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Foreword


Operation Kingfisher will always be the battle honour that never was. Instead of the 1st Australian Parachute Battalion descending into the jungles of British North Borneo to dramatically rescue the survivors of the Allied prisoners of war held by the Japanese, for nearly 80 years we have had silence, speculation, and questions.


Why did Operation Kingfisher not proceed? For decades successive authors have canvassed various (and often different and contradictory) explanations. As Gary Followill shows, they have ranged from changing political priorities in MacArthur’s General Headquarters to the unavailability of transport aircraft to faulty intelligence. But no one has satisfactorily explained why such a bold operation should have been so swiftly scrubbed – and no convincing explanation was ever given officially. Several of Gary’s predecessors, including Athol Morris, who served with the War Crimes investigators in Borneo, Don Wall, Lynette Silver and Dick Braithwaite – all tenacious researchers – have offered explanations, based on the available information at the time of their research. The cancellation of Operation Kingfisher, of which so much was expected, still raises questions which need to be asked and which deserve answers.


Now Gary Followill has contributed his share to the continuing saga of Borneo in 1945, a place and time which has also engaged me since my first visit there nearly 30 years ago, while preparing to curate the Australian War Memorial’s 50th anniversary exhibition, 1945: War & Peace. One of the most compelling sections of that exhibition was that my Memorial colleague, photograph curator Ian Affleck, persuaded us that displaying the pay-book photographs of virtually every one of the Australian Sandakan captives would be a fitting element in the exhibition. The display was so powerful that it was incorporated into the Memorial’s permanent World War II gallery, which I curated four years later. That display prompted many to wonder why all but six of those men died.


Soon after I became Gary’s supervisor for the MA thesis at UNSW Canberra on which this book is based, I realised that he brought to this task a series of useful attributes. First, he came to the question of Kingfisher fresh, without any ‘baggage’, a perspective that gave him the opportunity to ask new questions and to turn over rocks that no one else had. Second, Gary was a mature student, a man who had made his mark in the business world, but who was revelling in learning new skills, and prepared to listen to advice. Third, because he was originally American, he was inclined (and able) to look for answers to the questions he posed in the vast military records of the National Archives and Records Administration in Washington – and he had the patience to find documents that had eluded others.


What Gary found there, and incorporated into his thesis and then this book, should contribute to our understanding both of the cancellation of Operation Kingfisher and of the prisoners’ ordeal of captivity in Borneo which we summarise by the single portentous word ‘Sandakan’. It is worth reading firstly because Gary has found new evidence which helps to explain an event – or perhaps a non-event – in Australian military history, by reference to the British and American archives. (How often have I urged Australian researchers to look beyond Australian records? Here is a good reason why.)


But Gary’s work does not just offer an addition to a footnote on the Sandakan saga, because he places the detail of the origins, preparation and then the cancellation of Kingfisher in two vital contexts. First, he situates Kingfisher in the Allied intelligence war in the Southwest Pacific. Second, crucially, he discusses not just the operation’s setting, in Borneo, but also the Allied alliance itself, and especially the triangular relationship between Australia, Britain and the United States. The Allied war effort was an extraordinary, unprecedented phenomenon, and it spectacularly and ultimately gained unconditional victory in 1945. But as Gary shows, each of the players had their own agendas and interests. Gary shows where Operation Kingfisher played a part in the interplay of those competing priorities, plans and ambitions, and even the personal animosities and jealousies of those involved.


Operation Kingfisher is a relatively modest book, but its scope encompasses practically the entire Western alliance before it shows how decisions and actions on a global scale became a matter of life and death for a number of Australians desperately clinging to life and hope deep in the jungle of Borneo. I am delighted to commend it to all who, like Gary, find the Pacific War, 1945 and especially Sandakan matters of continuing fascination.


Professor Peter Stanley
UNSW Canberra
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Introduction


Operation Kingfisher envisaged the rescue of up to 2500 Australian and British prisoners of war (POWs) in Borneo in 1945. When it was cancelled, it cost the lives of all but six of those POWs. Some group or organisation made that decision, to give up on thousands of vulnerable soldiers, who then either died or were killed by the Japanese. Who was it and why? How did the decision come about, and what were the considerations? How aware were they of the terrible consequences that would follow?


I have always been fascinated by the relationship of the wartime leaders of the United States, Britain and Australia, and their actions towards each other. Indeed, the co-operation between Special Operations Australia (SOA), Special Operations Executive (SOE) of Britain, and the US Office of Strategic Services (OSS), and their actions with and against each other during the Pacific War, recently led me to research and publish a Masters by Research thesis on the subject, Necessary Chicanery: Operation Kingfisher’s Cancellation and Inter-Allied Rivalry (University of New South Wales, UNSW Canberra, 17 January 2020). Having thoroughly investigated Operation Kingfisher for that thesis – its plan, origins, evolution, and eventual cancellation – I came to see Kingfisher’s brief existence not only as a topic of interest in itself, but as a disclosure about the character of the Allied alliance.


Based on that thesis and hitherto unused archival sources, this book explores it all. How the cancellation of Kingfisher – and the subsequent failure to rescue the Sandakan prisoners – can be explained by the motivations, decisions and actions of the wartime alliance; how the politics of wartime alliances played out at both the level of grand strategy, but also in interactions between officers within the planning headquarters in the Southwest Pacific Area, with severe implications for those most directly affected. I evaluate the explanations that have been offered for why Operation Kingfisher did not proceed, examine the exact point in time it was cancelled, identify those responsible, and discuss the reasons that the rescue mission was terminated.


Examined are the men behind the alliance, their personalities, motivations and objectives: Sir Winston Churchill, Prime Minister of Britain; Franklin Roosevelt, President of the United States of America; as well as Robert Menzies and John Curtin, Prime Ministers of Australia. Other key players involved include: General Douglas MacArthur, US Commander-in-Chief of the Southwest Pacific Area; General Sir Thomas Blamey, Commander-in-Chief, Allied Land Forces; Sir Frederick Shedden, Australian Defence Secretary; General Richard Sutherland, Chief of Staff to MacArthur; and General Charles Willoughby, Head of G-2, MacArthur’s intelligence organisation.


Constantly changing conflicts of interests and objectives between the members of the alliance clearly affected the rescue mission – but how and why? How much did everyone actually know?


By journeying into the past, we can learn much about the flux of alliances during war, the forward-thinking involved, and what that says about human nature itself. Let me start by telling you more about the disaster that was Operation Kingfisher.




CHAPTER 1

What was Operation Kingfisher?


Operation Kingfisher was intended to prevent the Japanese from killing up to 2500 POWs imprisoned in Borneo in May 1945, which they were expected to do following the planned invasion of Tarakan, an oil-rich island off the eastern coast of Borneo. The Tarakan invasion was named Operation Oboe and involved a series of landings in Tarakan, Balikpapan and Brunei. Tarakan was targeted because of its oil depot and airfield. As the tide of war turned against the Japanese, senior Japanese officers commonly began to take action to protect themselves against possible prosecution after the war. One key issue that the Japanese did not want the Allies to discover was their treatment of POWs. On 1 August 1944, in reply to a question from Formosa POW headquarters, Imperial General Headquarters Tokyo issued the following orders to all their POW commanders:
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Southeast Asia, 1941


Whether they are destroyed individually or in groups, or however it is done, with mass bombing, poisonous smoke, poisons, drowning, decapitation, or what, dispose of them as the situation dictates. In any case it is the aim not to allow the escape of a single one, to annihilate them all, and not leave any traces.


This shocking order reveals the utter desperation behind the Japanese plans to kill all POWs before the Allies could free them, and this became evident to the Allies when American forces landed on Palawan Island in the Philippines. There they discovered about 150 American POWs had been ordered into an air raid shelter by the Japanese, who then threw buckets of petrol into the bunker and set it alight. Any prisoner who escaped the burning bunker was shot, bayoneted or clubbed to death. Four POWs did manage to escape by jumping off a nearby cliff into the sea and joined local Filipino guerilla forces until rescued by advancing US troops.1


As more intelligence came to hand, this Japanese policy towards Allied POWs added yet another motivational element to Allied officers’ plans to land in Japanese-occupied territories as soon as possible.


Therefore, when planning for the landings at Tarakan began at MacArthur’s intelligence headquarters GHQ, the fate of the Sandakan POWs had to be seriously considered. Tarakan was only 285 kilometres from the Sandakan camp, with its 2500 Australian and British POWs. GHQ’s covert intelligence organisation, the Allied Intelligence Bureau (AIB), thus began advocating a plan to rescue the POWs from being killed by their captors.2 This became known as Operation Kingfisher.


The plan – developed by AIB and approved by GHQ’s SWPA (the Southwest Pacific Area command) – called for the 1st Australian Parachute Battalion to be dropped by air near the Sandakan POW camp. They would use the element of surprise to take control of the camp and escort the POWs to the port of Sandakan. After the POWs, paratroopers and a team from Australia’s Special Reconnaissance Department (SRD) – who had been previously inserted into north Borneo by submarine to gather last-minute intelligence on the POW camp – had reached the port, naval landing craft would get them off the beach and back to larger ships to be taken back to Australia.3


The plan was very similar to that used by the Americans in the successful rescue of military and civilian POWs at Los Banos, in the Philippines in February 1945. Paratroopers were dropped on the prison camp, where they killed the guards and took control. The 2147 POWs and civilian internees were taken back to Allied lines using amphibious vehicles. The only difference in the plans was that for Sandakan, landing craft would be used to take the POWs to waiting ships. To minimise risk, an SRD team would be inserted by American submarine near the Sandakan area to obtain intelligence before the rescue mission could begin. The insertion of the SRD team would be dependent on the timing of available American submarines. The entire plan depended on that vital last-minute intelligence, and they would be on an extremely tight schedule.


It’s important to note that the three leaders of Britain, Australia and America did not personally know about the Sandakan POWs or the rescue mission, yet their relationship would dramatically influence its outcome.




CHAPTER 2

Who were the Sandakan POWs?


In 1941-42, the quick victories of the Japanese in Asia (in Malaya, Singapore and the Dutch East Indies) not only gave them large territorial gains but also a large number of prisoners of war (British, Australian, American, Canadian, Dutch and Indian). It has been estimated that the total number of Allied POWs captured by the Japanese during World War II was over 140,000. By the end of the war in August 1945, more than 30,000 Allied POWs had died of disease, starvation or had been killed by the Japanese. Sadly, many POWs were killed when Allied aircraft or submarines attacked Japanese vessels, which did not display markings such as a Red Cross to indicate the presence of POWs on board.


The Japanese captured 22,376 Australians in Southeast Asia, comprising about 21,000 army, 354 navy and 373 air force personnel. Of the 17,501 Australians killed in the war against Japan, 8,031 died as POWs. Compared to this, of a total of 9572 Australian deaths fighting the Germans and Italians, only 200 Australians died as POWs.


After their victories in Asia, the Japanese began using Singapore’s Changi Prison as the main holding camp for POWs, who would then be sent across Asia, to perform labour for the Japanese, wherever and for whatever they needed. The system for deciding which prisoners would be sent from Changi involved POW volunteers, those ordered by their commanding officers, or selection by the Japanese. In many cases, Allied POW officers saw the transfer of some prisoners as a way to get rid of ‘troublemakers’. For others, the Japanese promised volunteers that they would have much better living conditions, better food and medical attention.


Those sent from Changi were given a designation: POWs sent to Burma were known as A Force, those sent to Borneo were B and E, Japan were C, G and J, and Thailand were D, F, H, K and L. The biggest Australian contingent was sent to work on the Thai-Burma Railway, which was to run from Bampong in Thailand to Thanbyuzayat in Burma. Of the 9500 Australians who slaved on the infamous railway, 2646 died.


The Japanese also needed to build an airfield at Sandakan, to allow their planes to refuel before flying to the Philippines and other Japanese-held territories further east (another airfield was built at Jesselton on the north coast of Borneo for the same purpose). Captain Yamada Masaharu, who was in charge of building the Sandakan airfield, went to Changi Prison to select a labour force of 2000. The POWs were needed because all the local labour was being used to make Borneo self-sufficient in rice production. Captain Masaharu was offered Allied POWs from certain blocks of Changi prison but rejected them as they were too weak and sickly. He was offered a second block of Australian POWs, which he accepted. This contingent of 1496 Australian POWs were B Force. They included 145 officers and medical staff.


B Force were then immediately sent to Borneo on the Ubi Maru on 8 July 1942. After a tough voyage of nine days, they disembarked at Sandakan and were marched straight to the Sandakan POW camp to begin work.


On 29 March 1943, E Force left Singapore on the vessel de Klerk with 500 British and 500 Australian POWs. The 500 British disembarked at Kuching, but, in early June 1943, were sent to Sandakan. The 500 Australians were shipped to Berhala Island, north of Sandakan.


Later in 1943, three further groups of POWs arrived at Sandakan and were put in a different camp, about 800 metres from the first. Of these groups, two were British, numbering 776, mainly ground crew and anti-aircraft gunners from the Royal Air Force (RAF). Some came from Java and some from Jesselton, from the vessel de Klerk. The third group comprised those 500 E Force Australians initially sent to Berhala Island. The prisoners from B Force were kept separate from E Force, and no communication between the groups was allowed.


The Australians hailed from all parts of the country except the Northern Territory and came from a wide variety of units. All POWs worked on the Sandakan Aerodrome under horrific conditions and immense hardship, many dying from overwork, malnutrition, disease, or a lack of medical care.


The Sandakan Aerodrome plan itself called for two military airstrips, service roads and dispersal pens. The first airstrip was completed on 3 November 1942, with a large opening ceremony involving the top Japanese officers in Borneo, as well as the landing of two fighter aircraft and a single-engine bomber. However, the Allies began bombing the Sandakan Aerodrome in October 1944 and continued to bomb it almost daily until December 1944, at which time the Japanese declared the airstrips were unable to be repaired.


Unfortunately, POWs were killed or wounded during many of the Allied bombing raids
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Singapore – British troops surrender to the Japanese in the city area, 15 February 1942. (AWM 127902)
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Elated Japanese troops at the Singapore waterfront after the surrender of the British Forces. (AWM 127905)
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British surrender at Ford Factory. (AWM 12903)
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British and Australian POWs at Changi Prison just after their surrender. (AWM 043596)
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Japanese Sandakan POW camp guards. (AWM 121769)
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Special Operations Executive (SOE) Headquarters, Baker Street, London, during World War II. (http://londonremembers.com/memorials/special-operations-executive-soe)




CHAPTER 3

How Australian Intelligence Bureau laid the grounds for disaster


A crucial part of the Kingfisher rescue mission was intelligence required to be gathered by the Special Reconnaissance Department (SRD), the codename for Australia’s special forces or Special Operations Australia (SOA). The SOA was initially a sub-branch of the Allied Intelligence Bureau (AIB). Its codename was Inter-Allied Service Department (IASD, later shortened to ISD). The SOA gained its independence in 1943. The people involved in this organisation, from its establishment in 1942 until the end of the war in the Pacific, had a number of different allegiances: Australian, British, Dutch and American. These conflicting allegiances contributed to its failure.


Of course, the details of any such allegiances – and the consequences of such – were not released until decades after the war, and conflicting accounts offer different perspectives.


Major General C A Willoughby’s Operations of the Allied Intelligence Bureau GHQ, SWPA was published in 1948 as a learning tool for military intelligence officers in American Strategic Intelligence Schools. Authorised by MacArthur and edited by Willoughby, it was based on a classified document, later reclassified to Restricted (both now available through national archives); and was thus highly biased towards the American perspective. Indeed, it was expected to be ‘a useful example of planning for an execution of combat intelligence coverage in clandestine operations in enemy territory’.1


On the other hand, C A Brown’s The Official History of Special Operations – Australia, offering the Australian perspective, was not published until 2011 and 2012.


Until recently, it has therefore been impossible to research the full effects of the creation and ongoing internal structure of SOA/SRD on Operation Kingfisher.


From the beginning, there was much confusion in the command and relationships of the parties involved. According to Willoughby, who was on MacArthur’s staff and head of G-2 Intelligence:


GHQ SWPA [the Southwest Pacific Area command] was expected to be in control, but General Thomas Blamey C-in-C Allied Land Forces had immediate control and Lieutenant Colonel Gray Mott, former head of SOE Java, was under the War Office in London.2


Allegiances were thus already divided from the inception. Mott had had a long career in intelligence, starting in World War I. When he rejoined the British Army in 1940, he was assigned to the SOE but then sent to the Far East. After escaping from Singapore in early 1942, he reached Australia, and received orders from SOE London to canvass backing for setting up an SOE organisation in Australia. The thinking was, with a Brit involved in its creation, the organisation would be primed to support British interests.


Mott was indeed able to advance this goal with the support of Blamey when he was appointed head of the Inter-Allied Service Department (ISD) as a sub-branch of AIB on 17 April 1942, securing a place for himself in its structure and future operations.


But after receiving approval from MacArthur to establish the new organisation, Blamey then advised the War Office in London that ISD would operate under his own direct control as Commander-in-Chief of the Australian Military Forces.
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