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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
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INTRODUCTION





As Damien Parer observed in the early days of the war in New Guinea, ‘We usually think of this war as a war of machines — of huge armies with tanks, heavy guns and lorry-borne infantry supplied by endless motor convoys. But if you want to understand the war in New Guinea you must forget all these ideas. This is elemental warfare — man against man in the jungle where cunning counts more than the weight of metal or numbers.’


The Salamaua campaign was one of the longest campaigns for the Australian Army in the Second World War. It began following the repulse of the Japanese attack on Wau in mid-February 1943 and ended with the fall of Salamaua in mid-September 1943, some seven months later.1 It was a campaign in which operations were dictated by the nature of the terrain over which they were fought, a terrain dominated by the sharp ridges that shielded the Japanese base at Salamaua. The Japanese wanted Salamaua ‘held till the very last, just like the Soviet Army did at Stalingrad.’


There are many lessons to be learned from studying the course of the campaign, primary amongst them how to operate effectively in difficult terrain. These include the development of jungle warfare doctrine, air supply techniques, the use of coastal amphibious craft, the employment of artillery in mountainous terrain, the operation of special forces, the AIF-militia divide (both at senior officer and unit levels) and issues of cooperation between Australian and US forces. Beyond these considerations was the overriding strategy behind the Salamaua campaign, which was to draw Japanese forces from Lae to Salamaua and thus facilitate the subsequent operation against Lae.









THE STRATEGIC SITUATION, MARCH 1943




The first two months of 1943 saw a major change in the strategic outlook in New Guinea. Even before the fall of the Papuan beachheads the Japanese command had moved to reinforce its garrison at Salamaua, their new front line in New Guinea. Following the failure of the Japanese offensive against Wau, another infantry regiment was despatched from Rabaul to Lae along with supplies and extra anti-aircraft units to reinforce Lae and Salamaua. However one third of the men and all the heavy weapons and supplies were lost following the Battle of the Bismarck Sea when Allied air power finally asserted its dominance in New Guinea. All eight merchant ships as well as half the eight escorting destroyers in the convoy were sunk by Allied aircraft. Of the 8740 personnel carried by the convoy, 2890 were lost with most of the survivors rescued by the four remaining destroyers. This was a long way from the commander of the South West Pacific Area, General Douglas MacArthur’s claim of 15,000 Japanese casualties, all of whom were considered killed. Damien Parer later wrote: ‘The war’s a phoney MacArthur made-up one. He’s blown up a big balloon full of bullshit and someone’ll prick it one day.’
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Map 1: Lae-Salamaua area
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One of the Japanese destroyers from the Bismarck Sea convoy reversing direction to evade bombs (AWM 128159).


For the Allied command the successful conclusion of the Papuan campaign and the defeat of the Japanese attack on Wau also led to a change in strategic outlook. The main Allied objective for 1943 would be to isolate the Japanese base at Rabaul in a series of concentric operations targeting Salamaua, Lae and Finschhafen on the mainland New Guinea coast as well as the eastern side of the Vitiaz Strait on New Britain. Another operation from the South Pacific Area would establish Allied bases on Bougainville.









AUSTRALIAN ORDER OF BATTLE AND SUPPLY SITUATION




Following the battle for Wau the Australian Army had the three infantry battalions of Brigadier Murray Moten’s 17th Brigade available for operations in the Wau-Salamaua area.2 These battalions, the 2/5th, 2/6th and 2/7th, had arrived at Wau in January 1943 but had been involved in heavy fighting during that campaign and, by 4 March, were 299, 351 and 330 men under strength respectively. This meant that each battalion had less than two-thirds of its authorised strength and, by the start of April, still had average deficiencies of 230 men. Both the 2/5th and 2/6th battalions had two companies forward with the other two retained close to the jeep heads at Ballam’s on the Buisaval Track and at Sunshine in the Bulolo Valley respectively. The 2/7th Battalion was held in reserve at Wau.
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One of the Bismarck Sea convoy merchant vessels, Kembu Maru, ablaze (Leslie Grimes collection).
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USAAF C-47 transport aircraft unloading at Wau airfield (photo by Gordon Short, AWM 015167). 
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Flight Lieutenant Bill Newton VC (AWM 100644).






After working as a flying instructor in the early war years, Bill Newton was appointed to RAAF 22 Squadron on 9 May 1942 and flew 52 operational missions. Flying the twin engine Boston bomber, Newton took part in a number of raids on Salamaua and, despite losing an engine to intense anti-aircraft fire on one of these raids, he managed to nurse the plane home. On 18 March 1943 Newton was the pilot of Boston A28-3 with Flight Sergeant John Lyon as his navigator and Sergeant Basil Eastwood the rear gunner. After bombing a building adjacent to an anti-aircraft battery, Newton’s plane was hit and forced to ditch into the ocean off the Salamaua isthmus. Eastwood was killed in the action while Newton and Lyon swam to the shore where they were captured. While the Japanese described Newton as ‘a person of importance, possessing considerable rank and ability’, his fate was not uncommon for captured Allied airmen. Newton was returned to Salamaua and beheaded on 29 March, his body recovered from a bomb crater at Kela Point after the fall of Salamaua. John Lyon was bayoneted adjacent to the Lae airfield. For his bravery during the missions against Salamaua, Flight Lieutenant William Newton was awarded the Victoria Cross.
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Drawing of the attack on Salamaua isthmus for which Bill Newton was awarded the Victoria Cross (drawing by Roy Hodgkinson, AWM ART21716).









 Two independent companies, the 2/3rd and 2/7th, were also available for operations against Salamaua. Furthermore, a machine-gun battalion and a recuperating independent company (the 2/5th) were based at Wau as a local defence force. Following ten months of operations in the harshest of environments, the much-weakened 2/5th Independent Company would return to Australia in April 1943 after over ten months of front-line service.
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A variety of methods was used to move stores forward from Wau to the front lines. Here a mule train traverses the open ranges at the Wau end of the supply line (photo by Gordon Short, AWM 015235).


Any operations against Salamaua were severely limited by the supply situation. All supplies had to be flown into Wau and then brought forward along the Buisaval Track to the front line above Mubo. On 9 March Major General Ennis Whitehead, the forward Allied air commander in New Guinea, outlined the conditions for the crucial air supply operation to Wau. Although two squadrons with a total of 18 transport aircraft were available, weather conditions during the previous two weeks and the need for all transport flights to have fighter escorts, had restricted air movements to an average of only 14 loads per day. Whitehead advised that a reserve of food and ammunition be built up for those forces currently at Wau and that no more troops be deployed to the area until such reserves were sufficient. He also stated that any troops forward of Ballam’s would need to be supplied by native carriers and that any extra supplies to enable offensive action against Mubo or Salamaua would need to be brought in overland via the Lakekamu River and the tortuous Bulldog Track from the south coast.
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The most important method of transport was by native carriers. Here a line of carriers sets off for the front lines from Kaisenik near Wau (US Signal Corps photo 191524).









JAPANESE ORDER OF BATTLE AND SUPPLY SITUATION




The Japanese command considered the defence of Salamaua to be integral to the defence of Lae — it would become their front line in New Guinea. As of 17 March 1943 the Japanese had 3141 army and naval troops at Lae with another 3115 at Salamaua. At least half were from the non-combatant 7th Special Naval Base Unit, and all troops suffered from supply deficiencies, exacerbated by the loss of the Bismarck Sea convoy. In terms of frontline infantry, Japanese resources were very limited, with only a weakened infantry battalion and two weakened special naval landing parties at Salamaua at that stage.


The Imperial Japanese Army troops at Salamaua came under the command of Lieutenant General Hatazo Adachi’s Eighteenth Army. Adachi had three infantry divisions in New Guinea, the 20th, 41st and 51st. The 102nd Infantry Regiment from the 51st Division had taken part in the Wau campaign and its remnants had the main task of holding the Japanese front line around Mubo at the start of March. By this stage the Japanese air forces struggled to challenge Allied air superiority in the Lae-Salamaua area, clearly demonstrated during the Battle of the Bismarck Sea.













lieutenant general sir Stanley savige
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Lieutenant General Sir Stanley Savige (painting by Alfred Cook, AWM ART27535).


Stanley Savige served with the 24th Battalion in the first AIF, was commissioned in the field and later served on the staff of the 6th Brigade. At the end of World War I he served with Dunsterforce in modern-day Iran before returning to Australia where he became involved with the militia forces between the wars.


Throughout his service career Savige’s concern for the soldiers who served under him was evident and was typified by his key role in the founding of Legacy in 1923. Savige’s support for General Blamey during a 1936 police scandal served him in good stead and Blamey supported Savige throughout World War II. Savige commanded the 17th Brigade in the Middle East before returning to Australia and taking over the 3rd Division. Following the Salamaua campaign Savige remained in command of the 3rd Division during the difficult Bougainville campaign.


During World War II Savige found himself in conflict with a number of Regular Army contemporaries, particularly Lieutenant General Edmund Herring who had tried to sideline him from front-line service. The Official Historian, Gavin Long, wrote of Savige: ‘He is loyal both to his seniors and juniors ... he receives loyalty in return ... not a brilliant mind — his staff invariably beat him badly at chequers, he has a gift of leadership, knowledge of men, great tact and much commonsense.’ Damien Parer simply observed what many others thought, ‘He’s a soldier and a gentleman.’







Following the loss of the convoy, supplying the Japanese forces at Lae and Salamaua became a more complex task. Destroyers brought reinforcements forward from Rabaul to Tuluvu on the north-western coast of New Britain from where they trekked south to Nigol and then used motorised barges to cross the Vitiaz Strait to Finschhafen before another trek to Lae. Motorised barges also brought reinforcements from Wewak all the way along the north coast of New Guinea and then around the Huon Peninsula to Finschhafen and Lae. Supplies, along with some reinforcements and artillery pieces, were also brought to Lae and Salamaua from Rabaul using submarines. From April to June 1943 six submarines made 32 separate supply runs from Rabaul. Submarine supply runs continued through to September meaning that those vessels were not being used for their primary function of sinking Allied shipping. This would prove particularly advantageous for Allied planners drafting the plans for the amphibious landings at Lae in the latter half of 1943.








2/3RD INDEPENDENT COMPANY AT BOBDUBI RIDGE




With the focus of Australian operations now shifting to Salamaua, Major General Stan Savige’s 3rd Division headquarters was moved to Wau at the end of April to take over command of Australian forces in the area. Savige had orders to prevent Japanese moves into the Wau and Bulolo valleys, protect the airfields there and prevent the Japanese forming a base south of the Markham River, all of which were defensive tasks. Over three days from 21 to 24 April, 27 transport aircraft carried 56 officers, 1218 other ranks plus supplies across the Owen Stanley Range from Port Moresby to Wau and Bulolo. These troops were from 3rd Division headquarters and the 24th Battalion, part of the 15th Brigade. The 24th Battalion would be deployed over a wide area centred on the Bulolo Valley, thus enabling the 2/6th Battalion to return to the Wau-Mubo area to consolidate the 17th Brigade.


On 2 March General Thomas Blamey, the Australian Armed Forces commander, had sent a message to Lieutenant General Iven Mackay who was temporarily in command of New Guinea Force, stating, ‘I would be glad if you would give consideration to the question of inflicting a severe blow on the enemy in the Salamaua area with a view to seizing the opportunity should it present itself, since it may have far reaching results if successful.’3


Brigadier Moten, at that stage still in charge of the Australian forces at Wau, decided to use Major George Warfe’s 2/3rd Independent Company to make a wide flanking move to threaten the west flank of the Japanese forces in front of Salamaua.4 As General Savige later observed, ‘Warfe was ready and willing to fight the whole Jap force in those days. He was magnificent.’


Warfe’s men traversed a rarely used track from the Bulolo Valley at Bulwa across the formidable Kuper Range to Missim, west of Salamaua. The track crossed the daunting Double Mountain. ‘You had to use both hands to get up there,’ Brian Walpole observed, ‘I can remember you would get up and then you would slide back ten or twelve feet ... you’d 



 almost feel like crying.’ By 14 March two of Warfe’s three platoons had been established at Missim with the other in reserve near Bulwa, but due to supply difficulties only one platoon could be maintained forward at this stage. The commandos had also brought three Vickers machine-guns to Missim, each with 3000 rounds.
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Major George Warfe (painting by Ivor Hele, AWM ART22499).


On 1 April a Japanese patrol discovered the Australian presence at Missim. As a result Japanese defence posts were established on the northern end of Bobdubi Ridge manned by a platoon under the command of Lieutenant Toshio Gunji. These positions would help protect the main Salamaua to Mubo supply line which ran along the Buirali Creek valley and then up Komiatum Ridge. Despite this, on 21 April a 12-man commando section under 





 Lieutenant Ken Stephens ambushed the Japanese supply line along Komiatum Ridge, killing around 20 Japanese naval troops. As one of the commandos observed, ‘Their white uniforms made them better targets.’


The pressure on the Komiatum Ridge supply line had immediate effects. On the same day as the ambush, Lieutenant George Whittaker brought 400 native carriers across from Japanese-controlled territory to Australian control. As a result, by the end of April the Japanese had gone from having around 100 carriers supplying Mubo twice weekly to only six carriers being used three times weekly. A large number of stretcher cases were also returning to Salamaua, requiring further labour. Japanese troops now had to take over as carriers, restricting the Japanese front-line strength forward of Mubo. An Australian report noted: ‘Enemy sick and short of rations.’


By 22 April the Japanese position at Salamaua had begun to improve as long-delayed reinforcements reached Lae. Astonishingly, within two months of the loss of the Lae convoy in the Bismarck Sea, the 115th Regiment had been resurrected, although it only had two of the original three battalions. The deployment of two companies from the regiment at Markham Point, south of the Markham River, forced General Savige to deploy one of his battalions, the 24th, to the area for the remainder of the campaign.
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Walking wounded making their way back along the Missim Trail (painting by Ivor Hele, AWM ART22561).
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Map 2: Bobdubi Ridge, May 1943






Once Warfe’s company came under General Savige’s command, Warfe submitted plans for further operations, including against Salamaua itself. Warfe was prepared to carry out the operations with his independent company provided he could get two infantry companies to protect his flanks. Savige only sanctioned Warfe’s planned attack against the northern end of Bobdubi Ridge and would allow just a single platoon to be used for the operation.


Captain Wally Meares’ C Platoon would make the attack, suitably reinforced with the Vickers machine-guns operated by the transport section. Lieutenant Ken Stephens’ 8 Section would move north along the eastern side of Bobdubi Ridge via the Bench Cut Track from Namling to cut off any enemy reinforcements from Salamaua while Lieutenant John Lillie’s 9 Section would move across the northern end of the ridge to link with Stephens’ section. These moves would attract the attention of the Japanese on the ridge so that, when Corporal Andrew ‘Bonnie’ Muir’s 7 Section attacked, the defence would presumably break.


There were three Japanese positions set up along the northern end of Bobdubi Ridge, each centred on a clump of coconut trees, named South, Centre and North Coconuts. On 3 May enemy fire stopped the advance of Lillie’s 9 Section, which then acted as a holding party while both Stephens’ and Muir’s sections manoeuvred around the Japanese position. The Japanese defenders withdrew to Centre Coconuts.
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Looking north-west over the northern end of Bobdubi Ridge showing the Old Vickers and Coconuts positions in the bend of the Francisco River. The Huon Gulf is in the upper right corner of the photo (photo by James Eling).

















peter pinney
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From Peter Pinney’s diary, 25 July 1943: ‘This morning I was sketched by Ivor Hele, war artist from South Aussie. He is rather bloody good. Stevens selected me from the bunch of available blokes, and though I wear a faded green cloth beret that blends with foliage, I was given a hat to wear, and a bomb, and a tommy gun plus my pistola, and leaned against a table. Two sketches in fact, and they turned out very well.’ (AWM ART26053).






Peter Pinney enlisted in the AIF in 1941. After service in the Middle East he joined the 2/3rd Independent Company as a signaller and flew into Wau with the unit on 30 January 1943. During the next eight months his experiences were ‘penned in a fat little diary in cramped and miniscule writing.’ Imperfect, incomplete, modified and illegal, his diary was ‘An attempt to record one slender thread of truth.’


Pinney established himself as an exceptional forward scout and his first lone patrol took him to the top of Bobdubi Ridge. On 3 May he wrote, ‘I crawled ten yards to that edge of the knoll and made out quivering bushes and LMG smoke below me, lobbed a grenade on top of it and took off crabwise on my belly like a gutshot bluetongue.’ Pinney’s work brought him to George Warfe’s attention. ‘I heard the Major had been through today,’ Pinney wrote, ‘He heard I’d taken a patrol out in the general direction of Bobdubi, and said “Christ, if that mad Pinney has his way they’ll have taken Bobdubi now and be cruising on to Salamaua.” Which I thought a grouse sort of compliment.’


After the heavy fighting at Ambush Knoll and Goodview Junction, Peter Pinney was sent back to Missim to recuperate. ‘My foot swelled so much I couldn’t get the boot off and had to cut it free and dump it,’ he wrote. Pinney’s foot recovered and he was able to walk through to Salamaua at the end of the campaign.
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