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For the Sappers who made history in small ships, and for today’s Marine Specialists, who continue the tradition in littoral logistics.


Before their faithful service fades into oblivion ...
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Major General Stephen Day


This is a book for true believers. For those who enjoy and understand the real affection that can be established by a crew for their ship. For those who want to know about the Army’s ‘navy’. And for those who have an insatiable curiosity for our military history. It is a book for those who believe that all these things matter.


It gives us the essence of the history of Army’s small ships. This in itself is important because today that story is little known and less told. But mostly it tells the tale of the two decade life and journey of the AV1379 Tarra. A ship painted green not grey, where the bosun is a Sergeant, where the Wardroom is a Mess.


Whilst Major Jack Peel tries to tell the tale with a clear and objective eye, the affection that he had for Tarra, and those who crewed her, is ever apparent. Some units have an incommunicable appeal about them. They demand much from the individual, yet they seem to give back more than they ask. They become the yardstick by which you gauge other units and other experiences. Those fortunate enough to be posted to such a unit, or ship, experience military service at its most enjoyable. Tarra, it seems, was such a ship.


As the Representative Colonel Commandant of the Royal Australian Engineers I want to recognise the diligent, professional and, when necessary, brave, service of the thousands of soldiers and their proud vessels in littoral logistics both in peace and at war whilst members of the Corps.


Whilst it has been some decades since Army’s small ships and their crews passed from the Royal Australian Engineers to the Royal Australian Corps of Transport the role they played remains a source of pride for us today. It is a history kept alive in the Museum at the School of Military Engineering where the brass footplate and ship’s bell of Tarra are preserved. And it is a history that will be better understood as a result of this, Major Jack Peel’s, wonderful contribution.





Major General Stephen Day, DSC, AM
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PROLOGUE





During the period I was fortunate enough to command the Australian Army Maritime School at Chowder Bay, on Sydney Harbour, historians and archaeologists were on site preparing for the conservation of specific buildings to National Trust standard. The school staff showed considerable interest in these activities, and it soon became apparent that original construction details and the early history was available, but few records of the Second World War, or service in the immediate aftermath of the war, existed.


I thoroughly enjoyed my visits to the Sergeants’ Mess, and in accordance with the mess local rules I exercised my privilege as a former crew member of Tarra to ring the ship’s bell. The members knew the rules, but with the passing of the years, few remained who could explain why the mess displayed a brass footplate, a photo of an old wooden ship, and a polished bell stamped TARRA 1945.


My time as Chief Instructor was coming to an end at the school. I saw an urgent need to record the history of this well-loved ship and her incredible career at home and in Papua New Guinea waters, immediately after the war in the Pacific. The influence she had on the Army Transportation Service was significant in maintaining and developing the skills still in use today.


I was encouraged by the contributions from her first Master Captain, Arthur Tolano - retired, who wrote the original foreword from the Sir Leslie Moreshead War Veterans Home, Canberra, 17 June 1987.


AV1379 was a very good sea boat, handy and comfortable in comparison to many of the earlier craft operated by the soldiers turned mariners who were privileged to serve in Water Transport and Small Ship Companies. In the early days of the Second World War, vessels were uncomfortable for the crew, lacking water, and in primitive living conditions crews consumed hard rations. However, despite the ‘hard laying’ (a term used by the Navy to denote such conditions), the magnificent efforts of these men, who were often inexperienced, were many times lauded and appreciated by Senior Officers of the Army who were charged with the responsibility of Australia’s war effort. By the end of the war, our ‘small ships’ had travelled as far afield as Borneo. All arrived in that country without any serious accidents to men or ships — truly a feat of seamanship and navigation. Also, it must be remembered that the vessels were not equipped with radar or modern systems of precise navigation.


The original publication was dedicated as follows:


For the Warrant Officers and Senior Non-Commissioned Officers of the Army Maritime School Sergeants’ Mess to whom our History is entrusted — and with whom our future remains. 25 August 1987.


Major David Bell, on assuming command, lodged the booklet with the Mitchell Library as an unpublished document. In retirement, I took on the task of completing these early efforts. Although my time on board Tarra was short, I completed my marine engineering training on her, and I always saw her as the link between the Wartime AIF Water Transport and the post-war ‘Army Small Ships’. My passion continues to be the prevention of her 20 years of faithful service to the nation from fading into oblivion.




INTRODUCTION










Army Small Ships




Many would question the justification for the Australian Army to be operating seagoing ships and would be surprised to learn that by the 30 September 1945, 2029 vessels of all types had been delivered to the Australian Army with a further 167 still under construction. The assortment included launches, trawlers, ketches, motor vessels, tugs, lighters, and powered dinghies. Further, by war’s end in 1945, the army had justified the production of 846 purpose-built small ships.


The actual number of Army Vessels is difficult to determine due to a lack of complete records. However, Brian Alsop, in his publication Australian Army Watercraft: The Unknown Fleet, discovered that the army had issued more than 2060 Army registration numbers. Even though some vessels appeared in the general list, the discrepancy in the records may have resulted from orders placed by Special Operation Forces under security classification1.


The statistics for the period January 1942 to July 1945;


• about 600 small craft carried


• 1,016,557 tons of general cargo,


• 1,490,012 passengers,


• in 141,319 voyages totalling 1,885,290 sea miles in operational areas.



The above statistics reveal a colossal achievement particularly as they exclude all work on the Australian mainland, and the Wau to Bulldog Road, a secret operation to build a second crossing of the Owen Stanley Range. The Wau to Bulldog Road was a massive, almost impossible undertaking. Unfortunately, it being an urgent secret operation, records were not kept.


Without water transport, the Torres Strait garrisons at Merauke could not have been maintained. The North Australian missions and outstations would have starved, the RAAF could not have remained at Exmouth Gulf, and there could have been no campaigns on the north coast of New Guinea and Bougainville, according to Major General R.R. McNicoll who wrote Volume Three of the History of the Royal Australian Engineers’ Teeth and Tail.


Apart from the need to provide a Tug and Lighter Company to rapidly unload and turn around ships under constant air attack in the Port of Tobruk, in North Africa, the Australia Imperial Force (AIF) consisted predominantly of three Infantry Divisions. Not since the Gallipoli campaign, when the Royal Australian Navy Bridging Train conducted logistics-over-the-shore operations, did Australia have to provide logistic support to her fighting forces.


When the Japanese entered the war, Australia relied on their British counterparts for their combat supplies and logistic support. This was when the nation faced the need to react to the Japanese invasion of Australian territory to the north. It soon became apparent though that supplies from Australia had to move along a sea-based line of communication, with final distribution by ‘small craft’.


In the Australian jurisdiction of New Guinea, only four modes of transport were possible: manpower or pack animal, aircraft, or small ship. Neither manpower nor aircraft alone could transport the quantities of material required, and there were no facilities for ships to discharge. Wharves, storage sheds, cranes, tugs and lighters, fuel, water, labour and road transport are required to discharge a vessel efficiently.


Such commercial ports in New Guinea were limited. The only facilities other than Port Moresby were Rabaul and Lae, but the enemy occupied both. Therefore the option of small ships and barges was adopted to deliver the necessities of war to isolated locations2.


The concept of a fleet of small craft was not a new idea, Laidlaw and Ray’s book The Raggle Taggle Fleet, provided details of the US Army Small Ships command. The sea adventurers, brothers John and Adam Fahnestock, both from privileged New York families, suggested the idea of a unit of small sailing ships manned by adventurous civilians and soldiers with sailing experience to deliver supplies to Bataan still held by US Forces. The brothers had cruised the area in the 130-foot 3-masted Grand Banks fishing schooner Director II in 1939 and 1940, and they convinced others that small craft and ships would be necessary for any war in the Pacific3.


When General Douglas MacArthur heard of their idea, the brothers were commissioned as officers in the US Army and were flown into Melbourne in March 1942 to establish a Small Ships Section for MacArthur’s South West Pacific Area. Their unit was named Small Ships Supply Command, and later Small Ships Division, under the Transportation Service of the US Army Forces in Australia (USAFIA). The US Army Small Ships’ mission was to deliver ammunition, medical supplies and perishable food to outlying bases that could not be reached by deep draft ships, and to assist in tactical operations when required.



The US Army Service of Supply (USOS) was first to purchase suitable vessels in Australian ports, thereby getting the best available resources. The first civilian hired was John Botterill, known as Jack from Botterill and Fraser boat builders in Melbourne. He was the designer and builder of the acclaimed Australian Army 40-foot wooden workboat, eight of which had been built in 1942, he was experienced in dealing with Government authorities. His hire by the United States Supply Service was a shrewd move to ensure they got the best available vessels. Jack was familiar with the small craft industry and thoroughly surveyed each potential boat, and determined an appropriate value for acquisition by the American Government 4.



The following month (April 1943) the first Australian Water Transport Group was raised at Clifton Gardens in Sydney, and it followed the Americans in searching for suitable small craft. The vessels available to the army at that time were often small craft the navy or USOS had rejected. Refits and modifications helped, but most shipbuilders were engaged in building for the British, American or Australian navies. When the War Cabinet considered the Army’s growing requirement for purpose-built ships and small craft, and that boat building facility in Australia was fully committed to the US, British and Australian Navy construction programs or repairs, a crisis was acknowledged, and government control of the industry was implemented.


At that time, 32 (which later increased to 34) 125-foot wooden cargo vessels were under construction for the Department of Commerce at State government yards in Hobart and Fremantle, close to the supply of timber and boat-building tradesmen. They were needed to maintain the capacity of coastal shipping following the sinking of merchant vessels in Australian Waters.


[image: #image]


The yard of the Tasmanian Ship Building Board at Prince of Wales Bay in April 1943. AWM 051597.



Naval Architect, Joe Leask, from the Navy Office in Melbourne, is credited with the original design for the two variants. The twenty-six 125-foot wooden cargo vessels and six 125-foot refrigerated cargo vessels were under construction in the Hobart yard, which built 20, including six refrigerated cargo vessels with the remaining 12 in Fremantle5.


Tarra, as the third last of the 300-ton class of vessels built in Tasmania, benefited from early identification of problems before her launching. Further, there was a noticeable improvement in craftsmanship. A list of the 125-foot wooden cargo vessel is in Appendix A. Tarra slipped into the waters of the Prince of Wales Bay in the morning of 18 July 19456.
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One of 13 125-f0oot Wooden Cargo Vessels under construction at north Fremantle. AWM 092863.


The name ‘Tarra’ is said to be in honour of Charlie Tarra, an Aboriginal man who guided Strzelecki and his party through Gippsland in 1840. Charlie also gave his name to the Tarra River, which runs through Tarra Valley National Park located about 220 km from Melbourne in the Strzelecki Ranges7.


This book will follow the life and times of AV1379 Tarra, from her launch a month before the war in the Pacific ended, until she died of shame 20 years later. The story focuses on the need for army-operated small ships in dumping time-expired ammunition and delivering dangerous cargos to Australian ports.


Tarra provided a regular economical shipping service to the Australian Mandated Territory of New Guinea, where she assisted in the development of the Commonwealth War Graves cemetery and in the development of an economy. Her regular service greatly assisted in the development of the Pacific Islands Regiment by providing transport for their coastal deployment an in the construction of the Vanimo outstation.


During her time in New Guinea, she reflected credit to the Australian Military Forces in rescuing the crew of a sinking ship and in standing by larger vessels aground on reefs until appropriate assistance arrived. She also provided trained crew members for the more sophisticated Landing Ships of the 1960s. Tarra achieved a sound reputation, and although her carrier pigeons gave way to radio, she did not receive her first navigation radar until 1955.


The history of this well-loved ship and her crews should be acknowledged before they pass into oblivion.




CHAPTER 1










An Overview




‘A date which will live in infamy’ - this was how the United States President, Franklin Roosevelt, described 7 December 1941. At 7.48 am local time, Japanese aircraft attacked the United States Naval Base at Pearl Harbour. The bombing killed more than 2,300 Americans. The Japanese invasion of Rabaul, the principal town in New Britain, followed on the 23 January 1942. Then on the 19 February, the same aircraft that attacked Pearl Harbour raided Darwin in the most significant single attack ever mounted by a foreign power on Australia.


On that day, 242 Japanese aircraft, in two separate raids, attacked the town, as well as the ships in Darwin harbour, and the town’s two airfields in an attempt to prevent the Allies from using Darwin as a base to contest the invasion of Timor, Java and New Guinea8.


Following the Great War of 1914-18, when the German-occupied territory was distributed among the victors as mandated territory by the authority of Article 22 of the Covenant of the Leagues of Nations, Australia became responsible for protecting their mandated island nations to the north. The islands north of the equator in the western Pacific were to be administered by Japan except Nauru which was allocated to Australia. Supervision was to be provided by the League of Nations Permanent Mandates Commission which had no real powers and in 1946 was replaced by the United Nations trusteeship system9.


Two governing principles formed the core of the Mandate System, being the civil administration of the territory and the development of the region for the benefit of its native people Australia accepted the challenge.


When Japan attacked New Britain on 23 January 1942, Australia was already fielding a fighting force of three Infantry Divisions, each of about 20,000 men. The 6th, 7th and 8th Divisions, less a Brigade, were all deployed overseas under overall British command, where they were able to rely on their British counterparts for their combat supplies and a significant proportion of their logistic support.


Whereas the ill-fated, Gull Force at Ambon, as well as the Sparrow Force in Timor, and the Lark Force in Rabaul, New Britain, which were based on three reinforced 8th Division Infantry Battalions positioned on separate but likely enemy lines of approach, had to fend for themselves.


At this point, Australia was only beginning the development of a logistic support force that was urgently needed to support the military and civilian activity in Papua New Guinea and the islands to the north10.


As mentioned previously, within Papua and New Guinea, the only modes of transport available were manpower or pack animal, aircraft, or small ship. Neither carriers nor planes alone could transport the weight, or the quantities of ammunition, engineer stores, medical aid and fighting materials needed by the units in contact with the enemy. Facilities for the discharge of cargos from ocean-going vessels along the north coast of New Guinea would take time to build.


To provide for the US and Australian Forces, along with the civilian population of New Guinea, it was necessary to establish a secure sea-based line of communication from Australian ports direct to Port Moresby. It was here that the one remaining port with the facilities to unload the merchant ships was not in enemy hands. The actual distribution of consumer goods to the fighting forces would be by army-operated smaller watercraft or landing barge.


The war came to Australian territory on the 23 January 1942. The Japanese invaded Rabaul, the principal town in New Britain. The occupation of Rabaul resulted in a bloodbath. Within six months, almost 2000 Australian soldiers and civilians were dead. Many tried to escape by taking to the jungle and heading south, but the Japanese rounded them up and executed them. The victims included thousands of native New Guineans. People of other nationalities would also die from atrocities committed in Australian Mandated Territories following the invasion.


The invasion of Rabaul was probably the most significant military and civilian disaster of the Second World War and prompted the Chief of the General Staff, Lieutenant General Vernon Sturdee to advise the Australian Prime Minister that the Senior Army Officer in Port Moresby should have full authority over civilian affairs in New Guinea.


The following message was sent to government outstations in Papua and New Guinea on 6 February 1942:



COMMONWEALTH AUTHORISED TEMPORARY CESSATION CIVIL ADMINISTRATION. RELEASE PRISONERS. DISBAND POLICE. CROWN SERVANTS OFFICERS AND CIVILIANS OVER 45 COME PORT MORESBY ANY MEANS WITHOUT DELAY WITH VIEW EVACUATION. OFFICERS UNDER 45 AWAIT ARMY INSTRUCTIONS. USE OWN JUDGEMENT UNPRECEDENTED SITUATIONS11.



In Australia, the need for small watercraft and barges was frustrated by a rush of tradesmen to enlist in the services, which took a heavy toll on the wooden boat and shipbuilding industry. However, the medically unfit and the older experienced shipwrights remained in the traditional boat-building yards close to the supply of timber and worked for anyone who would pay top prices. Often, the owners of boats sold to the US Army Small Ships service were at the head of the line replacing their vessels. When it became necessary to control the industry, the Australian Ship Building Board took control by allocating priorities and contracts.


Mr H. Lingwood-Smith of the Department of the Navy was directed by the Defence Committee to form the ‘Small Marine Craft Sub-Committee’. The committee would have the final say in the choice of vessels built and their distribution when completed. They were to identify the small craft requirements of each of the services, including those of allied forces in Australia, and establish priorities for a consolidated work programme for which they would be held responsible for the production rate and allocation of vessels to the individual services.


Following this, the then Deputy Master General Ordnance, Engineering (DMGO (E)) forwarded to other Army Directorates a ‘Summary of Action taken to satisfy Army Requirements for Small Craft’. Dated 3 September 1943, it provided a statement setting out the entire programme that had been drawn up to cover the known requirements of the Directorate of Transport and the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit; the summary of small craft included an annexure indicating the position as at 30 September 194312.


By 31 December 1944, the small ships building programme had progressed. The types of watercraft were better defined, and at last the Australian production of marine engines had commenced. Marine propulsion machinery was previously not built in Australia, and the propulsion power for vessels in the program had to be imported from the USA or Britain. This process added a considerable amount of delivery time, and often ships were built only to remain incomplete and idle as their machinery or main engine was still in transit13.
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