










[image: image]




Front cover image: Australian soldiers on Tarakan with a Japanese 20mm gun. (FL15796737-1, State Library of Victoria)


Back cover image: Lieutenant Maurie Zuckerman’s 16 Platoon, D Company of the 2/23rd Battalion pose triumphantly on Margy, 1 June 1945, the day after taking it. They display a captured sword and the Japanese sailor’s flag, on which his former workmates wrote good wishes, and which is today held by the Australian War Memorial. (AWM 108563)


Copyright © Peter Stanley


First published 2025


This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purposes of private study, research, criticism or review as permitted under the Copyright Act, no part may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without written permission.


All inquiries should be made to the publishers.


Big Sky Publishing Pty Ltd


PO Box 303, Newport, NSW 2106, Australia


Phone: 1300 364 611


Email: info@bigskypublishing.com.au


Web: www.bigskypublishing.com.au


Cover design: Think Productions


[image: image]


Title: Oboe One: Tarakan, 1945
ISBN: 9781923300378




[image: image]




TARAKAN, DECADES ON


1945, 1997, 2025


Growing up near the little Western Australian wheat-belt town of Cunderdin in the 1920s, Joseph Stokes’s playmates would sometimes tell each other, ‘You can go to Borneo!’-obviously a euphemism, perhaps picked up from grown-ups, for ‘go to buggery’. Borneo was a remote and exotic place, the haunt of head-hunting Dyaks, the range of the elusive orang-utan, and the domain of a ‘white rajah’, a place few desired or felt likely to see. The coincidence would hardly be worth mentioning, except that by the time Joseph and his friends grew to manhood, he and some 75,000 of his fellows found themselves going to Borneo, and about 15,000 to Tarakan.


A study of Tarakan


On 1 May 1945 the 26th Australian Brigade Group launched Operation Oboe One, landing on Tarakan island, off the north-east coast of Japanese-occupied Borneo. The landing, the first under MacArthur’s plan for the invasion and re-occupation of the Netherlands Indies, was intended to take the island’s airstrip for use in supporting later Oboe operations, to be completed in about three weeks. Instead, it inaugurated a two-month-long campaign in rugged terrain and an atrocious climate in which 240 Australians and three-quarters of the island’s 2000-strong Japanese garrison died.


The airstrip, badly smashed by Allied bombardment, became operational only after eight weeks, and was never used for its intended role. Australian historians have expressed doubts as to the wisdom of the operation or have condemned it as unjustifiable. This account, which I began to write in the belief that the Australian operations in Borneo were unjustifiable and even unnecessary, represents something of a recantation. Exposure to the documents, and especially American records, compelled the view—hardly less controversial— that the Borneo operations were a justifiable use of an Australian national force acting as part of an international wartime alliance.


Except for pilgrimages of small groups of veterans, few Australians visit Tarakan: today its name means nothing to the general public. The place in which those men died could not be expected to become part of the mental landscape of Australian military history as has, say, Kokoda or Pozières, and none but a handful of specialist scholars and the families of some veterans can tell one of the three Oboe operations from another. The places in which the men of the 26th Brigade Group fought and died—hills incongruously code-named after wives, girlfriends and daughters: Susie, Angie, Joyce and Margy—seem condemned to obscurity. If Tarakan is known at all it as one of the succession of supposedly unnecessary operations of 1945.


And yet it should not be so. Though obscure and, ultimately, strategically barren, the campaign was conducted with professionalism and skill, all the more evident when we recall that it was made by a citizen army at the fag end of a long war. The battle for Tarakan saw some of the most bitter fights in the Australian experience of the Second World War—arduous patrols in humid, stinking jungles, repeatedly risking sniper fire, hidden machine-guns, mines and booby traps. If Australians died to take a small island of little value, they deserve to be remembered even more.


This book is about why Australians came to land on Tarakan at all and how they fought and died there. It is about both serving in that place and at that time in a particular army against a particular enemy, and about the universal experience of killing and being killed, and of how young men can be persuaded to risk one to do the other. It is about leadership and comradeship, courage and fright, skill and bungling, about firepower and willpower. It is about how a part of provincial Indonesia is yet a part of Australia, and how it should be a part of our remembrance of a vanished Australia and its people.


The men who took Tarakan were part of an extraordinary army, the Second Australian Imperial Force. Its former members represent an Australia which is now more than half a lifetime away, a different Australia, one with many faults, but also with many virtues; and we owe it to ourselves—and to them—to attempt to comprehend it. Learning something of their experience of war offers a route to that understanding. Understanding what these men did, and what they felt about it, helps us to understand the Australia which made and was made by these men.


Within twenty years of the war’s end a naval officer connected with Tarakan complained that ‘the trouble with naval history’ was that it had ‘become the property of professional historians, newspaper men and College boys’.1 Decades on the complaint is even more justified. It is all too easy to plunder the records, gut the unit histories and drop in on enough veterans to make a good stock of ‘human’ anecdotes. It is harder—especially when reaching an interpretation which some veterans may not find palatable – to invite them to comment upon a draft, and then to attempt to incorporate the resultant exchange into the narrative. Encouraged by Alistair Thompson’s Anzac Memories, the research for this book offered an opportunity – now impossible – to engage in a dialogue with some of these men. Anzac Memories showed that historians need not be afraid of embracing their sources as friends, as people who change and are changed by versions of the past which they share with historian and reader.2 In this sense, while I have been wary not to accept veterans’ versions uncritically, this account at times becomes Tarakan ‘as told to me’, rather than simply my own interpretation. Although I acknowledge responsibility for the conclusions presented, this book also enables those who favour a contrasting or opposing view to speak through it too.


No veterans of Tarakan now remain; but there were never many. Oboe One Force was relatively small. It consisted of a few front-line units – the 2/23rd, 2/24th and 2/48th Infantry Battalions, the 2/3rd Pioneer Battalion, the 2/4th Commando Squadron, the 2/7th Field Regiment and several smaller engineer, armoured and machine-gun units. (This succession of military titles, at first baffling, will become more familiar as the story unfolds.) At length, the reader may come to agree with the war correspondent Frank Legg (who had served in North Africa as the 2/48th’s Regimental Sergeant Major, and who therefore enjoyed what might be regarded as an unfair advantage). Legg described how in the battle’s first week he met so many old acquaintances that travelling up Anzac Highway resembled ‘a stroll up Pitt Street’. Having lived with Tarakan in imagination for over a year, having read the war diaries and reports and – best of all – having met or corresponded with all too few returned men, it is surprising how many names and faces become familiar, turning up as bystanders in photographs or anecdotes – or as names on cemetery headstones. In a way, the story of Tarakan in 1945 is the story of a small, temporary Australian community – albeit one overwhelmingly masculine – which coalesced, flourished and dissolved all within the space of a year.


A study of Tarakan sustains analysis at several levels and from diverse approaches. It must be seen in the context of the high command and high politics of the Pacific war, one of the small coin of dealing between Douglas MacArthur, the Commander-in-Chief in the South-West Pacific Area, the Australian government and its army, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington. It enables us to understand the Australian Imperial Force as a social as well as a military phenomenon, exploring how it blended the military and civilian to create a unique ethos. However, Tarakan is primarily a story in which the small scale of the operation permits (and even demands) a detailed account, in which the narrative hinges on the actions of individual platoons and sections. I have attempted throughout to maintain the focus on the men themselves, trying to avoid what John Keegan called (in his foundation book, The Face of Battle) ‘the battle piece’, the stereotypical conventions of describing an experience – combat – which most of us can only hope to understand second-hand. As with any worthwhile study of men in battle, Oboe One focuses not only on the technicalities of weapons and tactics but most importantly on what battle is like for those involved.


The Second AIF and a vanished Australia


Most Australians on Tarakan were members of the Second Australian Imperial Force, the volunteer army raised for service overseas for the duration of the war beginning in September 1939. An account of Brigadier David ‘Torpy’ Whitehead’s 26th Brigade Group’s service on Tarakan offers a glimpse into the existence of the Second AIF. Compared with the First AIF of the Great War, the Second AIF has been rather neglected, though in recent years its character has been captured and analysed by scholars such as Mark Johnston. His At the Front Line does for the Second World War what Bill Gammage did so sensitively for the Great War in The Broken Years. Still, with few notable exceptions, such as John Barrett, whose We Were There remains a warm and unjustly neglected portrait of the force seen through the words of its members, too few later writers have sought to interpret the Australian experience of war through studies of the largest and most complex military force which Australia has raised. This book contributes to sketching its character and ethos through the experience of one formation in one campaign in the final months of its existence.


The Second AIF shared a unique and distinctive culture, one informed by wartime experience and by its civil and military origins and inheritance. The force was virtually young male Australia in uniform, with all that that entailed: the vigour of its sporting life, its paradoxical mixture of bravado and uncertainty, the crudity of the six o’clock swill. Among its members could be found the range of human attributes and tastes, from men who they called ‘good horses’ to others they stigmatised as ‘mongrels’, from men with little further thought than a beer, a smoke and a woman, to men of spiritual and artistic sensibility. But the nature of its task and the circumstances of its life inevitably conspired to encourage a robust male culture.


There is a danger of either condemning its attitudes as anachronistic or of seeming simply nostalgic for a life which in many ways was less complicated. Its outlook is seen nowhere better than in its slang. While the slang of the Great War has been definitively described, that of the Second World War has been as comprehensively neglected. It is important to grasp the language and tone of the force’s interior dialogue, a compound patois mixing the slang of city, racetrack and bush with phrases picked up from allies and people overseas, with terms inherited from the Great War and neologisms coined in the camps of the south-west Pacific. A close friend was a mate, but a casual acquaintance ‘sport’; men were ‘knocked’ rather than killed; food was ‘munga’; what their fathers called a Blighty wound was a ‘homer’. Again, we need to be wary of romanticism: Australian soldiers’ slang was not only colourful but crude. Men expressed their frustration with the expletive bowdlerised in print as ‘Wouldn’t it?’, short for ‘Wouldn’t it root you’. ‘Fuck’ was the all-purpose intensifier and ‘bloody’ the common adjective. Men resisted the crude vernacular of the tent lines, and were respected for it, but the language of the AIF evokes the relentlessly and robustly masculine.


The AIF reflected a complex tension between the authoritarian tendencies necessary to maintain the cohesion of any military force and the democratic, not to say anarchic tendencies of its members. As a citizen force, it embodied a compromise between these two tendencies, developing an ethos drawing upon (but different from) both the traditions of its military precursors – the Militia and the First AIF – and civilian male society. Its members evidently submitted to the impositions of military life as long as they contributed to getting the job done, but also, as temporary soldiers but permanent citizens, reserved, and acted upon, the right to express their views of those obligations. Nevertheless, the degree to which these independently minded, high-spirited men did submit not only to the petty aggravations of training and discipline, but also to the profound dangers of war itself, testifies both to their commitment to their cause – however laconically they expressed it – and their commitment to each other. For many, entering the AIF at eighteen, separated from home and family and living as a part of a closely knit male community in periodic expectation of violent death, the civilian world they had left seemed impossibly remote. We need to appreciate the emotional world of its members, however wary they may have been of expressing it, then and later. And if the Second AIF is to be understood, it also needs to be described as a military force, one organised and operating according to principles and terminology with which we need to take the trouble to become familiar.


Understanding the force which landed on Tarakan and how it expresses the culture of that vanished Australia obliges us to enter, if briefly, into the mental world of its members, and to take the trouble to understand what they valued. Although none of them are still with us, and their world may appear to be deceptively close, it is in many ways elusive, calling for an effort of will to penetrate the veil of the succeeding fifty years. They largely shared values which for many have become irrelevant: a belief in mateship, in the superiority of the white race, in the responsibilities and freedoms imposed on and due to men, and in the value of an international British civilisation.


Growing old in a changing Australia must have confronted those who grew to maturity before and during the Second World War with a sense of futility, of watching tenets and values once unchallenged supplanted; ridiculed when not discarded. This book seeks to understand the world which created those values, and to discover, through the medium of a minor, brief military campaign on a small, remote Indonesian island, how it enabled those who believed in them to surmount an experience like Tarakan.


Note on sources, abbreviations and style


Footnotes give the sources of quotations, which also appear in full in the Bibliography. While the 1997 edition of this book provided abbreviated source notes in endnotes arranged by paragraph, this edition gives footnotes with full references. I wanted to de-mystify the business of scholarly ‘apparatus’, as it’s called in the history trade, and to show that Australians are fortunate in being able to have such a rich lode of historical sources freely available, many literally a few clicks of a mouse away.


I’ve used as few abbreviations as possible. Conscious of the complaint of the author of the anonymous wartime doggerel, ‘The alphabetic army’ (‘This motley crowd has skill and guts; they’re tough and energetic; But he’d like them rather better if they weren’t so alphabetic’), I have attempted to keep to a minimum acronyms and abbreviations, the bane of readers of military history.3 The following are used, mostly in footnotes:







	
AIF




	
Australian Imperial Force









	
ATIS




	
Allied Translator and Interpreter Section









	
AWM




	
Australian War Memorial









	
GHQ




	
General Headquarters (i.e. MacArthur’s)









	
HMAS




	
His Majesty’s Australian Ship









	
MML




	
MacArthur Memorial Library (Norfolk, Virginia)









	
NAA




	
National Archives of Australia









	
NARA




	
National Archives and Records Administration (USA)









	
NLA




	
National Library of Australia









	
RAAFHS




	
Royal Australian Air Force Historical Section









	
RAN




	
Royal Australian Navy









	
RAP




	
Regimental Aid Post









	
SRD




	
Services Reconnaissance Department









	
SWPA




	
South-West Pacific Area4









	
USAFHSO




	
United States Air Force Historical Support Office









	
USAMHI




	
United States Army Military History Institute









	
USACMH




	
United States Army Center for Military History









	
USS




	
United States Ship









	
WNY




	
Washington Navy Yard












Military ranks often confuse the uninitiated. It is difficult to give exact or uniform details of pay, since it was complicated by proficiency pay, dependants’ and various other allowances. These ranks suggest the pay and responsibilities for members of the AIF’s hierarchy.







	Rank

	
Daily pay




	
Responsibility









	
Brigadier




	
£2/14/6




	
a brigade of 3000 men or more









	
Lieutenant-Colonel




	
£1/19/-




	
a battalion of 800 men









	
Major




	
£1/11/6




	
a company of 180 men









	
Captain




	
£1/4/-




	
a company of 180 men; perhaps, as adjutant, the administration of a battalion









	
Lieutenant




	
16/6d




	
a platoon of 40 men









	
Warrant Officer I




	
14/6d




	
the discipline of a battalion









	
Sergeant




	
11/6d




	
a platoon of 40 men









	
Corporal




	
10/6d




	
a section of ten men









	
Lance-Corporal




	
7/6d




	
a section of ten men









	
Private




	
7/6d




	
himself and his mates












To help recapture this vanished Australia, I have retained its measurements. An inch was 2.5 cm, a yard just under a metre, a mile 1.6 kilometres. A pound was either a measure of mass of 2.205 kilograms, or of money (£) made up of twenty shillings, with twelve pennies to the shilling. The federal basic wage at the time was just under £5 a week. AIF privates (who received clothing, rations, accommodation and medical treatment in addition) earned about half as much, about £2/10 shillings a week.





1 Rear Admiral John Hayes to Admiral Dan Barbey, 17 November 1964, Barbey Papers, Box 2, No. 39, WNY


2 Alistair Thomson’s Anzac Memories: Living with the Legend was first published in 1994, and revised in 2013, an essential guide to the complex relationship between Australian war memory and history.


3 ‘The alphabetic army’, Major General Ron Hopkins to Admiral Daniel Barbey, Barbey Papers, WNY


4 Australians tended to refer to the ‘South-West Pacific’, Americans to the ‘Southwest Pacific’.




CHAPTER 1


‘We’re heading for Japan’: Tarakan and Allied strategy


Tarakan under the Japanese


The island of Tarakan, three degrees above the equator, lies in the delta of the Sesajap River on Borneo’s north-east coast. Its swampy coast and jungle-clad hills swelter at a more-or-less constant temperature of around 80 degrees Fahrenheit and a relative humidity of 90%, with 150 inches of rain each year. Originally part of an independent Malay kingdom, in 1850 it had been annexed by the Dutch. Moribund for years, the discovery of oil late in the nineteenth century accelerated its exploitation by the Bataafshe Petroleum Maatschij (BPM, the British-Dutch Batavia Oil Company). The island’s last days under Dutch rule were chronicled by the Melbourne journalist Geoffrey Tebbutt, who arrived from Java in January 1942. He reflected upon its significance to western industrial nations, most of whose people had never heard of it.5 The 80,000 tons of exceptionally pure oil which Tarakan produced each month had, he mused, built ‘ornate office blocks; bought racehorses, yachts, mansions, [and] mistresses’. Tarakan’s oil had ‘meant power for voyages and sea fights’ and, he added, ‘it had lit Nippon’s eyes with ambition’. For the Japanese strategy for the war of conquest it unleashed on the European possessions in south-east Asia in December 1941 depended for its ultimate success upon the seizure and exploitation of the oilfields of Borneo, just as the denial of those resources had precipitated Japan’s decision to embark upon war.


Tarakan’s significance lay in its oil, and its defence was buttressed by plans both to destroy its wells, tanks and pipelines, and to use the oil as a defensive weapon. Dr Anton Colijn, the manager of the BPM field, had prepared a comprehensive demolition plan, while his forty European staff had become virtually an auxiliary unit of the Indies army. Tebbutt escaped on 7 January 1942, three days before the Japanese invasion force arrived off the island. In a premonition of a condition which three years later would bring grief to other Australians on Tarakan, he described how on the night before he left rain flooded the airstrip, delaying the arrival of the aircraft in which he had travelled and making its return to Balikpapan precarious. The plane eventually took off along a runway ‘a series of lakes and morasses’, slewing in mud as it struggled to gain speed and lift, finally lurching into the air and climbing away from the island.


Well briefed by an active espionage network, the Japanese landed up to 20,000 troops on the island’s unprotected east coast. They had expected to overrun the defences within hours, but the battle took two days of heavy fighting, in which over half of the Dutch garrison died. Colijn’s demolition plan worked smoothly. Both the oil reserves (which lay close to the surface and could be polluted with sand and water by explosive charges) and the pumps and pipelines needed to exploit them were damaged, apparently beyond repair, to the intense anger of the Japanese. Only a damaged submarine, and Colijn and the commandant’s staff captain, Gerard Reinderhoff, escaped, the latter by overpowering the crew of a Japanese launch in a storm, which enabled them to warn Balikpapan’s defenders to commence demolition. Reinderhoff evaded capture in Java, was reunited with his wife in Melbourne and, as a member of the Netherlands Indies Intelligence Service, almost certainly advised those attacking Tarakan in 1945. Anton Colijn’s wife was interned on Tarakan and survived to be liberated in Bandjermasin in 1945. Anton died in a prison camp in Sumatra in 1945.6 Tebbutt, who based much of his account of Tarakan’s fall on Reinderhoff’s notes, described the brief but bloody battle as ‘a defiant but hopeless gesture’.


Directly exposed to Japan’s military might, Tarakan’s 5000 people suffered from the Japanese occupation, more severely than many other subjects of the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere. As even the Dutch acknowledged, the Japanese ‘system of government was similar to that under the NEI [Netherlands East Indies] administration’. Collaborators were installed as ‘kais’, indigenous officials who largely implemented Japanese directives. Buttressing the authority of the ‘kais’ were the Tokei-tai – the naval equivalent of the army’s feared Kempei-tai. Whatever resentment they aroused, Japanese encouragement of a puppet nationalist movement also appears to have deterred active resistance. Partly because troops ate at the expense of Tarakan’s civilians, many of the latter suffered from malnutrition, septic sores and yaws. A Dr Jasin, in charge of the civil hospital, attempted to treat these medical consequences of starvation and brutality without medical supplies. Those who suffered most cruelly were the 600 Javanese men brought to Tarakan as labourers, and especially the Javanese women, tricked into travelling to the island, ‘believing they were to be employed in clerical and clothes making [jobs]’, but actually ‘used as prostitutes’ by Tarakan’s garrison, and presumably by the crews of visiting warships. An informant spoke of 300 Javanese women brought as prostitutes, though it appears that women of other origins, including Eurasians and Chinese, were pressed into work in the official brothels.7


Despite the Dutch engineers’ thoroughness, the Japanese managed to re-commission the first of Tarakan’s wells by August 1942, and by early 1944 were producing 350,000 barrels a month. The oil field was operated by the Imperial Japanese Navy’s 250-strong 101st Naval Fuel Depot, with naval vessels re-fuelling directly from the oil jetty in Lingkas Bay and up to ten tankers a month sailing from the port. The last tanker left in July 1944, and the heavy Allied air raids launched late in 1944 virtually destroyed production and storage facilities on the island, while Allied mines and blockade prevented Japanese merchant or naval vessels using the port.8


Although they possessed intercepts of Japanese signals, Allied commanders remained uncertain of Tarakan’s garrison. It numbered 2200 men, both army and naval troops. The army contingent included 740 men of the 455th Independent Mixed Battalion, and 150 miscellaneous construction, training and police troops, all commanded by Major Tadai Tokoi. The core of Tokoi’s force was the infantry battalion. It was organised in three infantry companies of about 90 men and twelve light machine-guns each, supported by a machine-gun company with six heavy machine-guns and a light artillery company of four guns. As a naval base, Tarakan’s garrison included 980 seamen, under Commander Kaoru Kaharu. The core of the naval contingent was the 600-strong 2nd Naval Garrison Force, seamen armed as soldiers, many having been selected for their size and strength. The force consisted of a beach defence unit of about 250 men, intended to operate coastal defence guns but able to fight as infantry, supported by small engineer and medical units. The combatant troops were joined by technicians of the naval fuel depot, 280 naval pioneers (many Korean or Formosan) and members of an ‘anchorage unit’. As with other island garrisons, all military personnel were expected to fight, as were the 350 civilian oil technicians, often armed with bayonets strapped to bamboo poles.


Early in 1945 about fifty of Tarakan’s Indonesians had joined its Heiho, or home guard, regarded as the most efficient Indonesian unit in Borneo. Although Commander Kaharu and the navy could claim seniority in commanding the defence of a naval base, Major Tokoi in fact appears to have directed the island’s defence. Relations between the two services were poor in the Netherlands Indies as a whole, a lack of cordiality revealed by a prisoner of war later in the campaign. The army in Java, he said, had many vehicles but no tyres, while in Borneo the navy had tyres but no vehicles, and neither would swap one for the other. On Tarakan relations appear to have been as bad: Tarakan had a good naval hospital, but soldiers remained in makeshift tents. Despite what must have been a routine tension, as a captured petty officer put it, ‘there was no falling off of discipline, and officers were still very much in command of their units’.9


It is difficult to obtain details of Tarakan’s defenders before appreciable numbers began to surrender later in the campaign, and it is too easy to regard them as faceless figures called ‘the enemy’, ‘Japs’ or ‘Nips’. A flag carried from home by one of Tarakan’s garrison, a young sailor, reminds us of their humanity. His workmates had farewelled him from the post office in which he worked, presenting him with a flag inscribed with patriotic slogans – ’Be confident of victory’, ‘Apply the telecommunication and postal workers’ motto in your service’, and ‘Why fear the US and Britain; if you are a man, teach them a thing or two’. We might imagine a young man not so very different from the young men against whom he was to fight, carrying the good wishes of his workmates, but also the heavy obligation of the Japanese military ethos, in which he was expected to prefer death to dishonour.


Early in 1945 the Japanese Thirty-Seventh Army occupying Borneo watched American progress in the Philippines and reported increasingly heavy raids on targets around Borneo and the Celebes and prepared for invasion. The ensuing landings and the campaign which followed were to become, through a combination of inter-Allied politics and geo-strategic intrigue, a tragedy for the attackers, the defenders, and for the people of Tarakan caught in between.


MacArthur and the Pacific war


By 1945, after six years of war, three of them in the Pacific, the Allies were confident of ultimate victory, although how long it might take and at what cost no one could say. For Australians, the Pacific war had brought initial disaster, hard fights to regain territory and initiative, and great suffering. In 1942, after the shocking loss of Singapore, American naval victories returned the initiative to the Allies, while Australian forces had held and turned back the Japanese advance in Papua. In 1943 a series of offensives carried the Allies deep into Australian New Guinea. In 1944, while the AIF rested and re-trained, American forces resumed the advance into Dutch New Guinea and on to Morotai, the launching place for MacArthur’s promised ‘return’ to the Philippines, beginning with the invasion of Leyte in October.


In 1945, while Australian divisions fought in ‘the islands’, American forces continued the liberation of the Philippines, the largest campaign of the Pacific war. In the early months of 1945 Japanese reverses in the Philippines, in Burma and on the island of Iwo Jima heralded the end to Japanese resistance in the Pacific: beyond the Philippines the Allies confronted the awful prospect of invading what American planners called ‘the Empire’: Japan itself. Eventual victory would be dearly bought.


Far to the south, on the edge of what remained of Japan’s conquests, mainly Australian task forces were directed to seize objectives in Borneo. The evidence explaining this apparently marginal commitment is fragmentary and contradictory, full of red herrings and false leads. Understanding why Australia’s main military contribution to the war against Japan in the war’s final phase occurred in a minor theatre so far from ‘the Empire’ entails exploring relationships between the United States and Australia, their governments and senior officers, in the context of the last year of the Pacific war. It also entails challenging some of the fundamental assumptions of Australian military historiography.


Douglas MacArthur is possibly the single most significant figure in the war against Japan, and few aspects of Australia’s war against Japan from early 1942 can be considered without reference to him, his direction of the war and his relationship to Australia and its commanders and leaders. Transcending the humiliation of his evacuation from Corregidor in March 1942, MacArthur promoted himself as Australia’s saviour from Japanese invasion. He soon gained the confidence of Prime Minister John Curtin, and established an ascendancy over him which Curtin, inexperienced and anxious in leading a nation at war, never challenged.


MacArthur defies easy understanding. Ruminating in a letter to ‘Uncle Dan’ Barbey, Admiral Ray Tarbuck, naval adviser at General Headquarters, Southwest Pacific Area (GHQ), declared that no one will ever be able to quite solve the riddle of MacArthur’.10 He was a complex character, easy to caricature with his corn-cob pipe and sunglasses, but presenting perplexing facets. Immensely self-confident, he was also inordinately sensitive to slights. Commanding and ambitious, he could also be manipulated to fulfil others’ ambitions and remained dependent upon others to implement his will. Personally brave, he naively coveted awards and decorations. Professing a deep sense of honour, he was also capable of outrageous duplicity. Above all, despite the flattery and denigration, he remained a commander of ability, even if his flaws deny his claims to greatness. As General Sir Thomas Blamey – no friend of MacArthur – conceded to his ADC, Norman Carlyon, ‘Norman, behind that facade there is a great military brain’.11 Gibes about MacArthur’s ego do not do justice either to the genuine stature of a man able to lead a multi-national force to a victory remarkably cheap in lives and fought across a theatre as challenging geographically and climatically as any. While we must remember his ego, we must also realise that MacArthur was a complex individual, whose dealings with his circles of influence were more intricate than his legend and its caricatures would allow.


Estimates of MacArthur invariably focus on his vanity, which was monumental, even for a man of his genuine ability. One anecdote will make the point. In the course of the battle for Tarakan, MacArthur received a draft article from Douglas Freeman, biographer of Robert E. Lee’s lieutenants, editor of the Richmond News Leader and a devoted admirer. Freeman had written an account of MacArthur’s campaigns which ended by hailing him as ‘the inheritor of the boldness and the strategy of Lee and Jackson’ – perhaps the highest praise able to be offered by a Southerner. Touched, MacArthur showed the typescript to Dr Roger Egeberg, his physician, ‘with tears in his eyes’, and modestly replied that he liked Freeman’s article ‘very much’. And so he should have, since the correspondence reveals that he himself suggested the comparison in the first place.12


Understanding MacArthur’s complexity entails examining MacArthur’s staff. Among the greatest paradoxes which MacArthur presents is how a man of such ability could have selected and retained what Ray Tarbuck justly described as ‘a lousy staff’. MacArthur’s notorious monopoly of publicity should not obscure the extent to which he relied on that staff to execute his will. The quality of MacArthur’s staff, the personalities of its key members and his relationship with them are critical to an understanding of the development of the strategic plans which sent Australians into Borneo. It is notorious that most senior officers at GHQ were members of what contemporaries variously called the Bataan ‘Boys’, ‘Club’ or ‘Gang’, depending upon their enmity or warmth toward it. Most had served with MacArthur in the Philippines, had escaped to Australia with him, and remained with him throughout and beyond the Pacific war. Contrary to popular impression, these men were not simply MacArthur’s toadies and lackeys, but collectively shaped Allied strategic plans in the Southwest Pacific Area in the war’s last year.


By early 1945 GHQ numbered over 2000 officers and men, controlling army, navy and air forces of several nations operating from Australia north to the Philippines. GHQ can be represented as sybaritic and remote: ‘they did open a soda fountain in our mess with an ice cream machine...’, wrote a senior officer, ‘we now need desk calendar fillers badly’.13 It could also be portrayed as the court of a Renaissance prince: ‘intrigue grows more sinister here’, as a Special Service Officer attempting to maintain the security of the ‘Ultra’ intelligence reported to Washington in despair.14 It can appear as a medieval fiefdom: ‘no one has told him anything but yes for nearly two weeks’, George Kenney, commander of the Far Eastern Air Forces, disgustedly recorded in his diary in November 1944.15 It was certainly the nerve centre of a massive war machine, operating at intense pressure – fourteen-hour days for months at a time were common, with coffee in the office forbidden – and capable of launching a succession of amphibious operations at intervals of a few weeks for months on end.


GHQ’s key members were the Chief of Staff, Lieutenant General Richard Sutherland, his chief of intelligence, Major General Charles Willoughby, and the operations chief, Major General Stephen Chamberlin. The recollections of candid onlookers and participants gives some insight into the men who made up the headquarters, their relations and their contribution to operational plans. Above all, the reflective and humane memoir by Paul Rogers, confidential clerk to both MacArthur and Sutherland, from Corregidor in 1942 to Manila in 1945, reveals from observation and detailed review of the documents (many of which he had typed) the currents of intrigue and influence within MacArthur’s entourage, permitting speculation about how they affected the operations mounted by his forces.


As Chief of Staff, Sutherland ran the headquarters. Intellectually MacArthur’s equal, together they forged the strategic directions which he ‘issued by order of General MacArthur’. Sutherland was immensely diligent, formidably efficient, able to do the hard work of selecting and sacking officers which, as patriarch, MacArthur eschewed. Paul Rogers argues that Sutherland’s role in developing as well as executing MacArthur’s intentions has been underestimated, and his observations suggest that they briefly became one of the more successful partnerships in the history of command. Rogers’ memoir revolves around the ‘good years’, when the two worked as a harmonious team, and the ‘bitter years’ when from late 1943 Sutherland became restive with his position and pressed for an independence which was to cause a rift between them even as they fought their final battles against the Japanese. After several skirmishes in which Sutherland arrogated MacArthur’s prerogatives, late in 1944 – at the very time the Borneo operations were planned – Sutherland precipitated a confrontation with MacArthur over this relationship and other assertions of independence. Sutherland lost the contest, a defeat which, as Rogers observed, ‘destroyed’ him. How much Sutherland’s crisis affected operational planning will never be known.


Charles Willoughby’s G-2 or intelligence section gathered, collated and analysed information on enemy dispositions and intentions, receiving everything from native rumours to high grade intercepts of Japanese radio traffic. As Ed Drea has demonstrated in his meticulous study, MacArthur’s Ultra, Willoughby was often wrong, his misreading of Japanese signals almost causing disaster at Finschhafen in 1943. He became ‘hysterical’ when crossed: during the planning for Tarakan a disagreement with ‘a newly arrived Australian major general’ (probably Lieutenant-General Frank Berryman, Blamey’s Chief of Staff) over the size of its Japanese garrison caused a memorable outburst.16 One of the attributes most valued in officers in GHQ was a ‘loyalty’ verging upon sycophancy, most evident in Willoughby’s section. ‘Your loyalty to your subordinates is a by-word in this Headquarters’, one of Willoughby’s staff told him while Tarakan was being planned, ‘my promotion is another example of it’.17 The atmosphere of sycophancy was not conducive to dissension or even to reasoned debate, and Ed Drea’s research on Ultra shows how as well as enabling advances such as the audacious leap toward Hollandia in April 1944, Willoughby’s intelligence also let MacArthur down.18


Steve Chamberlin, nicknamed ‘the Nose’ for obvious reasons, ran GHQ’s G-3, or Operations, section for the entire Pacific war. Chamberlin was in fact ‘not one of the Bataan crowd’, having joined MacArthur in Australia in 1942. Observers described him as quiet and unassuming, but ‘aggressive in defending his position’, ‘dependable and a gentleman’, but also as ‘a bit of a loner’ working long hours in a headquarters which was acknowledged to work hard. His section played a critical role in the development of the Borneo operation plans. G-3 ‘took the plan and converted it into the Operations Instructions’ which set troop movements in motion. The extent to which these operations can simply be ascribed to ‘MacArthur’ is debatable. MacArthur, in conjunction with Sutherland, identified the broad thrust of operations, but Chamberlin’s G-3 section devised the detail, drawing on Willoughby’s G-2 section for intelligence estimates and terrain studies on which to base force estimates and other details, while co-operating with the G-4 section co-ordinating logistic requirements. Paul Rogers, MacArthur’s chief clerk, recalled that he ‘defined the mission but seldom interfered in the execution’.19 It is merely accepting the vanity which all decry to ascribe all details of complex inter-service and inter-Allied plans to even a commander as gifted and meticulous as MacArthur.


The Borneo strategy


Just before the first landings in the Philippines Chamberlin’s section had devised plans projecting a ‘basic outline plan for the re-occupation of the Mindanao-Borneo-NEI area’, in a plan code-named ‘Cringle’.20 Chamberlin’s staff had formulated the essential features of these operations by 30 October 1944, before Leyte had been secured, before the landings on Luzon and Mindanao, exactly six months before the Tarakan landing. By late November 1944, GHQ had refined ‘Cringle’, preparing the first draft of the ‘Princeton’ plan. It envisaged the ‘Victor’ series of American operations directed at the liberation of the Visayas (the western islands of the Philippine archipelago), the ‘Oboe’ series, using Australians to seize Mindanao, the Sulu Archipelago and British Borneo, and the ‘Peter’ operations, seeking to use American formations to ‘reoccupy those portions of the N.E.I. remaining in enemy hands within the Southwest Pacific Area’.21 The plan involved making intermediate landings on the route to Java to establish air and naval bases. MacArthur’s forces included no aircraft carriers, and when carriers from the neighbouring Pacific Ocean area covered the Leyte landings, they had let him down. After Leyte, as George Kenney noted, MacArthur resolved never again to operate without land-based air cover under his own control. Tarakan was to be the first such intermediate base. Its occupation, covered from airstrips (as it turned out, bloodlessly) won in the Sulu Archipelago, was originally to have been an American operation, code-named ‘Peter One’, employing a Regimental Combat Team (the equivalent of a brigade group) of the US 31st Division, in essence what the Australians were directed to accomplish the following year. 22


MacArthur was in theory responsible to the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington, a triumvirate of General George Marshall, Admiral Ernest King and General Hap Arnold, commanding the Army, Navy and Air Force respectively. MacArthur did not invite the Joint Chiefs to consider his plans for operations directed toward the Netherlands East Indies until he had virtually completed their preparation. Only in mid-December did the Princeton plan (soon re-named ‘Montclair’ to avoid confusion with the warship) reach the Joint Chiefs.


As the theatre commander, MacArthur claimed and exercised considerable freedom of action. His dealings with the Joint Chiefs had always been conducted with deference on their part and characteristic disdain on his. George Marshall personally wrote or at least scrutinised communications with MacArthur, treating him with a circumspection he did not, and did not need to, adopt with Eisenhower. After the invasion of Luzon MacArthur did not seek formal approval for any operation in his area, telling Kenney that ‘he did not have to tell the JCS anything about how he proposed to take care of his own theatre’.23 For their part, early in 1945 the Joint Chiefs had a great deal on their minds. Being responsible for the direction and co-ordination of global strategy, their preoccupations encompassed the final defeat of Nazi Germany, the liberation or occupation of Europe, the demobilisation or re-orientation of the Allied armies and, not least, the planning of the expected invasion of ‘the Empire’ itself. Subsidiary operations in south-east Asia understandably occupied a very low priority. As a consequence, although the Joint Chiefs and MacArthur continued to debate related questions up to and beyond 1 May, they directed MacArthur to execute only one operation, though that one entailed a major change which, as will be seen, was to make the entire plan redundant. MacArthur thrived in this ambiguous atmosphere, exploiting the Joint Chiefs’ preoccupation and the security from scrutiny which distance afforded. Locating and tracing the paper trail leading to Tarakan discloses how strategic planning in the Southwest Pacific, although, as Paul Rogers argued, ‘essentially rational: still occurred in the penumbra between national and military politics, between good and bad faith, between integrity and falsehood.24


In his cables to the Joint Chiefs MacArthur identified three justifications for an advance via Borneo to Java. Early in February 1945 he had cabled Washington, arguing that it was ‘of the utmost importance’ to recover British and Dutch oilfields, to ‘support operations against the Japanese homeland’.25 Next, he claimed that the United States was ‘obligated’ to liberate the Netherlands East Indies by the ‘international agreement establishing the Southwest Pacific Area’. He argued that the re-establishment of the Dutch in Batavia would ‘raise the prestige of United States’ in Asia ‘with results that would be felt for a great many years’. Thirdly, he acknowledged that idle Australian formations were ‘becoming restive’ and that John Curtin was pressing that they ‘should be thrown into action or demobilised’.26 Borneo, he later recalled, ‘furnished ideal action targets’.27 These reasons – the importance of Borneo’s oil, the American restoration of Dutch rule in Asia and the need to employ Australian troops – should be considered individually in order to test the justifications offered for the Borneo operations.


Oil


In that all three Oboe operations occurred in oil-producing or refining areas – Tarakan, Brunei Bay and Balikpapan – oil offers a superficially plausible justification for the plan. The single most important commodity influencing the conduct of military operations this century, oil understandably preoccupied Allied strategic planners. The Allied war effort consumed unprecedented quantities of fuel – the American campaigns in the Pacific alone required some five million gallons of fuel each month, carried across the Pacific in 260 tankers. It would not be surprising if the planning of a campaign resulting in the seizure of an oil-producing region should have been influenced by the prospect of winning oil supplies.28


Anticipating the intensification of operations against the Japanese home islands, senior American naval commanders early in 1945 had indeed debated the potential use of the oil reserves of the Netherlands East Indies. Admiral William Halsey, commander of the Third Fleet, had calculated the Pacific war’s fuel requirements and expressed apprehension unless the resources of Borneo and the Netherlands East Indies became available.


Astutely, MacArthur had exploited these logistical concerns in mounting his case for the acceptance of the Montclair plan, and characteristically, he exaggerated the value of Borneo’s oil and the ease with which it could be used. However, his stratagem was detected. Late in 1944 Admiral Andrew Carter, Executive officer of the Army-Navy Petroleum Board, the Joints Chiefs’ advisers on petroleum strategy, toured the Pacific, investigating the services’ petroleum needs, meeting MacArthur at Leyte on 11 December. Already immersed in planning the Montclair operations, but not having revealed them to his superiors in Washington, MacArthur rather artlessly asked Carter if he might be interested in the oilfields of Borneo. Carter was later surprised to read the optimistic estimates from GHQ, suggesting that oil production – by civilian oil companies – could begin within three months of occupation. He disabused the Joint Chiefs of the view that oil could be so easily or quickly gained.29


The Joint Chiefs were able to refer MacArthur’s proposals to expert scrutiny. Ever since the Borneo oilfields had been occupied in 1942, the Joint Chiefs, the War Department and the Army-Navy Petroleum Board had periodically evaluated their significance to the Japanese and to the Allies. Estimates of the significance of Borneo’s oil varied. While all agreed that to the Japanese it was ‘vital’ – an appreciation which resulted in the blockade of Japanese tanker traffic – there was no consensus on its value to the Allies. Even if its wells could be speedily restored, after seven months they would save only four trans-Pacific tankers. The Army-Navy Petroleum Board recommended that operations should ‘not be planned solely for the recapture of oil fields in the East Indies’. The oil planners (most of whom were oilmen inducted into uniform for the duration) calculated that existing sources of supply were likely to be sufficient for global supply throughout 1946, even if the war continued, which they prudently considered it would. MacArthur’s plans enabled oil drilling and refining equipment stockpiled in California to be prepared for shipment to the western Pacific in anticipation of the re-occupation of the oilfields, and for interested oil companies to offer to provide engineers and technicians ‘at their own expense’. Although they were prepared to exploit oilfields taken in the Oboe operations, the potential value of Borneo’s oil was insufficient in itself to induce the Joint Chiefs to countenance them.30


Liberating the Netherland Indies


Although preoccupied with the liberation of the Philippines, MacArthur had long planned to advance into the Netherlands East Indies. In March 1944 he had met Curtin and Sir Frederick Shedden, Secretary of the Department of Defence Co-ordination and the dominant figure in Australian strategic thinking. MacArthur told them of his intention to move on to the Indies after the Philippines had been secured, confirming the advice in writing several times during 1944. In this MacArthur’s motives have aroused suspicion. As with his return to the Philippines, MacArthur’s plans to liberate Java reflected his conception of himself as liberator. With the occupation of Java and the restoration of the Dutch colonial government, he believed that he could report that his Southwest Pacific command ‘will have accomplished its mission’. Naturally. the Netherlands Indies government in exile in Australia continued to press for the re-conquest of the Indies, and MacArthur developed a stronger relationship with the Dutch authorities as his forces neared Dutch territory. Anticipating the operations directed toward Java, in December 1944 MacArthur concluded with the émigré government an ‘Arrangement for civil administration and jurisdiction’ in the Netherlands Indies.31


At the same time, not surprisingly, American commanders always maintained a clear focus on American interests. Admiral King, for example, expressed the prevailing view of the Joint Chiefs of the importance of the Netherlands Indies when he deprecated a suggestion in November 1944 for an American commitment to ‘speedily expel the Japanese from the ΝΕΙ’.32 Α memorandum prepared by a Joint Chiefs staff officer early in February discussing whether Dutch officers should be involved in planning operations found ‘no objection where such participation would be to our military advantage’.33


MacArthur argued that the directive establishing the Southwest Pacific Area in 1942 obliged him to liberate the Indies. Their liberation would, as he cabled Marshall, ‘bring about the most favourable repercussions throughout the far east and would raise the prestige of the United States to the highest level with results that would be felt for a great many years’.34 While eager to see American prestige enhanced by its role in liberating Allied colonies, American strategists were wary of longer commitment, and the Joint Chiefs swiftly refuted MacArthur’s reading. Having occupied Java, MacArthur foresaw the rapid dissolution of his Area, turning over to responsibility the British and Dutch. His ostensible reasons for re-establishing the Dutch government in Batavia reflect simultaneously his peculiar ability to combine noble sentiment with national interest and a profound (though not unique) ignorance of Indonesian attitudes to the impending restoration of colonial rule.


In that the Java strategy was aborted, and the Borneo operations did not fulfil the hopes which MacArthur entertained, his apologists, principally Willoughby, later sought to diminish their significance and distance MacArthur from their instigation. One of Willoughby’s staff claimed that ‘representatives of Great Britain’ at GHQ ‘were most interested in dear old Borneo’, and that they and the Dutch influenced MacArthur.35 By the time Clayton James interviewed Willoughby in 1971, he had fabricated a story that it was in fact not MacArthur’s initiative at all, but had been devised at the instigation of ‘the ADA crowd in Washington’. Searches of contemporary sources and directories of acronyms disclose no wartime lobby group. ‘ADA’, though, must stand for Americans for Democratic Action’, a liberal pressure group formed in 1947, but which had come to represent for Willoughby the ‘communists’ who ‘honeycombed’ American government.36 The entire retrospective explanation was a sad fantasy.


The Java strategy, which can be portrayed as an example of MacArthur at his most cynical, equally displays his idealism. He continued to maintain, as he reassured Curtin in March, that his ‘purpose in projecting this campaign is to restore the Netherlands East Indies authorities to their seat of government’.37 He told Kenney that he refused to abandon’ the Indies, adamant that ‘he must capture a Dutch town of some importance’.38


Whether motivated by personal vanity, professional thoroughness or national pride, MacArthur earnestly wished to liberate Java and the Netherlands Indies. Emboldened, perhaps, by the bold leap-frogging advance along the coast of New Guinea and the rapid exploitation of the Philippines campaign, MacArthur planned for an audacious drive toward Java. He told Kenney in mid-February that he wanted if possible to ‘jump’ from Palawan (the most south-westerly of the Philippine Visayas) ‘straight to Balikpapan and then on to Batavia’, hoping to reach Java in June.39 His staff studies had already cautiously identified three intermediate operations, with Tarakan as ‘F’ day, MacArthur’s staff studies had his forces in Balikpapan on F-plus 30, Surabaya on F-plus 80 and Batavia at F-plus 125.40


It is possible that MacArthur’s plans for Java were a blind, intended to convince Australian politicians and commanders – and gullible historians – of his sincerity, but concealing his intention to divert Australian forces from more decisive contributions further north. In the light of his long-standing plans to use Australians in Borneo such an interpretation does not stand up. Just as Blamey urged that Australian forces regain Australian territories, MacArthur sought to use only American forces to recover its Philippine dependencies. MacArthur did renege on his undertaking to use Australians in the Philippines – operations hardly more decisive than Borneo – but his bad faith does not imply that the Borneo operations were futile. Nor should we be unduly persuaded by predictions that the eventual landings in Java would end in what Clayton James described as a ‘blood bath’ for the two (probably Australian) divisions nominally designated to undertake them.41 Speculation is hazardous but inevitable. Had the war continued it would have been unlikely, on the basis of his record, that MacArthur would have risked disaster with an inadequate force.


Australia and the Oboe plan


In that the Princeton/Montclair plan involved returning Australian formations to action, the American-Australian relationship in 1945 is central to an understanding of how Australian forces were used by the dominant partner in the alliance. For two years most of MacArthur’s forces had been Australian. By the end of 1943, however, sufficient American divisions and the necessary logistic support and amphibious ‘lift’ had arrived to permit American forces to take over the role of spearheading the Allied advance in the south-west Pacific.


While the relationship between the two remained overwhelmingly amicable – outbreaks such as the exaggerated ‘battle of Brisbane’ notwithstanding – the relationship was marked by a distinct tension. For example, their disagreement on the name of the strategic area which they shared indicates the subdued but real strain – Australians referred to the ‘South West Pacific’, Americans to the ‘Southwest Pacific’. Australians, veterans of the war in the Mediterranean by December 1941, resented American condescension, and were astonished by American abundance – and this in one of the United States’ lower priority theatres. Americans, at first compelled to depend upon Australians more than they wished, were eager to operate independently. While personal relationships were cordial (Australians were ‘fine guys individually’, one recalled), Americans, as a 1942 report by the vexatious Major General Robert Richardson expressed it, ‘deeply resented’ being commanded by other than Americans.42 Richardson saw Blamey’s appointment as Commander, Allied Land Forces in the theatre as ‘an affront to the national pride and to the dignity of the American Army’, a view shared by many colleagues, including MacArthur.43 Australian achievements in battle enhanced American admiration for their capacity as fighters without alleviating American misgivings about ‘foreign’ command. The American attitude is apparent in the way GHQ had never been an integrated headquarters, as had Eisenhower’s in Europe. Although about ten per cent of its thousand or more officers were Australian, most in minor liaison jobs, they were scarce in senior positions – there were only two Australians in the entire G-3 section, responsible for the planning and conduct of operations throughout the theatre.44


Official communications between senior American officers make clear their desire by the war’s last year that the two forces be segregated. Major General Harold ‘Pinky’ Craig, of the War Department’s Operations Division, candidly referred to ‘our desire to have Allied forces other than U.S. clean out by-passed areas’.45 ‘It is certainly the intent’, Willoughby informed a colleague, ‘to cut loose from Australia except for supply purposes’.46 A signal from the Joint Chiefs to GHQ clarifying the policy discloses how extensive and deliberate it was: all Australian forces were to remain in the ‘Southwest Pacific’; Australian forces would not be supported by American airfield construction or logistics units except in emergencies; base personnel and amphibious shipping would be withdrawn, and the American calls upon Australian civilian facilities would be reduced.47


American suspicion of Australians rested on more than prejudice. Blamey (whom Willoughby recalled as ‘a fourteen-carat politician’) had unsuccessfully manoeuvred to persuade the British Chiefs of Staff to adopt a ‘middle strategy’, forming a Commonwealth force intended to advance into the Netherlands Indies from Darwin.48 By claiming that AIF divisions were unready for action late in 1944, he had enabled MacArthur to leave them out of the Philippines. As David Horner, the leading historian of the subject, put it, Blamey had ‘miscalculated’ and ‘left himself open to MacArthur’s charges that he was disloyal’ to Curtin. Blamey must therefore bear some responsibility for allowing MacArthur to exclude Australian divisions from the Philippines and, by withholding the 6th Division from Morshead’s 1st Australian Corps, to limiting MacArthur’s ability to expedite the Borneo strategy. It has become customary to decry Australian exclusion from the Luzon and Mindanao operations, as if they represented any greater contribution to Allied victory than the abortive Java strategy, but MacArthur had long projected using Australians elsewhere, and by early 1945 many Australians were critical, he wrote, of the prolonged inactivity of its forces, and the ‘minor role’ they were playing ‘in the eyes of the world’.49


The Australian Cabinet’s acquiescence in the deployment of two AIF divisions to Borneo requires explanation. Foremost is MacArthur’s ascendancy over John Curtin. Secondly, there is the Cabinet’s understandable concern that the post-war settlement in the Pacific was a vital matter for Australia. Curtin’s Minister for External Affairs, Dr H.V. Evatt, most strongly articulated the view. Like Billy Hughes, who in 1919 spoke at the Versailles Peace conference on behalf of ‘59,000 Australian dead’, Evatt understood that Australian participation in the Allied war effort would impart leverage in the peace settlement. Curtin himself emphasised in a letter to MacArthur while the Borneo operations were under consideration that




it is a matter of vital importance to the future of Australia and her status at the peace table that her military effort should be concentrated as far as possible in the Pacific and ... on a scale to guarantee her an effective voice in the peace settlement.50





As the Cabinet minutes show, it deployed those troops according to its conception of Australia’s national interest in shaping its region in the aftermath of war. Billy Hughes, still a member of the Advisory War Council at the end of a second world war, expressed the feeling at the meeting at which it debated the continuing Australian commitment. ‘We are part of the Allied nations’, the hurried verbatim minutes record him saying; ‘[the] spotlight is turned on us’, Sir Earle Page pointed out to his colleagues the ‘political benefits’ of fighting for a peace in which Australia would share: ‘by [the] time our men at [peace] conference, [we] will be able [to] show Aus[tralia] doing more fighting’.51 Evatt put the case more vigorously: ‘we helped with the fighting and we are bloody well going to help with the talking’.52 MacArthur certainly employed sleight of hand in advising the Australian government that the Borneo campaign ‘in all its phases has been ordered by the Joint Chiefs’, but he did not dupe the Australian government into releasing its best troops for Borneo.53


Australian senior commanders expressed few reservations about the Borneo strategy. Blamey understandably feared that too few troops might be committed to landings in Java. He effectively prevented MacArthur gaining a third AIF division, retaining the 6th in the Aitape-Wewak area (where it lost 587 men dead in a campaign justifiably regarded as a part of an ‘unnecessary war’). At the same time, neither Blamey nor his senior commanders expressed serious qualms about the initial Oboe operations. Only when Oboe Two, intended to secure Balikpapan as a base for subsequent operations, went ahead without further operations in prospect did he then ambiguously suggest that the mission lacked purpose.54


Australians understandably resented their junior standing in a wartime alliance, and even at the time suspected that they were being used on operations which did not contribute significantly to the defeat of Japan. This view seems to be based on a compound of suspicion of MacArthur and chagrin that Australia’s role was on the margins of the Pacific war. But beating Japan entailed fighting Japanese in more than the Japanese home islands, and it was difficult to tell – morally as well as strategically – when operations should turn from the liberation of conquered territories and peoples and toward the invasion of the home islands. The Borneo operations took the Australians south, just as Mountbatten’s advance looked south from Rangoon toward Singapore, although few suggest that this was the wrong direction or that liberating dependent peoples was reprehensible. Similarly, George Marshall’s advice to MacArthur (that the Oboe operations would have ‘little immediate effect on the war against Japan’) has been represented as an indication that the operations were pointless, whereas the qualification ‘immediate’ would not diminish their contribution had the war lasted longer, as all believed it would. The commitment of Australian troops to Borneo, then, is acceptable if one accepts that Australian forces were legitimately able to be deployed by the Allied theatre commander – an authority accepted neither by Blamey nor by a number of Australian historians.


MacArthur’s strategy aborted


As cables passed between GHQ and Washington during February and March 1945 the Joint Chiefs continued to take a faint interest in MacArthur’s plans. By late March GHQ’s plan for the first Oboe operation was advanced. But even as subordinate headquarters and units acted upon GHQ’s directions, two much more consequential developments were to make the entire strategy virtually meaningless.


The first change was to delay the Java invasion toward which the Oboe operations led, disarranging GHQ’s sequence of operations by greatly advancing the Brunei Bay operations. While the ‘Cringle’ plan of late 1944 had envisaged the occupation of British North Borneo by Australian troops, under the later Montclair plan the liberation of Brunei and British Borneo would have followed the Java landings, as its code-name, Oboe Six, suggested.


Here, as is well known, the politics of the British-American alliance intruded. Realising that Britain had played a minor role in the Pacific war, Churchill offered a British Pacific Fleet, and late in 1944 it began operating from Sydney. Senior American strategists, and chiefly the unforgiving Admiral Ernest King, looked askance on the British attempt to enter the Pacific. Impelled by King, the Joint Chiefs saw MacArthur’s plans for the occupation of Brunei Bay as a chance to induce the British to accept a naval base far from the main theatre of war off the Japanese home islands and directed MacArthur to advance his plans for Oboe Six. Denied the 6th Division by Blamey and compelled to divert the remainder of the 9th to seize British North Borneo, MacArthur was obliged to amend his schedule to land in Java in mid-1945. For the invasion of British Borneo, however, Tarakan would be vital as a fighter base, since Brunei lay beyond fighter range from the Sulu Archipelago bases.


The second change was to turn MacArthur’s attention away from the Netherlands Indies altogether by re-ordering American command arrangements in the Pacific theatre. The American war in the Pacific had proceeded until early 1945 along two axes of advance. In the central Pacific Admiral Chester Nimitz’s Pacific Ocean Area forces had advanced from island to island, his amphibious army protected by a massive fleet, including carrier-based aircraft. In the south-west Pacific, MacArthur’s forces had advanced in short coast-wise bounds, each advance protected by land-based aircraft. Before the Philippines landings the two had operated virtually independently. The Philippines campaign, in which American forces came closer to disaster than at any time since 1942, had demonstrated how this system of divided command had outlived its usefulness. As Sutherland put it to Marshall, it was ‘fatally defective’, workable only with ‘the utmost good will’ – which was often lacking.55 The Joint Chiefs grappled with this problem during the first quarter of 1945 and, after what Marshall described as ‘prolonged and exceedingly difficult negotiation’, bedevilled by inter-service and inter-personal rivalry, at last reached a partial resolution at the end of March.56


On 3 April the Joint Chiefs issued a ‘command directive’ specifying the ‘over-all objective in the war against Japan’, which was to diminish Japan’s ability and will to resist, particularly by destroying its remaining air and naval forces, and to invade and seize objectives in Japan itself.57
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