusk approached, and the tank behind our section pits tuned its
radio to a station in Queensland … relaying from Brisbane the news of peace.
We sat silent, listening. Then a strange feeling among us; we began to hate the
cheering, singing crowds. As the light died we looked into the jungle wall in
front of us, and resented them … Someone called, “Turn that bloody thing
off!” Perhaps we felt – what right had they? I don’t know. But we sat together
in small section groups, silent, feeling strange, seeking reassurance from our
closeness. Slowly it came to me: we were suddenly lost, uncertain. This was
the life we had come to accept and to know, however reluctantly. Any other
had become strange and bewildering … Killing and death had become part of
us, we accepted the constant rain, the smell of rotting growth, the night sounds
of the jungle. Now this was gone, could we become part of that strange other
life we had almost forgotten? Maybe it would be different for the older men;
they would have the beginnings of something to return to. But for the rest of
us, it would mark us for the rest of our lives.16
In the mountains of south Bougainville, Sergeant Hungerford of the 2/8th Commando
Squadron, had similar sentiments. ‘Suddenly we were unemployed, and suddenly we
had to begin thinking about returning to civvy life: and I don’t think there were many
who had a very clear idea of what that meant. I know I didn’t.’ One of the men in
Hungerford’s section summed up their feelings, ‘Jesus! A man feels half-fucked and
let go!’17
When the time came to return to Torokina, the hardest thing the commandos had to do
was say goodbye to the Bougainville Islanders. ‘It was for me, anyway’, wrote
Hungerford. Much of the squadron’s campaign had been based on their knowledge
and cooperation:
They knew their own places like the backs of their hands. They knew what lay
around the bend in every track, so they had a big say in where we put our
15

Phlegmatic is an adjective that means not easily excited to action or feeling, sluggish or
apathetic. 57th/60th Battalion war diary, August-September1945, 15 August 1945, AWM,
AWM52, item 8/3/94.
16
Medcalf, War in the Shadows, p 169.

328

ambushes. They led us in and out by the safest tracks, often those known to
nobody but their relatives, or ‘one talks’. They saved us miles of walking and
hours of reconnaissance, and – I’m certain – a lot of casualties. And now we
had to walk away from them, with no way of rewarding them for what they’d
done for us. It hurt.18
There was revelling along the Numa Numa Trail. In the days before the surrender, the
gunners of the 2nd Mountain Battery had repositioned their guns. Not wanting to see
their work wasted or carry back unused ammunition, they decided to shell a known
Japanese position. ‘Everybody wanted to fire the guns’, Lance-Bombardier Gailer
later wrote; ‘infantry, engineers, fuzzy wuzzies and even the battalion commander
pulled a lanyard to fire a gun.’ On 16 August, the gunners decided to celebrate with
‘one big fireworks display’, gathering all the surplus charges together into a big pile.
As evening dimmed, a match was put to the trail and everybody stood well clear. The
flame ran along the trail and then hit the piled charges. ‘WHOOOOOOMPH’, wrote
Gailer. ‘A tremendous flame shot towards the stars, the whole GP [gun position] was
lit up in sharp relief, then the flame died and everything turned pitch black. The
gunners cheered.’19
Forward units could not afford to relax. The Mountain Battery was supporting the 7th
Battalion who were further forward along the Trail. On 15 August, Japanese snipers
fired on one of the battalion’s forward platoons. ‘Apparently surrender news has not
arrived at enemy forward positions’, wrote the battalion’s war diarist.20
It was a similar story in the Northern Sector. Sergeant L Amor, serving with the 42nd
Landing Craft Company based on Saposa Island, felt as ‘though a great weight was
lifted’, when peace was declared, ‘and we went about our duties free of tension and
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fear.’ The peace was ‘rudely shattered’ the next day, when Amor’s landing craft was
shelled by the Japanese Naval guns on Buka Island.21
Preceding 15 August, the Japanese regularly shelled the 8th Battalion in the Bonis
Peninsula. On the 15th, two mines exploded, wounding an engineer who had been
part of an engineering party working on the road. The Islanders who were working
with the engineers went ‘bush’.22 It was not until the next day that the battalion
allowed itself to believe the war was over. ‘Everyone was relieved when no shells
were fired on us in the evening and we decided that maybe the war WAS over.’23 On
17 August, Lieutenant Tuckey wrote:
No activity. All sat around in groups. Spirits high. During the whole of the
good news, no demonstrations of joy in our particular midst – just relief.24
Celebrations erupted in Torokina. ‘Ohh! I think the news spread like wildfire’ it ‘was
a matter of joy’, remembered Captain Stanley Sly from the 55th/53rd Battalion.25
Lance-Corporal Norman Coady recalled:
everyone went bloody silly; we were dancing in the mud and the rain, most of
us, and whatnot. And we were issued with … we were issued with our
fortnight’s issue of beer. We got two bottle of beer a man. Some of the boys
didn’t drink and some of us finished up with three or four bottles of beer.26
Bill Elliot, a veteran of the Kokoda campaign, just felt ‘very relieved’, although he
was ‘Sorry for the boys we had to leave behind.’27 Corporal Trevor Harper, another
Kokoda veteran, had been resting on his stretcher and ‘doing nothing very much’
when ‘all of a sudden we could hear gun shots.’
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[It] Sounded like a wild western town coming from the battalion brigade
headquarters area and first we got on, somebody got on the telephone, rang up.
What’s it all about? And then the message came through from Div. that it was
all over and that was it.28
The first thing Corporal Stephen ‘Mac’ Macaulay, from the 12th Advanced
Workshop, knew about it was when the ships in Empress August Bay began blowing
their sirens. ‘Well the war’s over.’ Then an officer came round with a bottle of
whiskey to share, before Macaulay and his mates started on ‘some jungle juice’ they
had been brewing.29
Alan Smith also remembered the day. He was on the merchant ship S.S. River
Burdekin that was unloading cargo at the time. ‘It starts as a groundswell then breaks
into a full crescendo. Japan has surrendered. The anchorage and its foreshore goes
wild.’ Along with one thousand tonnes of ammunition onboard, there was also a
quantity of beer. The army dockers, who were unloading the vessel, went straight for
the beer.
The beer becomes common property. The Army brass sent out the Military
Police [MP] to try and stop the breeching of the cargo. Neither our officers or
crew do anything to stop the free beer. We all reckon they have earned the free
drinks on behalf of the Australian Government. It is not long before the MP’s
[sic] join in the celebrations.30
On 16 August, the Deputy Assistant Chaplain-General, RS Pickup, conducted a
Victory Thanksgiving Service at Gloucester Oval. Savige gave a ‘Victory Address’
where he acknowledged the duality of the day. Yes, there was relief, ‘but associated
with relief are the memories of hard days and of our good comrades whose supreme
sacrifice was the price of Victory’. A prayer ‘for the British Empire, Our Allies, and
the World’ was said. This was followed by a prayer ‘for the Bereaved, the Suffering
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and Our Enemies’. The service closed with the British and the American national
anthems.31
The popular English singer Gracie Fields was also a member of the Official Party
who attended the Thanksgiving Service. Fields, her husband Monty Banks, and her
concert party arrived on Bougainville just prior to the news of Japan’s surrender. She
described her role in the Victory celebrations in her autobiography:
The General who had showed me the jungle clearing where I was to sing that
evening, came up white-faced with a sort of dazed excitement. “I want you to
come with me now”, he said. It was midday. He took me to the huge clearing.
Already it was packed with … troops. With all the top brass I stood facing
them. The boys must have wondered about the small odd-looking creature I
looked, all muffled up in creased khaki. The General stepped forward. “Men,
at last I can tell you the only thing you want to know. The Japs have
surrendered … I have England’s Gracie Fields here. I am going to ask her to
sing the Lord’s Prayer.” He led me to a small wooden box. I got on to it. There
was a movement as of a great sea – every man had taken off his cap … I
started to sing. “Our Father which art in Heaven.” Because of my cold I had to
sing in a low key, but there was no sound except my voice. The hushed
thousands of men in front of me seemed even to have stopped breathing. Each
note and word of the prayer carried across the utter stillness of the rows of
bent heads till it was lost in the jungle behind them. It was the most privileged
and cherished moment of my life.32
Brigadier Stevenson thought it was ‘probably one of the most beautiful renditions that
has been heard of the song; her voice appeared to swell and embrace not only the
assemblage but the surrounding hills dominated by the volcano in the background.’33
She won more fans that afternoon when she toured the 2/1st AGH, singing in each of
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the hospital’s wards. That night, Fields gave a concert for over 3500 Allied personal
on Gloucester Oval.34
Sergeant Sid Keith, with the 13th Small Ships Company, was in the crowd. He got to
the oval an hour early and secured a good seat on the back of a truck. ‘She was
beautiful’, he remembered, wearing ‘a pink evening dress and a white flower in her
hair’ and sang ‘all the old Gracie Fields songs’, including We Won the Battle of
Waterloo, Grandpa’s Bagpipes, The Biggest Aspidistra in the World and Ave Maria.
In all, she sang about ten songs. She closed with her theme song, Wish Me Luck As
You Wave Me Goodbye. ‘She was wonderful. Everyone fell in love with Gracie that
night.’35 Private Hill, from the 26th Battalion, was also in the audience. He recalled
that during the show, ‘Gracie’ announced it was her fiftieth year, then ‘on one
occasion came out of the wings doing cartwheels like a twenty year old.’36
Fields was equally impressed with the men and the way they coped with the jungle
conditions. ‘It’s dreadfully sticky hot’, she wrote in a letter home, ‘it’s all jungle and
so different to all the other theatres of war I’ve sung in. You can just imagine what the
poor lads have gone through and it’s usually raining, something awful sometimes,
easily 6 inches of rain.’ She continued, the ‘boys are so very happy it’s all over,
they’re all shouting H.T.M. – Home To Mom, boys!’37
Along with concert parties, most units held Victory Dinners. The 2/8th Commando
Squadron held its on the last night it was in the mountains. Hungerford remembered
the menu was ‘as long as your arm’. The cooks used all of the squadron’s stores, as
they did not want to have to carry them back to the coast.38 The senior officers of the
3rd Division enjoyed an elaborate menu for their Victory Dinner on 22 September.
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Beginning with Crème a la Reine, the next course was Crumbed Merlin with Tartare
sauce, Roast Turkey with Red Currant Jelly, then Pommes Fritt Petit Pois, finishing
with Paw Paw and Bombe Anglaise and Welsh Rarebit for dessert. Tea and coffee
preceded the toast to the King.39
Brigadier Hammer attended most of the dinners held by the 15th Brigade. ‘There was
a wonderful spirit among the fellows and they conducted themselves in a most
exemplary manner, although they had tons of fun’, he told Long.40 Hammer attended
the 57th/60th Battalion’s dinner. Evidently, it was a good night. Tommasi described
the evening as having ‘plenty of grog’, and still felt ‘pretty groggy’ the next day.41
The surrender
While the Australians celebrated, there was some apprehension as to how the
Japanese would react to news of the surrender. II Corps was not going to take any
chances, so it implemented its own information program. Forty-five minutes after the
surrender was broadcast, at 10.45am on 15 August, four specially prepared Beaufort
bombers which had been standing-by for four days, took off on a leaflet dropping
mission. The Beauforts dropped 231 000 leaflets on the main Japanese areas and they
had ‘Japan surrenders’ painted in Japanese characters on the underside of the wings.42
A variety of surrender pamphlets were printed. One pamphlet stated in Japanese,
‘Japan has surrendered. The war had ended. Peace has come.’43 Another was printed
with the message ‘Japanese soldiers. Your life is your most valued possession, use it
for the new Japan. Come to an understanding, with this leaflet.’ There was also a
38
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message in English saying ‘Bearer has ceased resistance’. On the back of the
pamphlet was a message to the Bougainville Islanders. Written in Pidgin, it said the
war was over and the Japanese had been completely beaten. The Islanders were
warned to stay away from the Japanese, as the ‘Japanese will still be cross with you’,
and to ‘inform our soldiers’ if they saw any Japanese.44
On 16 August, copies of a letter from Savige to Lieutenant-General Kanda were
dropped over the headquarters of the 17th Japanese Army. Savige told Kanda to order
all Japanese army and navy troops to cease hostilities and withdraw one mile from
positions held by Australian troops. Kanda was to send an unarmed officer under a
white flag to the Mivo River crossing to discuss plans for the surrender. 45
While Savige and II Corps had been expecting Japan’s surrender for several days, it
came as a complete surprise to the 17th Army. According to senior Japanese staff
officers, the news of their defeat and surrender was ‘entirely disbelieved’, while the
appearance of the Beauforts announcing the surrender ‘caused a sensation’. The idea
of a Japanese surrender had not even been discussed. Only after repeated
confirmations from Rabaul and Tokyo that their activities were suspended and
operations discontinued was the surrender accepted. Officers stated that the 17th
Army was not defeated; they were not humiliated. Their view was that the Emperor
had merely stopped the war, not surrendered, and they were obeying his command. ‘If
anyone but the Emperor had ordered the capitulation they would have continued to
fight, and carried out their GOC’s commands until death.’46
On 18 August, the Japanese envoy, Major Otsu, accompanied by Superior-Private
Takeshita, arrived at the Mivo crossing before being escorted to the 3rd Division’s
headquarters at Toko. Questioned by Brigadier Garrett, Otsu revealed there were still
about 21 000 Japanese on Bougainville and the adjacent islands – not the 13 000 the
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Australians had estimated.47 Fortunately for the Australians, the Japanese had been
unwilling and unable to bring their superior numbers to bear against the Australians.
The official records do not give Garrett’s, or Savige’s, reaction to this news, but they
must have been shocked. Throughout the campaign, the Australians always thought
they outnumbered the Japanese. Allied intelligence had grossly underestimated the
number of Japanese. Fortunately for II Corps, Japanese commanders were never in a
position to use their superior numbers. It was also fortunate for II Corps the war
ended before it crossed the Mivo River and advanced on Buin. Doubtless, that this
would have been the bloodiest phase of the campaign as the Japanese fought to the
death. Australian casualties would have been high.
Otsu gave his assurance that Kanda would do everything in his power to promptly
surrender. Garrett gave Otsu two documents to deliver to Kanda. One told Kanda of
the arrangements being made to take him to Torokina for the signing of the surrender
documents; the other instructed Kanda to forward to Savige all possible information
about medical stores, equipment and rations held by Japanese forces.48
The first surrender ceremony to take place in the Pacific was on board the USS
Missouri in Tokyo Bay on 2 September. Japan’s Foreign Minister, Mamotu
Shigemitsu, signed the Instrument of Surrender on behalf of Japan. This brought the
Second World War to an end. Thereafter, numerous surrender ceremonies by field
commanders followed. These ceremonies were formal and steeped in ritual, with
Japanese officers handing over their swords in defeat. On 6 September, General
Hitoshi Imamura, commander of the Japanese Imperial Southeastern Army
surrendered to Lieutenant-General Sturdee on the flight deck of the British aircraft
carrier HMS Glory, off Rabaul. Kanda and the Japanese Forces on Bougainville
surrendered to Savige on 8 September. 49
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At 8am on the morning of the surrender, Kanda and his chief-of-staff, Major-General
Iasoshi Magata, along with Vice-Admiral Baron Samejime, the commander of the
Japanese Naval Forces in the Solomons, and two other staff officers, were taken on
board the frigate HMAS Diamantina and brought to Torokina. They disembarked at
11.45am.50 Standing on the wharf, waiting for the arrival of the Japanese surrender
party was Brigadier Field. It was Field, and officers from his brigade, who would
escort the Japanese to the Battle Room at Corps headquarters for the signing of the
surrender.
The harbour was busy that morning. Landing craft worked alongside anchored ships
unloading cargo, and launches sped about the bay. More landing craft lay beached on
the black sand. As Field watched the Diamantina, twelve Corsairs flew overhead in
perfect formation. After the Diamantina docked, Commander AE Fowler, commander
of the RAN on Bougainville, led the Japanese surrender party down the gangway and
handed them over to Field. The Japanese saluted, and the salute was returned. Fowler
then gave Field Kanda’s and Samejime’s swords. ‘Kanda moved slowly’, Field wrote
in a memorandum that night. He looked like a sick man.51
Takenaka was brought to Torokina, where he delivered a letter from Kanda stating that the
cease fire order had been given, but further negotiations were not possible until Kanda
received orders from his superiors. In reply, Takenaka was given a letter that stated that
Savige appreciated Kanda’s position and that a Liaison Party would be sent to the Japanese
headquarters. Meanwhile, another Japanese envoy arrived at the Mivo with a letter for Savige
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arrangements would be made for its arrival in Buin on 22 August. The Liaison Party was
cancelled however, when a RAN vessel that had been minesweeping was fired on from
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Kanda ‘was a pretty short fellow’, thought Captain Donald Simonson from the 25th
Battalion. Simonson, a Kokoda veteran, was one of the officers assigned to escorting
the Japanese. ‘He didn’t look a very strong, robust fellow at all.’ Simonson even ‘felt
sorry for him. He looked such an unfit sort of fellow [a] tired, sick and miserable
looking chap I thought.’52
Each Japanese officer was taken to a separate car, accompanied by two Australian
officers. Two military police motorcyclists escorted each car. The convoy headed
towards Corps’ headquarters.53 Field accompanied Kanda, who sat rigidly in his seat
for the trip. Kanda did not indicate if he could speak or understand English. ‘If he had
any thoughts now they could not be read in the inscrutable Oriental set of his face,
and the journey was made in silence’, Field wrote.54
Arriving at Corps headquarters at 11.55am, the Japanese surrender party were
escorted to a nearby hut where Field returned Kanda’s and Samejima’s swords.
Through an interpreter, Field told them they were to wear their swords into the
presence of the Australian commander and then lay them on the table in front of
him.55
At 12.20pm, Kanda, Samejima and two Japanese translators were escorted into the
Battle Room. Savige sat at the centre of a desk, with Garrett sitting to his right and
Brigadier SF Legge, the new DA&QMG, to his left. Another table was in front of
Savige’s desk forming a T. This was where the Japanese would sit. Behind Savige
stood Air Commodore GN Roberts, RNZAF, Group Captain DE Chapman RAAF,
Lieutenant-Colonel JP Courtney, USMC, Commander Fowler, and Savige’s ADC,
Lieutenant AJ Drewett. The Union Jack was hung on the wall between the Australian
and American flags.
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The room was well lit, as three cinema cameras and a number of photographers from
the Military History section and press filmed the ceremony. War Correspondents from
Australia and New Zealand were also present, as was a war artist. Military police
flanked the doors.56 The ‘clicking of shutters, whirr of cinema cameras and the flash
of bulbs punctuated the proceedings’. Entering the room, Kanda and Samejima
unbuckled their swords and gave them to Savige, who stood to receive them. Salutes
were exchanged and the principle participants sat down. Kanda and Samejima faced
each other.57
Speaking through an interpreter, Savige read the terms of surrender, and when asked
if he understood them, Kanda said he did. Seven copies of the surrender were signed,
first by Kanda, then Samejima, and then finally Savige.58 As part of the terms,
Japanese Forces on Bougainville and the adjacent islands were to cease all hostile
actions, and were to assemble in one of the following areas: Muguai-Maika-Kahili in
south Bougainville, Kieta Bay, Numa Numa Plantation and the Bonis Airstrip. Once
there, the Japanese were to surrender to the Australian Forces in the area and hand in
all arms and weapons, equipment and vehicles. The Japanese Forces would carry out
all orders issued or given by the commander of II Corps, ‘without question or
hesitation.’59 After Savige signed the document, he spoke to Kanda, stressing that
Kanda was now subject to his orders. Kanda said he understood this and he
acknowledged that the only way he could work for the Emperor was by doing what
Savige asked.60
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By 1.16pm, the surrender ceremony was over. Just before he left corps headquarters,
Kanda asked if he and his staff could perform a bowing ceremony in honour of the
Australian and American dead. The Japanese party formed ranks, saluted the
Australian flag, bared their heads and bowed for one minute. They replaced their caps
and saluted again. Savige spoke to Kanda, saying that he appreciated their gracious
gesture. He also said he ‘hoped that the blood shed by both the Australian and
Japanese dead will be cement to bind understanding and good will between our
Nations in [the] future.’ Kanda replied, that he ‘felt bound to be the first to offer this
gesture in honour of the Australian dead.’61 Field escorted the Japanese back to the
Diamantina for the return voyage to Buin.
That night, Albert Ellis, from the Board of the British Phosphate Commission, was
one of a number of guests Savige invited to dinner. There was an ‘atmosphere of
relaxation and relief’; Ellis later wrote. Savige had been ‘highly amused’ by a gift
given to him by Kanda. He had received two willow pattern blue vases. They had
been brought in a wooden box that the Japanese had handled so carefully that
Australian officers wondered if it contained some kind of time bomb.62
The surrender to MacArthur on board the Missouri was a huge event, witnessed by
tens of thousands of people from around the world through newsreels and the press.
Likewise, hundreds of soldiers and sailors witnessed the Japanese surrender to
Sturdee on the Glory, which also received favourable press coverage. Unlike these,
and others, the surrender on Bougainville was a subdue ceremony witnessed only by a
hand full of officers and war correspondents. It was a low-key ending for what had
been a low-key campaign.
Meeting the Japanese
In the coming weeks, the Japanese began moving to the locations set out in the terms
of the surrender. On 9 September, Brigadier Stevenson led a force from the 31st/51st
Battalion to Nauru and the Ocean Islands. On 13 September, the Diamantina arrived
61
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off Nauru and that afternoon the Japanese commander surrendered to Stevenson on
the deck of the frigate. There were 3200 Japanese and 500 Koreans on Nauru, with
another 500 Japanese on Ocean Island. They were transported to Bougainville on the
merchant ships River Burdekin and River Glenelg. The Diamantina led the convoy. It
was decided to concentrate the Japanese prisoners around Torokina and Fauro Island
for processing and repatriation to Japan, and this was done by 12 October. There were
8421 Japanese at Torokina and 18 491 on Fauro, including those brought from Nauru
and the Ocean Islands. The 7th Battalion was placed on Fauro, while other Australian
units were concentrated around Torokina.63
For the first time, Australians were able to meet their former foe. Lieutenant-Colonel
Charles Court led a small party sent to Buin, to plan for the disarming and relocation
of the 17th Army to Fauro. Part of Court’s job was to gain assurances from the 17
generals and 15 admirals that they, ‘on their honour as Officers and Gentlemen …
would not commit suicide’. The assurances were required in case some of them were
needed for War Crimes trials. Court remembered that this order was received with
‘great laughter’ from the assembled officers, once it had been translated. When order
was restored, Kanda apologised profusely to Court and said ‘Your Government has
been watching too many American movies!’ He then assured Court that they were just
as keen as he was to get home.64
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Many Australians struggled to understand the Japanese. They confronted a culture
and language that was so obviously different to their own and had been brought up
with racial stereotypes and influenced by war propaganda. In the north, Lieutenant
Tuckey and the 8th Battalion escorted the Japanese by barrage from Buka to the
Prisoner of War Cage in Torokina. Tuckey was surprised at what he saw when he
arrived in Buka. The Japanese were formed up in two groups. On one side there were
those, especially the officers, who had the best of everything in clothes and
equipment. They had clean and laundered pants and shirts, gloves, even fountain
pens. They carried ‘wads’ of notes in all denominations. In direct contrast was the
second group, who had virtually nothing. He remembered that they ‘stood in tatters’
with their clothes ‘just hanging together by patch on patch’. They wore sandals made
from old motor tyres or tubes, or wood and canvas held together by string. At their
feet were little bundles of ‘junk’ bound by old tattered and dirty blankets or hessian.
At the extreme end of the ranks were the sick; some could scarcely stand, and all
suffered malnutrition. Tuckey was amazed ‘at their hardiness and stamina in not
collapsing in the heat of the noon-day sun.’65 This scene, which so puzzled Tuckey,
clearly showed the hierarchical, even bastardry, of Japanese military culture – a
culture where, evidently, an officer’s privileges came at the expense of the other
ranks. This stood in sharp contrast to Australian military culture. When compared
with the Japanese, Australian officers and men enjoy a more equal relationship, and
junior officers experience similar conditions with their men.
As they came onto the barge, Tuckey studied the attitude and demeanour of the
Japanese. ‘I could sum them up in a dozen words, all amounting to about the same
thing – bland, obsequious, servile, docile, cooperative and indifferent.’66 Brigadier
Potts later told his daughter, that when ‘the Japanese in one section were ordered to
clean up their encampment for fear of disease, some bodies were thrown on a burning
pyre – not all of them appeared to be dead.’67
Some Australians may have changed their attitude towards the Japanese, but most
never would, forever seeing the Japanese as the ‘other’, untrustworthy and brutal. On
65
66
67

‘Will we ever understand the Japanese?’, pp 2-3, Tuckey papers, AWM, PR00440.
ibid.
Edgar, Warrior of Kokoda, p 277.

342

the evening of the surrender, Field recorded his feelings towards the Japanese and
made no attempt to hide his hostility:
Is there any sign of defeat, repentance or of moral regeneration in the Japanese
soldier? I am convinced there is none, nor could any be expected from a race
fed on the warrior tradition with its age-old legacy of barbarism and Asiatic
cruelty.’68
There was no official attempt to try to mellow the attitude of the Australians. In fact it
was almost the opposite. Fraternising with the Japanese was not permitted. In his
Routine Orders, Savige directed that all Japanese prisoners were to be treated in
accordance with the Geneva Convention, but he stressed that the Japanese had not
given such consideration to their enemies. ‘Australian troops will remember the
savage and ruthlessly brutal treatment given to personnel of the AMF captured at
Singapore and in other places.’ Therefore, there would be no attempt to mix with the
Japanese and any friendly approaches made by them were to be rebuffed. No matter
what their rank, Australian troops were not to salute any Japanese officer. Australians
were not to talk to the Japanese, except during official business, and even then
conversations were to be strictly confined to official matters. The Australians,
however, were not to use violence or threaten the Japanese, except when necessary for
personal protection.69
Although the records show no acts of violence or retribution towards the Japanese, the
Australian troops were not above humiliating their enemy whenever possible. Gunner
Cotter witnessed an example of this behaviour when a group of prisoners were
brought to Torokina. The Japanese looked ragged and their clothes were in poor
shape, but the Australian guards still gave them a ‘rough time’. The Japanese had
been ‘marched for miles and miles … as they crossed a creek or something you know
they’d have to wade through it, the Jap would put his mug down to get a drink of
water and they [the Australian guards] used to knock it out of his hands so they
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couldn’t get a drink of water’.70 At a surrender ceremony in north Bougainville,
Private SF McGrath, from the 8th Battalion, described how his mates had a joke at the
expense of a Japanese guard.
I had to laugh at the boys, they threw the Jap guard a cigg, he bent down and
picked it up, talked a bit in jap [sic] lingo and smiled, then the boys started,
they swore at him and called him all the names they could think of, and all the
jap [sic] did was stand there like an ape grinning perhaps he only new [sic] his
own lingo.71
Doctor Arthur Hector McGeogh, of the Medical Corps, took several photographs of
Japanese prisoners. One picture shows two Australian soldiers, one man has his
sleeves rolled up, wearing a beret with his Owen gun slung over his right shoulder.
The other Australian wears only trousers and a beret. Next to them are two Japanese
soldiers. The first is thin and stands with his hands on his hips. The other is older and
his ribs are clearly visible. Both Japanese stare straight into the camera. On the back
of the photo, McGeogh wrote ‘Hardly look a defeated enemy do they?’ In another
photograph, an Australian soldier stands with his fists on his hips and he has a smile
underneath his moustache. In front of him is a Japanese officer. He is wearing white
shorts and a short sleeved shirt, cap and glasses. He looks apprehensive, apparently
with good reason. McGeogh’s caption for the photo reads, ‘My RAP Sergt, with an
evil look about to “do over” Marine officer for souvenirs’. He also wrote ‘Our lads
looted the Nips for luxury goods but weren’t at all brutal, in fact too soft’.72
At least one Japanese soldier, though, appreciated the ‘humanity’ of the Australians,
whose treatment of him went ‘beyond all expectations.’ Captivity had saved his life.
‘To die or not to die, that was a question for a long time in Bougainville’, wrote
Masuto Hirano in a letter to one of his guards. ‘But on every account, I couldn’t
recognise the worth of my death’. Instead, Hirano surrendered.73
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From Pte Smith to Mr Smith: Demobilisation
After the surrender, the most important question for the Australians was ‘when could
they go home?’ Savige did not have long to wait. He was appointed as the Coordinator of Demobilisation and Dispersal, working for the Department of Post-War
Reconstruction in Australia. Savige took up this appointment on 11 October and took
Field with him as his assistant.74 Bridgeford assumed command of II Corps with Potts
becoming responsible for the remaining operational and administrative matters
created by the end of the war.
While Savige and Field were able to return home quickly, it was a frustrating wait for
others. The total strength of the AMF in August 1945 was 383 000. From this figure,
177 000 were in operational areas – there were 53 000 in New Guinea and New
Britain; 32 000 in the Solomons, 72 000 on Borneo and Morotai, and there were still
20 000 in Japanese prison camps.75
The Reconstruction and Demobilisation Committee had been established in 1943,
under the Ministry for Post-War Reconstruction, and had been reducing the size of the
army since 1944. However, in October 1945, demobilisation began in earnest. For
men, the plan for ‘demob’ was based on a points system. Men received two points for
each completed year based on their age at enlistment, plus two points for each month
of service; plus, for those men with dependents, an extra point for each month of
service. The area where a soldier served, whether overseas or in Australia, the
soldier’s rank, or the number of dependents did not matter. For example, Corporal
Jack Smith was 25 when he enlisted in March 1940 and had a wife and two children.
His total priority points were 251. This was calculated from 50 points for his age (two
times 25), 134 points for the number of months of service (two times 67 months), and
another 67 points because he had dependents. He could expect to be released
relatively quickly. At the lower end, Sapper NU Chum who was called up in March
1945 when he turned 18, and was single. He had 52 points; thirty-six points because
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of his age, and 16 points for his eight months of service. Chum would not be released
from the army for a while.76
The point system was fair in terms of rank and area of service, but it did rightly
favour older veterans and those men with families. Younger men, called up for the
AMF in the latter part of the war, were a lower priority. There were many on
Bougainville who fell into this group. They just had to wait.
Their days were mainly occupied with guarding Japanese prisoners and the normal
military routine. The army also ran educational and occupational training courses for
the men, to help prepare them for their return to civilian life. In the 15th Brigade, 20
hours each week were set aside for classes, ranging from ballroom dancing to
hydraulic engineering. Teachers and instructors were drawn from within the Brigade,
based on their civilian occupations. Refresher courses in basic subjects such as
English and Arithmetic were run first, followed by vocational subjects.77
There was time for ‘spine bashing’ and relaxing. ‘You just got used to it’, said Cotter.
He remembered that at the bottom of Mount Bagana there was a ‘beautiful’ small lake
where they used to swim, which was ‘icy cold’. He and his mates frequently went
fishing, with grenades and nitro-glycerine. The explosives were thrown into the sea,
and after the explosion, they would collect the stunned fish. As well as a good fishing
spot, Torokina was also a good surf beach with warm water. Cotter was a founding
member of the Torokina surf life saving club. He did not return to Australia until
April 1946.78
Sporting and unit competitions occupied a lot of time. When the 27th Battalion was in
the Soraken Peninsula, a barge was made available to the troops for pleasure trips to
the islands around Taiof for fishing and excursions around the reefs. The battalion
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also organised inter-unit volleyball teams.79 Similarly, the 3rd Division ran its own
cricket and Australian Rules competitions. The 23rd Brigade also hosted its own
Australian Rules competition, with teams representing Victoria and ‘the Rest’ drawn
from men of the brigade. There was the Torokina Soccer Association, tennis clubs
and a Rugby League competition. An all-day cycling carnival was held at the
Gloucester Park Track. Races had names like ‘Heats of Hongorai Handicap’ and the
‘Numa Numa Derby’.80
A welcome escape came with a wedding. On 24 September, Private R Burke, from
the 27th Battalion, married Sister Dwyer, from the 2/1st AGH, in the hospital’s
chapel. Lieutenant-Colonel Pope was the best man.81
Many veterans and battalion histories comment on the sadness of seeing so many
familiar faces disappear, as over time II Corps faded away. Men were discharged or
posted to other units. Some became involved in the War Crimes trials, while others
volunteered for what was to become the British Commonwealth Occupation Force.
Those left behind wondered when their release would came. Some became
increasingly frustrated at the slow process. One soldier even wrote to Chifley, to
inform him of the ‘dissatisfaction that has risen among the Bougainville troops with
your administration.’ The soldier asked, ‘Why must we stay here, on the brink of
desperation, on this remote island, our job done?’ He wondered how Australia could
have come of age as a nation if she did not have the resources to transport 200 000 ‘of
her sons’ a few hundred miles?82
Replying to the letter, Chifley said ‘transport’ was the problem. Australia did not have
enough ships and aircraft to repatriate all of its troops quickly, and the Australian
Government had to rely on the British Government, as they controlled all shipping.

79

27th Battalion war diary, September-November 1945, December 1945-Appendices, 3
September 1945, AWM, AWM52, item 8/3/65.
80
Torokina Times, 17 November 1945.
81
27th Battalion war diary, September-November 1945, December 1945-Appendices, 24
September 1945, AWM, AWM52, item 8/3/65.
82
Letter Sgt KL Thorpe to Prime Minister Chifley, 21 October 1945, NAA, M1455, item 44.

347

‘This is a world-wide problem and is the sole factor in determining the number of
Australian troops who can be brought home’, wrote the Prime Minister.83
Protest, Prime Minister Chifley, and going home
Chifley experienced this frustration first hand two months later, when he made a
surprise tour of New Guinea and the Solomons, spending the Christmas/New Year
week with the troops. Chifley had Christmas dinner with the men at Lae, then went to
Rabaul, Wewak, Madang, Torokina and Milne Bay. Everywhere he went he held
informal gatherings with the troops. Chifley would speak briefly, then patiently and
carefully answer at length the questions asked of him.84
Chifley’s silver Douglas C47 landed at Piva North airstrip in Torokina, at 10.15am on
27 December. Chifley was to proceed to Rabaul at 1pm, but the weather was poor,
with heavy rain and low visibility, so it was decided to stay overnight at Torokina.
That afternoon the pilot, Flying-Officer Eric Holt, rang the RAAF station to make
sure a guard was posted for the night.
At 10pm, Chifley’s secretary rang Holt to tell him that one of the plane’s tires had
been let down. Holt assembled his crew and went to the aircraft. Someone had
unscrewed the port tyre’s valve cap, letting the air out of the tyre. Holt could not see
the guard; it turned out he had been guarding a silver Beaufighter one hundred yards
away. Chifley was scheduled to leave at 7am the next day, so Holt made
arrangements for a test flight at 6am.
When Holt arrived at the airfield the next morning, he was told that on ‘run up’, the
port engine kept dropping revs. Checking the aircraft, it was found that three spark
plug leads had been unplugged. When the fuel tanks’ drain points were checked, the
petrol ran out with a yellow discolouration. Holt assumed that this was atebrin. He
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asked for the drain point to be checked again and while the fuel ran clear, there was a
yellow discolouration from the filter cock. A sample was not obtained as the fuel ran
clear before anyone thought to gather a container. The engines were again ‘run up’
and Holt took the plane for a flight at 6.30am. The aircraft performed well; Chifley
arrived and they took off shortly afterwards. Holt reported that the ‘interference
would appear to me to have been made by a person familiar with aircraft. The
interference was of a very superficial nature and would be, and was, readily detected
on daily inspection.’85
As part of an aircraft’s pre-flight checks, an aircraft’s fuel tanks’ drain points were
checked for water and its engines were ‘run up’. Even if Holt had not been altered to
the fact that his aircraft had been interfered with, the discoloured fuel would have
been discovered the next day as part of the normal pre-flight check, and the plane
probably would not have taken off. The incident was a form of protest, rather than an
assassination attempt. The saboteur or saboteurs may have thought that if they had to
stay on Bougainville, then so too should Chifley. It is also a something of an irony
that this protest should be made with atebrin, one of the aspects of military life most
resented by the troops. The perpetrator was never discovered. The Air ministry’s file
on the investigation was sent to Chifley in March, whereupon he ordered further
investigations, but nothing more was discovered and no one was ever charged.86
Evidently the incident was well known, although in the retelling it became more
malicious. In January 1946, Ewen wrote ‘Everybody is jacking up on Bougainville
they are sick of Government and Army bungling – we know the Government doesn’t
want us back in Aust. They even tried to kill the PM when he came over at Xmas.’87
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It was slow, but the repatriation process progressed smoothly. Most men were back in
Australia by January 1946, and 80 per cent had been discharged by the middle of the
year.88 Ewen was in this group.
A lot had happened since his earlier diary entries. Since coming out of action, he ‘did’
three months Field Punishment and was demoted to private. He and seventy-four
others had refused to go back into action until they were given the leave they were
due. The officers and half of the battalion had been given their leave, when the
battalion was ordered ‘back up’. ‘We refused to go – 3 days later Peace was declared
– luck?!’ Ewen and a mate were sentenced to 18 months. Coming out of the ‘boob’,
he and his mate were split up, with Ewen going to the 8th Battalion.89 His final
journal entry was written on 17 January 1946, while on board the troopship Anatina,
three days out from Bougainville. They hoped to be in Brisbane the next day. Ewen
wrote there were officially 1100 troops on board with about 200 stowaways.
Everybody on board is happy for at last we are heading in the right direction –
Home. As I watched Bougainville sink into the mist I couldn’t help but think
that the 12 months I’d spent there seemed years and years. I thought of the
chaps who were with me when we landed off the “Cape Victory” in Nov, and
who will remain here forever. When I landed here shells were bursting on the
point. When we left they were swimming and riding surf-boards around the
same point … The tucker is pretty crook and I’m looking forward to a good
juicy steak next week. And soo [sic] this diary finishes.90
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Conclusion

Bougainville was one of the largest operations conducted by the AMF during the
Second World War. Few Australians know the details of the battles – Little George
Hill, Tsimba Ridge, Porton Plantation, Slater’s Knoll or the Mivo River. If they had
heard of the campaign, it is likely that what they had heard was that the Bougainville
Campaign was ‘unnecessary’. Yet Bougainville was not an ‘unnecessary’ campaign.
Although it would not change the outcome of the war, the campaign still needed to be
fought. Its military conduct was sound and it fulfilled the Australian Government’s
long-standing political and strategic agenda.
When Blamey presented his appreciation of the operations in the mandated territories
to the War Cabinet in May 1945, he clearly set out the rationale for an aggressive
campaign.1 The Japanese on Bougainville, as in New Guinea and New Britain, were
a sizeable force. They had not ‘withered on the vine’, as MacArthur had hoped, and
had become largely self-sufficient. The Japanese could still menace Torokina – hence
the large number of troops MacArthur insisted upon garrison the base. Although there
were elements of pride and one up man-ship over the size of the relieving Australian
forces, ultimately, it was MacArthur who had made offensive operations an option
that the Australians could choose. Blamey felt, with good reason, that there were too
many Australian troops for them to just remain inactive. Australian troops were
unlikely to respond well to the static garrison role conducted by the Americans. The
Australians would, therefore, engage in limited offensives that nonetheless did
eventually destroy the Japanese capacity to fight.
Having witnessed the AIF’s exclusion from the Philippines, Blamey must have felt
that there was no guarantee that the AMF would maintain an active role in the defeat
of Japan. If the Australians in the mandated territories undertook controlled
offensives, this would at least keep the AMF active. In doing this, Blamey was acting
1
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in accordance with the Government’s desires. Curtin felt that if Australia were to have
a say in the post-war world, as happened after the First World War, the AMF had to
remain active right to the end of the war. If Australia were to be taken seriously as a
middle power in the Pacific, it was logical that the Australian army should be
liberating Australian territory or territory that was under Australian control by
international agreement. As a colonial power, many Australians felt obliged to
liberate the Islanders from Japanese oppression.
While Curtin had an eye on the international sphere and future events, the
Government’s more pressing issue was manpower. Since 1944, the Government had
been pressing the AMF to reduce its size. Once the Japanese threat to Bougainville
and New Guinea had been eliminated, the number of Australian troops in these areas
could be reduced and this would allow for the continued systematic reduction of the
AMF.
Blamey’s reasoning fulfilled the wishes of the politicians. Blamey’s instruction to
Sturdee and First Army undertake ‘offensive action to destroy enemy resistance …
without committing major forces’ worked.2 On New Britain, the Australians
contained the Japanese to the territory around Rabaul. Any attack against Rabaul itself
would have incurred heavy casualties. The Australians were right not to attack. But on
Bougainville and in New Guinea, the situation was different. Believing that they
outnumbered the Japanese, they only attacked when they thought they would be
successful and minimum casualties. Therefore, Blamey had justifiable military and
political reasons for his policy of measured aggressive action.
However, while his policy was sound, in practice, Blamey erred by not keeping
Curtin and the War Cabinet adequately informed of the situation. Consequently, when
the necessity of the final campaigns were criticised, and the Government was forced
into investigating their conduct, it appeared as though Blamey had been caught out.
His motives were seen to be suspect and questionable, with the Government
retrospectively rubberstamping his decision. Had Blamey kept Curtin fully briefed,
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Curtin could have immediately countered the criticisms. If this had happened in 1945,
then Bougainville may not have been remembered as an ‘unnecessary’ campaign.
When discussing the Bougainville campaign, not only is the label ‘unnecessary’
misleading, but it also denigrates what was a successful campaign. By the end of the
war, II Australian Corps had contained the Japanese around Numa Numa in the
Central Sector, reached the Bonis Peninsula in the Northern Sector, and was preparing
for the final advance on Buin in the Southern Sector. Five hundred and sixteen
Australians were killed on Bougainville. Among these, 408 were killed in action, 102
died from their wounds and another six were missing – presumed dead. One thousand,
five hundred and seventy two men were wounded. In the main, it was the infantry
who incurred the causalities.3 While every death was heartbreaking, and every wound
was a source of anxiety for the families of the men, the AMF described the casualty
figures as ‘low’.4 And they were. II Corps had captured a lot of ground and had done
so with comparatively few casualties.
The Japanese had fared far worse. When the Americans landed at Torokina in
November 1943, there were about 65 000 Japanese on the islands. When the Japanese
surrendered to Savige, there were just 23 822. The US Marine Corps and XIV US
Army estimated they had killed 9890 Japanese between November 1943 and
November 1944. From November 1944 to August 1945, II Corps claimed 8789
Japanese killed. This figure included those killed by the AIB and the Bougainville
Islanders. One hundred and thirty eight prisoners had been taken.5 Seventeen Japanese
soldiers were killed for every Australian killed. The exact number of Japanese
casualties, however, will never be known. In June 1945, when the 17th Army
anticipated the Australians were preparing to attack Buin, the Japanese burnt all their
records and papers. When Japanese staff officers were questioned in September and
3
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October 1945, they estimated that about 30 000 Japanese had died from sickness and
disease.6
The Australians clearly had the advantage over the Japanese. Though cut off from the
outside world, the Japanese refused to surrender. The Japanese, however, were also
let down by their strategy. They lost the Central Sector by thinly deploying their
troops in isolated villages or mountain ridges, which the Australians attacked and
captured one at a time. In the Southern Sector, once the Japanese attack was broken at
Slaters Knoll, it was not until the Australians reached the Mivo River that the
Japanese recovered and were able to organise and coordinate their defences. It was
only in the Northern Sector that the Japanese had any success. Here they kept their
forces together, conducted a fighting withdrawal and, in the end, forced the
Australians to concede ground. But they paid dearly for their success. Even when the
Australians attacked prepared defensive positions, when attackers should incur
substantial casualties, the Japanese still lost heavily. At Tsimba Ridge, more than five
Japanese were killed for every Australian; the ratio was six to one at Porton.
Savige and his commanders employed a successful strategy of probing and
consolidating without risking everything in a single large attack. Savige’s controlled
offensive worked well. When attacking a Japanese position, fighting patrols were
used as a precursor to the main attack, to harass and weaken the Japanese defences.
Air and artillery strikes would then bombard the position, before the infantry attacked.
Where the terrain allowed, Japanese positions were outflanked and attacked from
behind. These tactics were extremely effective. So too was the practice of using the
Central Sector as a ‘nursery’ for inexperienced units. This gave them a chance to be
‘blooded’ before deployment to more active sectors.
Savige’s story has been interwoven into the history of the campaign. Savige had
survived two world wars. He had enlisted as a private and fought at Gallipoli, and
rose through the ranks to become a lieutenant-general and a corps commander. The
Second World War left a mixed legacy for Savige personally and for his military
reputation. In 1950, Savige was awarded the Knight Commander of the Most
6
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Excellent Order of the British Empire (KBE) and his investiture took place in 1952.7
But his war service took its toll on him psychologically, rather than physically. For
the short remainder of his life, Savige struggled with depression. Legacy’s historian
noted that Savige had returned from the war a changed man. ‘Tired and tense, he was
quick to anger’ and had a highly developed sensitivity to criticism.8 Russell, Savige’s
biographer, observed that Savige always had a hot temper, but his suspicion of
perceived enemies and attempts to undermine him grew into resentment and
bitterness.9
In March 1953, Lilian, his wife, died and two months later, on 15 May, Savige died at
his home in Goldthorne Avenue, Kew. His funeral service was held three days later in
St Pauls Cathedral, Melbourne. He was buried with full military honours.10
One aim of this thesis has been to bring home to the reader the human qualities of
Savige, Bridgeford, the infantry brigadiers, and the battalion commanders: they
deserve more than just the ‘dead reading’ of biographical footnotes. Many clearly
warrant their own biographies.

Each commander had his own strengths and

weaknesses; each had his own peculiarities and eccentricities. They varied in their
personalities, experience and abilities. II Corps was a large organisation and forced
them to work together. This thesis has shown how they related and interacted with
each other. Personality played as much a part in the decision making process as
strategic and tactical concerns, for examples, the contrast between Field’s keenness in
pushing his battalion commanders forward and Hammer’s doubts over the necessity
of the campaign; or the breakdown of the working relationship between Bridgeford
and Monaghan; and Savige having to rein-in Potts’s ambitious plans. This was also
true for a number of battalion commanders. As Savige said, the ‘human aspects’ of
command should always be remembered.11 The fact that such different, and
sometimes difficult, individuals did meld into what was on the whole an effective
team suggests that the Australian army did function effectively on Bougainville.
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Another aim of the thesis was to reveal the personal experiences of the men – their
thoughts, feelings and fears. When the campaign began, many men were enthusiastic
to get into battle for the first time and have ‘a crack’ at the ‘Japs’. This enthusiasm
waned when they experienced combat: the strain of patrolling, the tension of being
shelled and the fear of constant Japanese attacks. Nothing could prepare the men for
the hell of Porton Plantation or the intensity of Slater’s Knoll. Bougainville was a
brutal campaign. No quarter was one asked for and none was given. Both sides
committed acts of extreme violence.
The men themselves wondered how the world would understand their experience.
How could anyone who was not on the island ever understand or appreciate what had
happened? Would anyone ever try to tell their stories? Sergeant Ewen asked himself
these questions one evening during the campaign:
I shudder every time I look at the map and see those little dashes that indicate
tracks. It all looks so cold and matter-of-fact yet to me they mean a whole lot
more as it was my mates and myself that found most of them and mapped
them all. We know the price it cost to put them on the map. A price paid for
with human life. There are two inches of track which I mapped under fire the
whole way and which cost 3 of our boys wounded. We wonder if this map up
here on the wall of the dug-out means more to us then just lines and figures.
To us it means blood and sweat and days of intense nervous tension …
Perhaps when years later school-kiddies when they pick up maps of these
islands and find names of roads and hills and rivers such as Blanches Junction,
Hollands Stream and Slaters Knoll may wonder how they were named. How
are they to know that somewhere along the road lays the body of the man its
called after. Or that that little blue stream running along over the map once
held hidden Jap foxholes in its banks, and out of which a stream of bullets cut
the thin line of life of the soldier – who was the first to attempt to cross it.
Again perhaps a child may ask his father where Slaters Knoll is and if his
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father was a member of the Bde he will know, only to [sic] well, every line,
every battered tree on it.12
There was no escape from the strain and tension of jungle warfare. It was the ‘nervous
strain’ of waiting that wore down a man’s nerves. As Lance-Corporal Medcalf
explained it was not always the actual fighting, it was ‘the knowledge that every
minute of every hour, it could happen.’13
Men could not live in this prolonged sense of apprehension indefinitely. They were
pushed to their limits, and some were pushed beyond – their health failed and they
broke down. Each found his own way of coping with the stress. Ewen took comfort in
black humour and stories from the First World War. Medcalf tried to close his mind
to his surroundings. Some men from the 9th and 61st Battalions went on ‘strike’ and
refused to follow orders until they were given a rest from the front line. Others just
tried not to think about the war at all, and rarely spoke of their experiences.
Yet despite the stress and strain of combat, most of the soldiers on Bougainville
seemed to prefer the fact that they would be going on the offensive. There was
something distinctive about the Australian soldier, both volunteer and conscript. In
comparison to the Americans and Japanese on Bougainville, the Australians seemed
the most enthusiastic about actually fighting a war. The Australians seemed to take
the attitude that they were there to fight the enemy, that this was their job. They did it
very well. Perhaps inspired by stories of the offensive spirit of the First AIF,
Australian troops could not just sit in Torokina, ‘with their tails between their legs’,
and wait for the war to end.14 When Potts’s 23rd Brigade was deployed in the Outer
Islands, for example, men sought either discharge or transfer as a way to escape the
boredom of garrison duties. Combining an enthusiasm to engage the enemy and a
disdain for routine, the Australian soldiers on Bougainville reflected the influence of
the ‘Digger myth’ and ‘Anzac legend’.
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The Bougainville campaign offered another insight into the Australian experience of
war. A predominant sub-theme running throughout this thesis was the dispute
between the AIF and the militia. While the dispute had its origins in the discrepancies
in pay and conditions that had existed between the AIF and the militia, the dispute
quickly became one about perceived soldierly ability. As volunteers, the AIF assumed
that they were superior soldiers. The conscripts of the militia resented the AIF’s air of
superiority and the implication that the militia were ‘chocolate soldiers’ who would
not fight and would melt under fire. The AIF-militia rivalry was present on
Bougainville. Nothing could ignite men’s passions more than the divide between
those who had an ‘X’ in their service number and those who were ‘chocos’. Such a
response was not confined to the men. Many officers maintained the attitude that it
was the AIF who were the better soldiers – Brigadier Simpson said as much to Long.
Such an attitude led to Lieutenant-Colonel Webster’s alienation from his 57th/60th
Battalion and Lieutenant-Colonel Dexter, from the 61st Battalion, having a mental
breakdown. The thesis could not determine which group fought best, but it could be
safely said that the militia more than held their own.
It should not be forgotten that the Australians had not been alone in their campaign.
As seen at Porton and in the Southern Sector, the air cover provided by the RNZAF
was invaluable and saved the lives of many Australians. So too had the Bougainville
Islanders. The war had come to their island, and many areas suffered adversely during
the Japanese occupation. Once the Australians gained control of an area, refugee
camps were established, as were ‘native’ hospitals. Yet while some of the
Bougainville Islanders were victims of the war, others were active participants.
Whether in front as scouts, behind as carriers, or on the fringes fighting a guerrilla
war, the Bougainville Islanders were vital to the Australian campaign.
After the war, years later, veterans of the campaign came to realise that while they
may have left Bougainville, Bougainville would not leave them. The legacy of the
campaign would manifest itself in life-long friendships, nightmares, health problems,
and in a myriad of other ways. On Anzac Days and at unit reunions, the men would
share reminiscences and tell tales. There were problems, too, in the fact that wives
and families would sometimes struggle with men who would not talk about ‘the War’
while veterans struggled with grandchildren who were bored with grandpa’s war
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stories; but some paid attention. The Bougainville campaign became something to
identify with, as veterans realised that they were part of something bigger than just
themselves – they were part of that global event, the Second World War and the
defence of Australia from a feared Japanese invasion. Witness to this is the letters,
diaries, and recollections the men donated to archives and museums. It helps explain
why men in their eighties would welcome a total stranger into their home and sit and
talk for hours about things that happened sixty years ago. Their experiences are worth
telling, and worth preserving.
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