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In memory of Professor Jeffrey Guy Grey (1959-2016), my Ph.D supervisor, mentor and friend. You inspired me – as well as a generation of undergraduates and doctoral students – to pursue the highest standards of academic inquiry.




SERIES INTRODUCTION 


In 2004, the then Chief of Army’s Strategic Advisory Group, the Australian Army’s senior generals, established a scheme to promote the study and understanding of military history within the Army. The focus was the Army’s future generation of leaders and, from this, the Campaign Series was created. The series is intended to complement the Army’s other history publications, which are major analytical works of high quality, academically rigorous and referenced. 


The Campaign Series focuses on leadership, command, strategy, tactics and personal experiences of war. Each title within the series includes extensive visual sources of information – maps, including specifically prepared maps in colour and 3D, commissioned artwork, photographs and graphics. 


Covering major campaigns and battles, as well as those less known, the Australian Army History Unit’s Campaign Series provides a significant contribution to the history of the Australian Army and an excellent introduction to its campaigns and battles. 


Tim Gellel 
Head, Australian Army History Unit 






GLOSSARY 










	A2/AD

	

	Anti-Access/Area Denial





	AAF

	

	Allied Air Forces





	ABG

	

	Australian Beach Group





	ADF

	

	Australian Defence Force





	AGS

	

	Surveying Ship (ship designation)





	AIF

	

	Australian Imperial Force





	AKA

	

	Amphibious Cargo Ship (ship designation)





	ALF

	

	Allied Land Forces





	ALO

	

	Air Liaison Officer





	ALP

	

	Air Liaison Party





	AN

	

	Net-laying Ship (ship designation)





	ANF

	

	Allied Naval Forces





	APA

	

	Auxiliary Personnel, Attack (ship designation)





	APD

	

	Destroyer transport (ship designation)





	ASP

	

	Air Support Party





	ATB

	

	Amphibian Tractor Battalion





	ATC

	

	Amphibious Training Centre





	ATO/ATR

	

	Tugs (ship designation)





	AWM

	

	Australian War Memorial





	BBCAU

	

	British Borneo Civil Affairs Unit





	BCC

	

	Beach Company Commander





	BCO

	

	Beach Control Officer





	BDF

	

	Borneo Defence Force





	BMA

	

	Beach Maintenance Area





	BMr

	

	Beach Master





	CCS

	

	Combined Chiefs of Staff (US and British)





	CO

	

	Commanding Officer





	CSA

	

	Commander, Support Aircraft





	CTS 

	

	Combined Training School





	DUKW

	

	Six-wheeled amphibious truck (vehicle designation)





	EB&SR

	

	Engineer Beach and Shore Regiment





	ESB

	

	Engineer Special (Amphibian) Brigade





	FORLAND

	

	Forward Echelon, Advanced Land Headquarters





	FTP

	

	(US Navy) Fleet Training Publication





	GHQ SWPA

	

	General Headquarters, South West Pacific Area





	HMAS

	

	His Majesty’s Australian Ship





	JCS

	

	Joint Chiefs of Staff (US)





	JOOTS

	

	Joint Overseas Operational Training School





	LCI

	

	Landing Craft, Infantry (ship designation)





	LCI (L)

	

	Landing Craft, Infantry (Large) (ship designation)





	LCM

	

	Landing Craft, Mechanised (ship designation)





	LCS

	

	Landing Craft, Support (ship designation)





	LCT

	

	Landing Craft, Tank (ship designation)





	LCVP

	

	Landing Craft, Vehicle, Personnel (ship designation)





	LHQ

	

	Land Headquarters





	LSD

	

	Landing Ship, Dock (ship designation)





	LSI

	

	Landing Ship, Infantry (ship designation)





	LSM

	

	Landing Ship, Medium (ship designation)





	LST

	

	Landing Ship, Tank (ship designation)





	LVT

	

	Landing Vehicle, Tracked (vehicle designation)





	MG

	

	Machine Gun (H – Heavy, L – Light)





	NEI

	

	Netherlands (Dutch) East Indies





	NGF

	

	Naval Garrison (or Guard) Force





	NICA

	

	Netherland Indies Civil Administration





	POA

	

	Pacific Ocean Areas





	POL

	

	Petrol, Oil and Lubricants





	RAAF

	

	Royal Australian Air Force





	RAN

	

	Royal Australian Navy





	RAP

	

	Regimental Aid Post





	SEA

	

	Southern Expeditionary Army





	SFCP

	

	Shore Fire Control Party





	SNBF

	

	Special Naval Base Force





	SNCO

	

	Senior Non-Commissioned Officer





	SRD

	

	Services Reconnaissance Department





	SWPA

	

	South West Pacific Area





	TAF

	

	Tactical Air Force





	TG

	

	Task Group





	UDT

	

	Underwater Demolitions Team





	USAAF

	

	United States Army Air Force





	USMC

	

	United States Marine Corps





	USN

	

	United States Navy





	VII Phib

	

	Amphibious Force, Seventh Fleet (USN)





	WUR

	

	War Usage Rate





	YMS

	

	Wooden Hulled Minesweeper (ship designation)
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INTRODUCTION 


From May to July 1945, the Australian 7th and 9th Divisions, supported by Australian and US naval and air forces, and on occasion colonial Dutch units, conducted three highly planned and meticulously executed amphibious operations on various beaches around the island of Borneo. These landings – code-named Oboe – were not the water- and sand-logged bloodbaths of popular imagination. The Allies, the tide of the war having long been turned in their favour, enjoyed command of the sea and the air, using both to isolate and pummel the Japanese defenders. Amphibious vessels, although not plentiful, were now in sufficient quantity to support numerous operations throughout the theatre. Amphibious and joint operations know-how, painstakingly built up and refined during fifty-odd landings in the south-west Pacific theatre, was brought to bear during the Oboe landings. The Japanese, trapped but unbowed, had learned to seek refuge inland during the pre-landing bombardments and not contest the landings themselves. As such, it was during the ground fights to secure subsequent key objectives, rather than during the landings themselves, that the Australian forces incurred the majority of their casualties. The Oboe landings – well planned, resourced and executed – were, and are, rightly considered the acme of amphibious operations. Despite this, the 1945 Borneo landings are seldom remembered for these qualities. 


Instead the utility and purpose of these landings, along with the mopping-up operations conducted by First Australian Army in New Guinea, New Britain and Bougainville, have long been called into question. Much has been written – one could suggest a veritable cottage industry exists – about why Australian forces conducted a number of offensive operations at this time. By May 1945, the major Japanese base at Rabaul had been surrounded, isolated and bypassed. The Battle of Leyte Gulf had wrested sea control from the Japanese, allowing the Philippines to be liberated via a number of US landings. The Battle of Iwo Jima had concluded, and the Battle of Okinawa was in train, positioning US forces for the final invasion of the Japanese home islands. Certainly, there were still sizeable Japanese garrisons scattered throughout the South-West Pacific Area. These had been deliberately bypassed to ‘wither on the vine’, although it was recognised that some sort of military action would be needed to contain – if not actively defeat – such enemy units. Australia, effectively sidelined and excluded from the final operations against Japan, would be given this task. Japan had yet to surrender and there was still fighting to be done; but the endgame was in motion and Japan’s defeat was now certain. Of course, at the time, how long and bloody that endgame would be was not known. 


This book describes the planning and execution of the three landings conducted by units of I Australian Corps in Borneo in 1945: Oboe 1 against Tarakan, Oboe 6 against Brunei and Oboe 2 against Balikpapan. Although the political and strategic context – and therefore the controversy surrounding the landings – will be covered, the focus of this book is on the  



 operational and tactical levels. Specifically, the book seeks to demonstrate how the Oboe operations benefited from the development of amphibious expertise in the Pacific theatre. As amphibious operations bring together land, maritime and air assets to act in concert, amphibious expertise is joint in nature. This expertise comprised the development and use of specialist equipment, creation of fit-for-purpose command and control systems, joint and Allied inter-operability and an overall ‘amphibious mindset’. As such, this book represents a departure from most of the other books in the Australian Army Campaign Series: it will be unashamedly joint in focus. The actions of the Allied navies and air forces will be given equal standing with the land forces. 


We know the Borneo landings made no contribution to the final defeat of Japan. Nevertheless, the Oboe operations are worthy of professional study. The lessons of the past are a potent contribution to the Australian Defence Force’s development of a contemporary amphibious mindset. 
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CHAPTER 1 


FROM MILNE BAY  TO MOROTAI 


Despite being heavily committed to a grinding land campaign in China, Japan believed it could strike into South-East Asia and utilise the resource-rich lands there to support its war effort. This was based on the notion that the erstwhile colonial powers would be too preoccupied responding to Germany’s advances in Europe to respond to the rapid seizure of key strategic points by Japanese forces. Hence in December 1941 the Japanese opened their southern campaign with two main thrusts. The first: down the Malay Peninsula towards the lynchpin of British defence plans in the region, the base at Singapore. The second: down through the Philippines and thence onto the various islands of the Dutch East Indies (modern-day Indonesia). In parallel, the Imperial Japanese Navy (IJA) sought to cripple the United States Fleet at Pearl Harbor with a surprise attack. 


By March 1942, Japan had occupied large swathes of South-East Asia and a number of key islands in the Pacific. With the loss of Hong Kong, Singapore and Dutch East Indies, Britain and the Netherlands were dislocated from South-East Asia and its forces were in disarray. Australia lost an entire division at Singapore, while sizeable components of its army, navy and air force were still overseas in Europe and the Middle East; it now faced the prospect of aerial raids on its northernmost regions and possibly invasion. While the attack on Pearl Harbor failed to deliver the demoralising knock-out blow to the United States that the Japanese planners had sought, the United States was ejected from the Philippines and its capabilities in the region were, for the moment, extremely limited. Hence, having lost both the strategic and tactical initiative, the various Allied powers scrambled to respond. 



The task at hand 


The United States soon realised that Australia would be the key strategic base from which to concentrate, then launch an eventual counter-offensive and quickly made plans to move forces there. In parallel, Japan, after its dazzling initial successes, decided to consolidate its gains rather than conduct further large-scale offensives. Isolating the lines of communication between the United States and Australia became a key aim; Japanese commanders identified the need to occupy Port Moresby in Papua and Tulagi in the Solomon Islands for this purpose. However, after the loss of maritime freedom of action inflicted by the Battles of the Coral Sea and Midway, the Japanese were forced to conduct a more deliberate overland assault on Port Moresby rather than a swift seaborne one. The stage was set for the New Guinean campaigns. 
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Map 1: South West Pacific Area bounded by the other operational areas. The red line indicates the extent of the Japanese advance by date. 






JOHN CURTIN (1885–1945) 



Prime Minister of Australia, 1941–45 


Born into humble circumstances, Curtin became involved in the labour movement at an early age. Initially a fervent socialist, Curtin was bookish and intellectual; his outlook on social change gradually matured from revolution to sustained incremental improvement via parliamentary politics. Thus, as an Australian Labor Party member he entered federal parliament and cut his teeth in the vitriolic internal debates of the 1930s, building influence and honing his leadership and debating skills. During this time, he also successfully conquered his alcoholism. 


Elected Prime Minister in 1941, Curtin was faced with many challenges: securing domestic manpower for industry while generating military forces, assigning control of Australian forces to General MacArthur and reigning in radical elements of his own party while overseeing the overall war apparatus. The war with Japan forced many interesting twists of fate upon Curtin. For the most part, he worked on good terms with General Blamey, an arch-conservative; he had been an ardent anti-conscriptionist during the First World War but would facilitate the deployment of the militia overseas; and as an erstwhile pacifist, he acquiesced to Australia maintaining offensive operations in 1945 so as to better position the nation’s post-war status and influence. 


Despite some missteps in the handling of the nation’s interests within the MacArthur-dominated coalition, his wartime leadership has seen Curtin widely considered one of the nation’s best prime ministers. When he died in 1945, he received effusive eulogies from political friends and foes alike. 
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Enter General Douglas MacArthur. Ordered by the US President to leave behind the rearguard action he was commanding in the Philippines, MacArthur and key members of his staff (the so-called Bataan Gang) arrived in Australia in March 1942. MacArthur was directed to take command of the Allied forces in Australia, using the island continent as the base from which to launch a counter-offensive against the Japanese. Warmly welcomed by the apprehensive Australian public, he was feted by Prime Minister John Curtin and his government. Much has been written about Curtin’s decision to effectively hand command of the nation’s forces to MacArthur. At the time, in the face of the Japanese onslaught and his nation’s generally poor level of defence preparedness, Curtin hardly had any alternative. Certainly, this action imperilled Australian sovereign strategic decision-making. However, the Curtin–MacArthur relationship was generally sound and therefore offered the Australian Government a means – albeit limited – by which to influence military operations in its region. Indeed, MacArthur became Curtin’s de facto military adviser, a situation that remained until the relationship soured after late 1944. 


Allied grand strategy was determined by the US and British Combined Chiefs of Staff (CCS). Despite the pressing threat Japan represented, the CCS affirmed the ‘Beat Germany First’ strategy. This would ensure that the European theatre remained the priority for manpower and resources. The CCS allocated strategic responsibility for the conduct of operations in the Pacific to the United States. This responsibility was exercised through the US Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), which, for a number of reasons, divided the overall theatre into two key areas. Under MacArthur, the South-West Pacific Area (SWPA) encompassed Australia, Papua, New Guinea (including the islands of New Britain, New Ireland and Bougainville), the Dutch East Indies and the Philippines out to the South China Sea. To the east, the Pacific Ocean Areas (POA; itself divided into three subareas) were under the command of Admiral Chester Nimitz, who also retained command of the US Pacific Fleet. 


The decision not to have a single unified Pacific theatre command manifested itself in a number of ways. First, Nimitz and MacArthur were free to develop strategy and conduct operations within their own areas. This resulted in a duplication of effort resulting into two separate but ultimately supporting thrusts north against Japan. Second, this ensured the two areas competed against each other for the limited resources not allocated to the European theatre. Overlaid was an antagonism between the US Navy and the US Army generated by the animosity between Nimitz and MacArthur. Third, the conduct of operations within these areas became markedly different, influenced by both geography and resources. MacArthur, operating in the SWPA dominated by the land masses of New Guinea, the Dutch East Indies and (later) the Philippines, had aircraft and ground troops but few ships. As a result, his operations would come to be characterised by short-transit, shore-to-shore amphibious landings conducted by Australian and US army troops supported by land-based air cover. In the vast POA, dotted with far-flung but strategically vital island chains and atolls, Nimitz retained control of aircraft carriers, amphibious vessels and US Marine Corps units. This allowed for more expansive maritime-centric ‘island-hopping’ operations facilitated by temporal air and sea control provided by 






GENERAL DOUGLAS MacARTHUR (1880–1964) 



Supreme Commander, South West Pacific Area 


A scion of a distinguished military family, MacArthur was commissioned from the United States Military Academy, West Point in 1903. During the First World War, he served as a brigade and divisional commander with the US Army in France, while famously in the next war he commanded US forces in the Philippines before evacuating to Australia to become Supreme Commander, South West Pacific Area from 1942 to 1945. Responsible for the strategy and conduct of operations in that theatre, including command of Australian forces, MacArthur influenced Australian decision-making at the political, strategic, operational and even tactical levels. In doing so, Australian political and military leaders were exposed to MacArthur’s brilliance as well as his egotism and duplicity. 


After the war he became Supreme Commander Allied Powers (SCAP) in Japan overseeing the occupation before being appointed Commander-in-Chief United Nations Command upon the outbreak of the Korean War. After his masterful counterstroke of the Inchon landings, MacArthur’s hawkish approach to the conduct of the war, his misreading of Chinese intentions and his refusal to heed political guidance, forced US President Harry Truman to remove him from command in 1951. MacArthur returned to the United States, dabbled in Republican politics and held a number of ex officio advisory positions. Since his death in 1964, MacArthur has been remembered as a great but controversial military leader. 
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the carrier-borne aircraft and fleet. By late 1944, when the American war industry was in full swing producing ships and craft of all types for the SWPA, MacArthur’s amphibious way of war, no longer one of constraint and necessity, would evolve into something more akin to that practised in the Pacific. These differences, similarities and the development of amphibious competencies will be detailed further in chapter 3. 
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Chart 1: South West Pacific command arrangements 


In time, MacArthur and his US Army-dominated General Headquarters SWPA (GHQ SWPA) would conduct a large number of joint operations using air, land and sea assets. But GHQ was never joint in the modern sense but rather relied on cooperation between the subordinate single-service commands cajoled and driven by the force of MacArthur’s personality and his supreme authority as Commander-in-Chief SWPA. This often caused planning friction, resulting in suboptimal outcomes. As the SWPA contained Australia and the Dutch East Indies, it was originally expected that GHQ would have a fair leavening of Australian and Dutch officers. This was especially pertinent in the first eighteen months of MacArthur’s command when Australian troops comprised the majority of his land forces. 






GENERAL SIR THOMAS BLAMEY (1884–1951) 



Commander-in-Chief, Australian Military Forces 


Starting his professional life as a teacher, Blamey began a long association with the military as an instructor to school cadets. His passion became his profession, receiving a commission in the permanent forces in 1906. He attended the staff college at Quetta and served with British and Indian forces in various capacities before the First World War. During the war, he served at Gallipoli and in the Western Front, enjoying rapid promotion as a key staff officer within the expanding Australian army. He was General John Monash’s principal planning officer for the final offensives, for which he received fulsome praise from Monash. 


After the war, he remained in the permanent forces for a period before transferring to the militia, where he would remain until the outbreak of the Second World War. From 1925 to 1936, he served as Chief Commissioner of the Victoria Police and endured a number of scandals, one of which eventually forced his resignation from the police. Nonetheless he had been knighted in 1935, and upon the outbreak of the war, he was selected to command the newly raised 6th Division. With his military pedigree, he became a corps commander, then commander of the entire Australian army and, notionally at least, commander of all Allied ground forces in the South West Pacific Area. Blamey fought hard for Australia’s interests within the US coalition while fighting to maintain his own reputation. In doing so, he garnered admirers and enemies alike,  in the army and in the government.  After the war, after being ungraciously  dismissed from his post, he entered a  quiet retirement. He died some months  after being promoted to field marshal by the incoming Menzies government. 




One biographer called him the  ‘controversial soldier’. Like MacArthur,  he was a man of undoubted brilliance  tempered by certain personal foibles.  Despite often unfavourable comparisons  with Monash, the fact remains that  Blamey assumed operational and  strategic responsibilities that far  exceeded those faced by his erstwhile  superior and mentor. For this, rightly,  he remains Australia’s only native-born  field marshal. 
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MacArthur would have none of it; his only concession was the appointment of General Sir Thomas Blamey as Commander, Allied Land Forces (ALF), a role he held in addition to that of Commander-in-Chief of Australian Military Forces (AMF). Single-service national contingents came under the operational command of these GHQ single-service commands: Australian Army units under ALF, Royal Australian Navy (RAN) units under Commander Allied Naval Forces (ANF) and Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) units under Commander Allied Air Forces (AAF). For the Australian forces, the administrative functions – or what is referred to in modern parlance as ‘raise, train and sustain’ – remained the purview of the respective Australian ministers and their service chiefs. Thus, initially at least, Blamey commanded Australian and US ground forces allocated to the SWPA. In time, MacArthur would circumvent this arrangement by creating task forces and commanding these subordinate army units directly, relegating Blamey to being a titular head only. Blamey’s loss of influence within ALF was a microcosm of the multifaceted relationship that evolved between the United States and its smaller ally. It was also one of the many pebbles of discontent and ambition that ultimately paved the way for the decision to conduct the Oboe operations in mid-1945. 



‘Massive strokes only’: MacArthur’s plans and operations 


This book does not intend to detail all the preceding operations before the genesis of the Borneo landing plans. Below is a concise breakdown of the various phases of MacArthur’s operations during 1942–44: 


• July–November 1942: the battles of Milne Bay and Kokoda Track and securing Port Moresby for future operations. These were reactive, defensive battles to stave off the immediate threat to Port Moresby. A notable exception was the landing of the 2/12th Australian Infantry Battalion at Goodenough Island, the Australian Army’s first experience of amphibious operations in the Second World War 


• November 1942 – January 1943: the battles of Buna, Gona and Sanananda. These battles set the preconditions for MacArthur to commence his offensive along the north coast of New Guinea 


• January–December 1943: the landings at Wau, Lae, Huon Peninsula, Bougainville and New Britain. These actions were part of Operation Cartwheel. They interdicted the Japanese lines of communication between units in New Guinea and the bases to the north, established sea and air superiority in the immediate region and isolated the key Japanese base at Rabaul in New Britain, rendering it ineffective to the wider Japanese effort 


• January–July 1943: the westward drive along the north of New Guinea, including the landings at Admiralty Islands, Hollandia, Wakde–Biak, and Noemfoor–Sansapor. These operations effectively severed the Japanese lines of communication to New Guinea and established more naval bases and airstrips that extended the range of MacArthur’s air power in support of further operations north – all in preparation for the assault on the Philippines 
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Map 2: Amphibious operations conducted in New Guinea and adjacent islands, 1943–44 16


• September 1944: capture of Morotai as a precursor to the Leyte operations as part of the invasion of the Philippines. Morotai, in turn, would become the staging base for the conduct of the Oboe operations. 


Even in the dark days of mid-1942 when MacArthur assumed command of the ramshackle situation in the SWPA, he was determined to go on the offensive at the earliest opportunity. He was also driven by a single-minded focus to position his forces so that he could avenge the US defeat and therefore make good his promise to return to the Philippines. From the outset, the crucial Japanese base at Rabaul loomed large in all plans: it would need to be ‘reduced’ in order to remove the air and sea threat it posed to MacArthur’s planned advances. This would form the basis of Operation Cartwheel. The 1942 operations, a series of deliberate land battles that gradually ground down Japanese positions, were necessary to create the firm base from which to launch Cartwheel. With the arrival of Rear Admiral Daniel Barbey (USN) as Commander, Amphibious Force, Seventh Fleet (later renamed Seventh Amphibious Force – VII Phib) and the gradual acquisition of a handful of key amphibious vessels, from mid-1943, MacArthur had his own amphibious capability. As such, he was able to implement his desired concept of operations facilitated by maritime manoeuvre. 


Japanese forces had lodged on the northern New Guinean coast and surrounding islands, supported by the key base at Rabaul in New Britain and Truk in the POA. These forces, spread across a number of dispositions, thus relied on the lines of communication and supply that stretched across the air and sea from New Guinea through the islands to its north and east to the Philippines and ultimately Japan. MacArthur possessed neither the resources required nor the intellectual disposition to conduct a sustained, deliberate campaign to push back the Japanese perimeter. Instead he envisaged a series of strikes against weakly defended areas identified by sound operational or signals intelligence and, in doing so, carefully marshalling and employing his limited combat power. This was designed to keep the Japanese off-balance as well as to seize terrain that could be developed as airfields to extend the range of his land-based air power to support subsequent operations. MacArthur stressed that this concept was the antithesis of the island-hopping campaigns against defended localities conducted by the US Navy in the POA: 


My strategic conception … contemplates massive strokes against only main strategic objectives, utilising surprise and air-ground striking power supported and assisted by the fleet. Key points must of course be taken but a wise choice of such will obviate the need for storming the mass of islands now in enemy possession. ‘Island hopping’ with extravagant loss and slow progress is not my idea of how to end the war as soon and as cheaply as possible. 


After the initial Papuan campaigns, MacArthur implemented this strategy to great effect. By late 1943, having suffered a number of tactical defeats in the SWPA and POA, the Japanese were forced to amend their overall strategy from consolidation of gains to defence of those gains. This switch to the strategic defence within the Pacific, via the creation of an ‘absolute national defence zone’ wherein forces outside the zone conducted holding operations while those inside zone built up in preparation for a planned counter-
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Map 3: Japan’s National Defence Zone. This was determined to be the main defensive line against the Allied advance through the SWPA 




offensive in late 1944, was ultimately unsuccessful. By applying unrelenting pressure and striking where the Japanese were unable to concentrate, MacArthur effectively wrong-footed the Japanese forces in the SWPA for two years, nullifying their defensive posture. Furthermore, by seizing key areas on the New Guinean north coast and other islands, MacArthur was able to interdict key points within the Japanese lines of communication. In parallel, ongoing operations in China swallowed most of the Japanese Army’s manpower; the requirement to supply and protect its far-flung garrisons in the Pacific accounted for most of its available shipping. As a result, by 1944 many Japanese dispositions in the SWPA were effectively cut off from supplies and reinforcements and were bottled up in locations where they could no longer influence operations. These Japanese forces were to be bypassed or contained – and hence Allied forces were allocated for such tasks – so MacArthur could maintain his main effort: his assault northward into the Philippines. 



The state of the Australian Army, RAN and RAAF by mid-1944 


At the outbreak of the Second World War, Australia possessed a large part-time militia army, indifferently equipped and manned, and a small permanent component tasked with the planning for, and administration of, the militia. Bound by the constraints of the Defence Act 1903 (Cwlth), which forbade the creation of standing forces or the deployment of the militia outside Australian territory, Australia had once more to create a specially enlisted force for service overseas, as it had done in the First World War. In addition to this force – the four divisions of the Second Australian Imperial Force (2nd AIF) – Australia activated its militia. Later, through a legal conceit Australia was able to deploy selected militia units overseas in the mandated Australian territories while the remaining militia formations remained in Australia for home defence. Australia had lost one of its AIF divisions, the 8th, at Singapore in 1942 while the 6th, 7th and 9th Divisions were fighting in Greece, Syria and North Africa. From mid-1942 to early 1943, these divisions returned to Australia, where they reorganised along the lines of the lighter jungle establishment, then deployed to New Guinea on a number of operations. Within these operations, Australian units and formations practised new and evolved concepts such as the integration of artillery and close air support, greater use of intelligence within planning, and exposure to combined arms and joint operations generally. By mid-1944, all three 2nd AIF divisions had returned to Australia for rest, refit and training. Likewise by mid-1944, the three militia divisions, the 3rd, 5th and 11th, had or would soon return to Australia from New Guinea. 


The Australian Army had borne the brunt of the gruelling 1942 Papuan and 1943 New Guinea offensives, before the major influx of US ground forces from mid-1943 onwards. While the entry of these fresh US formations gave the Australian forces some welcome relief, it also ensured that it would be American ground forces, not Australian, that would comprise the majority of MacArthur’s combat strength. This had two important ramifications. First, from mid-1943, the threat of Japanese invasion had passed, and 



MacArthur was on the counter-offensive. He no longer had to worry about the security of Australia as his strategic support base. With the US Army comprising the majority of his ground forces, he was less bound by Australian concerns on the employment of Australian troops. Therefore the situation gave MacArthur greater freedom of action: his rear was secure, he had more (American) troops to conduct operations without – from his point of view – undue consultation and consideration of national sensitivities. Second, this set the conditions for the sidelining of Australian forces while MacArthur moved north from New Guinea to the Philippines. He had sufficient US forces to achieve his invasion plans while the Australian divisions, ensconced in the Atherton Tablelands in Queensland, seemingly had no role. With pressing demands from civil industry to support the overall Allied war effort, maintaining the manpower represented by six unused divisions was increasingly difficult to justify. 
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Soldiers of the 2/14th Infantry Battalion (21st Brigade, 7th Division) train on the Atherton Tablelands, northern Queensland, September 1944 (AWM 081096) 
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Chart 2: Order of battle, Australian Army, 1944–45 


The Royal Australian Navy was the most professional and – by comparison at least – best funded and equipped of the three services at the outbreak of the war. Although small in size – its capital ships comprising two heavy and four light cruisers, two sloops and five aged destroyers – the RAN had been an integral part of interwar imperial defence planning and had been designed to be interoperable with the Royal Navy. The RAN had also been in action from the outbreak of war, conducting anti-raider and merchant cruiser patrols in the Indian and Pacific Oceans, the HMAS Sydney and Kormoran engagement being the most dramatic and tragic example. Later this would extend to anti-submarine operations against German and Japanese submarines in the Indian Ocean. Meanwhile, a large number of its vessels served in the Mediterranean in direct action against the Italian navy; RAN vessels also resupplied the beleaguered Commonwealth garrison at Tobruk and evacuated Commonwealth forces from Greece. After the fall of Singapore, the RAN Task Force 44 took part in the Battle of the Coral Sea, crucially stopping the planned seaborne invasion of Port Moresby. 


By late 1943, all RAN ships had returned to Australia from the Mediterranean, although significant numbers of personnel – and, in the case of the Eastern Fleet stationed in Ceylon, nineteen RAN vessels – continued to serve with other navies. Once MacArthur began his counter-offensives in 1943, facilitated by Barbey’s VII Phib, many RAN vessels supported these operations in various capacities – even in operations where no Australian troops were landed. In fact the three Landing Ship Infantry (LSI), HMA Ships Manoora, Kanimbla and Westralia, were crucial to the success of these landings. With its pedigree of working within the Royal Navy remit, the RAN generally adapted well to working with the US Navy. By 1944, the RAN had expanded significantly in terms of shore establishments and manning; it now had 324 vessels of all types compared to the handful at the start of the war. Thirty-seven of these vessels supported the US landings at Leyte Gulf in October 1944. This was a vivid example of how adept the RAN had become at supporting amphibious operations in the SWPA, be it surveying, minesweeping, escort and aircraft picquet duties, naval gunfire support or the planning and conduct of the landings themselves. 




[image: ]


Landing craft, launched from HMAS Manoora, assemble before moving to the line of departure for the assault on Morotai, September 1944 (AWM 305211) 


The Royal Australian Air Force was in the worst state of all three services at the outbreak of the war. Small in size and flying obsolete aircraft, the RAAF’s early contribution to the Allied effort was the subsuming of its trained crews, via the Empire Air Training Scheme, into the Royal Air Force (RAF). RAAF fighter and light bombers squadrons saw action in the North African and Italian campaigns of 1942–43, and large numbers of RAAF crews served with Bomber Command, conducting strategic bombing over Europe. With the Japanese thrust south, the RAAF had a number of older aircraft but insufficient crews on hand to man them. A rapid build-up of aircraft and trained manpower ensued. 


Like the experience of the Australian Army and the US Army in 1942–43, the RAAF had enjoyed a near parity in numbers with the United States Army Air Force (USAAF) initially. By 1943–44, the USAAF strength in the SWPA had increased substantially. Moreover, the USAAF was technologically superior to the RAAF, although the workhorses of the RAAF in the SWPA, the P-40 Kittyhawk and Bristol Beaufighter, performed well in the environment of this theatre. The RAAF’s stocks later improved by the acquisition of the B-24 Liberator bomber, giving it a long-range bombing capability in the SWPA. During this time the RAAF conducted close air support to ground operations, bombing of Japanese positions, aerial reconnaissance, aerial resupply and troop transport, anti-shipping sorties and minelaying sorties. Like the RAN, the RAAF supported amphibious operations where no Australian troops took part. The RAAF also made a real qualitative contribution to MacArthur’s way of war through its wireless intercept units – providing signals intelligence on the enemy – and the airfield construction units that carved out or fixed airfields to support subsequent operations. 




Yet by 1944, the RAAF, like the Army, felt largely sidelined as MacArthur’s advance into the Philippines – using his own USAAF – moved beyond the RAAF’s bases. As Japanese air power in the SWPA had been largely rendered ineffective by early 1944, this would relegate the RAAF, much to its chagrin, to targeting bypassed units and positions in New Guinea, New Britain and Bougainville. From November 1944, the RAAF’s First Tactical Air Force (First TAF), its premier fighting arm in the SWPA, 13,287 men strong and comprising one wing of Beaufighter fighter bombers, two wings of P-40 Kittyhawk fighters, one wing of Spitfires and two airfield construction wings, was based in Morotai. In time, No. 82 Wing, flying the newly acquired state-of-the-art B-24 bomber, would be placed under First TAF to support the subsequent Oboe landings. 
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Members of 452 Squadron RAAF with their Spitfires at Merauke, en route to Morotai, December 1944 (AWM OG3063) 



To the Philippines 


The US Joint Chiefs of Staff approved MacArthur’s plan for his offensive to the Philippines in June 1944. Australia had long held hopes that it would play its part in taking the war to Japan. However, MacArthur saw to it that this would be a purely US affair, although assorted RAN and RAAF units would play key supporting roles. The main effort in the SWPA swung north and west, away from the battlefields of 1942 and 1943. There would be a role for Australian forces from late 1944 to early 1945, and a major restructure of the Army to undertake these roles. First, Australia needed to provide troops to relieve US  



formations in New Guinea, New Britain and Bougainville so that they could be available to MacArthur’s Philippines offensive. This would be the task of First Australian Army. Second, Australia had to provide MacArthur a strategic reserve. For this role, I Australian Corps, comprising the 7th and 9th Divisions, was selected. While First Australian Army embarked on its controversial mopping-up operations, I Australian Corps waited out the war until it was informed that it would be tasked with a number of amphibious landings on Borneo. The context and rationale – stated or otherwise – for these operations is the subject of chapter 2. 






CHAPTER 2 


MOPPING UP, MONTCLAIR AND AUSTRALIAN  ASPIRATIONS 


To understand how Australian forces found themselves conducting large-scale amphibious operations into Borneo while US forces were poised to invade the Japanese home islands, one must delve into the complex web of Allied grand strategy, conflicting Australian wartime needs and post-war aspirations, competing British and American posturing, and last but by no means least, the personal ambitions of key players in the theatre. It is outside the scope of this book to cover these affairs in great detail; indeed, various aspects of these complexities have been written about by such academic historians as David Horner, Peter Dean, Peter Stanley, Garth Pratten and Karl James. However, to put the Oboe operations in their strategic and operational context, an understanding of how they came to be conceived, allocated to Australian forces and agreed to by Australian political and military leaders must be in place. 



Current problems, future concerns 


With the immediate threat to Australia extinguished and the build-up of US forces in the SWPA continuing, by mid-1943 Australia had the breathing space to reassess its immediate commitments and future plans in the theatre. In essence, the requirement for a large number of men in uniform (whether serving in Australia or abroad) was no longer clear, whereas the need for manpower within Australia’s agricultural and manufacturing sectors to support the wider Allied war effort had increased. These issues were considered by the War Cabinet (a smaller, more focused version of Cabinet that allowed the advisory contribution of the single-service chiefs) in October 1943. As a result, Australia committed to a relatively minor rebalancing of its respective manpower efforts and reiterated that its focus should be in the SWPA rather than other theatres. More importantly, the War Cabinet stated the guiding principle for the future employment of Australian military forces, viz: ‘It is of vital importance to the future of Australia and her status at the peace table in regard to settlement in the Pacific that her military effort should be … on a scale to guarantee her an effective voice in the peace settlement.’ 


However, MacArthur retained operational control of Australian forces, and could influence Curtin and Blamey on the necessary size of those forces. Herein lay a conundrum for the Australian Government. It already had an inkling that MacArthur wished to reduce his reliance on Australian military forces or at least not have them in the spearhead of his future  



 offensives. Yet MacArthur would not entertain any large reductions or redeployments of Australian military forces outside his operational remit. So the situation in late 1943 and early 1944 was thus: Australia wished to remain in the war in order to improve its post-war bargaining power but wanted reduce the size of its forces so that manpower could return to civil industry. MacArthur wanted to maintain Australian forces near their current strength and have them under his control (or at least not available to be used elsewhere) while having little intention to use them within his plans for the offensives into the Philippines and beyond. 



MacArthur’s plans 1: Reno and Musketeer 


To Australians, the SWPA campaigns of 1942–44 were viewed as the defence of their nation and defeat of the existential Japanese threat, followed by a counter-offensive that took the fight to various pockets of the enemy along the northern coast of New Guinea. Although this view is not incorrect, from MacArthur’s perspective these operations were simply preludes to taking back the Philippines. MacArthur’s singular advocacy for the Philippines operations was predicated, in part, on his belief that seizing the Philippines would sever the lines of communication between Japan and South-East Asia and provide a possible firm base from which to launch the final invasion of Japan. Nonetheless, he also couched the invasion in the very personal terms of a moral duty and avenging crusade. 


The enduring, central objective of the Philippines was reflected in his Reno plans, first developed in early 1943. A number of iterations were subsequently worked up, each reacting to the situational changes caused by operations in the SWPA and POA. The final version was Reno V, which was later developed further and operationalised under the Musketeer series of plans, the first iteration of which was produced in July 1944. Musketeer comprised a number of subordinate plans, each dealing with the discrete operations to seize the various main islands of the Philippines. In these early iterations, the US manpower required for the subordinate plans exceeded that available to MacArthur. Hence his order of 12 July 1944, which tasked Australian forces to take over from US forces currently containing Japanese forces in the bypassed areas of New Britain, Bougainville and New Guinea. The relieved US forces would concentrate to the north and be available for the invasion of the Philippines. The relieving force, the three infantry divisions of First Australian Army under Lieutenant General Vernon Sturdee, would take over these areas during October and November 1944. This committed the bulk of the Australian military forces to the so-called mopping-up operations for the remainder of the war. Although these operations did not contribute the eventual defeat of Japan, it is important to note that they were conducted in areas that were Australian sovereign territory. At one point, one of these subordinate plans, Love II, earmarked the two divisions (7th and 9th) of I Australian Corps under Lieutenant General Leslie Morshead to be used on the northernmost tip of Luzon. Australian headquarters staff spent considerable time producing analyses and fleshing out plans; plans for Love II also fuelled their dearly held hopes that Australian forces would have a role to play in the invasion. In the end a revised version of Musketeer 
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