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By January 1943, Australia had emerged from the shadow of war in a
strong position. The victories in 1942 at Kokoda, Milne Bay, Buna, Gona
and Sanananda had secured the northern coastlines of Papua and Australia.
Australian forces were now poised for a full-scale offensive to liberate New
Guinea from the Japanese, the largest and most complicated operations in
their history.

Australia 1943 explores the high point of Australia’s influence on
operations and strategy in the Southwest Pacific, a campaign that has been
traditionally overshadowed by the drama of Kokoda. It investigates critical
operations from January 1943 to April 1944, including Salamaua,
Lae—Nadzab, Finschhafen, Shaggy Ridge, the Markham Valley and the
Huon Peninsula. This was a crucial period in the development of Australia’s
military capabilities during the Pacific War in the areas of strategy, tactics,
doctrine, logistics, equipment and techniques.

Australia 1943 is the first detailed single-volume study of Australia’s
military operations in the Pacific during 1943 — Australia’s ‘finest hour’ in
the Second World War.

Peter J. Dean is the Director of Studies at the Strategic and Defence Studies
Centre, the Australian National University and a Senior Lecturer at the
Australian Command and Staff College. He is the editor of Australia 1942:
In the Shadow of War (2012), the author of The Architect of Victory: The
Military Career of Lieutenant-General Sir Frank Horton Berryman (2011),
a contributing editor to the Second World War journal Global War Studies
and a managing editor for the journal Security Challenges.
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FOREWORD

Hon. Dy Brendan Nelson

Director, Australian War Memorial

Although the shadows of war had receded somewhat compared to those
of the year before, there were still dark days ahead for Australia in 1943. It
was the year in which Australia and its key ally, the United States, moved
from the gripping struggle to defend the Southwest Pacific to the offensive.

My family, like many of the period, had its members serving in the var-
ious theatres of the war. My grandfather, Arthur Beercroft, had left home
in 1941 serving in New Guinea and the Pacific Islands as a pilot officer in
the airficld defence guards, and would not return home until 1945. One
of his brothers, having been captured at Tobruk, was imprisoned in Italy
for four years before escaping. Another brother had returned from the
barren-desert carnage at Tobruk to fight in the jungles of Milne Bay and
on the coast of New Guinea. The youngest brother had in 1943, at the age
of just sixteen, convinced his mother to sign enlistment papers allowing
him to join the Royal Australian Navy to serve on HMAS Hobart in New
Guinea and beyond. Two of his sisters joined the Women’s Auxiliary in
Launceston, giving their all until the war’s end. My family’s experience
symbolises just one small part of how every facet of Australian life, after

- the nation’s ill preparedness for war, was now deeply immersed in it -
overseas, on the borders and at home.

In reading through Australia 1943, no one should forget the con-

" text in which Australia’s war in the Southwest Pacific occurred. The

Sino-Japanese conflict on mainland China, the struggle in Burma, the

b Allied victory in North Africa, the invasion of Sicily, the Italian campaign,
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the toll taken on the Eastern Front — especially at Kursk — the heroic battle
for the Atlantic and the dreadful toll exacted by the bomber offensive over
Europe were but some of the theatres of the war of critical importance
to its outcome. A number of these were also ones in which Australians
fought and died.

Closer to home, Rabaul had to be isolated before further advances
could be made through the Southwest and Central Pacific towards the
Philippines and the Japanese home islands. Sadly, too little thought has
been given to the 1943 offensive in New Guinea. This collection of essays
will do much to redress this.

The 1943 campaigns in New Guinea were slogged out against a tough
opponent in some of the most oppressive and harsh conditions expe-
rienced anywhere during the Second World War. But it was these hard-
fought, and even harder earned, victories that paved the way for the better
known Allied successes in the Pacific in 1944 and for the war’s end. With-
out 1943, there would have been no Marianas, Palau, the Philippines, Iwo
Jima, Okinawa or Borneo.

Few Australians appreciate that the 1943 campaigns in New Guinea
were the largest military operations ever conducted by Australian forces.
These were larger than the operations on the Western Front in 1918,
which had involved five Australian divisions. These divisions included
both volunteers of the Australian Imperial Force and conscripts of the
militia. Most of the Royal Australian Navy was deployed here as was a
great part of the Royal Australian Air Force. None of us should forget
that these campaigns liberated an Australian mandated territory from an
invading foe.

- In the year from March 1943, some 1200 Australians lost their lives on
the battlefields of this theatre. The Japanese lost 35 000. That Australian
casualties remained so relatively low says something of the leadership,
professionalism and conduct of Australia’s forces during the campaign.
Australians had to master first the brutal terrain and then jungle warfare
itself. Whereas the campaigns of 1941 and the ‘turning points’ of 1942,
such as the battle of the Coral Sea and Kokoda, are well remembered in
Australia, the tough struggles against an enemy far from defeated in 1943
receive much less atcention.

Although born of the battle of the Coral Sea in 1942, it was the
New Guinea campaigns of 1943 that really forged what would become
the bedrock of the Australia-US Alliance formalised in 1951. Not a day
should go by in Australia without reflection on the extent of American
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sacrifice in the Pacific from 1942 until the end of the war. That we do so -

publicly or privately — has informed much Australian defence and foreign

policy since. o
| As 2013 marks the 70th anniversary of the 1943 campaigns in New
Guinea, it is important we pause to reflect on their significance to Australia
and our freedoms. Although the 1942 battles were turning points in the
war, it is often forgotten that they were ones in which an enemy advance
had been stopped. The first tentative steps to victory had to be taken in
1943.

After 1942, the Allies had to fight a series of tough campaigns ~ in
Europe and the Pacific — against a determined enemy as yet far from
defeated. After the victory at El Alamein, British Prime Minister Winston
Churchill reminded an increasingly confident public that this was not
the end. With great sobriety he said it was, ‘not even the beginning of the
end’. But it was, he said ‘perhaps, the end of the beginning’.

It was also true for the Australian and American victories that had
turned the tide in the Southwest Pacific by the beginning of 1943. Fol-
lowing the gains hard won at Midway, Guadalcanal, Kokoda, Milne Bay
and the beachhead battles of Buna, Gona and Sanananda, the Japanese
fortress at Rabaul had to be isolated. It was to this extraordinarily difficult
task that in 1943 the nation’s military attention turned.

At home, a different kind of battle re-emerged — conscription. Prime
Minister John Curtin who had fought so strongly against conscription
during the First World War in the deeply polarising debates at the time,
now found himself its reluctant but necessary advocate. But this was a
different war and, clearly, Australia’s vital interests were at stake.

The north of the continent had been bombed and by 1943 more than
20000 Australians were prisoners of war. The government amended the
Defence Act to extend the definition of areas to which conscripted service-
. men could be sent to include all areas south of the Equator in Southeast
Asia. All major war zones in the Pacific theatre were included.

In February, the Sydney Morning Herald’s Gavin Long was appointed
on the recommendation of Charles Bean as the General Editor of the
projected official history of the Second World War. It would take his
oversight, 14 authors and over 25 years for it to be completed.

In the same year the ANZAC Day Dawn Service was held ar the
Australian War Memorial for the first time. This reflected in part the
improved nature of Australia’s precarious war position. In 1942, Curtin
had considered the state of war to be such that only a very subdued service
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could be conducted. But in 1943, Their Excellencies the Governor-General
Lord Gowrie and Lady Gowrie attended an afternoon service.

In October 1943, the Memorial’s art committee commissioned Nora
Heysen as the first female war artist. Heysen was the only female artist
allowed to work in operational areas, and travelled to New Guinea in
April 1944. Also of an artistic nature, the great Damien Parer’s film
Kokoda Front Line! was awarded an Oscar in 1943, .

On 9 November, the Carley lifeboat from HMAS Sydrey (I1) went on
display in the Memorial to mark the second anniversary of the cruiser’s
loss on 19 November 1941, sunk by the German raider Kormoran. It
was, until the wreck of the Korimoran was discovered in 2008, one of the
few tangible links to the cruiser and one of the great mysteries of the war.

Politically, 1943 was dominated by the ‘equality of sacrifice’ debate.
Australians were challenged to ask themselves who was really suffering
in the fight to win the war. Further to this, the nation had to shake
off the view that the state governments were the predominant form of
governance. The referendum approving the transfer of taxation powers
from the states to the Commonwealth laid the foundation for Australia’s
modern fiscal system and through it Australia came to true nationhood.
This would be Curtin’s lasting legacy beyond his wartime leadership. His
election victory in August 1943 was crushing, achieving 58 per cent of
the two-party-preferred vote and winning all Senate seats contested.

A 29-year-old Australian soldier in north Queensland, already a sea-
soned veteran, wrote home to his sister in 1943 on the eve of his embarka-
tion for New Guinea. Under no illusion as to his possible fate he noted,
‘T do hope I get through our next action okay. Life is so good and sweet
when one has such a grand wife as Beryl, don’t think T am frightened to
die, it is not that, but the thought of leaving behind such glorious things’.
This soldier was Tom ‘Diver’ Derrick. ‘Beryl’ was his one true love whom
he had married before the outbreak of the war.

At Sattelberg, on the heights overlooking Finschhafen, New Guinea, in
November 1943, Derrick was awarded a Victoria Cross. He singlehand-
edly captured a Japanese machine-gun post with extraordinary bravery.
He would survive and return home to see Beryl. But for the last time. In
1945, just three months before the war’s end, he would die fighting on
Tarakan just off the coast of Borneo.

Unlike the Derrick family the Beercrofts were incredibly fortunate
that all of our family returned from the war. Bur they, like Australia,
were changed by it in ways that are still difficult to fully understand and
that inform who we are today.

FOREWCRD xi

Beyond 1788, 1942 was arguably the most important year in our
nation’s history. But the iconic nature of that year and the bloody, coura-
geous sacrifices that made it so would not have counted for much if not
for the hard, selfless work at home and at war in 1943.
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NGF New Guinea Force {Corps, later Army level command ]
based at Port Moresby) CODENAMES
OCHM Office of the Chief of Military History (US Army) {
PIB Papuan Infantry Battalion 4
PIR Parachute Infantry Regiment (US Army)
PNG Papua New Guinea i
RAA Royal Australian Artillery :
RAAF Royal Australian Air Force "
‘ RAN Royal Australian Navy
Regt Regiment ‘ Binocular codename for Lae, New Guinea
SOPAC South Pacific Area Command {US Navy Command under § Dexterity codename for US operations in New Britain
Adm Halsey) ~ §@  Diminish codename for Finschhafen, New Guinea
SWPA Southwest Pacific Area ' Doublet codename for Morobe/Salamaua, New Guinea
TPS Test Pilot School . Exchequer codename for Markham Valley, New Guinea
USAAF Unites States Army Air Forces :  Phosphorus codename for Australian Task Force for New Guinea
USN Unites States Navy n operations
United States Postern codename for Lae and the operation for its capture
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MILITARY SYMBOLS ON MAPS

FUNCTION SYMBOLS

headquarters
infantry

armour
anti-tank artillery

artillery

defensive position

STRENGTH INDICATORS

section
platocon/troop
company/squadron
battalion

regiment

brigade

division

corps

reinforced
sub-unit{s) detached

MILITARY HISTORY AND 1943: A
PERSPECTIVE 70 YEARS ON

Peter J. Dean

is book is a sibling of last year’s production Awustralia 1942: In the
badow of War. That book focused on Australia’s first traumatic year of

the Pacific War from the fall of Singapore until che victory in Papua in

have been possible it was never probable and that ultimately the
try was not under direct threat. Instead, stretched to their limits, the
nese had decided in February 1942 to isolate Australia. This meant

tralian continent and in the islands of the archipelago to Australia’s
It is here that the security of Australia was achieved.

lia’s Army, Navy and Air Force had defeated the Japanese attempts

dte Australia during 1942. At the dawn of a new year — 1943 —
n and US forces in the Southwest Pacific Area (SWPA) would
llaunch offensive operations to push the Japanese far away from
shores and to strike at the heart of Japanese military power in
Pacific.

islMbook is about Australia’s role in the SWPA during 1943.




