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  INVADING AUSTRALIA


  Dr Peter Stanley became Head of the new Centre for Historical Research at the National Museum of Australia in 2007. He had been Principal Historian at the Australian War Memorial, where he had worked since 1980 and where he curated the Second World War Gallery that opened in 1999. Peter is one of Australia’s most productive historians in the areas of military, social and medical history. His books include Tarakan: An Australian Tragedy; For Fear of Pain: British Surgery 1790–1850 and Quinn’s Post, Anzac, Gallipoli, and he is well known from his media appearances. Invading Australia is his nineteenth book.
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  ABBREVIATIONS


  I have tried to keep abbreviations to a minimum, but have used the following, mainly in notes.


  
    
      	
        ABC

      

      	
        Australian Broadcasting Commission [later Corporation]

      
    


    
      	
        AIF

      

      	
        Australian Imperial Force

      
    


    
      	
        ALP

      

      	
        Australian Labor Party

      
    


    
      	
        ARP

      

      	
        Air Raid Precautions

      
    


    
      	
        AWM

      

      	
        Australian War Memorial

      
    


    
      	
        CIS

      

      	
        Commonwealth Investigation Service

      
    


    
      	
        HMAS

      

      	
        His Majesty’s Australian Ship

      
    


    
      	
        NAA

      

      	
        National Archives of Australia

      
    


    
      	
        NLA

      

      	
        National Library of Australia

      
    


    
      	
        RAAF

      

      	
        Royal Australian Air Force

      
    


    
      	
        RAN

      

      	
        Royal Australian Navy

      
    


    
      	
        RSL

      

      	
        Returned and Services League

      
    


    
      	
        UAP

      

      	
        United Australia Party

      
    


    
      	
        USS

      

      	
        United States Ship

      
    


    
      	
        VC

      

      	
        Victoria Cross

      
    


    
      	
        VDC

      

      	
        Volunteer Defence Corps

      
    

  


  MEASUREMENTS


  I have converted most imperial measurements to metric units to make them intelligible to modern readers.
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  Prologue


  ‘Rickshaws up George Street’


  In 1944, the left-wing writer Jean Devanny travelled from north Queensland down to Sydney, seeking material for a book of word-portraits that became Bird of Paradise. A sometime union organiser and the daughter of a boilermaker as well as a novelist, Jean gravitated towards working people with a story to tell. Somewhere around Cairns, she struck up a conversation with a merchant-navy stoker and his mate, asking them what might happen if the Japanese invaded. The stoker told her that it was working men like him who stood to lose most. ‘You’ve still got yer pants, haven’t yer?’ he drawled to his mate. ‘The bloody Japs would give yer a loin cloth. They’d harness yer to a rickshaw and pay yer off in yen.’1


  Many families had postcards of soldier sons riding in rickshaws, from Singapore, Colombo or Durban. In travel posters of a certain era the rickshaw enjoyed a vogue as a convenient, recognisable symbol of Japan. Naturally enough, they had a presence in invasion fantasy and propaganda over the decades when Australians feared invasion by Japan. They came to signify the cost of invasion, defeat and conquest.


  The image of Australians drawing rickshaws represented a shocking humiliation when virtually all European Australians defiantly and proudly believed that what they called the White Race was superior to the Yellow and the Brown. What they saw as the terrible prospect of White Men drawing Yellow Men in rickshaws came closest to becoming true in 1942.


  Late in that year the Department of Aircraft Production commissioned the commercial artist James Northfield to create a series of posters. It wanted to urge its workforce to greater efforts in manufacturing Beaufort bombers, 700 of which they made (although the enterprise was, in Andrew Ross’s trenchant view, ‘the worst administrative confusion of the entire war.’2) The poster’s slogan – ‘A united “fighting mad” Australia can never be enslaved’ – is almost incidental to its principal message. That was conveyed by the juxtaposition of two simple images. It shows a recognisably Australian worker – in felt hat and waistcoat – drawing a rickshaw bearing the caricature of a Japanese plutocrat. In the background we recognise the facade of Flinders Street Station – the main Beaufort Division plant was just down the Yarra, at Port Melbourne. Northfield’s poster conveyed a vivid and immediately grasped message, one connecting the deep-rooted traditional fear of Asia among white Australians to the consequences of a Japanese invasion.3


  This image from 1942 and the idea it represents became fixed in the Australian consciousness. In 1967, for instance, the New South Wales ALP state conference debated the presence of American troops from Vietnam enjoying Rest and Recreation leave in Australia, and specifically Sydney. Bob Gould, a Sydney libertarian and bookseller, objected to the presence of ‘foreign troops on Australian soil’. A delegate retorted: ‘If it was not for the presence of foreign troops on Australian soil during World War II, people like Mr Gould would be pulling rickshaws up George Street.’4


  Ironically, today young Australians actually do pedal cycle rickshaws, sometimes carrying tourists (including Japanese visitors) in Sydney, Melbourne and Cairns. Every day in Melbourne, eco-friendly CityBikes, looking very much like new-age rickshaws, pass Flinders Street Station.5 The image from 1942 shows how real the fear of invasion by Japan was for Australians before and during the Second World War. Despite the great changes over the past sixty-five years – exemplified by CityBikes and their passengers – the idea Northfield’s poster evokes remains a surprisingly tenacious presence in history and memory.


  Introduction


  ‘Did you fight the Japs?’


  ‘He’s (not) coming south’: the 2002 debate


  On 1 June 2002, the sixtieth anniversary of the Japanese raid on Sydney Harbour, cartoonist Warren Brown published a series of full-colour illustrations in the Sydney Daily Telegraph depicting what might have happened had the Japanese invaded Australia in 1942. On the cover, under the headline ‘Imagine the unthinkable’, a formation of Japanese Zero fighters were depicted flying towards the Harbour Bridge as bombs fell on a cruiser anchored off Kirribilli. Inside, the paper featured speculations from Brown and from journalist John Collins on how the Japanese might have attacked Sydney. In their imagined attack, a Japanese force (led by General Yamashita – who by this time had been sidelined by jealous competitors and was languishing in Manchuria) landed at Darwin in July 1942 then pushed south towards Adelaide. Another force (supported by aircraft carriers that had actually been sunk in the Battle of Midway) landed around Pittwater, Collaroy and Mona Vale. These landings took the defenders ‘completely by surprise’, although in reality the Allies by this time were secretly able to decipher Japan’s Magic-encoded messages.1


  On the same day, I presented a paper at a conference with the theme ‘Remembering 1942’, which was held at the Australian War Memorial. Referring to a famous wartime propaganda poster in which a terrifying Japanese soldier is depicted with the words ‘He’s coming south’, I argued that the evidence would lead us to conclude that ‘He’s (not) coming south’. Not surprisingly, the story was picked up by the media. Soon enough, I spoke on Phillip Adams’ Late Night Live and on Sandy McCutcheon’s Australia Talks Back. Essentially, I expressed the view that the Japanese had never intended to invade Australia in 1942, that they had considered the idea and rejected it, and that the invasion threat had been encouraged by the Curtin Government in order to motivate the Australian people to ‘work, fight and save’. Curtin, along with other Allied leaders, had eventually learned of Japan’s actual plans but could not disclose that invasion was not planned (even if he had wanted to) because that would have revealed that the Allies were able to read the codes of the Axis powers. The invasion myth had remained alive for sixty years, abetted by the seeming need of Australians to dramatise their situation in 1942. My paper was posted on the Memorial’s website and an article in its magazine Wartime presented a succinct version of my argument.2


  The range of reactions was predictably varied. Some challenged my citizenship and my patriotism, and I was sorry to receive letters accusing me of denigrating the service and sacrifice of those who fought. I received anonymous hate mail and copies of letters to the Memorial’s director and the Minister for Veterans’ Affairs demanding that I be sacked. On one day in July 2002 I received two letters, both from ex-servicemen living in Mount Eliza, Victoria. One was abusive: ‘Did you fight the Japs?’ he asked. The other came from a man who in 1942 had trained as a linguist and code-breaker at an offshoot of Bletchley Park, where the Germans’ Enigma code was cracked. He was delighted to find someone challenging the assumptions that had been accepted for decades. He enclosed copies of Japanese signals supporting my interpretation.


  Despite the wearying correspondence (renewed when the ABC broadcast summer repeats of Australia Talks Back) I could not ignore the evidence. Indeed, I was interested to find that whenever I challenged my correspondents for evidence that an actual invasion threat existed (or even that an invasion had occurred), none could produce anything more substantial than stories of the ‘my uncle met a man in a pub in Townsville who’d seen a Japanese camp somewhere in the Gulf country’ variety. Some referred to the 1927 Tanaka Memorial as outlining a Japanese plan to conquer Asia, which says nothing explicit about Australia. The most common response was to mention the so-called ‘invasion money’. Japanese notes in pounds, shillings and pence were supposed to ‘prove’ that invasion of Australia had been planned (for more on this see page 159).


  Although tiring of writing letter after letter to set the story straight, as a public historian I relished the opportunity to engage with so many people who were vitally interested in an important historical question. If the research that I had carried out in writing my paper had not convinced me that Australia’s view of the Second World War was fundamentally skewed to the parochial, the correspondence that resulted from it did. This book is a natural consequence of that debate. And although in the meantime I published books on other aspects of the Second World War (Alamein: the Australian Story, with Mark Johnston) and the Great War (Quinn’s Post, Anzac, Gallipoli), the argument continued, and in due course I returned to it.


  ‘Threat made manifest’: the 2005 debate


  The August 2005 issue of the Griffith Review dealt with the theme ‘Up North’. My essay ‘Threat made manifest’ discussed the bombing of Darwin and the threat from the north. A small public event in Canberra, an evening talk about the essay at the Canberra bookshop Paperchain, sparked a further kerfuffle.


  The Canberra Times did not send anyone to hear my talk, but one of their reporters, Emma Tinkler, interviewed me briefly by phone on the afternoon before. On the morning after the Paperchain talk, an article appeared, ‘Japanese invasion a myth: historian’, summarising my essay.3 Her summary quoted the passage in which I argued that the apparent desire to believe in an invasion threat was ‘poignant and rather pathetic’ – a fatal phrase as it turned out. (Ironically, Emma Tinkler soon after became the Australian War Memorial’s media liaison officer and a valued colleague.) Her article was taken up by Ian McPhedran, News Limited’s Canberra bureau chief, and on 3 September a series of articles appeared in Murdoch papers, including the Sydney Daily Telegraph and the Hobart Mercury. Subeditors used McPhedran’s piece differently, but the Daily Telegraph published two linked articles. One summarised Emma Tinkler’s article (it seemed that McPhedran did not read my original essay) and quoted Darwin historian Peter Forrest, who agreed that ‘no serious student of the war believed Japan ever planned to launch an invasion of Australia’. But McPhedran also quoted the deputy national president of the RSL, Ian Kennett, who said that my views were ‘an insult to those who fought and died’. McPhedran made a great deal of the ‘supposed’ Battle for Australia and the ‘pathetic’ myth of a Japanese invasion, and wrote that my claims had ‘outraged’ veterans.4


  Newspapers in several states picked up McPhedran’s article and that prompted letters to their editors. Most of the published letters disagreed scathingly with the idea that invasion had not been planned. A correspondent from Latham, in Canberra, dismissed the evidence. ‘I’m not sure that intercepted Japanese signals to the contrary can be believed, then or now,’ he or she wrote, misunderstanding the nature of the coded wireless messages Allied forces intercepted and deciphered; they were reliable precisely because the Japanese did not realise they were being overheard. A man from Cooma wrote both to the Canberra Times and the Telegraph, claiming that the prospect of invasion could not be dismissed because ‘apparently General Yamashita gave an interview … while awaiting execution … He said after Singapore fell he discussed an invasion plan with General Tojo’. (As we will see, this muddles up two war criminals and is incorrect.) Respondents resurrected familiar questions. ‘If the Japanese did not intend to invade Australia,’ one man from Seaforth, Adelaide, asked Advertiser readers, ‘why did they have occupation invasion money printed?’5 The Telegraph invited readers to vote on whether they agreed or not with the proposition that ‘Japan never planned to invade Australia’; of the 151 readers who phoned in – hardly a massive response – 137 disagreed.6


  The Griffith Review article aroused both criticism and support. I heard from an old friend of historian and Second World War veteran Donald Horne, Bruce Miller, who had been ‘plucked out of the army’ early in 1942 to read news bulletins over the ABC from Canberra. He wrote to say that he thought I had been ‘absolutely right in combating the myth’ of invasion. He did suggest that I should have recognised more fully ‘how unsure and uncertain those early months of 1942 were’.7 This book accordingly devotes as much space to what 1942 felt like as to analysis of its significance.


  The controversy rumbled on. In a letter to Melbourne’s Herald Sun, Commodore Dacre Smyth (a life governor of that city’s Shrine of Remembrance), said it was ‘strange’ that I should raise such views ‘when the war memorial was trying to encourage children to be aware of their heritage’ – as if honest interpretation should be suppressed in favour of attracting school visits. ‘As for invasion,’ Commodore Smyth shrugged, ‘how can anyone say?’8 As this book will, I hope, show, we can indeed say.


  These responses reveal extraordinary attitudes among the general public to history and historical research. In their view, the evidence (especially if it was Japanese) could not be trusted; unpalatable interpretations deserved to be suppressed; and anyway, how could someone who was not even alive in 1942 say? Something that historians do as a matter of course was to these correspondents a mysterious and untrustworthy business. How could anyone say? Well, by reading the documents, comparing the evidence and thinking about it, for a start.


  By coincidence, this fuss began just before the 2005 Battle for Australia commemoration, which is held on 7 September each year at the Australian War Memorial. Reporters invited both Prime Minister John Howard and Leader of the Opposition Kim Beazley to respond to the statement ‘Peter Stanley says that the Japanese weren’t going to invade Australia’. Neither man had read either my original essay, or, it seemed, the few news reports on the matter that had appeared the week before. Both responded off the cuff. The Herald Sun’s headline ‘Leaders condemn war claim’ revealed a brief and uncharacteristic unanimity between the men. The prime minister naturally paid ‘special honour’ to those men and women who participated in Australia’s defence. He went on to say that the evidence that invasion would not follow air attacks and the submarine raid was ‘insubstantial’. ‘The balance of historical evidence,’ he declared, ‘is against [the myth theory] and I think the balance of experience of people is against it.’ He found it hard to believe that Allied defeat in Papua and in the Coral Sea ‘could have resulted in anything other than … a wholesale invasion of the Australian mainland’. Putting aside the obvious rejoinder that Mr Howard would hardly have had time or opportunity to study the evidence, his response merely signalled that he accepted the prevailing view. The Opposition leader concurred. Mr Beazley said that it was ‘inconceivable that [the Japanese] wouldn’t have taken the opportunity [to invade] if they had been able’.9 Ian McPhedran, whose syndicated article had sparked the national coverage the week before, ended it with an article ‘Invasion myth claim shot down’, in which he quoted the political leaders’ dismissal of the idea – as if historical questions could be settled by asking politicians leading questions on the run.10


  Warren Brown, whose fabulous illustrations of Sydney under attack and occupation in 1942 I had criticised in 2002, got his own back in a Daily Telegraph piece the same day, ‘Japanese eyes on the Australian prize’. Brown, describing me as ‘vociferous’, portrayed my Griffith Review piece as ‘designed to shout down anyone who believes Imperial Japan intended to invade Australia’. ‘The answer,’ Brown opined, ‘is more complex than Dr Stanley points out.’ (This, mind you, from a cartoonist who accompanied his article with a depiction of Japanese soldiers boarding a Bondi tram.) But Brown’s piece went on to summarise the authoritative view, conceding that ‘there was no way the Japanese army could ever have contemplated an Australian invasion’ and accepting that Japanese premier Tojo Hideki ‘vehemently opposed the idea’ of invasion. How this differed from my view eludes me.11


  This controversy worried the Australian War Memorial’s director, Major General Steve Gower, and true to its careful habits the Memorial refrained from entering the debate. I was told not to respond publicly – a slap over the wrist for the incautious and inflammatory word ‘pathetic’ in the original essay – but the director stepped in to arrange for a statement to be published in the Canberra Times on 10 September. ‘No one in Australia in 1942 could have known that the Japanese High Command had put aside the idea of invading Australia,’ Major General Gower said, adding that ‘the arguments advanced by Dr Stanley were not new’.12 As we will see, they were not. There the matter ended, for the time being.


  ‘A role for nationalism’: Stephen Barton’s opinion pieces


  In April 2006, just before Anzac Day, a new player entered the debate. Stephen Barton, a former Liberal Party staff member and an associate lecturer in Politics at Edith Cowan University, Perth, published opinion pieces in The Age and The Australian and in Quadrant magazine. Barton argued – as I had – that the Japanese threat has been exaggerated in popular mythology. I knew what he could expect, but the response to his articles was even more savage than I had feared. Kim Beazley decried Barton’s attempt ‘to take Kokoda out of the Australian legend’. Rusty Priest, chairman of the Kokoda Track Memorial Walkway Committee, said Barton ‘denigrated the memory and the sacrifice’ of the campaign’s veterans.13 If newspaper reaction was severe, watching Barton’s exposure on television was a gruelling experience.


  In an interview on the ABC current affairs program Lateline, the normally urbane and impartial Tony Jones attacked Barton. ‘Surely there was a role for nationalism at a time when … Australia was … under direct threat of invasion,’ he demanded.14


  
    Jones: Stephen Barton … Why would you just allow Port Moresby to fall?


    Barton: Look, Tony, I don’t think you would. The point I’m making is that obviously it was an important campaign —


    Jones: But hang on, you wanted – correct me if I’m wrong here – but you wanted us to leave the AIF in the Middle East and/or Europe, didn’t you?


    Barton: No, that’s not what I was saying, Tony. What I was saying was that it was an important campaign, but it wasn’t the battle that saved Australia.


    Jones: Stephen Barton … you have to remember that New Guinea itself was part of Australian territory when the Japanese invaded it.


    Barton: … the soldiers [fought] in appalling conditions … and they deserve to be Australian heroes. The point I’m making is that doesn’t necessarily mean that this was the battle that saved Australia.

  


  Barton argued that ‘Australian blood spilt for Australian liberty has been spilt all around the world, not just in this one place, not just in New Guinea because it was so close to our borders’, but he seemed to be on the back foot. A participant in an online forum detected ‘a witch-burning element’ in the response from other participants.15


  Criticism of Barton came at a time of heightened interest in John Curtin’s wartime leadership. In 2005 journalist John Edwards published Curtin’s Gift, the first substantial attempt to reconsider Curtin’s war leadership critically. Edwards, a journalist willing to ask questions rather than recycle myths, contrasted the idea of ‘Curtin as warlord’ with the leader’s contribution as an architect of the modern Commonwealth of Australia. Starting with the celebrated story of Curtin pacing the grounds of the Lodge while the troopships crossed the Indian Ocean – a story that ‘grows in the telling’ – Edwards examined the legend. Edwards did not attempt to undercut Curtin’s significance, but he did show how insisting on a simplified ‘he brought home the troops’ myth limits his contribution rather than does it justice. He argued that insisting that troops return to Australia rather than be allowed to go to Burma was ‘probably the right decision, but it was not quite the decision of legend’. Curtin, Edwards concluded, ‘did not fight the Battle of Australia because it never took place, and he did not “save” Australia from a Japanese attack – which was always unlikely and soon impossible.’16


  Edwards offered as Australia’s saviour not Curtin but US Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz, the victor of Midway, or Lieutenant Commander Wade McClusky, the commander of one of the American dive-bomber squadrons. But he suggested ‘another way of thinking about Curtin’, a way that ‘places him as the central figure in the creation of modern Australia’. He argued that changes in federal control over monetary and fiscal policy and engagement with a rules-based system of global trade and finance created ‘the four pillars of modern Commonwealth government’. These achievements, he argued, were more substantial than the rhetoric of ‘Curtin as saviour’. Edwards agreed that the ‘myth of a defenceless Australia’ had been ‘useful at the time’, and that ‘Curtin may have exaggerated the threat of invasion’ (although he qualified this by accepting – as I do – that Curtin ‘did not exaggerate the threat Japan’s regional domination then presented to Australia’s freedom, independence and prosperity’). 17 While Edwards thought that I had accepted British and American intelligence assessments too readily – after all, they had got the Japanese entry into the war wrong – he supported the thrust of my case independently.


  Not so Bob Wurth in his Saving Australia, published in 2006. Using previously unknown or unexploited documents from Australia and Japan, Wurth showed how in 1941 Curtin and Evatt formed a genuine friendship with the Japanese ambassador, Tatsuo Kawai. Despite his book’s subtitle, Curtin’s Secret Peace with Japan, Wurth accepts that this friendship could not have saved Australia the trauma of war. It seems to me, however, that Kawai was attempting to drive a wedge between Australia and the Allies that supported it, a view that Wurth seems reluctant to countenance. Wurth regards my views on invasion as ‘disgraceful’, although he doesn’t really explain his outrage except to reiterate the orthodox view that invasion was considered and rejected.18


  In March 2006 Wurth delivered a lecture at the John Curtin Prime Ministerial Library, ‘Saving Australia & the growing danger of revisionism’, in which he attacked my views as being tainted by ‘contemporary political considerations’ and ‘revisionist theory’.19 This is categorically untrue. My views are based on my reading of the evidence, unswayed by any political influence or any theory but the traditional Western liberal philosophy that evidence should drive interpretation. Here was the bizarre phenomenon of a writer advancing a novel interpretation of Curtin’s relationship with Japan while bagging as a ‘revisionist’ another who advances an established view. Emotion seemed to underpin the entire debate, as the next development would reveal.


  ‘Emotive myth’: the 2006 debate


  Since 2000 the Australian War Memorial has held an ‘Anniversary Oration’ each Remembrance Day, 11 November, to mark the Memorial’s opening in 1941. In the past, orations have been delivered by distinguished historians such as Geoffrey Blainey and Robert O’Neill, and by journalists of note such as Paul Kelly, so it was an honour to be invited to give the sixth oration on the Memorial’s 65th anniversary. Despite his misgivings about what he saw as an undesirable and unproductive controversy, the Memorial’s director, Steve Gower, had become increasingly concerned that the Battle for Australia movement was skewing the popular understanding of history. After consulting the Memorial’s chairman, Major General Adrian Clunies-Ross, he asked me to deliver an address on the theme of the ‘Battle for Australia’.


  Steve Gower and I discussed the thrust of my oration several times and, although he emphasised that it should express my own ideas, he read and commented on several drafts – reading two before he agreed to send out invitations. He did not direct what I said, but wary of the possibility that my words might be misinterpreted, he urged me to ensure that I avoided any incautious expressions of the kind that had caused so much trouble in my Griffith Review article. The audience, which more or less filled the Memorial’s Telstra theatre, greeted my address positively – that is, no one disagreed with me openly on the night – and I received positive emails that weekend and into the following week.


  The first negative response appeared in the Canberra Times on 15 November. Mrs Jean Salisbury had written to the paper to disagree with my views. She had worked in the Cabinet secretariat during the war, and retained a faith in the veracity of prime ministerial press statements. She quoted Curtin’s statement of 22 June 1943, that ‘during the whole of the … present government [i.e. October 1941 – June 1943] it has … had to hold the Australian soil against invasion’.20 She thought that I had ‘diminished the sacrifice of Australians who served’, even though I had repeatedly affirmed the opposite. The Canberra Times also published a report of the address, headed ‘Battle for Australia emotive myth’ – a phrase that had not appeared in the text of my address.


  Familiar ripostes soon arrived at my desk. A Mr Peterson from Kambah, in Canberra, wrote to suggest that I have ‘a good look around the War Memorial’. There, he suggested, I would find ‘World War II pound notes printed by the Japanese’. This, he thought, constituted ‘proof that the Japanese had intended to invade’.21 This struck me as bizarre. Here was I, the curator of the Memorial’s Second World War Gallery, being advised to look around it for items that not only did I know were not on display, but in fact had never existed. The Japanese did print money for their occupied territories, but never for use in Australia. Like many of my earlier correspondents, Mr Peterson was convinced that invasion could be proved by the supposed ‘invasion money’. (Again, for more on this issue, see page 159.)


  The web-based Battle for Australia Historical Society, or at least its convenor, retired judge James Bowen, continued vigorously to attack the stance I had taken. Bowen, who misunderstood my case (and indeed others’ research), used his website to call for my resignation. Bowen accepts without question that Japan intended to invade and that the Japanese invasion of New Guinea, as Australia’s colonial and trust territory, was actually an invasion of Australia. He used his website to abuse ‘English-born Dr Stanley’, and urged members of his society to write to politicians to lobby them to ‘control … revisionism by bureaucrats’.22 That it was his own website promoting the revisionism eluded him.


  ‘So long denied’: criticising the ‘Battle for Australia’


  History is not just about words on paper. It entails thoughts, emotions and actions. Later we will look at the ways the belief in a ‘Battle for Australia’ is changing how 1942 is remembered. For now, let’s examine some of the problems inherent in thinking of the ‘Battle’ as an actual event.


  One problem with the idea is that it conflates several different Japanese initiatives into a grand plan aimed at Australia. Japanese air commanders in the Netherlands East Indies fought an air war over northern Australia as part of the occupation of Timor and the Netherlands East Indies. Naval commanders in Rabaul or Truk embarked on submarine campaigns to support operations in the south-west or even central Pacific. Meanwhile, operations in Papua proceeded unrelated to either. But all of these operations are represented (and, it has to be said, exaggerated) to imply a direct, actual and significant threat of Japanese invasion. In fact the Japanese war effort, even in 1942, was chronically fractured. Japan lost the war partly because its commanders seemed unable to coordinate its plans or forces.


  The concentration on a defensive ‘Battle for Australia’ – as if the Japanese were actively trying to take Australia – diminishes the emphasis that informed commentators place on the Allied counteroffensives that dominated the second half of 1942 and beyond. David Horner makes this point strongly in his chapter in the Australian War Memorial’s 1988 book Australia: Two Centuries of War & Peace, pointing out that in early 1942 the Curtin Government’s intention was ‘to carry the fight to the Japanese just as soon as forces became available’.23 In the event, almost all of Australia’s fighting from mid-1942 arose from Allied counteroffensives rather than from defending Australia directly.


  There’s also the problem that at its most extreme, this ‘Battle for Australia’ becomes virtually a synonym for the entire Pacific war. Some versions of the Battle for Australia narrative end with the dropping of the atomic bombs on Japan in 1945. Here, Australian particularism runs riot. The atomic bombs were not dropped in defence of Australia. If, for argument’s sake, we did accept that a ‘Battle for Australia’ occurred, surely it could only have run from, say, the Japanese invasion of Australian New Britain in January 1942 to MacArthur’s assurance that the danger had passed in June 1942. Even Curtin’s belated public acknowledgement that an invasion threat had passed came in June 1943.


  One of the curiosities of the ‘Battle for Australia’ movement is that it represents the campaigns in the south-west Pacific as neglected in favour of the war in the Mediterranean. Peter Dornan asks, ‘Why weren’t we told more about these major chapters of Australia’s World War II record?’24 In Patrick Lindsay’s mind, the men of Kokoda have lately been getting ‘the recognition and respect they have been so long denied’.25 This is clearly unsupportable. Think of the flood of books on the Papuan campaign – Professor Hank Nelson reckons that about 3000 pages have been published on Papua since 2002 alone – and compare it with the handful published about, say, Alamein, a battle fought at exactly the same time.26 The south-west Pacific campaigns of 1942 should never be forgotten as epic and costly Australian contributions to victory, but they are obviously not neglected – indeed, they represent a staple of Australian military publishing.


  Then there’s the problem that only Australians recognise the ‘Battle for Australia’. The Japanese, it must be said, do not use the term: whatever they thought the campaigns of 1942 were about, it wasn’t Australia. Nor do British and American historians see the war, even in our part of the world, in such narrow terms. Hedley Willmott, the author of a magisterial sequence of books minutely examining Japanese and Allied strategy in 1942, simply does not recognise any such view of the war. Allied strategy in a global war cannot be constrained within a national perspective.27


  But of course we need to be careful in debunking this myth; 1942 still looks different in, say, Caloundra from the way it looks in an archive in Canberra. In 1942 it was entirely understandable that an uninformed public would suppose that the Japanese, having conquered South-East Asia so swiftly, would keep going. Indeed, the government (which for months knew no better) fostered this belief. Not to have faced the real threat would have been irresponsible. In early 1942 it was reasonable to believe that invasion was imminent. We now know without doubt, however, that while the Japanese high command did consider an invasion, it decided against one. Invasion was impracticable early in 1942, and the course of the war soon made it impossible. Obviously, Australians in 1942 were not wrong to believe invasion imminent, but in the early twenty-first century we cannot continue to talk about Japanese plans or intentions to invade Australia in 1942 when there is no evidence for such plans, and much evidence to show that no invasion was planned.


  But this is not Johnny-come-lately ‘revisionism’. The official histories of several nations support the idea that no invasion was planned. Dr Steve Bullard, my former colleague at the Australian War Memorial, has recently translated the relevant Japanese histories, and they corroborate British, Australian and American accounts. Hedley Willmott’s 1983 study of Japanese strategy early in 1942, The Barrier and the Javelin, documents the divisions plaguing Japanese army and navy staffs, and how the option of attacking Australia was dead before the fall of Singapore. In over forty years, no historian has shown this view to be unwarranted. Indeed, the authoritative studies that followed the official histories (such as John Robertson’s 1981 Australia at War 1939–45 or David Horner’s 1982 High Command), show that those in charge knew that any danger of invasion ended not in mid-1943 but a year earlier. Curtin admitted it publicly in June 1943, but in June 1942 the Advisory War Council accepted that invasion was unlikely when MacArthur told Curtin that Australia’s security was ‘assured’. John Robertson argues that although no invasion was contemplated, ‘the fortunes of the Pacific War were so finely balanced’ early in 1942 that Curtin’s ‘exaggerated’ response to the threat (and especially his subservience to the United States) was understandable.28


  Of course the argument will go on. Only a cockeyed optimist would think that a book could stop the fables and furphies that circulate about the supposed invasion threat or the incursions that no one can quite prove occurred. Whenever a veteran dies, his grandchildren may peer curiously at a yellowing half-shilling note found in an album or fished out of a drawer. Someone will say, ‘Well, if it hadn’t been for men like granddad we’d be spending these today and saying “arigato” …’ They, and we all, should forever feel indebted to men like that grandfather, and all the men and women who served alongside him. They didn’t save Australia from invasion, but they helped to save the world from one of the most oppressive tyrannies it has ever seen.
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  Try this simple test at home, in the office or at the pub: ask your family, workmates or friends whether Japan planned to invade Australia in 1942. The chances are that many will say that they thought that they would have, if only they had not been stopped in the Coral Sea … or was it Kokoda? Many Australians believe this as an historical fact.


  Australia now believes things about itself and its past that would have seemed unimaginable a century ago. Once Australians believed in a White Australia, loyal to king and empire, sweating in serge and wool through formal Christmas dinners. Now Australia is a multicultural nation celebrating its diversity and exploring its relationship with Asia, notable for its informality. This change has occurred well within the lifetimes of millions of Australians alive today. Despite these profound changes, White Australia and multicultural Australia are recognisably the same nation. The great project of twentieth-century Australia was to create a sense of nationhood, and the experience and memory of war was central to this process. But lately there has been a decisive change. Where once the memory and experience of war influenced the understanding of nationhood, assumptions and myths now shape how Australians think about war. Nationalist ideas have prevailed to the point where for many it is now orthodoxy to believe that the Japanese planned to invade and heresy to question that the fighting at Kokoda stopped them from doing so. This book examines both the history of 1942 and how history has been transmuted into interpretation, memory and myth.


  Australians have linked war with their idea of nationhood for nearly a century. Gallipoli, of course, is seminal to the connection between war and national identity. Charles Bean’s claim that on Gallipoli ‘consciousness of Australian nationhood was born’ has become the mantra of Australian history. The ordeals of Fromelles, Pozières, Bullecourt and Ypres deepened and confirmed the sense that the Great War created a distinctive Australian national identity, all the more strongly as time passed. Billy Hughes’ affirmation at Versailles that he spoke for 60 000 dead Australians reminds us that the corollary of national identity is national interest. Australia was not only culturally different from Britain – it had been culturally different even before Federation – but as the century advanced, Australia’s interests increasingly differed from Britain’s.


  The way the Second World War is remembered has seen the triumph of the nationalist agenda in Australian history, most of all in the propagation of the idea that there was actually an event called the ‘Battle for Australia’. Even though Australia entered the war explicitly to combat the menace of Hitler’s Nazi aggression in Europe, and even though it was the third power in liberating the people of the south-west Pacific from Japanese militarism, many Australians today see the war as being about a threat to Australia. The Battle of Britain, the bomber offensive, the Allied victory in North Africa, the liberation of Western Europe, the defeat of Japan in a great arc from Imphal to Hawaii: all are now seen by many Australians as less important than a supposed ‘Battle for Australia’. How did this happen?


  This book is divided into three parts. Part I looks at the way Australians apprehended the prospect of invasion by Japan in the half-century before 1942. Australians found the Japanese threat all the more terrifying because they had long anticipated it, not only in the machinations of defence policy and in strategic plans, but in their imaginations – in stories, poems, novels, plays and films. Part II examines what happened in 1942 itself, between when that invasion looked to be imminent and when Prime Minister John Curtin finally admitted that the danger of invasion had passed. The final part explores what we have made of these events since 1942: how we have remembered, interpreted and reinterpreted the prospect of invasion, and what it means for us today.


  My argument is simple. Australians had feared invasion by Japan for half a century before it seemed to become a reality in 1942, and that apprehension affected how they saw the real crisis. In 1942, the Japanese did not invade – indeed, they decided not to – and they never had a chance to change their minds. The depth of anxiety Australians felt – rightly, because no one knew that invasion would not occur – colours the memory of the invasion threat: memory has turned ‘could’ into ‘virtually did’. Since 1942 Australians have never quite confronted the fact that they were not invaded as they had feared – there is even a persistent fantasy that the Japanese did arrive but that the truth has been concealed. Recently a revisionist interpretation (the ‘Battle for Australia’ idea) has taken hold, an interpretation that now makes the Japanese threat the central event in a new view of the war.


  I am arguing that the Japanese were a serious threat to Australia before and during 1942, and that they needed to be beaten. But they needed to be beaten not because they planned to invade Australia, but because they had already inflicted a massive toll on the lives and liberties of millions of people, and had to be stopped for the sake of the wider world. I am not saying that the Japanese would never have invaded Australia had events taken a different turn, only that they did not plan to invade in 1942. This book, then, is intended to allow those who disagree to change their minds about one of the most persistent fallacies in Australia’s popular historical imagination.


  PART I


  
    ‘Should foreign foes e’er sight our coasts’


    The idea of a Japanese invasion before 1942
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  Australia, showing places associated with fictional invasions
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  ‘Australia will fall’

  Invasion imagined


  ‘Australia for the White Man’: Japan and Australia


  During the darkest days of 1942, soon after the first bombing raids on Darwin, an Australian, H. Duncan Hall, anxiously scanned the newspapers in Boston, Massachusetts. Each morning in the common room of the Harvard University Bureau of International Research, he looked for reports of his homeland’s peril in the American press. Thinking of the columns of smoke billowing up over Darwin, he recalled his childhood in the bush on the banks of the Hawkesbury River.


  The Halls lived in a weatherboard manse near Emu Plains, on the lower slopes of the Blue Mountains. Young Duncan (no one used his first name, Hessal) was ten when Federation united the Australian colonies, and he had grown up conscious of a threat from Japan. His father stood in his garden and, pointing to the coast, told him, ‘When the Japs come, this ridge is the first great line of defense, if they break through at Sydney.’ As boys, Duncan and his brothers had played at defending their ridge against imaginary Japanese invaders, ‘confident that our bushcraft and knowledge of every inch of the bush for miles around would outwit them’. They had a hide-out in a volcanic crater they had ‘discovered’ and where they hid some tools. ‘All this,’ Duncan told readers of the American Atlantic Monthly while it seemed that the Japanese might turn his childhood fantasy into a nightmare, ‘was in the first decade of Australian nationhood …’6


  While young Duncan had still been a toddler, in 1895, newspaper readers in the colonial capitals had opened their copies of The Argus, the Sydney Morning Herald or The Register and, turning to the foreign and imperial news, learned that Japan had defeated China and imposed a treaty upon it. On Friday, 19 April they read that the treaty of Shimonoseki gave Japan colonies in Korea and Formosa: the beginnings of a Japanese empire. News of Japan’s victory might seem remote from the preoccupations of late colonial Australia, but the newspapers’ leader-writers – the shapers of opinion – understood its importance. The Herald recognised Japan now as ‘a formidable power’, perhaps one able to use its navy to back its demands to allow immigration to the ‘white’ countries of the Pacific.7 The Brisbane Courier anticipated that there was now a possibility – ‘a remote one at present’ – that Japan might take a part in the ‘development of Tropical Australia’ – a project in which Queenslanders took a particular interest.8 Even in the south, the Argus’s leader-writer told his readers that they may yet ‘hear … the thunder of Japanese guns in Hobson’s Bay, and see battalions of Japanese invaders, olive-skinned and undersized, encamped in the Treasury Gardens’. From his desk in Victoria Barracks, Sydney, New South Wales’s energetic army commandant, Major General Sir Edward Hutton, advised the colony’s government that the victory had made Japan a ‘naval and military power of the first magnitude’ in the Pacific.9 That Easter the colony’s annual naval exercise involved an imagined attempt by Japanese cruisers to force the heads of Sydney Harbour.10 Japan was beginning to intrude upon the military imagination of the Australian colonies.


  Australia’s British colonists had feared threats from the sea since 1788. Among the earliest of Captain Arthur Phillip’s acts as governor of New South Wales had been to build a gun battery on Dawes Point, a site now pretty much obliterated by the southern pylons of the Harbour Bridge. In spite of its expansionist ethos and growing self-awareness, colonial Australia had been deeply apprehensive. During its first fifty-odd years its rulers had worried about internal threats: of Aboriginal resistance, convict rebellion and the depredations of bushrangers. All of these internal threats had been real to an extent. As the battery at the mouth of Sydney Cove demonstrated, though, colonial Australians were aware of the possibility of external threat.


  For the Australian colonies’ first twenty years the French remained a real enemy. Then, secure behind the Royal Navy’s dominance in the world’s oceans during decades of peace following Waterloo, the colonists were understandably complacent. In 1839, however, American warships on a polar exploration expedition sailed into Sydney Harbour at night, suggesting what might happen if an unfriendly power did likewise. The end of transportation in 1840 and the wealth gained in the gold rushes of the 1850s transformed the Australian colonies. During the second half of the century the colonists imagined that various European powers coveted their increasing prosperity. Visitors to Fort Denison, built during the Crimean War of 1854–56, are still told that the threat facing colonial Australia was ‘the Russians’. Fortifications in several other states are also explained by reference to a Russian threat. No evidence has ever been found of Russian interest in the Australian colonies, even during the Crimean War or the Afghan crisis of 1879. Still, colonial commandants understandably planned on the basis of possibilities limited by distance but magnified by rapidly changing technology. As Admiral Sir George Tryon put it in 1890, warships ‘1000 miles away on a Monday are with you on a Friday’.11 The legacy was one of continual low-level apprehension. Australian colonists knew that they possessed a continent worth both having and taking.


  From the gold rush decades one of the threats colonists perceived was Asian, and specifically Chinese. Gold attracted fortune-seekers from Canton (now Guangzhou) and Szechwan (Sichuan) as well as California and Somerset. While white settlers were happy to buy their vegetables from Chinese market gardeners or entrust them with laundry, they always saw them as alien and threatening. The people they called ‘Chows’ or ‘Chinks’ were feared because it was believed they would undercut wages, sell opium, spread plague or pollute the European race. While subjected to immigration restrictions from the 1850s, the Chinese were never a military threat. This was confirmed at breakfast-time on Friday, 19 April 1895, when a new inflexion came to the idea of a ‘Yellow Peril’ – Japan.


  David Walker, in his Anxious Nation, has charted late colonial Australia’s fascination with Japan.12 Initially it seemed exotic, distant and harmless, represented by performances of Gilbert and Sullivan’s 1885 operetta The Mikado. By the early twentieth century, though, the new Australian nation faced a disturbing relationship with Japan. Having been open to the West since the 1850s, by the 1900s Japan had enjoyed economic and military growth that confronted its Pacific neighbours with new challenges. Although Japan was allied to Britain from 1902, Australia looked askance at Japan’s seeming desire to imitate the West’s imperialism as well as its military and naval technology. Imbued with what Neville Meaney (one of the authorities on Australia’s search for security in the Pacific) calls ‘race nationalism’, Japan confirmed Australia’s identity as a European – white – settler society.13 The two nations adopted diametrically opposed policies at precisely the same time. Japan’s victory over China stimulated an imperial desire that led in time to the horrors of Nanking and Hiroshima. One of the first acts of the Australian Commonwealth’s new Parliament was to restrict Asian immigration. The White Australia policy was to last until a couple of decades after Hiroshima. The masthead of The Bulletin from 1905 to 1961 (when Donald Horne removed it) exemplified the policy: ‘Australia for the White Man.’ The pattern of eventual conflict seemed inevitable: Japan set to expand, Australia to exclude.


  The new nation’s flag, Union Jack quartered with Southern Cross, referred both to its British heritage and to its precarious position as a British outpost in the Antipodes. Advance Australia Fair, Peter Dodds McCormick’s anthem, sung at the Federation celebrations (although not adopted as the official national anthem until 1983), explicitly referred to threats to the prosperity, independence, and even the existence of the new nation. The third verse of Advance Australia Fair – the one no one now sings – made clear Australians’ need to defend their nation against ill-defined threats:


  
    
      Should foreign foe e’er sight our coast


      Or dare a foot to land,


      We’ll rouse to arms like sires of yore


      To guard our native strand;

    

  


  The reason we don’t sing it in today’s very different Australia is that the verse continues:


  
    
      Britannia then shall surely know,


      Beyond wide ocean’s roll,


      Her sons in fair Australia’s land


      Still keep a British soul.

    

  


  This hardly reflects the ideology of Australia in the twenty-first century. But the fear that a foreign foe would be likely to sight our coasts or dare a foot to land ran deep a century ago, and understanding how and why explains a great deal about how Australians would live through and remember 1942.


  ‘For Hearths and Homes!’: invasion fiction


  For more than a century Australians have frightened themselves repeatedly with stories and novels depicting imaginary invasions. The authors of a history of Australian speculative fiction (which has often encompassed imaginary history) found that ‘novels of racial invasion’ dominated early Australian examples of the genre. Australian authors drew on and contributed to a fertile British and American strain of invasion might-yet-bes, dating at least from the British The Battle of Dorking in 1871, predicting and warning against invasion. The Invasion, published under the pen-name W. H. Walker by sometime volunteer officer George Ranken, was the first such Australian novel, in 1877.14


  Ranken’s book featured plucky deeds of derring-do, with the obligatory Victorian maidens mopping the fevered brows of heroes wounded strictly in mentionable places. It shares several characteristics with its numerous successors. No mere adventure writer, Ranken seemed to want to jolt complacent fellow colonists into a sense of reality: ‘I had never thought the idea of an armed descent upon our coasts absurd or impossible …’15 It has a realistic setting (‘Few in Sydney will forget the morning of 18th May, 187_ …’).16 There is the description of battle in familiar places (‘I heard afterwards that the ironclads Tsargrad, Paskevitch, and Suwarrow were standing off … the Gap … while Milarovitch ran into Botany Bay with 6000 men …’).17 Ranken’s Russian invasion culminates in a fight between Tsarist regulars and colonial volunteers in paddocks that are now the suburbs of South Sydney, from Randwick to Waterloo, and the Russians lose.


  Just as apprehensive, Melburnians could read a few years later of The Battle of the Yarra, which imagined the ‘terrible invasion of Victoria by the Russians’.18 In 1885, the year in which Australian colonial soldiers served in an overseas war for the first time, the Sydney Quarterly Magazine published fantasies of ‘The fall of Melbourne’ and ‘The campaign on the Murray’, and in 1893 ‘The capture of Adelaide’.19


  For a time the fictitious ‘Asiatic’ invaders were Mongol rather than Japanese. Kenneth Mackay, another amateur soldier and writer, combined his passions to publish a novel, The Yellow Wave, in 1895. It envisaged invasion in the sinister form of thousands of Mongol horsemen led by ‘treacherous Russians’ (Asian people were thought to be incapable of mounting an assault without European aid). Introducing a theme seen in most Australian invasion fiction that followed, Britain is no use. The Australian colonies have been ‘betrayed by the mother country’ in their crisis. The Mongols descend on outback Queensland, to be met by civilian volunteers, including an improvised mounted regiment, ‘Hatton’s Ringers’. The invasion brings the ‘Sacking of Hughenden’, until Queensland Mounted Infantry face Mongol skirmishers around Charleville. (Two years later Mackay himself raised the Australian Horse in country New South Wales, a matter of life imitating art: some of his new regiment fought Boer commandos on the South African veldt rather than Kalmuck lancers on the Queensland plains.) The battle cry of Mackay’s citizen volunteers, ‘For Hearths and Homes!’, became the credo of Australia’s citizen soldiers in their century-long heyday, and the title of Craig Wilcox’s pioneering study of them.


  Invasion fiction punctuates Australia’s thinking about the possibilities of an invasion by Japan. It is important to trace the imaginings of their authors because they so often influenced how actual events were read, understood and anticipated.


  ‘The Asiatics are our friends’: Japan as a rising Pacific power


  With Japan’s victory over Russia in 1905 – the first modern defeat of a European power by an Asian adversary – Japan became a subject of obsessive interest to Australia. Victories on land in Manchuria and at sea at Tsushima proved its prowess, and danger. During the Russo-Japanese War, Melbourne physician William Maloney embarked on a cruise to the Philippines, Hong Kong, China and Japan with his friend Senator Edward Findley. His account expresses both a fascination with and admiration for Japan’s energy and ambition, and an apprehension of what its awakening vigour might mean for Australia.


  Maloney and Findley first encountered Japan before they left Australia, at Thursday Island in Torres Strait, ‘our first gate towards all the East’. Here Maloney got on the wrong side of a Japanese barber by refusing to pay the asking price for a haircut, only to find that all the island’s Japanese tradesmen charged what he thought extortionate prices in retaliation.20 Reaching Tokyo, Maloney dismissed ‘the twaddle about the “little brown men” and the “monkey men” ’ as ‘altogether … perhaps disastrously misleading’. He thought that Japan would arm and lead China in expansion, and that Australia’s defence would be its determination to maintain ‘our bedrock foundation … our unalterable watchword, “White Australia” ’.21 Like many of his contemporaries, he saw this coming contest in apocalyptic terms: ‘if the dyke which it is ours to keep is once penetrated, it will crumble and let in a tide which must overflow the continent.’ Maloney urged that the Commonwealth Government should ‘arm every man … with the latest and most terrible scientific devices … so that the whole may stand as one strong man, well armed, whenever the foe may seek to intrude’.22 The Japanese consul in Sydney lamented Australia’s unease following the Russo-Japanese War: ‘as soon as we were victorious they came to fear that we would invade.’23 Invasion had become no mere remote possibility.


  This fear grew in spite of Britain’s alliance with Japan, forged in 1902 and renewed in 1905 and 1911. The alliance enabled Britain to concentrate its naval strength against Imperial Germany in what it regarded as the vital European theatre (it had five battleships and twenty-nine unarmoured cruisers in Far Eastern waters in 1901 and no battleships and only sixteen unarmoured cruisers a decade later).24 Australians, though loyally regarding themselves as Australasian Britons, remained wary of the implications of allowing Japan to become a naval power in the Pacific. Indeed, many Australian leaders thought that the alliance made Australia more vulnerable. They defied imperial authorities (the Foreign Office, the Admiralty, the War Office or the Committee of Imperial Defence) that tried to reassure them, and made strenuous efforts to obtain the security that Britain’s alliance denied them. Over the Commonwealth’s first decade this fear encouraged the creation of an Australian navy, the establishment of a large citizen army, and the courting of both American and British guarantees of security. The overtures towards America led to little more than goodwill (including the popular visit of the Great White Fleet of 1908). The desire for British security arguably led, indirectly at least, to Australian losses on Gallipoli and the Somme.


  In this climate it is no surprise that in the new nation’s first decade invasion fiction became a staple of Australian reading and theatre. On the stage, Randolph Bedford’s 1909 White Australia seemed little more than a dramatised tract urging Australians to watch that their ‘Empty North’ was not stolen. A General Yamamoto, commander of a Japanese invasion of the Northern Territory, warns, ‘You Australians have done nothing to justify … holding the Northern half of this continent.’ In the same year F. R. C. Hopkins’ ‘Australian Patriotic Drama for Australian People’, Reaping the Whirlwind, expressed and presumably spread several of the crucial ideas informing Australians’ understanding of the potential threat.25


  Hopkins’ play is also a slow-moving, wordy piece, but perhaps the prospect it represented was serious enough to sustain its audiences’ attention. Set in the near future, in 1915, it tells the story of an Englishman, Gerald Douglas, a socialist imprisoned by the Tsar for revolutionary crimes, who somehow surfaces in the clutches of an unnamed Asian power. (Hedging his bets, in his stage directions Hopkins calls for Douglas’s guards to be dressed ‘half-Japanese, half-Chinese’.) Baron Kokura, the chief of the Bureau of Secret Instructions, offers Douglas a deal: freedom if he travels to Australia to subvert White Australia’s resolve to fight for its independence.


  Douglas agrees, and the second act sees him (now disguised as Harold Johnstone and in the pay of the unnamed but obvious Asian power) agitating against defending the nation at a rowdy public meeting in Sydney. Here characters representing the various factions debate Australia’s options in the face of an Asian threat, and Britain’s ability or willingness to protect its empire. The debate must have made tedious theatre – members of the stage audience catcall and chaff the speakers, often urging them to get on, surely anticipating the theatre audience’s feelings. But as an historical document, Reaping the Whirlwind reflects several key ideas and fears of the time.


  The character Wallace Hammerton (‘an Australian – every inch of him’) argues that while ‘not a battle has been fought, not a single life lost in war’ in the settlement of the continent – so much had the frontier conflict been forgotten or ignored – Australians were an ‘utterly unprepared people’. He proposes ‘conscription without exemption’ and a National Patriotic Tax to pay for the army and navy needed to meet the ‘threatened invasion’. The Hon. Percy Mills, a visiting English gent, puts an imperial view, that ‘if the British Empire falls, Australia will fall’, and that (in the light of the unmentioned but actual Anglo-Japanese alliance) ‘the Asiatics are our friends’. When he suggests ‘the presence of their peaceful fleets in the South Pacific may … prove the salvation of Australia’ he is met with ‘uproar’ from the crowd and is silenced. Then the revolutionary traitor Douglas/Johnstone speaks. He agrees that ‘We all want a White Australia’, but he scorns ‘parasites’ who ‘tax the poor man to build ships and raise small armies’. To the mob’s cheers he declares, ‘This magnificent country was never made by you to be turned into a slaughter-house … We want no conscription … We want no fleet … All men are brothers’. The turncoat’s oratory defeats Hammerton’s arguments for a strong defence.


  In the third act, amid strikes and industrial discord (fomented by Douglas/Johnstone) a melodramatic subplot about his identity is resolved. But meanwhile news arrives that an ‘Asiatic fleet’ is off Townsville and Darwin, and that the British Government has intervened to suspend the White Australia policy and permit Asian immigration. Hammerton, the advocate of a strong defence against a certain threat collapses, exclaiming, ‘The Asiatics will enter this country without firing a shot!’


  ‘Merciless war on the invaders’: The Australian Crisis of 1909


  While Vincent Joyce’s The Celestial Hand of 1903 seems to have been the last novel depicting a Chinese invasion, Thomas Roydhouse’s 1904 The Coloured Conquest set a new pattern by imagining a Japanese conquest. Narrated by the ‘last free Britisher’, it envisaged a white population enslaved, its women sent to ‘Fair Lily Colonies’ to interbreed with the conquerors – another theme common to invasion fiction. Most invasion novels of the period fuelled a growing fear. The most popular and influential of the decade following Federation was The Australian Crisis, written by Frank Fox, a Bulletin journalist, under the pseudonym C. H. Kirmess. It first appeared in the Lone Hand (notorious for pieces on ‘The Asiatic Menace’), but it was published as a novel in London (a sign of its impact) in 1909.


  Like many invasion novels, Fox’s The Australian Crisis is supposed to have been written in the future – in this case 1922 – looking back on the critical events that changed the destiny of nation and continent. Fox imagined the creation by stealth of a Japanese colony in northern Australia. The book begins with a Japanese squadron arriving in Junction Bay, in Arnhem Land, escorting colonists sent under a ‘Progressive Family System’ that sees Japanese villages founded. The women, already pregnant, soon give birth to ‘Australian-born’ children, although it is months before word of the incursion is believed in the southern capitals.


  British opinion – in the wake of the Anglo-Japanese alliance – favours Japan. The Australian reaction is indiscriminate panic. A Coloured Inhabitants Registration Act attempts to regulate Japanese, Chinese, Hindu, Afghan, Syrian and Negro residents, who are regarded with ‘popular hatred and fury’. Only Aboriginal people are exempt, ‘not credited with sufficient intelligence to be dangerous’. But apart from passing ineffectual legislation, the southern politicians do nothing. As in many invasion novels, politicians disgrace themselves with talk rather than action.


  Instead, a ‘White Guard’, an irregular corps of bushmen like Hatton’s Ringers, wages ‘merciless war on the invaders’. Preceded by forty handpicked Aboriginal trackers (presumably with ‘sufficient intelligence’ to be useful), the White Guard sets out from Burketown on the Gulf of Carpentaria to attack the Japanese settlements. The Japanese, who claim their infants as British subjects, meet the bushmen with union flags but lure them into an ambush. ‘At last the death struggle between the two races had begun in earnest’ and a guerrilla war begins.26


  In a second ambush a twenty-year-old Tasmanian volunteer is shot in the neck. As he lies bleeding to death the bushmen dip their fingers in the dead man’s blood, swearing a ‘frightful oath … that they would never spare the life of a Japanese’, in war or peace.27 The Japanese settlers, who are trained soldiers, fight with skill, and the White Guard, lacking any official support, is gradually beaten. Only a few stragglers survive to return to Queensland. Fox’s conceit is that he can piece together the story from fragments of diaries found in the bush. (As in many invasion novels, the tricks of history make the fiction seem convincing.)


  Meanwhile, Japan protests to its British ally against the attacks on its supposedly peaceful colonists. Australia’s rule in the north breaks down, and the Federal Government is distracted, suppressing a Western Australian secession movement by force. Britain steps in, blockading Australia and compelling the Commonwealth to cede a British protectorate in the Northern Territory. In 1913 the Northern Territory becomes a British territory whose Japanese population swells within a decade to 200 000. ‘The White Continent,’ Fox writes, ‘was now a memory.’ He ponders the future, asking ‘whether the White or the Yellow Race shall gain the final supremacy’.28 As in many invasion novels, there is no happy ending.


  ‘He trains for the war to come’: Japan as the likely enemy


  Fox’s novel expresses in fictional form what many Australians believed and feared. Japan, Britain’s ally, was clearly seen as the probable enemy, more so than, say, Germany. There was little subtlety in identifying Japan in cartoons in popular magazines. One, captioned ‘In the captured city of Sydney’ showed a Japanese officer interrogating a slouch-hatted Australian soldier. The soldier explains that there are so few defenders because people declined to pay income tax to support an army. The general asks where these people are and the soldier replies, ‘They were killed in the bombardment.’29 By 1910 there was little doubt that Japan was Australia’s greatest threat, and people showed little compunction in naming it.


  The fate of races, continents and nations interested many writers at the time. The following year the grandly named but obscure Arthur Wellesley Kipling published The Shadow of Glory, a History of the Great War of 1910–1911. The plot of Kipling’s fictional history (it has no characters or any human interest) is complex. It involves Germany and the Netherlands invading Britain and France, with Japan fighting Russia again, and the United States entering the war on the Western allies’ side.


  One of the events that stirs up tension between Japan and the British empire is a ‘terrific racial outbreak at Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane’ in July 1910 in which ‘numbers of Japanese were killed or otherwise maltreated by angry mobs’. In retaliation, Japan sends a fleet to Melbourne and procures an indemnity for the outrages perpetrated on its subjects. (Exactly how large numbers of Japanese come to be in Melbourne to be outraged is unclear, but the idea of an enemy fleet levying an indemnity by force was already well established in the colonial military imagination.)


  The Commonwealth Government refuses to pay, but Britain defuses tension by paying the indemnity itself, demanding that Australia repeal immigration laws obnoxious to Japan. The crisis imperils Australia’s commitment to the empire. Britain sends a fleet of sixteen battleships on a goodwill cruise to Australia and Japan (although why sending heavily armed warships can be construed as a gesture of goodwill is unexplained). Before the warships reach Hong Kong, however, world war breaks out. The Anglo-Japanese alliance is broken and Japan is left ‘building a fleet that would obtain the mastery of the Pacific for the flag of the rising sun’.30


  Later in the war Australian and New Zealand troops find themselves fighting alongside British forces in China, as Australian colonial contingents had done during the ‘Boxer’ Rebellion of 1900. Kipling both drew on recent events and anticipated developments that would transpire in the coming Great War (named years before its outbreak). An air of menace permeates the entire work. Australia, the reader might have concluded, remained vulnerable to Japan’s intimidation and aggression.


  This was a common attitude, almost an assumption; just as many of us grew up in the Cold War assuming that the Soviet Union harboured a goal of world domination and that the Red Army existed to achieve that end. Charles Bean, later the official historian of Anzac, was in 1907 a young feature-writer for the Sydney Morning Herald. He gave British readers of The Spectator a series of propositions that he thought represented most Australians’ views. Bean argued that the ‘probability of an Oriental invasion … is enormous, and justifies urgent measures’, and that Australians believed a ‘fierce racial war … to be ahead of them’. He urged British politicians to state unequivocally that Britain ‘would not leave him to fight the battle of her race by himself’.31


  Apprehension of a racial conflict also permeates verse of Henry Lawson around this time. In ‘The heart of Australia’, for example, he asks ‘And who shall invade Australia?’, then answers presciently, ‘The friend of a further future – or the ally of yesterday!’32 Lawson’s poem ‘Here Died’, published in The Bulletin in 1909, looks forward to war memorials erected to commemorate the defence of White Australia. Lawson envisaged a time when ‘many a school-boy’s bat and ball’ would be ‘gathering dust at home’ because he ‘hears a voice in the future call’ to him and he ‘trains for the war to come’:


  
    
      The school-boy scouts of the White Man’s Land are out on the hills to-day;


      They trace the tracks from the sea-beach sand and sea-cliffs grim and grey;


      They take the range for a likely shot by every cape and head,


      And they spy the lay of each lonely spot where an enemy’s foot might tread …

    


    
      When the city alight shall wait by night for news from a far-out post,


      And men ride down from the farming town to patrol the lonely coast –


      Till they hear the thud of a distant gun, or the distant rifles crack,


      And Australians spring to their arms as one to drive the invaders back …

    

  


  Lawson imagined ‘monuments standing on hill and head, where sons shall point with pride’. These, he wrote, would bear ‘the names of Australia’s bravest dead, carved under the words “Here Died” ’.33 Duncan Hall’s father read these stanzas to his children in their weatherboard house overlooking the Hawkesbury, and he in turn was to recite them in 1942 to his friends and colleagues in Washington.


  Appealing more directly to the emotions was the new medium of moving pictures. Films helped shape the image of a Japanese threat. While a topical film Welcome to Our Gallant Allies – the Japanese had appeared in 1906, Raymond Longford’s 1913 film Australia Calls featured an invasion that was called ‘Mongolian’ but was obviously Japanese. Based on a scenario written by two Bulletin journalists, Longford’s film – embarrassed cinema students later described it as his ‘least typical’ production – used extras from Sydney’s Chinatown and Militia soldiers provided by the Defence Department. Its plot involved a traitor who guides Mongolian invaders in return for £5000 cash and a passage overseas with the woman he desires. The invaders surprise Australians frolicking unaware on beach and racetrack. Then, as The Bulletin obligingly puffed, ‘the boom and smoke of battle; Sydney a sea of fire.’ In an ambitious production, Longford used film of the 1908 visit of the American Great White Fleet to suggest the invader’s warships lying in Sydney Harbour.34


  Still, it is important to note that not all public comment predicted apocalyptic race war. Sydney’s Marxian Press had condemned what it called The Invasion Bogey in 1909, the year Fox’s novel appeared. The anonymous author of this penny pamphlet acknowledged that the ‘Militarists have settled it definitely that some day we are certain to have a war with Japan’. What he derided as the ‘Asiatic-scare party’ were claiming that all that was necessary was ‘for Japan to fit out a couple of cruisers to swoop down on Melbourne and Sydney and the invasion would be accomplished’. This he thought unlikely. Indeed, the ‘Marxian’ remained sceptical of Senator George Pearce’s calls to defend the country regardless. ‘Does he mean Australia only,’ he asked, ‘or does he mean any part of the globe where the British flag happens to fly?’


  The anonymous Marxian had put his finger on what was to become one of the few contentious issues among scholars of Australian military history during the first decade of Federation. John Mordike has argued that British defence planners coopted Australian politicians into developing a federal army and navy as an imperial reserve – which explains how an ‘Australian Imperial Force’ (AIF) sprang into existence within days of the outbreak of the Great War in 1914. But Craig Wilcox has said that an imperial reserve was more a hope of imperial-minded Australians than a plan. Fear of Japan impelled Australians to form a militia army and build a navy, but solidarity with Britain explains the formation of an AIF and its sacrifice over the four murderous years of the Great War. Irrespective of the machinations at imperial conferences, in the popular imagination the ‘Invasion Bogey’ seemed to be entrenched.


  ‘Potential and probable enemy’: Japan, Australia and the Great War


  When war came to the Pacific in August 1914, it was not fought between British and Japanese battleships in the Tasman Sea. Japan, bound to Britain as an ally, declined to commit troops to Europe, but helped seize Germany’s remote Pacific colonies and moved against German enclaves in China. The warships of the new Royal Australian Navy (which had first assembled only in 1913) saw Japanese naval ships at war not as enemies but as allies. As the Hon. Percy Mills had suggested in Hopkins’ 1909 play Reaping the Whirlwind, Japanese warships in the South Pacific did indirectly aid Australia, by helping to counter the German raiding squadrons that menaced trade and shipping in the war’s opening months. The Japanese cruiser Ibuki actually helped to escort the convoy carrying the first contingents of Australian and New Zealand volunteers across the Indian Ocean to Egypt. Other Japanese warships escorted convoys and patrolled Australia’s coasts. The war memorials that Henry Lawson had foreseen were not inscribed with the names of Australian battle sites, but commemorated deaths in remote but now familiar places in Turkey, Palestine, France and Belgium.


  As pessimists had warned, Japan certainly did take advantage of the European war, but in Asia, not in Australasia. In 1915 it presented the unstable Chinese republic with ‘Twenty-one’ unreasonable demands, gaining further ascendancy over it. While Japan made no attempt to capitalise on the distraction of war as had been foreseen, the pre-war invasion bogey could not be shrugged off. Wartime prime minister Billy Hughes harped upon the supposed threat of an expansionist Japan.


  At the war’s end tension intensified in the reshaped Pacific. The Versailles settlement soured Australia’s relationship with Japan. Hughes made clear that the idea of White Australia was ‘nailed to the very topmost of our flagpole’ and he became the main block to Japan’s aspirations for racial equality.35 Hughes emphasised his view that whoever controlled the ‘great rampart of islands’ to the continent’s north controlled Australia.36 Australia assumed a mandate over German New Guinea and Japan acquired imperial Germany’s former Pacific colonies north of the equator. Australian and Japanese colonial territories now met at the equator, and in an atmosphere of mutual suspicion and acrimony. The planning staffs of the Western powers in Asia – including Australia’s – explicitly envisaged a Japanese expansion as the basis for a coming war.


  In Australia, Japan’s service as part of the alliance that won the Great War for ‘Civilisation’ changed nothing. When D. H. Lawrence visited Australia soon after 1918 he was interested to find Australians ‘terribly afraid of the Japanese’. Practically all the Australians he met, ‘and especially in Sydney’ felt that if Britain’s power were weakened or distracted ‘Japan would at once walk in and occupy the place. They seriously believe this,’ he mused. ‘Of course Australia would never be able to defend itself … I suppose they may materialise.’37


  Not that Australian writers predicting the future in the aftermath of the Great War agreed that invasion was likely. Since the country’s strong labour movement was opposed to competition from cheap Asian labour, left-wing writers were often the most firm supporters of a White Australia policy and therefore of the threat it faced from an aggressive Japan. But socialists were no fools, as Samuel Rosa’s The Invasion of Australia showed in 1920.


  Rosa, whose Australian Caesar had warned against a populist demagogue, derided the idea that ‘one of the healthiest and most virile populations in the world’ was necessarily ‘helpless as a lamb’. He found the ‘dogma of abject Australian helplessness’ to be ‘extremely nauseating’. Rosa used snippets from military authorities to argue that, far from being vulnerable to attack, Australia was virtually immune from serious incursion.38


  He showed that the cost to the Japanese of transporting troops on long voyages through the tropics and sustaining a force large enough to succeed in invading would be ruinous, and he cited a string of failed invasions as proof. Rosa analysed speculation in the press. He wrote of the problems that the United States had met in sending an army to Cuba in 1898, or that Japan had encountered in sending an army on another short voyage, to Korea, in 1904. Damning what he called ‘Jingoes’ (the word from which the term ‘jingoism’ is derived), he contended that Australia was protected by distance and size. If a fleet did arrive, the ‘Futility of Naval Bombardments’, for which he gave examples (including the Anglo-French bombardments of the defences of the Dardanelles), would ensure that damage would be minimal. ‘People would be astonished at the smallness of damage done,’ he wrote.39 Rosa criticised the common invasion scenario of a landing in the Gulf of Carpentaria or the Northern Territory (as in Fox’s The Australian Crisis), demonstrating that ‘an invader must have roads, rivers (navigable …), and above all, supplies’. What he scorned as a ‘little squattage in the desert’ would be useless.40 The idea of an incursion into north Australia, was, however, as we will see, to remain tenacious.


  Not that Rosa’s calculations were all well founded. He thought it unlikely that a ‘great union of the Asiatic peoples under the hegemony of Japan were possible’ or that such a force could ‘attempt to wage war with all the white peoples who have Pacific Coasts’.41 Despite Rosa’s scepticism, senior officers who investigated Australia’s defence needs in 1920 found that Australia was a worthwhile prize, that the White Australia policy remained a substantial provocation, that a British fleet would ensure the nation’s security but also that Australia needed a citizen army of 180 000 men to defend the continent against any actual landings. ‘The only potential and probable enemy’ they identified was Japan.42


  There is no diminishing the importance of Australia’s apprehensions about Japan. Neville Meaney, the foremost authority on the subject, considers that the ‘central issue for Australian diplomacy and defence during the years 1901–39 was the threat of Japan’.43 Japan, with its triumph over Tsarist Russia in 1905, its large, German-trained army and growing British-trained navy, became the focus of Australian defence plans and speculation. Like Admiral Tryon, commander of the Australian Station, John Legge, the Australian representative on the Imperial General Staff in London, toyed with the implications of calculations that Yokohama to Sydney was 4316 ‘naval miles’, so that a Japanese warship steaming at 12 knots would reach Sydney in 14.5 days.44 This represented only a technical possibility. The real question was: did Japan harbour any actual designs against Australia? Almost no Australians could answer that question with any certainty. Edmund Piesse was one of the few who could try.


  Edmund Piesse, director of Military Intelligence 1916–19, headed a ‘Pacific Branch’ of the Prime Minister’s Department, a precursor to the Department of External Affairs. As one of the very few Australians who could read Japanese and was familiar with Japanese official and popular literature, Piesse did not try to underplay the potential danger. Japan, he acknowledged in his 1935 ‘tract’ Japan and the Defence of Australia (written under the pseudonym ‘Albatross’), had ten times Australia’s population, ‘immense armaments’, armed forces ‘unlikely to be controlled or even influenced by the Civil Government’ and ‘an oligarchy that has inherited plans for overseas conquest’.45 But did it plan to invade?


  Piesse recognised that several persistent issues disturbed relations between the two nations, most notably the White Australia policy (to which Japan had objected at Versailles). Still, Piesse saw that the best way to deter any aggressive interest was to ensure that Australia had strong defences. ‘Even if we were convinced that there was no plan to invade or annexe Australia,’ Piesse wrote, ‘there would still be a need for armaments to deter any foreign country … and strategies to deter or meet aggression.’46 But what did Japan intend for Australia?


  ‘The South Seas will fear us’: Japan and the Nan-yo


  Historians, especially those able to penetrate the Japanese sources, have shown the reality behind the rhetoric of a Japanese threat. The late and very much missed Henry Frei showed in his authoritative Japan’s Southward Advance and Australia that there existed a flourishing literature urging expansion into what Japanese writers called the nan’yo or Nan-yo, the ‘South Seas’.


  Exactly what constituted the Nan-yo and what Japan wanted from it, occupies most of Frei’s book. Had he lived, he could have taken a full part in this debate, counselling caution when bolder spirits jumped to unjustifiable conclusions. Frei was a careful scholar, wary of sensation: his study gives no comfort to those who claim that Japan ever intended to invade Australia (despite the fact that Battle-for-Australians have claimed his posthumous support). ‘It would be easy to concoct a conspiracy theory to suggest that the Japanese indeed had long wanted to encroach on Australian territory,’ he wrote, suggesting how juicy extracts from the writings of enthusiasts, spiced up with quotes from invasion advocates in 1942, ‘would make a splendid plot’, although, he thought, ‘one far from the truth’.47


  Frei shows how Japan ‘discovered’ Australia from the 1860s as its people became free to travel. Geographers, sailors, pearlers, visiting officials and even entertainers spread knowledge of the wonders and the wealth of Britain’s Australasian colonies. However, Japan’s interest was mainly in the islands of the Pacific, and in trade. From the early twentieth century, as Japan’s scholars and officials learned more of the Pacific region, they increasingly placed Australia outside the Nan-yo. As Frei put it, ‘Japanese perceptions of moving south were worlds apart from Australia’s narrow preoccupation with a direct Japanese invasion.’48


  While Japan’s interest in the exploitation of the ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ Nan-yo remained intense throughout the 1930s, Australia remained firmly outside even the ‘outer’ region – the Netherlands East Indies, New Guinea and the islands of Melanesia. Japanese enthusiasts did urge expansion but they remained on the fringe. ‘Some [Japanese] writers,’ Edmund Piesse acknowledged, ‘have included Australia among the future possessions of Japan.’ He quoted a Japanese book published during the Great War that declared ‘Japan’s sphere of extension lies beyond the equator – in Australia, New Zealand and Tasmania. They are sufficient for a new Japanese empire …’49 This statement was read into the proceedings of the South Australian House of Assembly in 1918; no wonder Australians feared Japanese expansion. In 1935, Piesse reassured his readers, ‘there has of recent years been much less of this talk’; indeed, he pointed out that there was ‘scarcely any evidence’ of Japan’s hostile intentions towards Australia.50 We need to acknowledge, though, that in Australia, both at that time and up to the present day, snippets of this sort of expansionist fantasy literature continue to fuel alarm and suspicion. We need to keep such literature in perspective.


  While it is easy to find unofficial statements supporting an expansionist philosophy in Japan, it is harder to connect individual arguments and urgings with actual government policy. A Japanese statement given particular credence during the 1930s was the Tanaka Memorial, a scheme submitted in 1927 to the newly enthroned Emperor Hiro-hito by sometime Prime Minister Baron Tanaka, a nationalist advocate of military expansionism. The memorial had no official standing and never became government policy. It was, however, as we will see, a useful propaganda tool in 1942. In fact the Tanaka Memorial (later described as ‘Japan’s secret document for world domination’), outlined a cynical scheme for the ruthless economic exploitation of Manchuria and Inner Mongolia. But it made only one reference to the ‘South Seas’:


  
    In order to conquer the world we must first conquer China. If we succeed in conquering China the rest of the Asiatic countries and the South Seas will fear us and surrender to us.

  


  The Tanaka Memorial made only one passing reference to Australia, observing that ‘England can afford to talk about trade relations only because she has India and Australia to supply her with foodstuffs and other materials …’51 The Tanaka Memorial had a long half-life. In 2002, I received a letter from a former Militia officer who remembered seeing a copy of it in a drill hall in 1937. He recalled that it set out a Japanese agenda for conquest. My point in mentioning this is not that seventy-year-old memories are flawed, it is that, at the time, a raft of such works sloshed about in Japanese bookshops and newspapers, none of them official.


  Contemporary Australian commentators – monolingual ones, anyway – had to deal with the problem that virtually nothing reliable could be found from Japanese sources. The entire question of Japan’s knowledge and intentions had to be inferred from the few explicit statements made by Japanese authors and from Japan’s actions. The most important question they confronted was whether Japan actually had hostile expansionist intentions towards Australia. As ever, it is beguiling but impossible to speak of ‘the Japanese’. Often – usually – the noun needs to be qualified. It’s not ‘the Japanese planned to conquer Australia’, but ‘some Japanese advocated the conquest of Australia’; not ‘Japan wanted a vast new empire’, but ‘some enthusiasts urged that Japan acquire a vast Co-Prosperity Sphere’.


  More recently, Japan scholar Ian Nish has concluded, ‘in all likelihood the Co-Prosperity Sphere … did not include Australia even within its outer zone,’ but conceded that ‘the concept was so vague and so variously interpreted … that there was always a lingering doubt’.52 What we can be sure of is that there was never a file in the Ministry of Anything in Tokyo labelled ‘Australia – planned inclusion in Co-Prosperity Sphere’. In the light of the misleading, opaque or contradictory statements emerging from various quarters in Japan, there could be no certainty that the intense Australian speculation and emotional energy invested in the question of a possible invasion was at all justified.


  The very possibility of Japanese aggression, however, dictated prudence. Since Australia’s inception, the Royal Navy had always been the country’s first guarantor, but it was now based in European waters. As Edmund Piesse put it, ‘an essential assumption for victory … is that a strong fleet from another part of the world should come here for our help.’53 This became the foundation of what came to be called the Singapore Strategy, the cornerstone of Australian (and indeed imperial) thinking about the defence of Britain’s empire in Asia and Australasia between the world wars. To comprehend how profound was the shock of its collapse in 1942, we need to understand how central it was to the thinking of European imperial powers in Asia – including Australia.


  The British empire faced a new strategic reality after 1918. It entered into the Washington Treaty of 1922, an attempt to limit the size of major navies, a sign of how victory in the Great War had weakened the world’s largest naval power. In Asia, with Japan potentially hostile, the Royal Navy faced the possibility of fighting a Japanese fleet. To do so it needed a base. Sydney was too remote, so Singapore became, in the words of Admiral Lord Jellicoe, ‘the naval key to the Far East.’54 The consequences of this decision came to haunt Australia in 1942.


  Edmund Piesse reported to Prime Minister Billy Hughes in 1920 on a tour he had just made of Asia, which included five weeks in Japan. He concluded that there existed no evidence for the fear that Japan coveted Australia. As Neville Meaney later put it, ‘though Japan loomed large in Australia’s outlook … Australia was of peripheral importance to Japan’.55 The events of the 1930s, however, were to challenge that idea. Australia began to anticipate rather than merely imagine invasion.


  2


  ‘Within the next three years …’

  Invasion anticipated


  ‘Japan is no longer our ally’: Billy Hughes’ forecast


  The idea of race dominated debate about international relations, and nowhere more so than in White Australia. Discussion about racial war, in fiction and in popular debate, became increasingly insistent as the 1930s advanced. The fiction especially anticipated just enough of what actually occurred, or seemed likely to, in 1942 to influence thinking about invasion for decades to come.


  In 1933 A. L. Pullar published his first and only novel, Celestalia. It begins with volcanoes in Japan triggering epic movements of people across east Asia. Japanese settlers move into Manchuria and China, Chinese into Sumatra and Siberia, and millions of Japanese found an overseas empire in Brazil. The ‘great war of 1952’ causes more population movements, with large numbers of defeated Italians emigrating to Queensland, and ‘racial suicide’ in America as a Negro military junta seizes control and white Americans join an enlarged Canada. These convulsions touch Australia. In 1953 Japanese–Brazilian pocket battleships fire long-range poison gas shells to destroy Sydney and Melbourne, and by the 1970s most of Australia has become the Chinese colony of Celestalia. The novel ends with the loss of Tasmania, the rump of White Australia. The question ‘What right had six and a half million people to lay claim to … an empty [sic] continent?’ permeates the book.1 Many posed the same question, both in and beyond Australia, pondering the future of the powers around the Pacific, although perhaps more realistically than Pullar.


  In reality, after a brief democratic experiment, by 1930 militarists had captured Japan’s government. While Australian Government statements and actions generally avoided dealing with Japanese militarism, conservative politicians published forthright statements in the mid- to late 1930s that reflected a pragmatic, even pessimistic, view of the implications of a militarist Japan in Australia’s region. In 1935 – the year in which Adolf Hitler breached the Treaty of Versailles by introducing conscription – Billy Hughes broke with the United Australia Party’s official stance and published Australia and War Today.


  Hughes accepted that Australians lived in a ‘world resounding with preparation for war’, and accepted that the disarmament conferences on which the world had staked so much had failed. Hughes conceded that what Japan was doing in Manchuria was little more than ‘the way we made good our footing here’. A Neo-Darwinian, he believed that life was a ‘fight for survival’ and that ‘progress is bought by blood’. Hughes dismissed economic sanctions – the League of Nations’ only real weapon – as ‘an empty gesture’.


  Hughes argued that Australia could not defend itself, that the Royal Navy no longer commanded the seas and that the League of Nations could not ensure security. This was crucial because, as he emphasised, ‘Japan is no longer our ally.’2 His book detailed these related developments. The Militia, he disclosed, numbered about 27 000, less than a sixth of the number that General Harry Chauvel’s senior officers’ committee had recommended in 1920, and was inefficient. The RAN had just four ships in commission in 1932, and the nearest British fleet was stationed 10 000 kilometres distant, in the Mediterranean. Australia’s defence services were ‘quite unequal to the task of defending even a fractional part of the country against an invader’.3 Meanwhile, to Australia’s north, ‘The East, roused from its age-long slumbers, has awakened.’


  Despite his warnings, like Samuel Rosa, Hughes maintained a cool perspective on what the possibility of invasion might entail. He ridiculed those who thought that an invader might take advantage of the ‘empty North’. This was, he wrote, ‘the last thing an enemy would do.’ Since this idea recurs so often in invasion fiction and speculation, it is worth quoting Hughes’ criticism of it. ‘Why should he land a force in a remote and almost uninhabited section of this great island continent?’ Hughes asked. An invader would face a ‘two-thousand-mile trek across great stretches of difficult country to embark on a long and eminently hazardous campaign against a warlike, resourceful and resolute people’.


  Hughes’ critique offered cold comfort, however. ‘An enemy with a strong naval force … could without much effort … reduce the country to submission in twenty-four hours by simply threatening to bombard Sydney,’ he argued. Sceptical of any government’s resolve, he predicted that ‘one shell screaming over Sydney … would bring the Government to its knees’. In a footnote that later fiction-writers obviously read, Hughes added that an invader would be well advised to land a force to Sydney’s north to destroy the Hawkesbury River bridges, cut Sydney off from the north and ‘reduce the Newcastle steelworks to hideous wreckage’.


  Given that a fleet could not be built quickly, and that an army could only meet an invader that was already on Australian soil, Hughes’ answer to the problem of defending a large continent was air power. The exploits of air pioneers such as Kingsford Smith and Bert Hinkler inspired Hughes as they thrilled many newsreel audiences. Hughes urged the ‘young men of Australia’ to become ‘air-minded’, although even this seemed an ambitious goal. In 1935, Hughes conceded, there were in the entire Commonwealth only 237 suitably qualified pilots, fourteen navigators and seven radio operators. As he knew better than most, the Great War had cost Australia 60 000 lives and £80 million ‘to keep the war 10 000 miles away’. Surely, he asked, ‘we can find the money to protect ourselves from a still more disastrous war coming to our very doors?’


  Hughes’ candour did him no good in his party. Prime Minister Joseph Lyons, anxious not to offend any potential aggressor, suspended him as Minister for Health and Repatriation for several months. But his book seems to have inspired two of the most influential works of invasion fiction published before 1942.


  ‘You will be finished’: George Mitchell’s The Awakening


  George Mitchell (‘soldier, author, politician and lifelong larrikin,’ according to Bill Gammage in the Australian Dictionary of Biography) had survived the Great War unwounded after four years. His Backs to the Wall had become a classic account of Australia’s role on the Western Front in 1918. His 1937 novel The Awakening, endorsed with a no-nonsense foreword by Billy Hughes (in which he repeated the views he had put in Australia and War Today) made up in apparent authenticity what it lacked in artistic merit.


  The Awakening begins with a shot-riddled Australian plane returning to Mascot Airport, having spotted a fleet of warships off the coast of Sydney. Once again, a powerful, unnamed Asian power invades Australia. The immediate story is that of John Cromwell, a Great War veteran who in the opening chapter kills the crews of enemy aircraft that land on his central Queensland beach. Cromwell recruits a motley band of canecutters and veterans and leads them against an invasion force. His wife, a nurse, is killed when the invaders bomb the local hospital, but he soon grows to love Betty, a plucky girl soldier who campaigns with him from Queensland down to New South Wales. He and his ‘Commando’ capture and use heavy artillery, defy tanks and a cruiser, and shoot down fighters with seized pompom guns.


  The backdrop to Cromwell’s exaggerated adventure is that a world war has begun. Germany has invaded France and the Netherlands, Germany and Russia fight over Poland, and Britain is cut off from its Atlantic lifeline by giant German torpedo-carrying flying boats refuelled from submarines. In Asia, Singapore is besieged by land and sea. ‘Britain is no longer able to guarantee our security,’ Billy Hughes wrote in his foreword. Australia stands alone against an unnamed enemy, which can only be Japan.


  An enemy fleet bombards Sydney, although RAAF planes do manage to sink an aircraft carrier. Gas-laden ships run ashore at Manly, Coogee and Bondi, and poisonous clouds drift over the city as aircraft bomb roads and bridges choked with refugees. Enemy forces land north and south of the city, at Broken Bay and Port Hacking, but the Militia cannot hold them. The mainstay of the defence becomes Great War veterans and bands of hastily armed civilian men.


  But the invasion succeeds. Melbourne and Adelaide are the only capitals untouched, and they are cut off when railways are bombed. Enemy commandos land in the remote desert to cut the transcontinental railway linking South and Western Australia. Newcastle and Port Kembla are captured. Brisbane is threatened by a landing at Southport. Maryborough, Bundaberg, Gladstone, Townsville and Cairns are overrun. Darwin and Broome are taken by forces disguised as merchant sailors. ‘How we are paying for our easy years!’ Cromwell remarks bitterly.4


  A few volunteers from a non-interventionist America arrive to support Cromwell as his commando – now horsed – hurries to Rockhampton, which is besieged by invaders who have landed near Yeppoon. They break the siege. But even as he surrenders an enemy general predicts, ‘In the end we will take all Australia and you will be finished.’ There seems little hope. Isolationist politics make official American help impossible, while Britain is still fighting for its existence in the Atlantic. The nameless enemy in Australia begins dropping bombs filled with anthrax bacteria. Cromwell and Betty go south to join the climactic Battle of Bulli Pass – where Mitchell imagines another fight with backs to the wall and Cromwell dies in a heroic last stand. Mitchell’s tale holds out no hope of an easy victory.


  ‘A thrilling novel that may forecast the future’: Erle Cox’s Fool’s Harvest


  In December 1937 Japanese troops captured the Chinese nationalist capital of Nanking and began a six-week rampage in which soldiers killed at least 250 000 people in the most bestial way. The Rape of Nanking – both a metaphor for the invasion and a literal description of the fate of thousands of Nanking’s women and children – exposed to the world the nature of Japanese aggression. By the time Australians learned of the Rape of Nanking many believed that their country was the target of Japan’s expansion. Willard Price’s 1938 Japan Reaches Out told them explicitly, ‘Australia is one of the direct objectives of the southward advance.’5 Price pointed to Japanese interest in the Philippines, the Netherlands East Indies and New Guinea, and in Australia. Describing Japanese economic enterprises in pearling, wool and minerals, he warned, ‘the writing on the blank map of northern Australia is plain … “If you cannot use this, we will.” ’6


  Price’s foreboding found a fictional counterpart in Erle Cox’s hugely popular serial Fool’s Harvest, published in the same year. Cox had become Australia’s premier science-fiction author in the mid-1920s with his Out of the Silence, whose unique appeal sprang from the idea that Australia might be the setting for an encounter between the human and the extraterrestrial. In 1938, Cox used Fool’s Harvest to awaken Australians to the threat of an invasion from the north. Serialised in The Argus from November 1938, it appeared in hardback and paperback editions in 1939. As popular novels, both Fool’s Harvest and, less so, George Mitchell’s earlier The Awakening, remained in the popular imagination as the invasion crisis of 1942 developed.


  Fool’s Harvest deserves detailed attention because it seemed to predict what might well occur. It is presented as a manuscript written by a Walter Burton, who has witnessed the horrible aftermath of Australia’s conquest by the forces of ‘Cambasia’, described as the Paramount Power, P. P. – the word ‘Japan’ never appears but the implication is obvious. Burton, a journalist and a member of the resistance movement against the invaders, writes the story on scraps of paper in shorthand and code before the Cambasians execute him in 1952 for a ‘tragic and ill-advised attempt at rebellion’ against the P. P. The manuscript is smuggled out of a ‘concentration camp’ near Newcastle and eventually presented to the University of Canberra (which in 1938 and even the 1970s was fictional) in the mid-1970s. It is published when the rump of Australia (2 million out of 7 million people and only the south-eastern states) regains limited independence after a Pacific settlement in 1966.


  The events of the novel open in September 1939 (less than a year after its publication) with sabotage – the destruction of the Hawkesbury River railway bridge – and a shocking air raid on Sydney. On ‘Bloody Saturday’, Mosman, Darlinghurst and Paddington are left blazing, and Burton’s wife and child are among the 200 000 casualties. Sydney is devastated. HMAS Canberra is sunk in the harbour after the arrival of a Cambasian fleet – its battleships built in defiance of the Washington Treaty. Nor does help come from ‘home’. Cables from London disclose that Britain is being attacked by three Great Powers (Germany, France and Italy) and – ominously – a British fleet based at Singapore is defeated. The Singapore Strategy fails (as it actually did in 1942) and there is to be no help from the Motherland: Australia stands on its own.


  At the same time as Sydney is bombed and shelled, the Cambasians attack Darwin and Perth. Nothing more is heard of Darwin, but the resistance later learns a shocking story of when two divisions land in Perth and swiftly take control. Apart from commandeering cars and shooting their owners, ‘at first,’ Walter Burton, writes, the Cambasians impose ‘no great ill-treatment of the conquered race’. Soon, though, they give orders to segregate Western Australia’s men and women. The men are sent to labour in the iron-ore mines at Yampi. There, half-starved, they are ‘driven to their tasks till they drop … without medical help or sanitation’.7 (In another parallel with history, the conditions resemble those actually inflicted on Allied prisoners of war and Asian labourers on the Burma–Thailand Railway.) Soon, the Paramount Power makes forced labour in the Yampi mines the main punishment for resistance to its rule.


  But a worse fate awaits Western Australia’s women. They are held in camps north of Perth, where the Cambasians are ‘determined to solve the racial problem’.8 The fictional editors at the fictional University of Canberra have censored a 2000-word excerpt, which presumably described mass rape with the aim of creating a mixed-race population. (Cox’s vision eerily resembles the rape camps in the Balkans in the 1990s.) So shocking were the descriptions of the treatment of women in the women’s camps at Carmel and Mundaring, the editors recommended to the government the destruction of Burton’s account. No more sensational mix of sex and race could have incited readers’ sensitivities. Readers of Cox’s grim fantasy in what Burton called the ‘lost state’ could be forgiven for fearing the movements of a Japanese fleet in the Indian Ocean a few years later.


  Meanwhile, a Cambasian fleet appears off Port Stephens to land an invading army. The fleet, of ten battleships, fifteen cruisers and thirty destroyers, would have represented most of the real-life Japanese fleet at that time. Like many invasion fantasists, Cox envisaged Australia as the invaders’ main objective, something that in 1942 it was not to be. The outnumbered RAAF is defeated after fighting around Newcastle, and the Cambasians land and advance southwards. They are able to move freely because before the war their agents had helped themselves to military intelligence.


  The RAAF at Richmond is left with just one plane. Its pilot decides to sell his life dearly, determined to fly into a Cambasian aircraft carrier. He takes off (‘going to his death with a smile and a wave of the hand’) and sinks the ship.9 (The echoes of the kamikaze attacks directed at Australian warships from late in 1944 seem ironic in hindsight.) Burton, Fergus Graham and Burton’s sister Lynda (the novel’s slight attempt at a love interest) flee from Sydney and reach Melbourne, fighting off desperate fugitives who try to take their car. Just three raids suffice to break Melbourne’s nerve, ‘a calculated butchery to smash the morale of the civil population’.10 A year after the bombing of Guernica, everyone expected that ‘the bomber will always get through’ to wreak mass destruction and destroy civilian morale.


  Despite quixotic gestures by the defenders, the Cambasian advance cannot be stopped. The Australian commander-in-chief, ‘General Mackinnon’, foresees that Cambasian forces moving south from Sydney will cross the Murray and converge in central Victoria on the road to Melbourne. Here the climactic Battle of Seymour is fought, and – in a departure from previous invasion novels – the defenders lose. A commentary on the novel claims that Cox was ‘fortunate enough to have Sir Thomas Blamey as his consultant on his tactical and strategic thinking’.11 Indeed, the forceful Mackinnon, who tells a quaking Cabinet that they are reaping a ‘fool’s harvest’ for their years of negligence, bears a striking resemblance to Blamey. ‘The fools,’ he says, ‘are the entire population of this country, who have been warned again and again, and would not heed the warning.’


  By the last week of September 1939 the Cambasian occupation is complete. Australians are made to labour, growing food for Cambasia, but are themselves fed only cabbages. Children are removed from families. (Modern readers cannot help reflecting that this was exactly the policy still being pursued by an Australian Government towards Aboriginal people at the time.) A guerrilla resistance develops, led by ‘old Diggers’. Resistance heroes (‘Dumbell’ Wright in north-east Victoria and Monty Black, operating between Nowra and Moss Vale in New South Wales) lead bands living in the ranges, feeding off stray cattle released after their owners flee or die.


  Cox sketches out Cambasian oppression, in which men can be shot for failing to raise their hats to Cambasian officers in the streets, and quislings or traitors – called ‘blowflies’ – collaborate with the invader. Cambasian peasants arrive to take over farms, including the whole of Queensland, from which ragged refugees flee with tales of terror. American Committees of Inspection are hoodwinked by the Paramount Power. By the end of 1941, under a Congress of Berlin (to which Britain and the United States agree), what had been Queensland, Western Australia and the Northern Territory are declared Cambasian territory, while the remainder of Australia is to be ruled by the Paramount Power for twenty years and thoroughly plundered for alleged reparations.


  Eventually, after bloody reprisals, the guerrillas are faced with terms impossible to resist and, rather than see hostages executed on New Year’s Day 1942, Dumbell Wright’s group and the other resistance bands give in (although Wright himself commits suicide rather than surrender). Forty thousand guerrilla fighters are sent to concentration camps. Before the novel’s end, Burton’s manuscript (completed in a concentration camp while he labours in the Newcastle steel mills) suggests that a resistance movement returns in the late 1940s, and the reader knows from the ‘editors’ introduction’ that eventually, but at a massive cost, Australia regains partial freedom.


  As the novel’s blurb put it, with ‘shells on Sydney; massacre in Melbourne’, Fool’s Harvest was ‘a thrilling novel that may forecast the future’. Cox’s imaginative and largely plausible story gained in impact because it did not attempt to paint a picture of easy success. It must have been in many minds during 1942, although its pessimistic plot did not, it seems, merit new editions. Later readers must see its story through the lens of what almost happened when the real-life Cambasians conquered South-East Asia a few years later.


  The prospect of Japanese bombs increasingly preoccupied thoughtful readers. At ‘Coorain’, a sheep property in the far west of New South Wales, Jill Ker’s mother and father’s ‘most heated discussions’ dwelt on Japan’s intentions. Jill’s mother, a voracious reader, predicted that ‘after Hitler provoked war in Europe, the Japanese would begin to expand in the Pacific’. Jill’s father always reminded her of the might of the Royal Navy and the impregnability of Singapore.12 Was Fool’s Harvest among the dozen books the Kers received from Sydney bookshops each week, I wonder?


  ‘The ideal victim’: Bill Wentworth’s forecast


  In the mid- to late 1930s Australian authorities increasingly pondered what the reality might be. In Japan and the Defence of Australia, Edmund Piesse canvassed the technical possibilities of Japanese aggression towards Australia. He thought they ranged from naval attacks on Australia’s trade or raids on coastal cities to ‘invasion, conquest and annexation’. Piesse was optimistic that a blockade could not succeed: ‘we could get along without imports for … long enough to tire out a blockader.13 Interruption to the coastal trade carrying iron ore between Whyalla in South Australia and the steel foundries of Newcastle would be a more serious matter, and Piesse emphasised the need for destroyers and submarines, and aircraft to protect them. These forces would also help to deter or repel the anticipated raids that had been such a prominent part of Australian defence planning for the past century.


  Finally, he considered the ‘somewhat remote possibility’ of invasion. Piesse’s discussion of this was accordingly rather superficial – he considered a blockade much more likely – but he concluded that the possibility demanded ‘mines, submarines, destroyers, coast fortresses, mechanised land forces and sea and land aircraft’.14 This defence force was very different from the reality, which was a navy based on cruisers, an unmechanised army and very few aircraft. Piesse urged the development of a strong air force especially: ‘modern [aircraft] carriers could bring within easy flying distance of our capitals enough aircraft to endanger our main cities.’15 An RAAF exercise had recently simulated the arrival in Queensland of Japanese settlers (essentially the scenario of Fox’s Australian Crisis), though an embarrassed RAAF officer later recalled that ‘they got right down into the Coral Sea’ before the exercise folded for want of aircraft.16


  W. C. (Bill) Wentworth belonged to a long-established Australian dynasty. His great grandfather, the explorer W. C. Wentworth, had written the poem ‘Australasia’ while at Cambridge in 1823. The 32-year-old Wentworth, a progressive economic adviser to the conservative New South Wales Government, pondered the problem of Australia’s relationship with Japan. In January 1939 he published Demand for Defence. It revealed that the Federal Government had ‘no adequate plan of Australian defence’, set out the weaknesses that he presumed Japan already knew about, and suggested how Australia might be defended from the invasion he thought would come ‘certainly within the next three years’. Through careful argument – indeed, the document’s cold, analytical tone is still disturbing – Wentworth narrowed down the likely threats: attacks on Australia or on New Guinea, or an invasion of Australia.


  Wentworth considered Japan’s motives for invading. He argued that it needed room for its population. Australia was perfect, he contended – its climate was excellent, its inhabitants were few, and ‘there would be no racial objection to exterminating them completely’. Australia would also supply Japan’s need for raw materials and food; its possession would enable Japan to control the Pacific from north to south. Japan could use the White Australia policy as a pretext for invasion and for the ‘extermination or enslavement of the present Australian people’. ‘Australia,’ he concluded in his disconcertingly detached style, ‘is the ideal victim.’


  Demand for Defence must have been read eagerly by Japanese officials and agents. It disclosed in a clear, convenient form, with excellent maps, the significant weak points of Australia’s strategic situation and defences. An ‘Invaders map of Australia’ helpfully showed where the Great Dividing Range could readily be crossed from west to east and that a landing in western Victoria entailed ‘no mountain barrier’ to an advance on Melbourne. Of course these geographical facts could have been gleaned from a good atlas: Wentworth’s analysis merely made it available in a handy, pocket-sized compendium.


  He thought Japan could land up to 150 000 troops within a few months – double that if its war with China ended favourably. Contrary to Samuel Rosa’s view a generation earlier, Wentworth did not think that Japan would have any trouble transporting large forces across tropical seas. Contrary to Billy Hughes’ scorn for the idea that the Japanese would bother seizing a remote part of the continent, Wentworth thought that they ‘would eventually attempt the conquest of all Australia’.17 Some of his calculations and assumptions now seem unlikely: could the Japanese really have used Lord Howe, Norfolk, Kangaroo, King or Flinders Islands as intermediate bases? Staff officers of a later generation would regard his study as a ‘worst-case scenario’, but given his assumption that Japan would act within a few years, he can be forgiven his pessimism.


  Having detailed how easy it would be to attack or invade Australia, Wentworth went on to propose some defences. He wanted not a ten-year plan but a one-year plan, so near did he think the danger lay. He proposed building airfields and batteries around the coast, and abandoning what could not be held in order to defend ‘base areas’ in the populated south-east. Wentworth urged a ‘burnt earth’ strategy and guerrilla war (despite Japanese troops’ known brutality towards civilians, which was obvious from their conduct in China).18 Like George Mitchell, Wentworth doubted the capacity of the depleted and demoralised Militia and recommended it be replaced by a regular army of 100 000 men supplemented by the standby of Australian military romantics, 500 000 ‘competent riflemen’ organised from shooting clubs. He proposed that with this force fighting from base areas, Australia could hold out for anything between ‘a season’ and several years, hoping to attract aid from Britain or the United States in the meantime.


  ‘An interest in Australia’: Japanese espionage


  Even though Japanese official policy seemed not to extend to planning aggression against Australia, the actions of Japan’s agents aroused reasonable suspicion. It was commonly, and rightly, supposed that Japanese naval and commercial visits offered opportunities for espionage. Japanese intelligence interest in Australia’s ports dated from the turn of the nineteenth century. Mary Gilmore, in 1912 a journalist on the left-wing Worker, had watched Japanese sailors on a goodwill visit to Sydney. ‘The little brown men,’ she had written, ‘bought maps – maps of Sydney. The harbour, and the suburbs.’19 Like most labour sympathisers, Gilmore was suspicious of Japan’s economic motives in seeking to compete with ‘White Australia’s’ economy, and remained doubtful.


  There is no doubt that Japan gathered geographic, cartographic, economic and military intelligence about Australia with enormous energy, though not necessarily efficiency, from at least the 1920s. A visiting American geographer, Ellsworth Huntington, was surprised in 1923 to find ‘how many intelligent Australians were really concerned over this matter’.20 Edmund Piesse doubted that agents operated officially – why, he asked, would the government employ conspicuous Japanese? There was nothing specifically directed towards Australia in this: Japan’s espionage effort encompassed every nation and colony in the western Pacific and south-west Asia. In the Japanese manner the two services (Japan had no separate air force) operated independently of each other and of the Foreign Office’s intelligence agency, which concentrated on forming pro-Japanese bodies overseas. These included organisations such as the Nippon Trade Agency, which maintained an office in Sydney, or the South Seas Development Company, based in Timor and New Guinea but with an ‘interest in Australia’. Japanese consular offices controlled this espionage effort. Well aware of what they faced, Australian intelligence officers described the traditional Japanese method as ‘mass espionage’, in which traders, visitors, students and especially merchant navy officers provided intelligence to the services as a sideline to their business.21


  About 2000 Japanese lived in Australia before the war, including visitors of various kinds, such as students and businessmen, temporary residents such as diplomats and merchants (wool buyers, for example), and permanent residents, mainly laundrymen and market gardeners, but also pearl fishermen and their families in northern Australia.


  Bob Walton’s 1987 article in the Journal of the Australian War Memorial established beyond any doubt that the Japanese navy had spied on the Australian coast between the world wars.22 Walton described the close interest that merchant naval officers took in the Hunter and Port Stephens (where ‘Cambasian’ troops landed in Fool’s Harvest). He explained ‘this was not merely tourism’. The officers’ car-hire bills, paid by shipping companies rather than by the officers themselves, ran into tens of pounds, large amounts for impecunious officers. The result was a mass of intelligence, presumably much of it irrelevant and ill-digested, but at best often superior to Australia’s own information about itself. Bill Wentworth thought that the maps and observations collected by Japanese pearling luggers were much more accurate than the map available to Australia’s services, although later experts disagree.


  Various ministries and services funded and directed much of this effort, or capitalised on the presence of legitimate trading concerns. A Japanese trawler-man admitted in 1934 to a British agent that ‘our fisheries are not genuine industrial undertakings’. They enabled Japanese naval intelligence to map and report on ‘every nook and corner’ of the coast of Malaya and Singapore, he revealed indiscreetly, and beyond South-East Asia into Australian waters. British intelligence agents reported on a boat operating from Singapore towards north-west Western Australia and as far west as Ceylon and the Bay of Bengal. They logged the ship’s movements from Singapore and reported that the ‘general impression’ it conveyed, with its smart crew of officers and men, all naval reservists, ‘was that of a naval patrol boat rather than a trawler’.23 Japanese ‘encroachment’ off northern Australia and Papua New Guinea aroused intelligence and economic concerns. A 1938 report noted that navy reserve skippers made ‘no attempt to conceal how much they know about our north coast’.24 In the late 1930s the Yolngu people of Arnhem Land killed several Japanese who encroached too closely on their country.


  In Sydney the Japanese consul, whose house at Point Piper enjoyed an uninterrupted view of Garden Island naval base and the harbour, was especially active. In Victoria employees of the Mitsui wool company took fishing trips to Westernport Bay, photographing the Flinders naval base channel in all weathers. The contribution that Japanese ‘front’ companies made to intelligence is suggested by the example of Mitsubishi, another wool-buying concern. One of its employees (‘allegedly a wool-buyer’) was found with five maps ‘of value to a potential enemy’, had ‘extracted naval photographs’ from a naval rating at the Hotel Australia, and had obtained reports on the Barkly Tableland and the Sir Edward Pellew Group in the western Gulf of Carpentaria.25


  Darwin had always been a major centre for Japanese interest, much of it open. In 1936, for example, a Japanese Department of Education vessel arrived to investigate the port’s suitability for merchant marine cadet training. ‘All ranks,’ an Australian report disclosed, showed the ‘keenest interest in the rise and fall of tides, layout of town, position of public buildings [and] water supply’. They were especially eager to learn whether Aboriginal people were able to perform manual labour. Its captain bought eighty copies of photographs of port, oil and railway facilities.26


  Much of this espionage involved obtaining what intelligence specialists call ‘open source’ material – that is, freely available books or photographs. Australian investigators remained casual in their scrutiny of these operations, admitting that ‘too much published material was available to them’ for too long. In 1941 the Commonwealth Investigation Service (CIS) was embarrassed to learn that the Japanese embassy had a standing order at Verity Hewitt’s well-known Canberra bookshop, and was buying not just books on international affairs but titles such as New Zealand from the Air, Grenade Training and even British Fighter Planes. At the same time, the collecting seemed so indiscriminate that its bulk concealed its value. A stash of documents confiscated from the camp of a supposed mineral survey party near Rockhampton, for example, included textbooks on mining, stock exchange reports, travel and railway guidebooks, maps of various kinds, albums of ‘Queensland scenes and industry’, the pedigree records of sheep and cattle, and reports of industrial disputes. Not that this material was worthless, but it was hardly going to make invasion easier.27


  Intelligence has always been bedevilled by colourful and often farfetched allegations. In 1941, for example, Nazi sympathisers claimed that a secret society, the ‘Black Dragon Section of Ronin’, operated in Australia to train agents (‘Ronin’) for ‘possible penetration into Australia’. But much of this was hearsay, either exaggerated or invented. Professor Ryonosuke Seita was described as the ‘master Japanese spy in Queensland’. But he was such an obvious candidate for spymaster – he was professor of Japanese at the University of Queensland – that he was kept under surveillance by the CIS, and seems to have achieved relatively little besides providing a point of contact for the state’s small but active officially sponsored Japanese community.28 On the outbreak of hostilities many Japanese resident in Australia fled to Japan, while Australia interned about a thousand Japanese residents.29 With this, the CIS declared, ‘it is presumed that the Japanese intelligence organisation in Australia then collapsed.’30


  ‘In diplomatic contest’: Australia and Japanese aggression


  The Anglo-Japanese treaty that had so roused the suspicions of the Pacific dominions was allowed to lapse in 1921, largely because of pressure from Canada, which was as wary as Australia of Asian immigration. In the 1920s and early 1930s Japan and Australia enjoyed a period of what Ian Nish calls ‘muted cordiality’.31 Trade increased – Japan became Australia’s second-largest trading partner in the 1930s – though not necessarily to Australia’s satisfaction. Australia remained firmly within an empire trading bloc. In 1934 Lyons despatched Sir John Latham on a symbolic ‘Eastern Mission’ to several Asian destinations but mainly Japan. The promise of greater contact ended with economic and diplomatic tensions from the mid-1930s. Negotiations for the removal of tariff barriers broke down in 1936 over Australia’s willingness to divert its goods to British markets, while international concern at Japan’s aggression in Asia increasingly made Japan a pariah, though one valued as an economic opportunity.


  Australia’s attitude to Japanese goods remained contemptuous. Gavin Souter, then the twelve-year-old son of a bank manager in Kempsey on New South Wales’s north coast, recalled how Japanese toys were cheap but never worked properly. Japanese crockery broke easily; even Japanese matches snapped. As for many Australians, ‘our stock condemnation for anything that failed to function satisfactorily was “Made in Japan” ’.32 It was said that a Japanese town had been renamed ‘Usa’ so its goods could legitimately be stamped ‘Made in USA’ to avoid the widespread prejudice.33 Other voices warned of Japan making more than toys. At Horsham High School in western Victoria, Colin Finkemeyer’s history teacher warned his pupils of Australia’s vulnerability. Finkemeyer recalled how ‘he used to say, “the yellow fellow one day will come and invade Australia” ’ and would predict that ‘you young people’ would be called upon to resist.34


  In 1930 aggressive militarists captured the Japanese army’s high command and dictated to the government. Imbued with ideas of expansion, the army independently embarked upon a long and brutal war of conquest on the Asian mainland. Japan – or rather, maverick militarists in the army – staged the ‘Mukden Incident’ as a pretext for invading Manchuria in September 1931. The militarists soon established a puppet state, Manchukuo. The army and navy assumed power, in fact. The civil government had little influence over them or their policies, and throughout the 1930s civilian politicians were outmanoeuvred, browbeaten, intimidated and terrorised into compliance. In July 1937 Japanese army officers faked the ‘Marco Polo Bridge Incident’, giving them a pretext to embark on an even more aggressive war of conquest in China proper.


  Despite reports of the Rape of Nanking, Australia responded timidly to this overt aggression. All major parties supported Neville Chamberlain’s policy of preserving peace by negotiating and acceding to the dictators’ demands – the policy later derided as ‘appeasement’. Fear of Japan in fact underlay Australia’s compliant attitude towards European fascism. Australia did not support the League of Nations’ ineffectual attempts to resolve the Manchurian Crisis of 1931. Australians seemed relieved at Japan’s thrust into China, guiltily glad it was directed westward rather than southward.


  Robert Menzies, prime minister from April 1939 to August 1941, has been singled out as the arch appeaser. He uncritically and unduly admired Nazi Germany’s efficiency, but both government and opposition shared this attitude until events forced them, as they had forced the European democracies, to take a more vigorous line. The failure of appeasement, with Czechoslovakia sacrificed to Nazi ambition, at last convinced Britain, and in due course its dominions, to stand up to aggression in Europe. The British Government did not consult the dominions in this, but during 1939 the Australian Cabinet gradually accepted the need to act. By September it had talked itself into accepting the principle that aggression needed to be halted. At the same time, Menzies’ eyes were always on the Pacific, and that meant Japan’s likely actions. In one of his earliest statements after taking office, he revealed that he had ‘become convinced that in the Pacific Australia must regard herself as a principal’.35 That decision compelled Menzies to consider regional Australian as well as global imperial interests. A week after the declaration of war he made clear that ‘the Far East is a major problem to us’ even if it was a ‘relatively minor one to Whitehall’.36


  The eventual likelihood of Japanese attack depressed the ALP leader, John Curtin. The recollection of Elsie, Curtin’s daughter, is well known. She described her father pensively staring out at Rottnest Island from Cottesloe Beach (she thought during the 1937 election campaign). When Elsie asked him why he was so gloomy, Curtin explained, ‘I was thinking what we would do if we saw the Jap fleet coming in past the island.’ Elsie asked him if he thought the Japanese would. ‘I’ve stopped wondering if,’ he replied. ‘The only question now is when …’37 Labor’s platform, To Build and Defend a Happy and Self-Reliant Australia, did not reflect Curtin’s personal pessimism. The party sought to build ‘friendly relations with all other countries’ and deprecated entanglement in the ‘problems of Europe’. Echoing Billy Hughes’ ‘air-mindedness’, the ALP argued for an ‘aerial fleet … equal to any that can be brought against us’. But in a thinly veiled reference to the Japanese threat it acknowledged ‘there is not far away from us a power with a seaborne plane strength of not less than 300 planes’.38 Bob Wurth, author of a sympathetic study of Curtin’s relationship with Japan’s ambassador to Australia in 1941, frankly describes his attitude: ‘Curtin appeased Japan.’39 Ironically, writes Joan Beaumont, a leading scholar of Australian foreign policy, the party that achieved victory in the coming war was, as the war approached, ‘more isolationist than the government.’40


  Edmund Piesse advocated a stronger defence force, but hoped that ‘we shall be able to hold our own in diplomatic contest’.41 That hope seemed for most of the 1930s to founder on timidity and an understandable lack of confidence. As a small, vulnerable nation remote from imperial protection and facing a large and powerful potential threat, it would be unreasonable to expect vigorous independence. Australia’s engagement with Japan through Latham’s Eastern Mission of 1934 seemed successful precisely because Latham studiously avoided any criticism of Japan’s aggression on the Asian mainland. While many commentators remained coy, anxious to avoid upsetting Japan, Bill Wentworth stressed that ‘we need not be frightened of offending Japan’. He thought that Japan would act according to its own interests: ‘we have nothing to gain by her friendship,’ which he thought a ‘pretence’, ‘and more to fear from her hostility,’ since he was certain that ‘our only role … is that of potential plunder’.42


  ‘A bit of an invasionist’: the Singapore Strategy and its critics


  From 1923 successive British governments began, reduced, stopped, revived and finally finished the Singapore naval base, the core of a strategy based on a British fleet reaching Asian waters in time to forestall or defeat Japanese aggression in Asia. Despite reservations, successive Australian (and New Zealand) governments accepted it as the best hope for security should war occur. The strategy’s twin principles, as Winston Churchill (who was first lord of the Admiralty in 1930) reassured Australia, were that Singapore would never fall, and Australia and New Zealand never suffer serious attack. But while building the Singapore base, the Royal Navy’s relative strength declined, and no one faced up to the implication that it could not fight enemies in Europe and Asia at the same time.


  While dominion governments accepted the strategy, not all their officials or officers did. Naval officers supported the British ‘Blue Water’ school, which advocated exerting imperial sea power on a global scale, putting their faith in the power of a combined imperial navy to deter or defeat a Japanese threat in Asia. The chief of the Naval Staff wrote a paper deriding the ‘Invasion Bogey’ – using the same title as the Marxian pamphlet of 1909. The army and the air force, led by the brilliant John Lavarack (who, as the British defence bureaucrat Sir Maurice Hankey said, was ‘a bit of an invasionist’), doubted that the Royal Navy could be relied upon to appear when needed and in strength.43 Australia needed an army and an air force capable of meeting invasion if the navy failed, he argued. Successive Australian governments accepted British assurance that the Singapore naval base would be ready and that a fleet could be sent if required.


  As Brett Lodge has shown in Lavarack: Rival General, a fierce debate continued in Australia throughout the interwar period between what might be called ‘invasionists’ and ‘imperialists’. Imperialists such as Frederick Shedden (who was dubbed the ‘pocket Hankey’ after his patron, Sir Maurice Hankey, and who was later the powerful secretary of the Department of Defence) professed confidence in the Singapore Strategy, accepting assurances that a British fleet would arrive in time to deal with Japanese aggression. Others, mainly army officers such as Lavarack, remained sceptical that this prospect could be relied upon. The argument over whether the accepted policy left Australia open to raids or even invasion, burbled on into the late 1930s. Ultimately, despite the advice of its military experts and disturbing signs that the Royal Navy could not possibly meet its commitments, Australian governments went along with the Singapore Strategy until it was too late. The base was finished, but the promised fleet would never materialise.


  Australia’s defence services ended the 1930s at different states of preparedness for different tasks. The RAN was most prepared for war. Its major warships included two heavy cruisers, four light cruisers, two sloops and five destroyers. It was able both to protect Australian waters and contribute to the Admiralty’s global reach. Despite many urgings, the RAAF had almost no modern planes and it was unready to meet attack on almost any scale. The army’s task was to defeat raids or an invasion. Forts and coastal batteries, relics of colonial insecurity, protected the ports of the state capitals, and Darwin, Albany and Newcastle. In 1935 the incoming chief of the General Staff (in effect the army’s commander) bemoaned his force’s deficiencies – few tanks (all obsolete), no antitank or anti-aircraft guns, and no heavy artillery. Its Militia infantry and light-horse units were almost all under strength and could not offer ‘sustained resistance to organised landings,’ he admitted.44


  The fascist powers’ aggression in both Europe and Asia became increasingly harder for Australia to ignore. The discovery of the massive Yampi Sound iron-ore deposit in north-western Australia in the 1920s aroused interest in Japan and apprehension in Australia. By the mid-1930s, Japanese proposals to exploit it met increasing opposition, precisely because it represented a strategic threat. In a unique gesture of cautious defiance, in 1938 the Lyons Government embargoed the export of Yampi ore to Japan, ostensibly as the lode was of limited size, but actually because Frederick Shedden advised it would be a ‘potential threat’.45 Even the Housewives’ Association saw the danger and lobbied Joseph Lyons to ensure that Yampi iron ore not be supplied ‘to provide ammunition for this cruel race to use against innocent women and children’.46 As it turned out, Yampi was not mined until after the Second World War.


  Anxious not to offend Japan, the following year the Lyons Government overruled trade-union opposition to shipping pig iron to Japan. Its action caused widespread indignation, not only from unions, but from many fearful of Japan’s intentions. The citizens of Bridgewater, Tasmania, for example, wrote to Lyons, warning that ‘the tentacles of Japan are spreading … Australian iron ore may be used by Japan against the Australian people’.47 Port Kembla wharfies courageously refused to load pig iron for ten weeks in 1938 before Robert Menzies, the then attorney-general, broke the strike. (The victory earned him the lasting nickname of ‘Pig-iron Bob’. As a gleeful ALP leaflet put it during the 1943 election:


  
    I’m Bob the scrap iron merchant,


    I’m silly as can be,


    For once I sent the iron to them


    Now they drop iron on me!48)

  


  As conflict seemed more likely in both Europe and Asia, Australia began to develop a more independent approach to foreign policy. Lyons’ tentative attempt to broker a Pacific Security Pact foundered on Japanese indifference and American isolationism. In 1939 Menzies sent Richard Casey to Washington, Sir John Latham to Tokyo and Sir Frederick Eggleston to Chungking (now Chongqing), the new capital of Nationalist China, all appointments bearing upon Australia’s place in the Pacific. Joan Beaumont explains the growing awareness among Australian leaders of the dilemma they faced: ‘Britain might be so preoccupied in Europe and the Mediterranean that the Royal Navy would be unable to neutralise a Japanese threat in the Far East.’49 The prospect of the Singapore Strategy failing gave Australian politicians nightmares: soon invasion would be expected.
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  ‘Gazelles grazing in a dell’

  Invasion expected


  ‘My melancholy duty’: Menzies’ decision to go to war


  On the afternoon of Friday, 1 September 1939 Prime Minister Robert Gordon Menzies was driven from Melbourne to Colac. He travelled with the minister for defence, Brigadier Geoffrey Street. They were to address a public meeting, part of the necessary grooming of Menzies’ delicate United Australia Party (UAP) organisation. Before the meeting, Menzies was to meet UAP office-holders and afterwards he could look forward to supper in the reassuringly named Bartlett’s Hygienic Café. Events far away would interfere with those plans.


  The fitful spring sunshine made even the bleak, stony paddocks beside the Colac road bright. Menzies’ and Street’s minds were not for once on electoral matters, despite their party’s chronic fragility. Instead they pondered the implications of news that had arrived by cable and shortwave radio from Europe. German warships had opened fire on the Polish city of Danzig, their bombers had attacked Warsaw and their troops and tanks were advancing into Poland.


  When Menzies arrived at Colac, he was greeted by a large crowd, many of whom were drawn because of the news they too had heard over what everyone then called the wireless. The UAP meeting was abandoned and Menzies and Street went straight to the crowded Victoria Hall. All stood as the local Caledonian Society band piped Menzies in. The meeting had no sooner begun than an official walked up onto the stage and whispered in Menzies’ ear. He briefly spoke impromptu about what had preoccupied him during the drive from Melbourne. They had all received what he called ‘trying news’. It was, he said, ‘a grave moment in the history of the world.’ Like many of his listeners, whose lives had been dominated by what they called ‘the War’ – that is, the Great War – Menzies admitted that ‘it was hardly possible to think that such lunacy had broken out’. He meant ‘again’.


  There was an ominous symmetry to Menzies’ arrival in Colac. It was in the little Western Districts town days before the outbreak of the Great War, twenty-five years earlier, that Andrew Fisher (the ALP leader, but soon to become prime minister) had promised that in the coming war Australia would support Britain ‘to our last man and our last shilling’. That promise had sent 324 000 volunteers to war. Menzies, whose own generation had endured the burden of the sacrifice, understood the symmetry, even if Menzies himself lived with the stigma of not having volunteered for active service overseas.


  There seems to have been a stirring of questions from the crowd – they had, after all, their prime minister on hand. Some called out, as The Age’s reporter later paraphrased, that Danzig and the Polish Corridor ‘were intrinsically not worth a war’. Menzies did not want to debate that question. His place, he melodramatically put it, was ‘on the quarterdeck’. He left them to loud applause. The electoral business was forgotten, the supper at Bartlett’s Hygienic Café cancelled.


  Over the weekend Menzies, the Cabinet, Governor-General Baron Gowrie and senior public servants and officers of the armed services met, not to decide what to do, but to implement what had long been anticipated. Menzies had told the people of Colac he had to ‘take steps’, but he made clear that these were ‘not panicky steps’. The Australian Government’s actions in the event of a European war had long been worked out, and senior officials privy to the ‘War Book’ followed its instructions. Menzies’ declaration came at the end of the last weekend of peace Australia would know for six years.


  On the evening of Sunday, 3 September, sitting before an ABC microphone, Menzies delivered a speech now remembered only for its opening lines. He told his listeners that it was his ‘melancholy duty’ to inform them that ‘… Australia is also at war’.


  All over Australia, people sat around wireless sets in sitting rooms and kitchens, in pubs and in neighbours’ parlours, listening to a broadcast that would begin a train of events that would affect them all and change many of their lives forever. Almost everyone over the age of about five remembered where they were that evening. In Melbourne, Archie Burton, who lived above his mother’s cake shop in North Caulfield, remembered how she took the news. ‘I suppose all mothers all over the country that had sons of military age … were all thinking the same,’ he said. His father had served in the 14th Field Artillery Brigade in ‘the War’, and Archie would go on to serve in its counterpart, the 2/14th Field Regiment.


  Robert Dusting, a storeman in South Melbourne, had seen his girlfriend earlier that evening. He was trying to kiss her goodnight but her mind was elsewhere. ‘You won’t go to the war will you?’ she asked. ‘I looked her straight in the eye,’ Robert remembered, ‘and said, “I won’t go.”’ He then got his kiss. At nine o’clock the next morning he was queuing outside the gates of Victoria Barracks to enlist. At the other end of the country, Queenslanders, too, remembered hearing the news on the wireless. Fifteen-year-old Ethel Priestley, living on a cattle property at remote Walleebee in Queensland, listened with her father. He sent her to fetch her mother. ‘Mum,’ he said, ‘we’re at war.’ ‘I’ll never forget it,’ Ethel said.1 Few would.


  ‘The greatest menace to Australia’: the threat from Japan


  By the outbreak in 1939 of what came to be the Second World War, few observant Australian readers – and no one interested in international affairs – could have missed the slew of newspaper reports, pamphlets and influential novels that foresaw, imagined or predicted the danger a hostile Japan represented to their nation. John Curtin, who had foreseen Japan’s aggression but had seen little alternative to appeasing it, saw the war as ‘a dreadful calamity’. In a speech delivered soon after its outbreak, he looked back on the Great War and owned up to feeling ‘sadly disillusioned and disappointed’. While endorsing Menzies’ general commitment to the imperial war effort, he reaffirmed that the ‘safety of this Commonwealth must be the paramount consideration’ and made clear his opposition to sending an expeditionary force overseas. Curtin affirmed that ‘the maximum of our man power is the minimum of our requirements to safeguard our country’.2


  In popular memory Australia joined the Second World War because of its ties with the empire. It sent its warships off to serve under the British Admiralty, immediately joined an Empire Air Training Scheme, and called for volunteers for a Second Australian Imperial Force (AIF) to send off overseas at the earliest opportunity. In fact, Australia’s response to the outbreak of war in 1939 was considerably less decisive than might be imagined if you accept the view that Menzies simply acted as a puppet of Britain. Despite the War Book, the Australian Government’s most pressing wartime decision was how Australia should contribute to this war in the light of a situation very different from that in 1914. As Poland fell to the Nazis and the Soviets and Warsaw burned, Parliament and the leader-writers debated what Australia should do, especially in the light of Japan’s intentions.


  Menzies’ rhetoric in the war’s early weeks was certainly roundly imperial. Australia joined the ambitious Empire Air Training Scheme – even the name bespoke unity. ‘We are with you,’ he told Britons in a wireless address in October 1939. ‘Your danger is our danger … your success will be our success …’3 Difficult though it may be to appreciate in the early twenty-first century, there was a good reason for this. Constitutional, economic, political, sporting and kinship ties linked Australia intimately to the empire. Even the ALP talked about defending ‘seven million British subjects, but also three million square miles of British territory, and one thousand million of British investments’.4 The war would change this easy assumption, but in the meantime few Australians saw much reason to challenge it. Even in joining the scheme that forged an ‘Empire Air Force’, however, Menzies considered the potential danger facing Australia. The scheme might defend ‘the heart of the Empire’, but it would also ‘assist in the protection of Singapore’ and ‘provide a useful deterrent to aggression against Australia’.5


  At the war’s outbreak, ships of the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) were distributed around Australia’s coast and in the sea lanes that carried the goods upon which the nation depended. While the RAN’s vessels came under the Admiralty’s operational command – ships’ captains received the order alerting them to the war’s outbreak directly from London, even before the government did – the real question became the ships’ allocation to the empire’s various naval ‘stations’. Australia’s contribution to the empire’s naval defence would not simply be consigned without a good deal of thought, and that thought revolved around Japan.


  Ships could move about the world’s oceans relatively swiftly. The real test of Australia’s commitment to a broader war effort was its willingness to send an expeditionary force far from home. As in 1914, Japan’s intentions determined everything. Indeed, the Japanese threat preoccupied Australian politicians and chiefs of staff in the war’s opening weeks. Menzies told his representative in London, his forerunner Stanley Melbourne Bruce, that ‘until the position of Japan is cleared up it will be useless even to discuss the sending of [an] expeditionary force’.6


  Lieutenant General Ernest Squires, the British chief of the Australian General Staff, warned a week after the war’s outbreak that Australia could not assume that Japan would remain quiescent. Not until 15 September did Menzies announce the formation of a ‘Special Force’, which became the Second AIF, and then only after New Zealand announced its intention to send a second New Zealand Expeditionary Force. But the question of whether this force was to be sent overseas would wait.


  As was then usual, the Australian Government sought advice from Britain, whose intelligence resources were more likely to be accurate, or so it was thought. Menzies’ Cabinet remained divided. Billy Hughes, who had been prophesying war with Japan for thirty years, recommended waiting to see what Japan might do. Street, his army minister, agreed. British authorities thought that Japan would probably ‘sit on the fence’ – this was the period of the Phoney War: nothing dramatic happened in Europe until the following northern spring. The danger of Japanese aggression was ‘remote’. Winston Churchill, still first lord of the Admiralty, reassured Menzies that if Japan were to strike, Britain would ‘send adequate naval force to prevent any serious catastrophe’. He could not provide an absolute guarantee, but talked about ‘dangers which would probably never eventuate’.7 It was not the first intelligence assessment that events would undo.


  At the time, however, there was no evidence that Japan, for all its military power, harboured any intention to strike south. As Richard Casey reminded Menzies, ‘the greatest menace to Australia’ was ‘the possibility of Britain being beaten in Europe’.8 Accordingly, late in November 1939 the Cabinet agreed to send the first elements of the AIF to train in the Middle East, where it was to make arguably Australia’s greatest contribution to Allied survival and eventual victory. When Menzies announced the decision in Parliament he allayed members’ anxiety about the danger of exposing Australia to threat, revealing that ‘adequate assurances have been given to give us protection against any major aggression’ – everyone knew he meant Japanese aggression.9 Despite Menzies’ reputation as an imperialist, he felt uneasy about the pressure to which he had been exposed by Britain. He resented Churchill’s ‘quite perceptible disposition to treat Australia as a colony’.10


  ‘Australia’s irrational Japanic panic’: pro-Japanese advocates


  Other Australians expressed a more extreme Australian independence, although some of them did not distrust Japan. That extraordinary duo of Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw (who wrote under the composite pseudonym of M. Barnard Eldershaw) may have captured the reasonable doubt of ordinary newspaper readers who had no reason to know any better: ‘The Japs were human beings after all. They’d been staunch little allies in the last war. The tales about their frightfulness were only propaganda …’11 Indeed, the Sydney Morning Herald had been sympathetic towards Japan’s war in China, fearing the Chinese communist party more than Japan’s rulers. But while most Australians were increasingly disturbed by Japan’s apparent ambitions, a small minority of activists sought and advocated friendship with Japan.


  The most prominent of these was Percy ‘Inky’ Stephensen, a brilliant but eccentric gentleman of letters whose journey from communism to fascism parallels that of Oswald Moseley. Like Menzies he revered the Crown; like Curtin he believed that ‘no cause, outside Australian boundaries, is worth the soiling of a single drop of Australian blood’. Stephensen’s magazine, The Publicist, reached a couple of thousand like-minded extremists. It expressed an amalgam of pro-Nazi, anti-Semitic, Australian nationalist and, later, pro-Japanese views. Stephensen seemed to have been attracted to Japan because, he explained, it was ‘the only country in the world … completely free of International Jew Finance’. He argued that Japan’s conquest of China was justified, and thought that it would be ‘far better that Australia should rise with Japan in the Pacific than decline with Britain in the Atlantic’. Stephensen deplored the ‘irrational Japanic panic’ – a favourite phrase of his – displayed by Australians.12


  Other pro-Japanese apologists included Adela Pankhurst and Tom Walsh, pacifists and trade union activists who in the 1930s turned increasingly towards right-wing politics. Late in 1939 Adela and Tom – known for their goodwill and gullibility – accepted an all-expenses-paid trip to Japan. Poignantly, it was the only holiday they were ever to take. They returned full of admiration for their hosts, who obligingly printed and distributed a booklet describing their visit. From the comfortable hotels (‘as well appointed and conducted as Australia’s best’) to the justness of Japan’s mission in China (‘No one in Japan wants to turn China into a Japanese colony’), Adela and Tom spoke well of Japan. Their support seemed to hinge upon Japan’s abhorrence for Bolshevism (‘the Chinese Communists are only the advance guard of the Russian army’). But even they hinted at Japan’s single-minded pursuit of its national interests. ‘If Australia were to enter a scheme for … unfriendly action towards Japan,’ Adela told a welcome-home gathering, ‘I do not doubt the Japanese would use force to prevent it.’13


  Perhaps her friends, like the great majority of Australians, continued to suspect Japan’s motives and plans. As the war reached a crisis in 1941, with the Allies on the verge of defeat in Russia and the Atlantic, it became increasingly clear that those plans could result in an extension of the China war into the Pacific, a move that could touch Australia. Even the Australia First movement’s executive committee seemed divided. It could agree on only two points when it debated its manifesto in January 1942. Many nationalist writers on Australia’s military history today would probably endorse both points: ‘Recall of Australian forces’ and ‘National independence for Australia’. Soon after, the movement’s small and misguided membership was interned, many for the duration of the war.


  ‘No foe shall gather our harvest’: Menzies and 1940


  The conventional view of the first year of Australia’s part in what Australians began to think of as the Second World War is summed up by Menzies’ slogan ‘Business as usual’. Conscious of the nation’s inability to adopt rapidly the number and range of changes demanded by another war, Menzies hastened slowly. The announcement of the ‘Special Force’ took military officers by surprise, and when the Militia was called up, there were so many reserved occupations that they took up three columns of small print in the newspapers.14 A vast, sparsely populated nation needed time to create the military and industrial infrastructure a distant war would require. Menzies is usually criticised for this. ‘For the first two years of the war,’ Rob Linn writes, ‘most Australians at home noticed little change … few signs of rationing controls or restrictions on the purchase of goods … little direction from government.’15


  In this, Menzies cannot win. He is criticised for jumping into the war – the ‘Australia is also at war’ line is usually invoked at this point. Then he is damned for not committing the nation’s resources to the war as speedily or completely as he might have. Stuart Macintyre, for example, points out that Menzies ‘had to be pressured by London to dispatch an army division’ to Palestine late in 1940. But as Macintyre rightly says, Menzies ‘had a particular concern for Australia’s safety’, which might be to his credit, you might think. On the evidence, Menzies did better than is usually recognised.


  Several persistent myths have grown up over Menzies’ response to the war. He is supposed to have been tardy in cranking up the industrial war effort. While he failed to fix several debacles in munitions production (notably the too-slow production of obsolete Beauforts), he laid the foundations for the wartime transformation of the Australian economy. His government in fact formed most of the new departments and agencies created to direct the war effort – Supply and Development, Munitions, Home Security and War Organisation of Industry. Only Post-War Reconstruction, with its visionary role of creating a new Australia, was a Curtin creation. This developing infrastructure slowly – too slowly – built a modern war economy, just in time to meet Japan’s aggression.


  ‘Business as usual’ ended with a dramatic German offensive in Belgium and France, opening on 10 May 1940. German divisions, spearheaded by tanks, broke through French and British defenders and raced for the Channel coast. As in 1918, British armies were in danger of being cut off and destroyed. By late June it was all over. The fall of France galvanised Australians as nothing else had. In this, the war’s first crisis, Australian men enlisted in large numbers. Australia’s focus, it seemed, was on the dramatic events in Europe: or was it?


  The significance of the Japanese threat at this time is evident in the reception accorded Mary Gilmore’s popular poem ‘No foe shall gather our harvest’. By the time she penned this poem she was a Dame of the British Empire, living in a Kings Cross flat crowded with papers and mementos of a long life of writing. A revered senior lady of Australian letters, honoured though not especially well paid, she wrote enthusiastic epistles to the Sydney press about her pet peeves and projects, and occasional verse highly pertinent to this book’s argument. A great Australian voice and a fierce nationalist, Mary had composed an Australian war cry to try to counter the impact of the Maori haka that even pakeha New Zealanders delighted in performing. The result – ‘We are the Boomeranglanders’ – was truly awful, but she persisted in foisting it upon callers to her flat in defiance of taste and judgement.


  With the sense of occasion that justifies her position in Australian life and affection, in mid-1940 Dame Mary composed and published a verse of the greatest moment. Her ‘No foe shall gather our harvest’ exemplifies Australia’s determination to resist invasion. It connects the nation’s kinship with the British Isles – the basis of Menzies’ appeal to heritage – with the idea that Australia itself was threatened:


  
    Sons of the mountains of Scotland,


    Welshmen of coomb and defile,


    Breed of the moors of England,


    Children of Erin’s green isle,


    We stand four square to the tempest,


    Whatever the battering hail –


    No foe shall gather our harvest,


    Or sit on our stockyard rail.


    Our women shall walk in honour,


    Our children shall know no chain,


    This land, that is ours forever,


    The invader shall strike at in vain.


    Anzac!… Bapaume!… and the Marne! …


    Could ever the old blood fail?


    No foe shall gather our harvest,


    Or sit on our stockyard rail.

  


  Gilmore’s poem first appeared in the Australian Women’s Weekly in June 1940, bordered by pictures of Australian rural life and a scene from the landing on Gallipoli. Her grasp of military history was rather loose – no Australians had fought on the Marne, and Bapaume was not actually the site of a battle at all. (Changing propaganda needs later caused the emblematic battles to become ‘Tobruk!’ and ‘Kokoda!’) Mary modestly thought it was ‘not great verse but it just hit the moment’.


  It made little money but was an immediate sensation. Poetasters recited it publicly at patriotic functions. It was set to music, published in school magazines and, later in the year, used on Christmas cards, even taking physical form, inspiring floats in wartime fund-raising parades. It was displayed in shop windows in cities and towns, recited by schoolchildren and read at regular intervals on radio 2GB. Mary and the Women’s Weekly received scores of appreciative letters. The intense public reaction to the poem showed how Mary Gilmore had caught the mood of the time. ‘No foe shall gather our harvest’ is arguably Mary Gilmore’s most long-lived work. It has been reprinted more often than any other, not least because the first two lines feature on the left-hand side of the ten-dollar note bearing Gilmore’s image (both a photograph of her as a young woman and William Dobell’s painting of her as the grand dame of Australian letters).


  But Mary Gilmore’s verse offers a conundrum. It seems to have been sparked by Australian fears for kith and kin in the wake of the disasters of the fall of France and the withdrawal from Dunkirk. But it refers not to the events that had just occurred on the other side of the world, but to what might yet occur in Australia. It fed off the perennial Australian apprehension of invasion, felt by Mary since she saw the ‘little brown men’ in Sydney’s streets thirty years before, and off the belief that Japan would exploit the war in Europe to strike in Asia.


  ‘The real truth’: the failure of the Singapore Strategy


  The possibility of Japanese aggression against the Western powers in Asia and even against Australia itself was being discussed a year before the fall of Singapore. In February 1941 the no-nonsense Arthur Fadden (‘Call me Artie!’) forcefully told his colleagues in the Advisory War Council that Australia needed the support of Britain and the United States if it was to withstand what he saw as the looming Japanese threat. If Australia were to be abandoned, he warned, ‘we and our countrymen might well be pulling rickshaws before long.’16


  Nor was awareness of the threat confined to secret circles in Melbourne’s Victoria Barracks. In mid-February the Advisory War Cabinet issued a press statement affirming that the war had ‘moved to a new stage of urgency’. Reporting on Japanese moves into French Indochina, a Canberra Times headline described the move as one of ‘Utmost gravity for Australia’. As David Horner put it in his Inside the War Cabinet, ‘Twelve months before the surrender of Singapore, Australia’s pre-war defence policy of relying on a British fleet stationed at Singapore had been revealed as being totally inadequate.’17


  But the Singapore Strategy – what was left of it – was all that Britain or Australia had. The Menzies Cabinet had little option but to contribute to Singapore’s strength. On 4 February 1941 thousands of Sydneysiders stood on headlands and beaches around the harbour to witness one of the most open secrets of the war. The huge Cunard liner Queen Mary lay in the stream, its decks crowded with 12 000 men of the 8th Division. Despite censorship, families, friends and well-wishers all seemed to know that the Queen had arrived and where she was going. The sound of the haunting ‘Maori Farewell’ swelled across the harbour – ‘Now is the hour, when we must say goodbye …’ For about 4000 of those aboard the Queen it was the last farewell. One man in three would not return. Just one among them was Sergeant Albert James, who farewelled his eighteen-month-old son, Vivian, never knowing he would grow up to be the writer Clive James.


  With Britain facing the German threat across the Channel and the war in the Mediterranean intensifying, there seemed little prospect of troops or modern weapons and aircraft reaching what the British called the Far East. Whatever fantasies Menzies might have entertained of being invited to join or even head the War Cabinet in London, the ostensible reason for his fateful visit to Britain in 1941 was to press the British Government – now Churchill’s – for adequate safeguards in South-East Asia against the prospect of Japanese thrust.


  Menzies left for Britain by Qantas flying boat late in January, stopping in the Netherlands East Indies, Singapore, India and the Middle East on the way. His stops gave him brief opportunities to assess the situation personally, and his diary reveals how disturbed he was by what he learned. At Batavia (modern Jakarta) the energetic governor-general (the splendidly named Jonkheer van Starkenborgh Stachouwer) confirmed reports of an ‘intensifying of Japanese demands and truculence’. Meetings in Singapore with Sir Robert Brooke-Popham, the commander-in-chief, gave Menzies a vague feeling that he favoured ‘some heroic but futile Rorke’s Drift’ – and with no guarantee that the Zulus would be stopped at the breastworks this time. Churchill’s instructions to Brooke-Popham (‘Hold out to the last, my dear boy’) unsettled Menzies’ faith in Churchill’s judgement. Menzies learned how weak was British military power in the Far East, but thought that a forceful deterrent would be to ‘tell Japan “where she gets off” ’.


  Menzies found in discussions with senior British ministers and officials that everyone agreed the Japanese threat was grave. But they also, reasonably frankly, admitted Britain’s inability to send substantial reinforcements. It became obvious that Britain could not now fulfil the Singapore Strategy, the key policy of imperial defence over the past two decades. Albert Alexander (Churchill’s successor at the Admiralty) gave Menzies a ‘realistic statement’ of the ships that could be sent in principle to the Far East in a crisis. To Menzies’ dismay, the unusually frank assessment exposed the Singapore Strategy as even less secure than he feared. Menzies realised the ‘real truth’ was that warships were unavailable and that air reinforcement would have to be the ‘great deterrent’.18 Unknown to Menzies, perhaps, the air reinforcements to be sent to Singapore had been cut from 582 aircraft to 336, and some of these were already obsolete.


  Not only Australia First members doubted the wisdom of Australia sending ships, troops and airmen to the Middle East. A Communist Party pamphlet argued that the ‘troops and ships should be brought back’ from what it saw as an imperialist war. But its authors remained wary of the imperialist threat in Australia’s region. ‘An attack on Australia,’ they warned, ‘cannot be separated from the whole bloody imperialist mess.’19 The imperialist mess would indeed become bloodier before the year was out, and everyone seemed to understand it was a matter of when and not if.


  ‘Resounding like a bell’: the crises of 1941


  Meanwhile, the war entered a further grave crisis. Australians today, increasingly mesmerised by the war against Japan, fail to understand what a profound jolt Dunkirk gave to people brought up to presume that Britain would always triumph. The fall of France came as a monstrous shock, attracting volunteers for the AIF in greater numbers than at any time since the war’s outbreak. Many of the men who ended up in the 9th Australian Division at Tobruk and Alamein enlisted because of the fall of France and where it seemed to lead. Perhaps that explains why they were some of the war’s most determined fighters.


  The Anzac legend has conditioned us to ignore sailors and airmen. But Allied success depended fundamentally on command of the sea, and Australian warships joined British squadrons in the Red Sea and the Mediterranean, defeating the Italian navy at Cape Matapan and Cape Spada. Australian airmen, absorbed individually into an imperial air force, stood out even less, but by the end of 1941 they had helped defeat the German attacks on Britain, defended Malta and supported the seesaw campaign in North Africa. Australian soldiers, sailors and airmen rarely served together – only in the Lebanon–Syria campaign against the Vichy French.


  By the New Year of 1941 Britain and its few remaining allies were on the ropes. Germany was undisputed master of the continent. Hitler and Stalin’s non-aggression pact left their mutual borders seemingly secure. The alliance that Menzies had joined in September 1939 was now in tatters. With the fall of France, Britain had lost all its friends on the continent of Europe except one: Greece. Bravely, in the circumstances, Greece was inclined to the Allies, and Churchill gave undertakings to support it. This was not mere sentiment, despite the blather about it being the home of democracy.


  Public opinion in the United States was dickering about whether to support the embattled democracies against Nazi Germany. Abandoning Greece to German aggression could imperil Churchill’s vital strategy of persuading America that Britain was serious about defending Western values. In early 1941 it became clear that Hitler was planning to invade the Balkans and Greece. Churchill had two options. He could support Greece and impress the United States or he could abandon Greece to the inevitable and risk charges of hypocrisy from America, thus losing vital support. What should he do? He decided to make a gesture of support to the Greeks, and cast around the Middle East for troops to send there.


  The only immediate military resource Churchill could call on was what he and most others were content to call ‘the empire’. Britain only prevailed in the Mediterranean because it was able to call upon the armed forces of the dominions and India. Again and again, dominion forces made a difference in the campaigns of 1941. (Technically, following the passing of the Statute of Westminster by the British Parliament in 1931, the empire had become the Commonwealth, those bits inhabited by white men anyway. But so little did the change in status matter to successive Australian governments that Australia was happy not to ratify the change until it needed the legal protection of notional independence in order to resolve a messy homosexual murder case on board HMAS Australia shortly before the Battle of the Coral Sea in 1942.20)


  In North Africa the 6th Australian Division conquered Italian Cyrenaica in company with the 4th Indian Division and the ‘Desert Rats’ of the 7th Armoured Division. Australia’s first battle, Bardia, became its first victory. In Greece the 6th Australian Division served alongside the New Zealand Division and British troops. In the Syria–Lebanon campaign, the 7th Division made up the main formation, along with British and Indian troops, with the French on both sides. Australians extol the tenacity of the mainly Australian garrison of Tobruk (the 9th Division and the 18th Brigade of the 7th), but without British machine-gunners and artillery (and Indian, Polish and Czech troops) the fortress would not have held. Only in Abyssinia were there no Australian units alongside British, Indian and East African forces, but even here a small number of Australians joined Orde Wingate’s guerrilla Gideon Force. Moreover, British naval and air forces supported every campaign (not always successfully, never half-heartedly and always at a high price). With the war against the U-boats in the Atlantic going badly, and with Russia seemingly about to collapse, the Mediterranean at least held.


  Australia’s greatest single contribution to Allied victory arguably came in the Mediterranean in 1941. Its contribution to at least not losing – a sacrifice at a time of increasing uncertainty over Japan’s intentions – should be celebrated as among its greatest gifts to the world’s freedom. At the time, a recent string of defeats depressed those involved. John Manifold’s ‘The Tomb of Lt John Learmonth, AIF’ has been quoted to exemplify this mood, when there seemed ‘little more to tell’ than ‘… muddle tall as treachery, despair / And black defeat resounding like a bell’. Australians have traditionally seen the dark side in this poem, but perhaps they should admire the generosity of men who came from afar to help save the world.


  As early as the beginning of 1941 the strain of a total war began to tell on Australia’s economy and politics. Even before the full impact of Menzies’ industrial plans was felt, a ‘manpower’ crisis became apparent. The services found they could not train enough signallers, a reflection of the much more technical war that they were fighting compared even with the Great War. While Australia had still not nearly exhausted her stocks of technically skilled men, it became obvious to planners that recruiting more men would cause problems later. The solution came from the air force, the youngest and least hidebound service, which enlisted women auxiliaries, the first of about 100 000 women to serve in uniform. Britain and the United States had already done so. In fact, they had formed women’s auxiliary services in the Great War while a more conservative Australia had enrolled only nurses. Employing women offended both right and left; it ‘diluted’ hard-won conditions of work and transgressed traditional notions of femininity.


  But if women found jobs, men lost them. Menzies, crippled politically by his own aloofness and his party’s disunity, resigned on 28 August, having failed to induce John Curtin to join a National Government. The country was led for a brief spell by Artie Fadden, before the defection of two independents in the House of Representatives early in October finally allowed Curtin to take over as prime minister.


  Early in November 1941 General Sir Thomas Blamey boarded an Imperial Airways flying boat on the Nile to begin the long journey back to Australia. His flight took him the reverse of Menzies’ journey earlier that year, over India, to Singapore and across the Netherlands East Indies. Eight days after taking off from Cairo his Empire class flying boat touched down at Rose Bay on Sydney Harbour. Blamey had been Australia’s senior soldier since being appointed to command the second AIF at the war’s outbreak. Having directed the creation and training of this force, he had enjoyed triumph in Libya, borne defeats in Greece and Crete, and led to bloody victory in Lebanon and Syria.


  Arriving from Cairo, where his life could hardly have been called austere, Blamey was surprised by Australia’s isolation from what he knew of the fighting war, and especially by its people’s desire to continue a comfortable life, one which the war barely touched directly. Rationing, for example, barely impinged upon Australians until 1942, and both Blamey and Curtin deplored the continuation of race meetings and even professional football. Only those with loved ones overseas – admittedly now amounting to over 100 000 – and especially those who had lost men killed (so far just over 2000) or captured seemed to have a direct interest in the war. For the families concerned these were grievous losses – most of the 6000 men captured in North Africa and Greece would remain prisoners until VE Day. But to put the figures in perspective, after more than two years of war and four campaigns, Australia had lost fewer dead than were killed in the first days of the Gallipoli campaign. For many Australians the war was still a noise far away.


  But Blamey, privy to intelligence briefings, knew that danger was close, that the nightmare he had helped Erle Cox to imagine could soon come true. Four days after returning, Blamey delivered a nationwide broadcast on the ABC wireless: ‘You are like … a lot of gazelles grazing in a dell on the edge of the jungle,’ he told his listeners, ‘while the beasts of prey are working up toward you.’ Soon, he warned, ‘it is the law of the jungle that they spring upon you, merciless.’21


  One of Curtin’s first tests came a few days after Blamey’s broadcast. A German raider, the Kormoran, sank HMAS Sydney in the Indian Ocean off the Western Australian coast. The Sydney’s entire complement died, in circumstances that have given rise to ludicrous explanations, including persistent but groundless claims that a Japanese submarine was involved. That the ship was lost without trace (and has only just been found) compounded the tragedy. It presaged the disasters to come.


  ‘When … Japan attacks’: the Pacific war approaches


  M. Barnard Eldershaw wrote that ‘to many, 1941 had seemed a year of fate’.22 It was inevitable, they thought, ‘that sooner or later Japan must join the battle.’ They were not alone. In their prophetic novel Tomorrow and Tomorrow and Tomorrow, written in 1944–45, they mused on how ‘the war went its way, growing like an organic thing. Looking back, you knew it had begun not now, but long ago, in China, in Spain, in Abyssinia, in Austria …’23 (The novel is set in Australia’s imagined future of the twenty-fourth century; the characters look back at a war that is just ending, but it is a war that resembles the Second World War.) But the real Pacific war had real origins. Its course from prospect to reality can be charted in the decisions men made. It may have arisen from irreconcilable national and imperial interests, but it was made more likely (sadly not less) by the decisions men took. ‘The Japanese started the war,’ historian Geoffrey Blainey wrote, but ‘whether they alone caused the war is extremely open to doubt’.24


  For years scholars have debated the Pacific war’s causes. Did it arise simply from Japan’s militarist expansionism – most doubt it – or were the Western allies, especially the United States, implicated? Was it more a contest for the control of South-East Asia’s immense natural resources? Did Japan’s alliance with Germany and Italy (from September 1940) make Japan’s aggression part of the grab for power by the totalitarian Axis, and therefore as necessary to resist as Hitler’s aggression? No serious historian believes either that Japan attacked an innocent America, or that Roosevelt knew of and allowed the Pearl Harbor raid on 7 December 1941. Most agree that the reactions of the Roosevelt administration to Japan’s actions in China pushed Japan’s rulers into a reckless aggression. Whether it wanted to save China, deflect Japan from attacking South-East Asia, or forestall a Japanese attack on the Soviet Union (all of which were possible), the United States pushed Japan into crisis. Historian Sandra Wilson argues that her colleagues on both sides of the Pacific agree that ‘America took too hard a line, leaving Japan too few options’.25


  Geoffrey Blainey’s cool critique (delivered in his iconoclastic television series The Blainey View) also pointed out that while the attack on Pearl Harbor – and the simultaneous assaults on European colonies in Asia – might have been launched by surprise, it was neither unexpected nor – and this is the rub – unprovoked. He traced the road to Pearl Harbor and found faults on both sides. The Pacific war was not inevitable. It was the consequence of a long series of miscalculations and errors. Perhaps the decisive step was the Western powers’ blockade of Japan in July 1941.


  All Japan’s oil came from its potential enemies, and in mid-1941 the United States embargoed the fuel, scrap metal and other materials Japan needed to run its war machine. Japan faced the dilemma of either seizing what it needed by force or backing down, an option the militarists refused. The embargos, Blainey wrote, constituted a ‘declaration of economic warfare’.26


  Pearl Harbor, as a synonym for the Pacific war, did not burst from a clear blue sky. Its outbreak is remembered as a sudden, shocking event, but it built up like a tropical monsoon, with black clouds growing; and the forecast throughout 1941 had been grim. The ABC’s Kurt Offenburg, one of the few journalists familiar with Asia, dated the origins of the Pacific war to the ‘Twenty-one Demands’ of 1915 (see page 35), but events towards the end of 1941 precipitated crucial decisions. Roosevelt’s secretary of state, Cordell Hull, and his diplomats, miscalculated in their response to Japan’s advance through Asia. They seem to have banked on Japan not risking war against the West: wrongly, as it happened. Despite fruitless negotiations, the inevitable step towards war came with Cordell Hull’s ‘Note’ of 26 November, in which he demanded the withdrawal of all Japanese troops from China. Curtin warned Australia’s diplomats in London, Washington and Chungking that war with Japan seemed inevitable. Within a week, Japan’s rulers had decided on the Pearl Harbor attacks, launched on 7–8 December.


  Why did the Pacific war begin? From a Japanese point of view, the pressure Japan was under from the Western democracies became intolerable. A major in the Japanese army’s intelligence service remembered how ‘Japan, dependent on foreign imports of raw materials for her modern industry, was put on the defensive when the three western powers imposed an economic blockade … For national survival Japanese Imperial Headquarters was compelled to draft strategic plans to prepare for the possibility of a military clash …’27


  Meanwhile Menzies, the short-lived Fadden administration and Curtin had all accepted Tom Blamey’s urging to withdraw Australian troops from the besieged port of Tobruk in Libya. (The troops were sick and tired, but Blamey wanted to concentrate Australia’s divisions under his own command.) The sinking of an evacuation ship left Lieutenant Colonel Frederick Burrows’ 2/13th Battalion stranded in Tobruk. ‘Bull Burrows’ Bomb-happy Boys’ sang, ‘Once we were heading for Alex so fair, Something went wrong and we didn’t get there.’28 The 2/13th became the only Australian unit to serve throughout the entire siege, and it was still there, in the gritty, freezing desert wind on the outskirts of the relieved fortress, on 8 December 1941. On that day no other Australian unit remained in action in the Middle East, for the first time since the 6th Division had crossed the start line at Bardia in the first days of January.


  Ten Australians died that day, including a 2/13th man who succumbed to his wounds. But for the first time in many months, all of Australia’s army units were out of action. Australians focus now on the supposed recall of the 6th and 7th Divisions to Australia to meet the Japanese threat – and we will come to that. For the moment, we need to recognise that as the Eighth Army drove Rommel’s Italian and German army westwards from Tobruk, Australians could feel proud that they had saved the empire’s bacon in one of the most dangerous crises of the war. But on the very day that Rommel at last abandoned the siege of Tobruk, events half a world away were to bring about profound changes for all the Australians fighting in the Middle East. The Pacific war that everyone had dreaded but expected had at last begun, and soon invasion of the Australian mainland seemed to be approaching.


  PART II


  
    ‘The nearness of our peril’


    Australia and the threat of invasion, 1942
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  Japan’s conquest of South–East Asia, 1941–42


  4


  ‘We who are about to die …’

  Invasion approaching


  ‘A new war’: Japan attacks


  In the early hours of 7 December 1941 a Catalina long-range flying boat of 205 Squadron, Royal Air Force, was over the Gulf of Siam between the north-east coast of British Malaya and the southern tip of what was then Japanese-occupied Indochina. Through a break in the clouds the Catalina’s crew saw ships below. It was the Japanese invasion convoy heading for Kota Bharu in Malaya. Three fighters jumped the slow-moving plane and the entire crew died, among them Sergeant Colin Treloar. A 21-year-old South Australian, Treloar had entered the Empire Air Training Scheme but, instead of flying in Wellingtons over the Ruhr, became a navigator in a British reconnaissance squadron in the Far East: just as Menzies had foreseen, he was to ‘assist in the protection of Singapore’. Colin Treloar became the first Australian to die in the war against Japan. Air Force Headquarters in Melbourne sent a telegram to Baratta Station, near Carrieton, beginning with the dreaded words, ‘Regret to inform you …’ Treloar’s family, in an all-too-familiar response, refused to believe Colin was dead, and for several years harboured the hope that he had been captured.1


  After fifty years of wondering, imagining, planning, warning and dreading, it had finally happened: Australians and Japanese were at last at war. The new prime minister had been alerted to the prospect several days before. On Thursday, 5 December Curtin had been at Melbourne’s Victoria Barracks chatting with journalists, when the self-effacing but influential defence secretary, Frederick Shedden, called him away. After a whispered conversation, Curtin turned to them and said, ‘A Japanese expedition is on the move.’2 It was the beginning of an anxious weekend. (Curiously, Robert Menzies was at Colac again when he heard of the Japanese attack.)


  On the outbreak of war, Shedden wrote a briefing. Japan had not joined the world war, he argued. This was, in effect, ‘a new war’. Shedden’s view coloured Curtin’s response to the threat the Allies now faced in Asia, and it has been taken up by David Horner, the most influential historian of Australia in the Second World War after the official historian, Gavin Long. Horner explained Shedden’s apparent change from advocate of imperial strategy to national partisan as a method of giving advice in such a way that Curtin would find it most palatable.3


  Shedden’s idea of a ‘new war’ was fundamentally at odds with the view that Churchill and Roosevelt had developed over the months of their secret conversations and correspondence. To them, as Churchill put it, ‘the war was all one,’ whether in Europe or Asia.4 Churchill and Roosevelt already shared an easy friendship and common outlook. Japan’s entry into the war did not challenge their common view that Nazi Germany was and would remain the main enemy. Curtin’s view, however, was informed by Shedden’s strong advice, and reinforced by Australia’s sense of isolation and threat (and would be bolstered by MacArthur’s advocacy for the Pacific as more important). But it was fundamentally at odds with the two leaders of the Western alliance. A minor ally out of step was always going to be disappointed.


  What did Japan hope to achieve through this expansion of its decade-long war and its engagement with the imperial powers of South-East Asia and their dominion allies? This question can be answered reasonably definitively, because in the 1960s scholars began to translate and publish the Liaison and Imperial Conferences that document the decision of Japan’s leaders to go to war in 1941. ‘A war against the United States and Great Britain is inevitable if Japan is to survive,’ said president of the Privy Council Hara Yoshimichi. But this was a war to be waged over the economic resources of the European empires in Asia, not for the territories of Britain’s Australasian dominions. In all the seventy conferences and meetings held between late 1940 and late 1941 to discuss Japan’s response to the situation in Asia, Australia is mentioned only a handful of times and always in passing. Australia was not even included on the map that the Imperial Conference of 5 November 1941 used to discuss Japan’s objectives. In the ‘Draft proposal for hastening the end of the war against the United States, Great Britain, the Netherlands and Chiang Kai-shek [of Nationalist China]’, Australia is referred to only in the ambiguous line, ‘The connection between Australia and India and the British mother country will be broken.’5 Japan’s objectives for ‘Phase 1 Operations’ were to seize the resources of South-East Asia, but hardly anyone in Tokyo looked ahead more than a few months. Only when Phase 1 began would the services’ planning staffs consider Phase 2.


  ‘We are at war with Japan’: John Curtin’s war


  John Curtin remains one of the most sympathetic characters in Australian history, a figure venerated by the left and respected by the right, revered by those who have only read his words or heard his oratory. His life was a battle – for his socialist ideals, against the mischievous fiend of drink and under the burden of responsibility that he felt to be so heavy. Fadden, his political opponent, spoke for many in calling him ‘one of the greatest Australians ever’.6


  Curtin’s fate was to take over the leadership of a nation at war within weeks of its being plunged into what seemed to be a fight for survival. He had been a pacifist and had been jailed briefly for opposing Hughes’ conscription plans in 1917. Between the wars he had taken the trouble to become familiar with the ideas of national defence, though still finding it difficult to embrace a war effort. Curtin felt the tension familiar to many Australians at mid-century. He professed a strong and at times a strident nationalism, but throughout the war he remained committed to, as he later put it, ‘placing the Union Jack in the Pacific alongside the Australian and American flags.’7 Much of the nationalist rhetoric of Curtin’s government was espoused by his volatile minister for External Affairs, Herbert ‘Doc’ Evatt.


  On 9 December Curtin broadcast to the nation, beginning with his characteristic ‘Men and women of Australia’. He began baldly: ‘We are at war with Japan.’ Australians had feared the Japanese threat for so long, and Curtin knew how weak Allied forces were in Asia. This was already the ‘gravest hour in our history’. Curtin portrayed this extension of the global war as a struggle between two great forces, race and civilisation. He promised to ‘hold this country and keep it as a citadel for the British-speaking race and as a place where civilization will persist’. He expressed exactly what White Australia had felt for decades. The Melbourne Sun observed that the ‘Yellow Peril’ of which ‘thoughtful people have been aware ever since Australia became a nation’, had now become ‘an immediate menace’.8


  The Allies received a morale-sapping blow the next day. The Singapore Strategy hinged upon the presence of capital ships of the Royal Navy and their ability to defeat a Japanese thrust into Asia. Rather than the fleet envisaged, the Admiralty could spare only ‘Force Z’ – just two ships, the Prince of Wales and the Repulse, whose escorting aircraft carrier had grounded in the West Indies and had to be left behind. The warships sallied from Singapore into the South China Sea without air cover. Buffalo fighters of 453 Squadron, RAAF, were late in rendezvousing with them: a trail of happenstance led to one of the most devastating blows ever inflicted upon the Royal Navy.


  Waves of Japanese bombers from Indochina struck the warships, sinking both within a couple of hours and killing over 800 men. The dead included teenaged Australian midshipmen on attachment to the Royal Navy. By the time the Buffalos arrived all they found were oil slicks, floating wreckage and shocked survivors huddled on Carley Floats. The loss was a setback that was as important psychologically as physically. The reaction was profound. Ian Hogbin, a lecturer at Sydney University at the time, described 10 December as ‘the most terrifying day of the war’.9 The loss was only the beginning of a time when, according to Doug Blood, who was then a student at Sydney, ‘the news was bad, bad, bad, all the time.’10


  The dismay was all the greater because few commentators had expected the Japanese to be so proficient. Even the ABC’s Kurt Offenburg, who had long been suspicious of Japan’s intentions, and who had seen Japanese troops in action in China, did not think they would operate as effectively as they did. ‘If you had seen the Japanese performance during the First Battle of Shanghai,’ he had written reassuringly early in 1941, ‘then one need not fear their future performance.’11 Most Allied officers underrated Japan’s technical and human capacities to wage war. The quality of its weapons (such as the Zero fighter, which far outclassed its Allied counterparts), and the courage, skill and endurance of its troops astonished Western observers. Further shocks would follow. On 11 December the chiefs of staff briefed Curtin to expect Japanese assaults on the resource-rich islands of South-East Asia, but also of the long-expected attacks by cruisers on Sydney, Newcastle or Port Kembla.12


  ‘Free of any pangs’: Curtin’s turn to America


  Curtin provided a New Year article for the Melbourne Herald, which famously declared, ‘Without any inhibitions of any kind, Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom.’13 The Herald’s editors promoted the piece, and, as Humphrey McQueen put it, ‘extracted from its context by the wire services [and, one might add, by later generations of historians] London papers reported that statement as Curtin’s pleading with the USA for help.’14 The article was more complicated than the traditional view makes out. It seems that Don Rogers, Curtin’s press secretary, drafted it. Contrary to what careless writers have put about, it preceded, not followed, the commitment of Australian troops to battle and the early Allied defeats. Hong Kong fell only on Christmas Eve, and British and Indian troops were still fighting – albeit retreating – in Malaya.


  Commentators approaching the appeal from very different perspectives remain acerbic. ‘In popular memory,’ writes McQueen, ‘the sentence about looking to America has been made to carry the burden of the entire article.’ McQueen points out that much of Curtin’s piece pressed Britain to do a deal with Stalin, sacrificing Eastern European states so the Soviet Union would be free to attack Japan. Peter Edwards, a measured diplomatic historian, analysed the American reception of Curtin’s article. Far from embracing and exploiting Curtin’s invitation, he found, Roosevelt was embarrassed by it.15 Although Australians have often seen it as a declaration of independence, it was nothing of the kind. Neither the British, whom Curtin supposedly spurned, nor the Americans, whom he courted, thought well of the inexperienced leader’s call. While Roosevelt and Churchill were indeed to divvy up the world between them, allotting Australasia to the American zone, the turn of events in what they called the Far East did not yet justify such a dramatic step. Australia had not been attacked; Australian territory had not even been attacked. Hardly any Australian troops had seen action against Japan apart from the gallant aircrew over Malaya. Curtin’s appeal marked him as a leader already under stress.


  Not all Australians welcomed Curtin’s appeal. Empire loyalists and anti-Semites – then no small minority – reacted against what they saw as his disloyalty. A Francis Bennett of Newtown wrote to Curtin to remind him ‘who controls America’ and warned of the ‘power of the Jew financiers’ who wanted ‘to destroy the British Empire’.16 Nor did Churchill and Roosevelt relish it, though for different reasons. Not surprisingly, Churchill regarded Curtin’s appeal as disloyal, opportunist and more panicky than pragmatic. Australia’s ambassador in Washington, Richard Casey, told his wife, Maie, that Roosevelt had rejected Curtin’s appeal because it ‘smacked of panic and disloyalty’.17 In fact, Churchill and Roosevelt had already decided that Australia would fall into the American sphere.


  John Pilger astutely points out that nationalists who make much of Curtin’s turn as ‘the dawning of independence’ forget that the ‘turn’ swapped one imperial master for another.18 Geoffrey Blainey – a writer approaching the question from a very different political persuasion – gently suggested that Curtin was ‘possibly too eager to accept MacArthur’s advice or commands’.19 Realistic nationalists such as Stuart Macintyre point out that, despite the fact that Curtin made these cloying pleas and later embraced Douglas MacArthur, ‘there was no special relationship’ with the United States, which ‘consulted Australia no more than the British had done’.20 And Churchill wanted Australia in the American strategic sphere. While the popular myth resists revision, recent scholarship has put the actions of both Britain and Curtin in a different light. Carl Bridge suggests that, ‘far from engineering what some recent neo-nationalist historiography calls a “great betrayal” of Australia, Britain … ensured Australia’s defence by solicitously courting the Americans’.21


  ‘A Jappy New Year’: the loss of new Britain


  Regardless of Curtin’s panic or posturing, the Pacific war had begun badly for the Allies. The Japanese had simultaneously attacked the European colonies in South-East Asia. In China, Japanese troops rampaged through Hong Kong. In Malaya, Indian brigades fell back repeatedly. In the Philippines, American and Filipino troops were trapped on Bataan. In New Britain, Australian troops awaited the worst.


  Ominous war news led the Sydney Morning Herald to predict that 1942 would be the ‘most critical in the history of Australia’: and so, rightly, it has been seen ever since.22 On New Year’s Day 1942 (the day in Fool’s Harvest when the guerrillas finally surrendered – did anyone remember?), Anne Carrick, a schoolgirl from Molloy, was spending New Year in nearby Cairns with her aunt’s family. Her aunt offered a toast to 1942 as a ‘Jappy New Year’. At that moment her grandson rushed up the stairs of their Queenslander shouting that ‘the Japs had landed’ at nearby Mossman. Her father rushed off to join his Volunteer Defence Corps unit, the dinner was thrown into the bin and the family decamped: ‘After a while we calmed down, feeling how senseless it all was.’23 But such anxiety was not unreasonable in far north Queensland. And this happened before any Australians had seen action; before the fall of Rabaul, defeat in Malaya or the fall of Singapore.


  A few months earlier, with a Pacific war seemingly imminent, the Australian Military Board decided to place garrisons across the arc of islands to Australia’s north. Each was given a bird codename. These ‘bird forces’ now met Japanese attacks. Men of Wren and Heron Forces on Nauru and Ocean Islands were captured and massacred. It is reasonable to ask why these forces were sent in what contemporaries described as ‘penny packets’ (quantities too small to matter) to try to defend island airstrips in the face of powerful Japanese forces.


  Just as Australia had acquired the German territories south of the equator under the Treaty of Versailles, Japan had acquired the German islands to its north. From Truk, now a strong naval base, it launched a powerful expedition against New Britain. Rabaul awaited its fate, the first Australian territory attacked by the Japanese or, indeed, any enemy since 1788. Wing Commander John Lerew sent his famous signal to Air Force Headquarters in Melbourne: ‘Nos morituri te salutamus’ (‘We who are about to die, salute you’), and six of his aircrew did die.24 Recklessly brave, pilots of 24 Squadron scrambled eight outclassed Wirraways against a hundred or more Japanese bombers. The next day, as an invasion convoy approached, Air Force Headquarters ordered Lerew to oppose it with ‘all available aircraft’ – a single Hudson bomber. While his outnumbered and outgunned Wirraways and Hudsons engaged Zeros over Rabaul, Lerew had prudently sent his ground crews out. Travelling by lorry and on foot, they crossed the island and reached Put Put, where Sunderland flying boats summoned from Port Moresby rescued them. Rabaul fell on 23 January. The victory cost the attackers about fifty casualties: Hughes’ ‘ramparts’ had been breached easily.


  Overwhelmed by the Japanese force, the Australian commander, Colonel John Scanlan, ordered ‘every man for himself’. Most of Rabaul’s defenders set out to reach missions and plantations across the island. They, too, had to cross New Britain’s rugged, jungle-clad interior, at the risk of being trapped by the advancing Japanese. Most reached the schooners and launches sent for them, although the last (who had trekked across New Guinea before reaching a southward-flowing river) arrived only in September 1942. But for about 150 men, escape ended in massacre at Tol plantation.


  Parties of exhausted fugitives reached Tol only to find that the Japanese had got there first. Private William Cook was one of six to survive. He described the ordeal in a Cinesound newsreel, I was bayoneted by the Japs, which was shown all over the country later in 1942. Bare-chested, he described how he was ‘bayoneted six times in the back, four times in the neck and [received] a bayonet stab through the ear’. A wooden pointer directed viewers’ attention the scars. Speaking awkwardly – obviously reading a script cleared if not written by army publicity officers – Cook demanded retribution ‘in the name of the thousands of Australians who died in Singapore and Malaya’.25 The bitterness of Australian attitudes towards the Japanese stemmed from reports of atrocities such as Tol.


  Even before Rabaul fell the Perth Daily News was allowed to suggest that Darwin or Fremantle were objectives ‘not for raids but for invasion’.26 Newspaper headlines now shouted ‘IMMINENT THREAT TO AUSTRALIA’.27 As experts had warned since 1920, the Japanese had used their Pacific mandate territories as a springboard to seize the closest Australian territory, and with ease. Japanese shortwave-radio propaganda made much of the defeat. The Japanese wireless presenter, the oily Ken Goto, told his Australian listeners how the loss of New Britain ‘… brings the war very near, and it has just begun! … with 12,000 miles of coastline, Australians have every reason to fear … why not pull out before it is too late!’.28


  Some troops escaped, but over a thousand Australians were captured on New Britain. In June and July 1942 the Japanese transported the prisoners to Japan in two drafts. One, of about sixty officers and nineteen women (including six army nurses), arrived safely. The other, mainly of the 2/22nd Battalion and 1st Independent Company, with about 200 civilians, sailed in the Montevideo Maru. An American submarine unknowingly sank it in the South China Sea on 1 July. There were no survivors. The victims’ loved ones suffered what their principal chronicler has described as A Very Long War, waiting for news of their fate until late in 1945.29


  Many people had the fate of prisoners of war in mind in 1942. Except for the Rabaul men – most of whom were to die on the Montevideo Maru – most families did not learn for months that their loved ones had become prisoners. Knowing that a man had been captured did not mean knowing he was safe. Even before confirmation of the atrocities on the Burma–Thailand Railway reached Australia late in 1943 (when American submariners unwittingly torpedoed transports carrying prisoners to Japan) many suspected the worst. Actor Ivan Menzies told J. C. Williamson’s when he renewed his contract in June 1942 that he would not play Ko-Ko, the Lord High Executioner in The Mikado. Rather than act as a ‘source of innocent merriment’, he said, the caricature might offend the Japanese and become a ‘source of brutal retaliation’.30


  ‘The last great battle before Australia’: Malaya


  Meanwhile, in Malaya British and Indian troops were finding their new enemy to be tough and seemingly unstoppable. In the campaign’s first month British imperial formations had become disoriented and demoralised by the ability of the Japanese to move through and fight in the jungle, covered by air support. The Japanese advanced rapidly down Malaya’s west coast. By Christmas Penang had fallen and by 10 January so had Kuala Lumpur, 350 kilometres south. Australians, under the abrasive Lieutenant General H. Gordon Bennett, first encountered the Japanese in mid-January. Bennett, perhaps the most egotistical Australian general ever to command in battle, was supremely confident of his and his men’s ability to halt the rot.


  The Australian experience of battle in Malaya followed a depressing pattern. On 14 January the 2/30th Battalion sprang an ambush on a Japanese column at Gemas, killing hundreds of Japanese soldiers as they bicycled past, and then had to withdraw. Four days later, at Bakri, the 4th Anti-Tank Regiment destroyed eight tanks at a roadblock, and then had to withdraw. A few days on, and further south again, the 2/19th Battalion broke out of a Japanese encirclement at Parit Sulong. Their commanding officer, Charles Anderson, gained a Victoria Cross for his leadership, but his battalion lost two-thirds of its strength in the attempt. The Japanese massacred 160 British, Australian and Indian wounded left behind at Parit Sulong, shooting, bayoneting and burning some alive: two men survived. Despite local setbacks, the Japanese advance continued, the disorganised British imperial forces repeatedly outflanked and forced to retreat.


  Expressing a common view, Jack Beasley, minister for Supply and Development, said that the fight for Malaya was vital, and would anticipate, perhaps avert, ‘the last great battle before Australia’.31 But in spite of hopeful propaganda, the news grew grim, and soon even government ministers began emphasising peril rather than platitudes. The word ‘infiltration’ seemed to explain the Japanese success: it appeared often in newspapers that summer and signified that the Japanese were playing by new and dangerous rules. Reflecting on their defeat in Changi, 8th Division officers formed ‘study syndicates’ to investigate what had gone wrong. They decided that ‘statements such as “The Japanese don’t fight at night” [and] “One Australian is equal to 10 Japanese” proved to be absolute rubbish’.32 The prisoners of Singapore paid the price for European indolence, apathy and easy assumption of superiority.


  As the Allied position in South-East Asia worsened in the early weeks of 1942, commentators and politicians desperately tried to place a positive or hopeful gloss on the dire news relentlessly reported in newspapers and on the wireless. Billy Hughes (Menzies’ successor as leader of the Opposition), who had done his best to warn Australians against the changed strategic realities in the region in the 1930s, now found himself obliged to put a positive spin on the worsening news. On 1 February, just as the last defenders hastened across the causeway from Johore to Singapore, he addressed a meeting in the Lyceum Theatre in Sydney, taking as his theme ‘Britain has not failed!’.


  In spite of his experience as an orator (and his ready ability to ignore heckling) Hughes had a hard time. He acknowledged that apathy and indifference had given way to a ‘clamorous demand for action’. He deplored ‘anti-British elements’ who had launched a ‘sinister campaign to propagate distrust and disunity’. He could not resist reminding his audience that if only Australia had taken his advice and built a strong air force, the defeats of 1941–42 might not have happened. He conceded that while ‘the enemy is now almost within sight of our shores’ it was not because Britain had failed to do its utmost to protect Australia. Hughes reassured his listeners that Singapore’s defences were intact, and ‘as long as it stands a mass invasion of Australia is hazardous’.33 But as a member of the Advisory War Council, Hughes knew that the Singapore Strategy had failed even before it was tested.


  Whether Singapore held out was irrelevant to whether the Japanese could advance into the East Indies and perhaps beyond. Within weeks, the strategic position in South-East Asia would change dramatically, and Australia would, at last, seem to face imminent invasion.


  5


  ‘With defeat as her second son’

  Invasion imminent


  ‘The old bitch’: Singapore falls


  As the Japanese advanced through Johore towards Singapore, Churchill canvassed abandoning the island. Earle Page, the Australian representative on Britain’s War Cabinet, inadvertently saw a copy of Churchill’s message to British commanders and communicated it to Curtin. Because Curtin was away (already feeling the strain and on a train returning to Perth for a break), Herbert Evatt drafted the reply. Incensed, he told Churchill, over Curtin’s signature, that the abandonment of Singapore would be regarded as an ‘inexcusable betrayal’.


  Nationalist historians have made much of the phrase, mistaking Churchill’s pragmatism for betrayal. But a parochial Australian reading of Evatt’s message fails to acknowledge that others besides Australians suffered by the capitulation of Singapore. If British mendacity and failure to confront reality caused the loss of Singapore, those who suffered also included British troops and civilians, Indian soldiers, and not least the people of Britain’s South-East Asian empire.


  There is a fundamental ambivalence in Australian attitudes towards its alliances and its security in the Second World War. On the one hand Australians see in the actions of the Curtin Government signs of the stirring of national independence – notably in Curtin’s resisting Churchill’s and Roosevelt’s pressure over the Burma convoy, as we will see. And on the other there runs through Australian thought at the time and since a deep-rooted fear of abandonment. Australians today want to think of their nation as self-reliant, standing up to both aggressive enemies and meddlesome and deceitful larger allies.


  This tension, usually unacknowledged, pervades Australia’s experience of war in the twentieth century and up to the present day. It runs through the massive Australian literature on our relationship with Britain and the United States, connecting Gallipoli, Tobruk, Singapore, Vietnam and Guantanamo Bay with a scarlet thread of resentment and ambivalence.


  Curtin’s Cabinet, captives of an imperial defence strategy centred on Singapore, could not believe that it would fall. Just before Christmas they sent further reinforcements, including 1900 virtually untrained recruits. Samuel Pond, commanding the 2/29th Battalion, learned to his horror that the men he received had been in uniform for a month, half of that time spent on the boat from Australia.1 These men, many of whom had not even fired a musketry course, simply arrived in time to become prisoners. Lacking the bonds of mateship that had grown up among the 8th Division, who knows how many of them were to survive the ordeal as prisoners of war. It might be sobering to find out.


  There is, of course, a tragic irony in this. Curtin had reluctantly accepted the idea of imperial defence but he had argued strenuously that Australia should look to its own security above all. Billy Hughes had been appalled to hear Curtin say, when arguing about Munich, that Australia should ‘close our ears to the piteous cries of the oppressed’. Hughes warned that ‘The day may come when this small nation will cry aloud to the world for help’. With the fall of Singapore, Curtin and Australia were to do exactly that.2


  All day on 8 February the six Australian battalions defending the north-western shore of Singapore Island endured heavy artillery fire. Late that night the first Japanese troops crossed the narrow Strait of Johore, landing between the platoons and companies of the 22nd Brigade spread out over 12 kilometres of muddy, mangrove-fringed coast. Soon the outnumbered defenders, cut off or fearing being cut off, withdrew. The following night the Imperial Guards Division crossed from Johore, striking the 27th Brigade at Kranji (now the site of the beautiful cemetery where so many of Singapore’s dead lie). The defence of Singapore had acquired its fatal pattern. Losing heavily, the battalions fell back, and the withdrawal continued as the Japanese pressed on, as in Malaya, never allowing a chance to regroup and reform.


  Australians are accustomed to finding themselves on the winning side of battles, and where they are not it is traditional to ascribe defeat to someone else, usually ‘the British’. There are always reasons for a defeat, and they do not always fall on the shoulders of individuals or nations. While Singapore’s commander, General Sir Arthur Percival, with his cautious dispositions and timorous decisions, can take some of the blame, Australian commanders must carry the responsibility for the Australian withdrawals. In the chaos of the fighting, men became lost, disoriented and demoralised, and the cohesion on which victory thrives began to erode.


  After a torrid fortnight’s fighting in Malaya, none of Singapore’s Australian defenders could be regarded as fresh. But their ability to repel the landings or hold the line, or even conduct an orderly withdrawal, was hampered by serious shortcomings in divisional, brigade and even battalion commands. The front-line infantry were let down by their own senior officers.


  For years allegations have circulated that thousands of Australians deserted the firing line to mill about the Singapore waterfront in mobs, jostling their way aboard refugee ships. In Australia, the allegations are either angrily rejected or ignored. The Australian official history overlooked the charge, even though Colonel James Thyer, the chief staff officer at 8th Division Headquarters, described to official historian Lionel Wigmore how ‘at the end the perimeter was manned by only a proportion of the AIF’ – he thought between two-thirds and half. The remainder, he wrote, ‘were in funk holes … The digger was very much disgraced in Singapore …’3 Nevertheless, many British troops also wandered leaderless through the streets of Singapore, and the few troops to arrive in Australia with refugees suggests that not many barged up gangways to get out. These men were not deserters, and few were running riot; they were what military history has always called ‘stragglers’, the flotsam that the turbulence of battle stirs up.


  On the afternoon of 15 February British officers carrying a Union Jack and a white flag walked dispiritedly towards Japanese lines. Later, in the Ford factory at Bukit Timah, Percival wearily conceded defeat. News of the fall of Singapore shocked even those accustomed to a string of Allied and especially British defeats: Norway, Dunkirk, Greece – and now Singapore.


  Gordon Bennett’s arrogance, and his inability to take criticism or direction, all contributed to the fiasco. He escaped without orders and reached Australia, claiming to possess valuable intelligence about the way the Japanese fought. He could certainly describe how untrained troops fighting in unfamiliar jungle could be beaten by the Japanese but what he contributed otherwise is uncertain. Two inquiries decided that he had been wrong to abandon his men, and he never obtained another command in action.


  Yet because the detail of his dereliction of duty was concealed, Bennett became a symbol of defiance rather than incompetence. Mary Gilmore wrote another war poem, ‘Major-General Bennett and his true men’, and sent it off to Curtin. She pictured Bennett’s men ‘grouped together about the chief’:


  
    
      And savage the oaths they swore,


      As they thought of how they had all been ditched


      By ‘Impregnable’ Singapore! …

    


    
      She brought forth death as her eldest child


      With defeat as her second son …

    


    
      And God! how those Anzacs swore,


      Bennett and all his men alike


      At the old bitch Singapore.

    

  


  The version that censors allowed to appear, again in the Women’s Weekly, titled simply ‘Singapore’, is pallid compared to the profane original. The manuscript ends ‘the very name, Singapore, stank’, while the final has Mary calling for ‘revenge for Singapore!’). Still, it expresses the bitterness of the shock, the sense of betrayal and fear. As with her defiant ‘No foe …’ of 1940, the poem’s profound emotion is rooted in the expectation of invasion.


  The first months of 1942 virtually doubled Australia’s death toll in the war. Over 1700 had been killed in Malaya and Singapore in a month’s fighting – Australia’s most intensive losses of the war – while some 22 000 families were soon to endure the agony of anxiety for loved ones who had been captured by the Japanese. Mary Gilmore spoke more truly than she perhaps knew of eldest children and second sons.


  If adhering to the Singapore Strategy became one of the Great Mistakes of Australian History, a collection to which David Day contributed, then John Curtin’s response turned out to be one of its Great Overreactions.4 ‘The fall of Singapore,’ he told the nation on 17 February, ‘opens the Battle of Australia.’ Curtin echoed Churchill’s rhetoric that the fall of France opened the Battle of Britain. Just as Shedden had dubbed Japan’s entrance ‘a new war’, so it is important to notice that Curtin was anticipating events that did not actually come to pass. His prediction was wide of the mark. On the fighting to come, he said, ‘depends not merely the fate of this Commonwealth, but … the fate of the English-speaking world.’ Exactly how the imagined attack on Australia would imperil North America and Britain he did not explain.5 But the capitulation of the empire’s supposedly ‘impregnable’ bastion had shocked the English-speaking world. As far as Curtin or anyone else could tell, the Japanese were advancing through South-East Asia and seemed unlikely to stop before reaching Australia. In February 1942 no one knew what would happen next, not even the Japanese.


  ‘Co-Prosperity Sphere’: captives of Japan’s new empire


  The Singapore Strategy proved to be worthless, not just because the fortress fell, but because even if it had held out the Japanese would simply have bypassed resistance and advanced. Stuart Macintyre expresses the common Australian resentment of a ‘lethal form of defence on the cheap’, at the price exacted by the failure of an ‘imperial insurance policy in which the premium was paid in lives rather than military expenditure’.6 Macintyre’s bitterness is forgivable: except that Britain also lost lives in Singapore’s fall and all that followed – and many more than did Australia – and lost just as high a proportion of its prisoners of war. At least Macintyre recognises ‘Australian self-deception’ as one of the roots of the disaster.


  The number of Allied servicemen captured at Singapore is curiously rubbery, ranging from 60 000 to 130 000. The authoritative Oxford Companion to the Second World War gives 62 000. By contrast, the Australian figure is exact and certain: 14972.7 Their treatment gives the most compelling illustration of the likely fate of many thousands more of their compatriots should the Japanese have won the war, let alone conquered Australia. The indifference, neglect, brutality and atrocities visited upon the prisoners remains one of the most severe indictments of the Japanese wartime government. No one contemplating the accounts of the prisoners’ captivity can be in any doubt that the regime that ruled Japan between 1930 and 1945 was anything other than evil, and an evil that needed to be destroyed.


  Australian prisoners especially anguished over their nation’s fate. Their captors told them that Australia would be (or indeed had been) invaded. In Pudu Gaol in Malaya early in 1942, a Japanese sergeant told Russell Braddon’s working party of British and Australians that Burma, India, Australia and New Zealand were ‘All Nippon’. The sergeant showed them a locally produced English-language newspaper with the headline ‘Nippon’s warrior gods of the air destroy outer suburbs of Broome’. Relieved Australians explained to their British comrades that Broome’s outskirts comprised ‘one makeshift airstrip and about four tin sheds’.8 Officers faced interrogation about Australia’s terrain and defences – Wilfred Kent Hughes (who had warned of Japan in the 1930s) had ‘great fun’ in Changi concocting bogus papers on demand.9


  At least in big camps such as Changi, brave and ingenious prisoners rigged up radio receivers, passing on news at risk of torture and execution. Otherwise, prisoners desperate for news of home and the war had to depend upon snippets picked up from friendly locals and even the Japanese. Many mused on their nation’s fate. The journalist Rohan Rivett, captured in Java after leaving Singapore just too late, kept a secret diary that became the basis of one of the earliest published prisoner-of-war memoirs, Behind Bamboo. During the first anxious months of captivity, he recalled that an ‘immense anxiety about Australia … weighed like a leaden burden’ on those prisoners who could look beyond their immediate demoralisation and privation in their first improvised camps.10 In May 1942 he saw Japanese soldiers beat a Dutch woman who had made a V-for-victory sign at the prisoners. This suggested ‘exactly what has been hanging over Australia’. A secret radio had told them of the Coral Sea battle, which reassured him, but he still could not help ‘wondering … what it would mean to Australia if the country were overrun by the Japanese even temporarily’.11


  In the wake of Japan’s surrender in 1945, recovery teams found the dozens of prison camps across South-East Asia and sought out both the living and the graves of the dead. The Allies already knew that many Japanese troops had committed atrocities from the earliest hours of their conquest, and war-crimes investigation teams began the grisly search for evidence that would lead to war crimes trials. Australian investigators went to Borneo, Singapore, Rabaul and Japan itself. They diligently found and interviewed hundreds of survivors, gathering evidence. Their testimonies are held in hundreds of National Archives files. They make grim reading. There we can find descriptions of the Tol, Ambon, Banka and Parit Sulong massacres; the routine bashings and brutality on the Burma–Thailand Railway and the Sandakan death march.


  These testimonies also reveal the terror of Japanese rule for the people they ostensibly came to liberate. In Singapore, and in towns across the region, Japanese soldiers rounded up Chinese civilians to shoot or bayonet them. In Singapore perhaps 40 000 Chinese were murdered in the Sook Ching, the ‘purification’: groups of Chinese were taken to a beach near Changi and massacred. Don McLaren, an Adelaide furniture maker, recorded how his mates watched as thousands of Singaporean Chinese were lashed together, shot and left in heaps. This savagery left him ‘terribly concerned about our loved ones in Australia’.12 The place where it happened is now somewhere under the duty-free shops in Terminal 3 at Changi International Airport; you might recall that the next time you pass through.13


  Japan’s rule over what it called (in one of the war’s most hollow euphemisms) its ‘Co-Prosperity Sphere’, was much more brutal than the European empires they ousted. In the Indies, where the Dutch had imposed exile or imprisonment for radical agitation, the Japanese tortured or executed those they merely suspected of disobedience. Accounts such as these reveal the full horror of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. They demonstrate that the thousands of prisoners of war who suffered abuse, starvation, torture and death were not the only or indeed the main victims of Japanese military rule, only the most visible to us.


  In the occupied Netherlands East Indies 3 million Javanese and another million in the outer islands died, from disease, hunger, killings and through the imposition of Japanese rule. Of the 250 000 men and women taken as forced labourers (romusha) to build the Co-Prosperity Sphere, no fewer than 180 000 did not return.14 Japanese rule in the East Indies was among the most benign in its new empire. In British Borneo, Japanese rule was appalling, as Australian troops discovered when they liberated British North Borneo in 1945. The Japanese ruled North Borneo harshly, suppressing a 1943 uprising with indiscriminate and ferocious terror.15


  The fate of the romusha, the Korean, Filipina and Indonesian ‘comfort women’, the massacred villagers of North Borneo and the thousands of ordinary people across South-East Asia and Melanesia who died because the Japanese impounded food supplies or interfered with agriculture, constitutes a massive but virtually anonymous crime. That is why the Japanese had to be fought and defeated. Japanese rule in Asia lacked the ideological racist gloss of the Nazi regime in occupied Europe (and especially eastern Europe) in which populations were enslaved and murdered and their economies ruthlessly subordinated to the needs of the German state. Japanese rule was less consistent and much more capricious than the Nazis’ efficient plunder.


  ‘War has come to Australia’: Darwin bombed


  On the morning of Thursday, 19 February 1942 Catholic missionaries on Bathurst Island alerted the RAAF at Darwin that a large force of aircraft had passed overhead, making south-eastwards. A formation of American aircraft was returning from an abortive attempt to reach the Netherlands East Indies, so the RAAF operations-room staff debated the meaning of this report. Minutes later army and navy observers reported seeing a large formation of aircraft approaching Darwin and a Kittyhawk fighter crash into the sea. Only then did the RAAF commander at Darwin, Wing Commander Stuart Griffiths, accept that a raid was about to begin, and ordered that the alarm be sounded. At 9.57 a.m. Zero fighters attacked the auxiliary minesweeper HMAS Gunbar as it entered Darwin harbour just as the sirens were sounding. The raid began, virtually without warning, a few minutes later. Like the Pearl Harbor attack, the raid was a surprise.


  Flying in tight formation at 14 000 feet (4250 metres), Japanese bombers attacked some of the forty-seven ships in the harbour and then, circling about, dropped bombs on the wharves and on the town. The target, Japanese naval aviators felt, was ‘hardly worthy’ of the victors of Pearl Harbor – with ‘a single pier and a few waterfront buildings’.16 Meanwhile, dive-bombers and fighters attacked individual targets. The first raid ended at about 10.30 but a second raid beginning at about noon struck the RAAF aerodrome. Eight ships were sunk or beached, including the American destroyer USS Peary, while all ten of the defending American Kittyhawk fighters were destroyed. The raids wrecked the harbour’s oil-tank farms and the post office (in which about nine civilians, including four telephonists, died). Bombs hit the main jetty, where twenty-one wharfies gathering for smoko were killed.


  For such a climactic event, there is surprising disagreement about its statistics, from the number of attackers (actually 188 in the first attack, plus fifty-four bombers in the second, many fewer than in the attack on Pearl Harbor, to which it is often compared), and the number of ships in the harbour, to the number of aircraft destroyed, on both sides. The most acute dispute is over the number killed. Figures for deaths can never be exact (because ships’ watch bills sank along with their crews), but the most authoritative counts find that about 250 people died. The largest single group (about eighty) were American sailors aboard the Peary, while large numbers were merchant seaman, mainly not Australian. Seventeen of the dead were Australian servicemen and one servicewoman. About forty Australian civilians were killed, including the wharfies, the post office staff, and an Aboriginal housemaid killed at the Administrator’s residence. Sixty years later the ‘Darwin Defenders’ veterans’ group claimed that the death toll was 1025, later reduced to 900, citing vague ‘Army Intelligence’ sources and the word of a former mayor. Suspicion of ‘official’ figures inclines even the East Point Military Museum in Darwin to give credence to the higher figures. Claims that bodies – mainly Aboriginal – were ‘dumped’ uncounted in the mangroves reflect a conspiracy theory that cannot be disproved and so gains in virulence.17


  Jack Beasley, who had feared that Malaya would be the ‘last great battle before Australia’, burst into a meeting of the Advisory War Council that Thursday morning, exclaiming, ‘The Japs have bombed Darwin!’18 Beasley’s outburst signified shakiness in the Cabinet. The first reports to appear in newspapers – the next day – acknowledged the facts of the raid but minimised the toll: only seventeen deaths were reported. (This was not as big a fib as it looks – four days later the Advisory War Council knew of only thirty-three deaths.19) While the censors in one office of the Department of Information blue-pencilled reports of the bombing, other bureaucrats devised an advertising campaign intended to alert and, as a much later campaign would put it, alarm.20


  Lack of clear official news fostered rumours that became persistent legend. Stories circulated of a panic – dubbed the ‘Adelaide River Stakes’ – alleging that civilians and servicemen fled on anything with wheels. Gangs of panic-stricken fugitives were supposed to have arrived at Adelaide River aboard bicycles, cars, lorries and even the town’s nightsoil cart. In fact, twenty years ago Alan Powell, in careful research for The Shadows’ Edge, showed that reports of panic had been grossly exaggerated. Rumours of a death toll of over a thousand, with corpses dumped at sea or fed to crocodiles to disguise the human cost, are still occasionally picked up by gullible journalists. The common belief that the government suppressed news of the raid is simply false. In 1942 hundreds of thousands of cinemagoers watched a Movietone newsreel showing the devastated town with a stern commentator asking, ‘Now who will doubt that war has come to Australia?’21


  On the afternoon of 19 February, Darwin was a shambles, a shocking place of choking smoke and bodies decaying in tropical heat. But Australians may be surprised to learn how minor the raids were. In the league table of bombed cities, Darwin barely rates. Compared to the blitz that Britain had survived and the attacks being made against Malta (the most intensively bombed portion of the world’s surface to that time), not to mention the great Allied bomber offensive getting under way against Germany at exactly the same time, Darwin really was small beer. The casualties were a tenth of those inflicted in Hawaii. A further sixty-two raids on Darwin until November 1943, some merely nuisance attacks, produced some spectacular aerial combat, but little further damage and few casualties.


  Why was Darwin bombed? Simply because it was the main Allied base in northern Australia, and with the Japanese invasion of Timor about to begin, it made sense for the Japanese to try to damage Darwin as much as they could. (The American Kittyhawks that were shot down defending the town had been bound for the Netherlands East Indies that morning but had turned back because of bad weather.) Just as the survivors of the raids assumed that they preceded a Japanese landing, many Australians still think there is a clear connection between the first and biggest of the raids and the invasion that Japan was surely intending to launch. In fact, as we will see, there was never going to be an invasion. But the people of Australia did not know that then, and many of them do not know it still.


  In March 1942, at Broome, Japanese bombers destroyed a number of flying boats anchored in the harbour. These aircraft were carrying civilian evacuees from the Netherlands East Indies. The wrecks of some of the aircraft can still be seen at low tide. No one knows how many died in those burning Dorniers, but the best guess is about seventy. If Darwin had been downplayed, Broome was kept virtually secret.


  The raids on Darwin did not seriously damage its value to the Allied war effort – it became the base for a long-running air and naval effort directed at Timor and the Indies. But its effect on Australian morale (even though news was ineffectively suppressed) was substantial. Twelve-year-old Gavin Souter cannot have been the only Australian to have wondered, ‘If the Japanese had already bombed Port Moresby and Darwin, what was to stop them bombing Kempsey? This thought may never have occurred to the Japanese High Command, but it did occur to us.’ He and his friends found it ‘all too easy to imagine those dark shapes with their blood-red fuselage symbols swooping down out of a clear sky on the defenceless Macleay valley …’22 They were not alone.


  ‘Collapse of the Malay Barrier’: the worsening war


  In the month after Singapore’s fall, reporters, editors and censors struggled to conceal the calamity that American, British, Dutch and Australian forces faced in South-East Asia. Strategists toying with grand ideas of geopolitics had coined the phrase ‘the Malay Barrier’ to describe the chain of islands stretching across Australia’s north. Newspapers took it up, a decision they came to regret. In what the American admiral, Ernest King, aptly described as a ‘magnificent display of very bad strategy’, between late January and late March the Japanese overran a succession of isolated island garrisons.23


  The ‘bird forces’ faced attacks across the great arc of the Netherlands East Indies. In December 1941 Gull Force – mainly the 2/21st Battalion – arrived to defend the airstrip at Laha, on the Dutch island of Ambon. After losing fifteen killed in the invasion, Gull Force surrendered, but then it lost over 300 in the Laha massacre. The captured men endured privation and brutality on Ambon and later on remote Hainan.


  Two Australian forces on Timor protected the airfields needed by both attackers and defenders. In Dutch West Timor ‘Sparrow Force’, mainly the 2/40th Battalion, awaited attack at Koepang (now Kupang). In neutral Portuguese East Timor was the 2/2nd Independent Company, also part of Sparrow Force. Australia breached Portugal’s neutrality to secure Dili’s airfield, a decision that led indirectly to the deaths of 40 000 Timorese during a brutal three-year Japanese occupation – as many Timorese died as Australia lost in the entire war. Australia’s debt of honour to Timor extends beyond the events of 1975. Most of Sparrow Force surrendered after losing eighty-four men killed. Only the Independent Company, secure in the hills, remained at large.


  The massacres of 1942 brought ordeals more shocking than anything the invasion novelists had imagined, although the full story emerged only after 1945. The massacre of civilians at Kavieng in New Ireland is still largely unknown. Only Tol had any impact at the time. Word of Parit Sulong circulated among prisoners in Singapore, and the Ambon prisoners came to learn of the deaths of their comrades. Vivian Bullwinkel, the sole survivor of Banka, told some of her fellow nursing sisters in captivity in remote Sumatra, but disclosed the atrocities only at the war’s end, when anxious families who had heard nothing for years could finally be told. Twenty-two women were forced to walk into the sea, where they were machine-gunned. Bullwinkel survived, although she was wounded (the ward dress she was wearing can be seen at the Australian War Memorial, a bullet-hole at its midriff neatly patched but still visible). The bodies of the twenty-one dead were never recovered.


  One incident in the fall of Ambon points to more than defeat and tragedy. William Doolan, a 31-year-old driver from Melbourne, volunteered to cover a withdrawing patrol, but advancing Japanese killed him. During the Japanese occupation, Ambonese people picked up a popular song (‘The Rose in Her Hair’) from Australian prisoners of war, and turned it into the ‘Ballad of Driver Doolan’. One version goes:


  
    From his tree, the Australian Doolan killed many men of Japan, He did not run away … Until at last he was killed by the men of Japan.24

  


  Doolan’s story is significant as well as poignant: it reminds us that one of the consequences of the tragedies of 1942 was to forge a new relationship between Australians and Asians.


  Further tragedies followed. As Japanese invasion forces approached Java late in February 1942 Dutch Admiral Karel Doorman’s squadron steamed from Surabaya in eastern Java to intercept them. The squadron included Captain Hec Waller’s cruiser, HMAS Perth. In the Battle of the Java Sea, on 27 February, Allied and Japanese forces fought as they steamed westwards during the tropical afternoon. By nightfall three Allied destroyers had been lost. In the dark the battle resumed. Torpedoes hit both Dutch cruisers and they sank, one taking Admiral Doorman with it. No Japanese ships had been lost. The costly action had delayed the Japanese invasion of Java by a day.


  Captain Waller ordered Perth and the USS Houston – all that remained of the Allied squadron – to head for the port of Tanjong Priok on Java’s north coast. The following day, 28 February, Waller refuelled and made for the Sunda Strait and the Indian Ocean. Late that evening, as the two ships entered the strait, they encountered Japanese warships. They were in fact steaming towards the main Japanese invasion convoy, which was lying at anchor in Bantam Bay. Waller ordered the ships to action stations and opened fire, beginning the Battle of Sunda Strait. In the night battle, Perth and Houston steamed in a great semicircle nearly 16 kilometres across, all the while under fire from torpedoes and shells. At about midnight a shell holed Perth near the waterline and other hits followed. Waller decided to try a dash for the Strait. Just as he ordered ‘full ahead’, more torpedoes struck.


  Waller ordered ‘abandon ship’. Twenty minutes later Perth heeled over and sank. Houston fought on until it too sank after hits by torpedoes. Nothing could now prevent the Japanese from invading Java. Of Perth’s complement of 680 men some 357, including Waller, died during its brief final action. Survivors described seeing him leaning on his bridge, looking down at Perth’s silent turrets. They became prisoners of war, first in Java, then on the Burma–Thailand Railway. Of the 320 who were captured, one-third died before liberation in 1945.


  In the first week of March across the broad arc of the islands that were no longer ‘the Malay Barrier’, vessels of all kinds and sizes prepared to evacuate. Off Java’s south coast a flock of ships – British, American, Australian, Dutch and Indian, both merchant and naval – gathered refugees and fugitive servicemen and steamed for safety in Australia or Ceylon, depending upon orders and fuel. Already Japanese warships had rounded Java and were prowling the Indian Ocean. They had captured a host of vessels, taking aboard survivors and treating some well. Just over the horizon, a gaggle of Australian corvettes made their way slowly over the tropical sea, with the relative safety of Australian waters just a couple of days away. HMAS Bendigo only just slipped past the Japanese force, with sister ships Wollongong, Burnie, Ballarat, Maryborough, Goulburn and Toowoomba spread out behind it. The corvettes were lucky, evading disaster by chance.


  Not so lucky was the sloop HMAS Yarra, less than 100 kilometres astern to the north-west. The Japanese sighted the convoy it protected, crawling along at just over 8 knots, at dawn on 4 March. Lieutenant Commander Robert Rankin ordered the Yarra’s crew to action stations and the merchant ships to scatter. Without hope, they steamed away, one by one hit and sunk. Two hours later, Yarra slipped beneath the waves, pounded by shells and bombs. Captured sailors from merchant ships described flashes of guns from the Yarra and the column of smoke as it sank. The Yarra’s survivors made off in floats, some to be rescued by a passing Dutch merchant ship and taken to Fremantle, others to drift away to oblivion in the vastness of the Indian Ocean. Of Yarra’s complement of 151,138 perished.


  The loss of the Yarra to a vastly superior force seems to symbolise the Japanese conquest of the Indies and point to the folly of viewing the archipelago as a ‘barrier’ of any kind. But the escape of the corvettes – fortuitous or not – is a reminder that Allied forces remained. Moreover, the losing battles in the seas around Java had disclosed that British, Australian, Dutch and American forces could work together: defeats did not weaken their alliance. The Japanese had conquered South-East Asia by superior air and naval power supporting a skilful army. Within a year the initiative would swing decisively back to the Allies: although there would be much suffering before that would occur.


  ‘Fighting for her very survival’: the crisis deepens


  John Curtin’s face stares out resolutely from the pages of wartime newspapers. ‘I won’t mince words,’ he says. ‘Australia is fighting for her very survival.’ He told Australians that they must ‘work till you drop: produce till you can produce no more: lend till you’ve nothing more to lend’, and, of course, they must ‘fight to the last ditch’. As he said in another stern advertisement, it was a matter of ‘Fight, work or perish!’.25 Curtin was not alone in assuming that invasion would follow the fall of Singapore. In Washington soon after the raid on Darwin, Duncan Hall wrote in the Atlantic Monthly that ‘the invasion has begun’.26 He imagined that the sons of his one-time neighbours at Emu Plains would soon be fighting the Japanese in earnest on the banks of the Hawkesbury and on the bush-clad slopes of Lapstone Hill.


  At the same time, many of those reading Curtin’s exhortations also tuned in to Japanese shortwave wireless broadcasts (especially once Australians began to be taken prisoner). The Japanese naturally tried to spread despondency under the guise of news and commentary (a mixture, according to the Melbourne Herald, of ‘cordial invitations and grim threats’).27 On the day Darwin was first bombed, the Japanese announcers warned that Australia faced:


  
    No help from the very country for which she has given all … Invasion is likely. Australia’s fate is isolation, and to this fate she is rushing with terrible speed. An isolated Australia … will, if she continues to wage war on Japan, inevitably collapse.28

  


  Japanese broadcasters played on Australians’ understandable fears. Lucy Meo, who in the 1960s exhaustively analysed the Japanese broadcasts, found the words ‘isolation’, ‘invasion’, ‘fate’, ‘doom’, ‘destiny’, ‘annihilation’, ‘peril’, ‘forsaken’, ‘abandoned’, ‘defenceless’, ‘hopeless’, ‘menaced’ and ‘panic’ throughout their bulletins and talks.


  One word runs through accounts of Australia early in 1942: ‘panic’. Michael McKernan in his pioneering study of wartime Australia, All In! – called the chapter that dealt with this period simply, ‘Panic’. ‘In some quarters there was definitely a mood of panic,’ wrote oral historian Daniel Connell after interviewing dozens of those who lived through 1942 as civilians.29 Even David Day, a sometime supporter of the Battle for Australia idea, concedes that ‘panic happened anyway’.30 Not all historians agree – Allan Titheridge thinks a ‘high degree of concern’ describes the mood.31 But panic is understandable.


  Early in 1942 many if not most Australians expected invasion to come: after all, everyone from the prime minister down to newsboys told them so. There is a mass of evidence that many Australians experienced what is universally described as ‘panic’, and there is no avoiding it. A visitor to Sydney in March, for example, detected ‘plenty of evidence of nervousness … Some people seem to imagine that a huge Jap. Army is going to walk out of the sea’.32 An American diplomat reported ‘near panic … a feeling of utter helplessness … a tragic picture’.33 Every account of 1942 reveals evidence of this kind, the legacy of years of anxiety.


  The Age greeted news of the bombing of Darwin – an event supposedly concealed from the public – with the hope that if by the raids Japan hoped to ‘send the Australian people into a panic’, Australians would offer ‘solid grounds for disappointment’.34 And there is – as we hope there must be – a counterpoint to the stories of panic. In the Cabinet the stolid, pipe-smoking Ben Chifley provided ballast to Curtin’s bouts of febrile hand-wringing. A story told in Chifley’s family had his sister-in-law, Molly, worried ‘that the Japanese would be in Mudgee by Monday’. Ben replied, ‘Just keep up the prayers and rosary, Molly, and we’ll do the best we can.’35


  It is important to understand the mood of 1942, the hopes and especially the fears, the alarms and encouragements Australia’s people felt, not only for its own sake, but because the intensity of that year’s experience has a long half-life in the nation’s memory. For individuals and families, for several regions (such as north Queensland, Western Australia and Sydney) and for the nation as a whole, the year lives on in powerful, though not always justifiable, memory. To understand why the idea of invasion retains its power, we need to understand why and how much, after decades of nervous anticipation, Australians feared invasion.


  6


  ‘Great, tragic days’

  Invasion feared


  ‘Pressure of fear’: invasion propaganda


  All Australians faced an uncertain future. Until mid-1942 no one in Australia knew that the Japanese would not invade, and not for another ten or fifteen years would this knowledge become public. In the meantime, their government felt that it needed to urge them to join, work, save, produce and endure at an intensity not seen since the Great War. It is one of the many paradoxes of 1942 that even when invasion seemed likely, Curtin’s government faced the problem of motivating people to support the war effort. To do this, it chose mainly to frighten them.


  Like all wartime governments, Australia’s created a large propaganda bureaucracy to inform and motivate its civilians, urging them to meet the demands governments made of them. No one could evade propaganda, either official (such as posters and advertisements) or unofficial (such as newspaper cartoons and newsreels). Propaganda built upon and shaped images that populated the minds of almost everyone. It was impossible not to imagine what might very easily happen. Thousands of readers of Fool’s Harvest would have read descriptions of the ‘Cambasian’ bombing of Sydney just a few years before. So alarmist invasion fiction created and spread an impression of the threat of invasion that retains its power today in shaping our understanding of history.


  The most notorious poster was ‘He’s coming south’, distributed early in 1942. In Christopher Koch’s autobiographical novel The Boys in the Island, Francis, who represents the author, remembers a poster on Elimatta Station that showed ‘a Japanese soldier with huge teeth and terrible slit eyes, coming over the top of the globe, the shadow of his reaching hand falling on Australia; and it said: He’s coming South’.1 In fact, ‘He’s coming south’ does not show a soldier with grinning teeth or reaching hand: but it’s still a frightening image. It was unpopular at the time. Forgan Smith, the Queensland premier, objected to it, and it was withdrawn from display in that state, presumably because it would spread alarm and despondency rather than steel resolve. It was replaced there by the more aggressive ‘Go north and drive them into the sea’.2 Officials in other places, such as Melbourne’s town clerk, also declined to display ‘He’s coming south’, presumably because they noticed that it demoralised and distressed people.3


  Still, as Judy Mackinolty pointed out in a pioneering article on Australian war propaganda, the image used in ‘He’s coming south’ was not so different from those seen daily in cartoons and advertisements in newspapers and on hoardings. She cited a Mick Armstrong cartoon published in The Argus in March 1942, accompanying a report of Japanese atrocities in Hong Kong. It showed a Japanese soldier, with a ‘grinning, ape-like form’, wielding a club in one hand and in the other a ‘naked woman held aloft by the hair’.4 Images such as this drew upon ideas conveyed by decades of alarmist fiction. The fear of sexual violence ran deep, and was expressed widely. In Albury, for instance, the Border Morning Mail, outraged that fifteen rather than 200 men had turned out to dig trenches at a sports ground, reminded its readers that it was ‘unlikely that the yellow beasts and ravishers of women will notify us in advance’ if they invaded.5 At the same time, Albury people could watch a Movietone newsreel in which Lawrence Impey, a British journalist, described how ‘I saw what happened after the Japanese took Nanking … Eight thousand girls taken from the safety of a college campus … Japanese officers controlled that organised rape’.6


  Newspaper reports, cartoons and posters also unsettled children. Gavin Souter recalled that his reaction to advertisements, ‘particularly one which showed Japanese children doing bayonet practice on straw dummies, was not what the Government intended’. He was frightened:


  
    If the soldiers made in Japan were anything like a drawing I had seen in the Sunday Sun – a squat, bow-legged figure in basin helmet and sandshoes, emerging apelike from the jungle … they would be no easy foe to smash.7

  


  ‘Daddy,’ a child asks in a novel set in 1942, ‘can I have a scooter for my birthday, if I’m alive?’8


  The government’s approach to invasion propaganda seemed unwise to contemporaries. Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw captured the tone of the ‘pressure of fear’:


  
    The pressure varied, sometimes attack seemed imminent, at other times the likelihood appeared to decrease. Now one argument, now another usurped the public imagination. When fear receded the leaders and politicians must bring it back, for it was a powerful lever to advance the war effort. When it increased beyond a certain point it became dangerous to morale …9

  


  One of the most significant illustrations of how badly judged was Australian official propaganda in 1942 was the notorious ‘Know your enemy’ campaign.


  ‘Crazy dreams’: the ‘Hate campaign’


  The ‘Know your enemy’ campaign of March–April 1942 presented the ‘Japanese character’, or at least Australian perceptions of it. The campaign would have been hard to avoid. It comprised a concentrated series of newspaper and radio advertisements running over two weeks, with the radio spots ranging from thirty-second announcements, two-minute talks and seven-and-a-half-minute broadcasts on 119 stations across the country.


  The Japanese, the press advertisements claimed, were both ‘loving guardians of goldfish’ and ‘callous bombers of innocents’. The ‘hand that waved a fan’ they depicted as also holding the ‘dagger of the League of Blood’ – whatever that was. Other advertisements claimed that the Japanese had been ‘trained to hate from boyhood’ and asked, ‘Are they to ravage our homes?’ ‘We’ve always despised them,’ each advert ended, ‘now we must smash them.’ The radio spots tried to show ‘The Jap as he really is’. Segments bore titles such as ‘How the cunning Japs use religion as a weapon’, ‘Japan’s slave economy’ and ‘Japan’s evil leaders’.


  One wireless script, ‘It’s a crime to think in Japanese’, gives the flavour of the series.10 It portrays Japan as, ‘with the possible exception of Germany, … the most policed nation in the world’. Hundreds of thousands of ‘Japanese Gestapo agents’ intimidate Japan’s 80 million people ‘to make certain there’s not a single Japanese who is harbouring what are known as “dangerous thoughts” ’. The script detailed the methods used by the ‘Jap Gestapo’. Their ‘usual routine’ involved whips, rubber truncheons and – curiously – itching powder, which apparently was a ‘typical Japanese torture’. ‘This is the race we are up against today,’ the narrator says, ‘a race ruled by terror; a race of regimented minds … Our job is to wake them up from their crazy dreams.’


  The 22 000 Australians (and the many more other Allied prisoners) who had been captured by the Japanese had begun to find that the techniques the ‘Jap Gestapo’ – the Kempei-tei – used to extract confessions and punish defiance were much, much worse than whips, rubber truncheons or itching powder. The campaign’s authors did not yet know the full extent of the horrors that the Pacific war would expose. If they had known of these things – mass executions in China and Singapore, the torture of those taken by the Kempei-tei, the hideous biological experiments perpetrated in Manchuria, and the routine brutality of the prisoner-of-war camps – notions of decency would probably have prevented them being spoken of over the wireless.


  The ‘Hate campaign’, as it was soon christened, attracted widespread debate in the press, most of it critical. The Sydney Morning Herald received nearly a hundred letters of disapproval but only half a dozen in support. Gallup polls revealed disparate feelings. Two-thirds of Queenslanders (the very people whom Forgan Smith thought would object to ‘He’s coming south’) agreed with it. But in New South Wales and Western Australia (states notionally threatened by landings) two-thirds of respondents opposed the campaign.


  The campaign bothered influential thinkers too. The National Methodist Conference protested directly to Curtin that the advertisements were ‘un-Christian and un-British’ and ‘likely to undermine the people’s morale’.11 Charles Bean, who had journeyed a long way since, as a young reporter, he had predicted race war to preserve a White Australia, thought the campaign ‘un-Australian’. The ‘Hate campaign’ shows how much the Curtin Government misread the popular mood. People seemed to be more interested in knowing what they should do than in being told what they should feel. The irony of the campaign was not only that it was quite unnecessary, but that it backfired. Australians were in the main outraged, not so much by the methods used by the ‘Jap Gestapo’, but that the Australian Government should be spending time and energy telling them this sort of thing. A survey in March 1942 (before the advertising campaign began) revealed that 54 per cent of people thought that the Japanese would invade Australia and 93 per cent were already prepared to fight on. There was no need for a campaign to convince them.


  Were the rest potentially those whom Erle Cox called ‘blowflies’ – prepared to accept a Japanese occupation rather than resist?12 The merchant sailor to whom Jean Devanny talked in north Queensland pointed out that ‘If the Japs won they would take over the majority of the capital of the big concerns’ but, unlike his companion, saw that they would not put capitalists to work drawing rickshaws.13 Andrew Moore, a scholar of reactionary political movements, has suggested that there was talk of ‘White Japanese’ – those who were members of the societies friendly towards Japan during the war.14 He named Sir John Latham (who thought the prospect of war remote even as the Combined Fleet gathered for the Pearl Harbor strike), the realtor Sir Henry Braddon, and Harold Darling, a director of BHP. But such speculation is unfair and groundless.


  ‘Life went on and people lived it’: the mood of 1942


  The threat of invasion shocked Australians into thinking about what it was that they valued in their country. In March 1942 the eighth issue of the Meanjin Papers appeared – its celebrated ‘Crisis Number’. Clem Christesen, who had founded the magazine two years before, sought to define a distinctively Australian literary culture by publishing criticism and new writing, especially poetry. For all its self-conscious nationalism, Meanjin offered a critique based on both affection and hope. Christesen chose an epigram from J. B. Priestley for the title spread: ‘We should love our country, but also insist on telling it all its faults.’ The real danger, Priestley wrote, was not the critic, but the ‘noisy patriot’ who encouraged ‘orgies of self-congratulation’. This at least was a danger Meanjin avoided.


  From Brisbane, the state capital most exposed to danger, Christesen asked contributors to reflect on the implications of the threat. He spoke of the possibility that his readers might soon be hearing ‘a sound that has never before been heard in Australia – the roar and bark and thunder’ of Australians ‘defending their native country … stubbornly, bitterly, courageously’. But Christesen admitted that Australians seemed to be facing this test ‘without a vital dominating dynamic spirit’. Instead, he saw ‘disunity of purpose and terrible confusion’.15


  Vance Palmer, the veteran nationalist novelist and critic, added his reflections in a piece entitled ‘Battle’. He too imagined that soon Australians would ‘make every yard of Australian earth a battle-station’. He saw virtue in this coming conflict, believing that Australians would emerge from the crisis ‘spiritually sounder … surer of our essential character’. Palmer reflected upon ‘the Australia we are called upon to save’. He admitted the shallow roots of Australian culture, Australians’ often half-hearted attachment to unlovely suburbs and ‘higgledy-piggledy towns’.


  If Australia was conquered during what he described as ‘great, tragic days’ to come, Palmer thought, ‘some sort of normal life would still go on’. (‘You cannot wipe out a nation of seven million people,’ he wrote – ignorant yet of Hitler’s near success in doing exactly that in the Ukraine and Poland.) In that case, ‘not everyone could be employed pulling Japanese gentlemen about in rickshaws’. But then Palmer turned on those (such as readers of Inky Stephensen’s Publicist) who might have imagined that they could probably get by: ‘If anyone believes life would be worth living under [the Japanese] … he is not worth saving.’


  But life was worth living, whatever the threat or the reality. Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw described how ‘panic went like a shiver through the community and passed’. But, they continued, ‘Life went on and people lived it.’16 Bettie Whiteman’s husband was a flying instructor at Archerfield in Queensland. They heard news of Pearl Harbor while on holiday at Surfers’ Paradise – then a small coastal village. Bettie recalled that they thought ‘it looked like a distinct possibility that the Japs would land on Australian soil’, and that her neighbours dug bomb shelters and buried their valuables. As the situation became more grave, Bettie’s husband became concerned ‘because of the news coming through of atrocities being committed by the Japs’. He worked out a plan that ‘if the worst happened’ he would squeeze Bettie and their daughter (then a toddler) into a Tiger Moth trainer and ‘fly us to a safer spot’. Like many husbands, Bettie’s planned to ‘give me his service revolver to use if capture was imminent’. She would use the gun on her daughter and herself. ‘It sounds a little melodramatic now,’ she conceded in 1990, ‘but it was all real and frightening then.’17


  The invasion scare brought out partisans of all stripes. Hundreds of people wrote to Curtin, seeking his help on probate and child allowances, offering to volunteer, seeking exemption from military service, suggesting that the Zeros brought down over Darwin be presented to the ‘National War Memorial’ (they weren’t). He received a letter from a lady in Arncliffe criticising railwaymen, and then a second letter asking him not to mention her name because her husband (a railwayman, perhaps) would be annoyed. He received pages of pamphlets relating the crisis to Biblical prophesies and to causes of all kinds. Wowsers lobbied over the licensing of barmaids (which infuriated both temperance advocates and those who wanted state laws left unchanged) and the introduction of wet canteens into military camps. Curtin, a puritan since overcoming alcoholism, embraced the austerity that Australia needed ‘in her darkest hour’. He urged civilians to join voluntary organisations rather than go to the races, to the pub or ‘golfing all the weekend’.18


  Of course, ordinary life continued: people went to school and work; met, married, made love; cleaned the oven and fired up the copper for the weekly wash. And the threat of invasion did not interfere with the ferment of ideas that would shape Australian society in years to come. Indeed, it encouraged them. Meanjin continued to publish verse and articles defining and exploring national life: Menzies made the broadcasts that became the Liberal Party’s manifesto, The Forgotten People, in May 1942.


  But something was present that year in every Australian home that hadn’t been there the year before and would not be there the following year: the smell of fear. Those who lived through that year will remember the posters warning, urging, cajoling, inspiring. They recall the precautions against attack – the sandbags around windows, the slit trenches in schoolyards and playgrounds, the camouflaging of buses, the barbed wire on beaches and the arrival of anti-aircraft guns and Americans. They recall the family stories: how a mother in Perth bought a cow to provide milk when the children would be evacuated; how Dad practised with a .22 rifle; how a soldier serving in New Guinea warned his wife to drown his daughters if the Japs came.


  Australians were understandably nervous early in 1942. A young Sydneysider, Tess Worthing, about to begin a clerical job with the wartime Liquid Fuels Board, pretended to read a headline in a newspaper, saying to her mother at breakfast, ‘Darwin’s been invaded!’ Her mother went ‘white as a sheet’ and then, when Tess laughed at the joke, rebuked her because ‘she was quite sure we were all going to be either bayoneted or ravished’.19 (Perhaps Tess’s mother had listened to the Japanese shortwave radio propaganda, which reported that it had ‘thrown the whole of Australia into a state of unholy terror’.20 Axis propagandists – without evidence – and historians – with lots – essentially agree on this point.)


  If the stories of demoralisation and panic were all true, then Australians could be seen as failing the first great test of national survival in the face of direct threat. There is little of the bulldog breed about these stories, no spirit of the Blitz here. Many stories were told, at the time and later, of people fleeing to stay with country relatives, boarding up shops ‘for the duration’ or walking away from homes and businesses. Some of these stories are true, some exaggerated or ‘unproven’. All demand further investigation. For example, reports of Sydneysiders, often said to be Jewish, fleeing to the Blue Mountains remain anecdotal. (Jewish Australians could not win: anti-Semitic hearsay had them buying up properties in Sydney’s supposedly vulnerable eastern suburbs.) We still need to tease myth from reality: it is fatuous to argue that the perception is all that matters – the facts do too. These stories are woven into the fabric of thousands of families’ memories. It is hard to hold out against them: surely the threat must have been real?


  Yes, it was real, but it was a reality in the mind, rather than of fact. We need to keep the two things before us in trying to understand the experience and the memory of 1942. The advertising credo that the perception is the reality does not apply here. Certainly the feeling of threat was real enough in Australia in 1942, and we need to understand just how real that fear was. It was the most crucial year in Australia’s history. If the war in the Pacific had gone differently, then perhaps Australia’s history may have followed the course charted by the novelists who had depicted Australians resisting invasion. Australians now prepared in earnest for invasion.


  ‘Denial of resources’: the scorched-earth policy and its effects


  Mary Gilmore’s defiant poem declared, ‘No foe shall … sit on our stockyard rail.’ Indeed the rails were to be burned, along with all productive resources, denying an invader anything useful. Bill Wentworth’s ‘burnt earth’ idea became an official strategy. At a rally in February celebrating the Red Army’s twenty-fourth anniversary, Eddie Ward, the minister for Labour, urged the adoption of a ‘scorched earth’ policy in emulation of the Soviet Union.21 It became an official policy in April. Across the country, but especially on the north-east coast, army and Volunteer Defence Corps (VDC) units and local-government engineers began preparing for the destruction of bridges and the removal or slaughter of livestock. At Kyogle, on the north coast of New South Wales, Harry Flower recalled that ‘an official’ visited the dairying town to organise a scorched-earth program. ‘He must have been a good talker,’ Harry remembered, ‘because he really put the wind up everyone.’22 But the official needed no special gift of oratory in a climate in which invasion seemed to be a real possibility.


  Many communities met to decide how they would destroy the creations of generations. Les Sullivan, then a student at teachers’ college in Armidale, went with his father to a meeting at his home in Clybucca, near Kempsey. ‘An official’ – one of many abroad that year – told the dairymen how they were to run cars and tractors until they seized, flood boats and drive their herds over the ranges to the west. ‘I wonder if there will be a farm to come home to’ in the September holidays, Les wrote.23


  Most local-government areas worked out evacuation plans, some preparing to despatch children and some mothers to safer areas, some to receive evacuees. Naturally, plans were most urgent in Queensland. At Ingham the local council arranged for families to travel over the ranges to Mount Fox, 60 kilometres west, where tinned food had been dumped (and after the crisis, it seemed, forgotten). Women and children from Proserpine actually did go west to Aramac, where they endured a plague of huge, ferocious rats. Towns to the south had various plans, depending on where the Japanese actually landed: Maryborough, for example, would either evacuate its civilians or provide refuge in case of a landing further north.24 While some of the detail of these plans was questionable – how small country towns dependent on imported food could house large numbers of evacuees was never satisfactorily resolved – they were understandable in the circumstances.


  Many shires and municipalities had plans to evacuate women and children, but these dated from the late 1930s and were not an impromptu response to the crisis of early 1942. Kay Saunders and Lynette Finch have shown that those seeming most at risk from a possible invasion – the residents of northern Australia – were those least able to leave easily. The areas most at risk were mainly without railways (and in Queensland without links to the interior), while in north-west Australia bad roads limited everyone’s mobility. They quoted examples of journeys early in 1942 that suggest real evacuation would not have been possible. The journalists Cyril Longmore (a veteran of Quinn’s Post on Gallipoli) and Harry Potter slipped for 30 kilometres along the ‘highway’ to Broome in the wet. On one day they made 11 muddy kilometres, on another found the road under running water for 5 kilometres. ‘Runaways’ from Broome were forced to return as ‘tricklebacks’.25


  Some of Mr Curtin’s correspondents took the idea of scorched earth literally. Jeff Miller of Penong, on South Australia’s remote west coast, wrote in March, offering his thoughts on how an invasion might be met. He faced up immediately to the fact that ‘without doubt Australia is about to be invaded by the Japs’. He thought they would probably land in at least two places – Perth and ‘some northern port of Queensland, say Cairns’. (From Perth, he explained, they could use the transcontinental railway: ‘the Jap as you know … is a quick goer.’) If the Japanese did decide to exploit the railway line, though, Mr Miller advised that ‘a scorched earth policy would be a great factor in deterring him’. He knew the line well, and suggested that the spinifex and mallee country between Ooldea and Wynbring (in the sandhills of the Great Victoria Desert, just before the railway begins its long straight) would be the ideal place to stop them. Blowing up the line and ‘a plane or two dishing incendiary bombs’ would do the trick. ‘That desert would be an inferno in no time,’ he predicted. This would ‘give the yellow invader all the hell he wants and deserves’. This should have been done at the war’s outbreak, he thought, but he reassured Curtin that ‘you have the whole of Australia behind you’.26 That, at least, was a realistic statement.


  ‘Yellow spies’: rumours of war


  The imminent threat inspired a bizarre creative response too. On 4 February a Mr Joseph Guerin of Murrumbeena, Victoria, applied for a trademark on a game called ‘Invasion’. It was played with cards, some representing weapons (such as bombs) and others defensive measures (such as ‘blackout materials’). A ‘Mr Wisdom’ card could be used to negate any offensive card, except ‘The Gossiper’, ‘against which,’ Mr Guerin warned, ‘there is no defence.’27 And with news censored and at times mistrusted, invasion rumours spread.


  Understandable ignorance, fear and simple lack of firm knowledge fuelled invasion alarms and scares all around the coast. Speculation, hearsay, exaggeration, rumour and invention became a part of the story of 1942. Rumours became so destructive that in early May the War Cabinet prohibited ‘unauthorised and speculative statements regarding operations by the enemy against Australia’.28 Fiction and prediction mingled with news and commentary, positive-thinking with doomsaying, and silence and half-truth with fearless reportage. The public record of 1942 encompasses the mendacity of the ‘Hate campaign’ and the honesty of Damien Parer looking the audience of his film Kokoda Front Line! in the eye. The rumours and furphies of 1942 live on tenaciously. It is important to understand where they originated.


  Rumours spread among coastal communities, especially in the north. In St Lawrence, on the central Queensland coast (near where George Mitchell’s The Awakening was set), reports arrived of Japanese submarines surfacing and sending sabotage parties ashore to cut the coastal railway. The stationmaster sent a man on a bicycle up the line to investigate (a sign of his scepticism, perhaps). To everyone’s relief, he returned, reporting that ‘the mysterious light was only the moon shining behind Wood Duck island’.29 A family in the ranges west of Tully received a call to evacuate in a hurry, only to learn that an Aboriginal tracker had damaged his reputation by supposing that a footprint he had found was that of a Japanese paratrooper.30 In nearby Cardwell (one of the few towns to enlist Aboriginal men in its VDC unit), speculation drew on pre-war suspicions of Japanese espionage. One man thought that ‘If the Japs know as much about our coast line as we think they do, there’s only one place they’d hit … Cardwell’, because road, rail and telegraph lines ran within a few hundred metres of the beach.31


  The prospect of invasion fostered suspicion, not least because official propaganda encouraged prudence that could easily grow into mistrust. At the height of the Japanese threat the crime novelist W. T. Stewart released Yellow Spies, a complex and unsatisfying tale about a beautiful, smart Chinese woman detective, Gaff Lee, who foils a Japanese plot aboard a British merchant ship in the South China Sea. The improbable details of the creaking plot do not really matter: I wasted hours trying to work out who was impersonating whom before they were knifed, shot or strangled. But the novel was timely because it reminded readers of Japan’s supposed espionage network of ruthless ‘Ronin’. ‘Japanese espionage is the most thorough and despicable in existence,’ Gaff Lee reminds the obtuse but obliging ship’s captain. An entire chapter of the book reproduces an account of the Rape of Nanking, based on foreign missionaries’ accounts published in the Readers’ Digest. The descriptions of torture, rape and murder confirmed, if any proof were needed, Japan’s brutality, but the novel gave a seriously flawed impression of Japanese wartime espionage. No Japanese agents operated in Australia after the security services interned both Japanese nationals and Japanese Australians in December 1941.


  Even a mind as sharp as Mary Gilmore’s fell into spy mania. In June 1942 – soon after the submarine raid on the harbour she could see from her window in Darlinghurst Road – she wrote to a body she vaguely called the ‘Intelligence Department’, drawing its attention to a block of flats in nearby Bayswater Road. The building, she reported, was painted in a distinctive irregular pattern. Could it be used as a ‘land-mark from the sky’ for bombers flying overhead, could it have been accidental ‘Or could it be “significant”?’ she asked.32 Equally bizarre incidents can be found in the war diaries of VDC units across the country. At Iron Knob in South Australia (the source of all of Australia’s iron ore, but also as far from Japanese bombers as could be) neighbours dobbed in a man named Jack Anderson. Doubtful of his Norwegian background, they told VDC officers that he was collecting information on the movements of ore ships. What he did with it they could not say. Anderson, the little town’s ‘unofficial mayor’, fell foul of small-town malicious gossip.33


  No wonder rumours abounded. Gavin Souter, an unusually alert boy, recalled 1942 as a time when the ‘atmosphere was heavy with tension and rumour’.34 These rumours carried the popular fear of what the Japanese were capable of. From reports of the China war, and news and propaganda filtering out of Hong Kong or Singapore, people knew what to expect. They had also read accounts of Japanese invasions of Australia before. Ann Dickason, who worked in the motor industry in Melbourne, remembered that ‘stories were spread about the Japanese, who would enslave our men and breed a tall race with the Australian women’.35 This, of course, is exactly what Erle Cox had described in his novel Fool’s Harvest.


  Just as the threat was seen most immediately in the north, so rumours of invasion were most prevalent there. Commonwealth Investigation Service officers reported in 1942 on ‘Ivan Steele’, also known as Suzuki, who had worked for twenty years in the area as a motor mechanic. ‘He knew every bore water hole and track from Camooweal to Quilpie,’ they reported, and had once taken 1200 cattle on a 2400-kilometre drive with the loss of only two beasts. The implication was that if Japanese troops were to advance south from the Gulf into western Queensland (as Kenneth Mackay had imagined ‘Mongols’ doing fifty years before) then Suzuki would have made a skilful local guide. He, like every other Japanese Australian in Tennant Creek, had been interned in December 1941. But among the Japanese spies was a ‘capable commercial espionage agent’ named Umeda. He had spent a long time in the district, negotiating cattle and ore shipments, as had ‘a few alleged air experts’ who had reconnoitred seaplane anchorages at Karumba and on Groot Eylandt.36 He would have been interned like all Japanese Australians, had he not got away before December 1941.


  The Queensland Gulf country had always been a popular spot for speculation. In 1942 Lieutenant Colonel Robert Wake speculated on a possible invasion scenario. He began by ‘placing [himself] in the position of a Japanese General Staff Officer of a division about to attack Australia through one back door’.37 The landing would occur at the unfortunately named Port McArthur, an uninhabited mangrove-fringed bay in the Sir Edward Pellew Group on the south-west shore of the Gulf of Carpentaria. The Japanese objectives, he thought, were to seize enough territory to make a bargaining counter, to obtain necessary raw materials (wool, zinc, copper, iron and – curiously – sugar for alcohol) and to establish bases for air attacks on Sydney and Newcastle. He assumed that the Japanese held air superiority over the invasion beaches and that only ‘sporadic’ Allied raids could interfere with the landings. He anticipated the landing of a ‘complete Japanese Division fully mechanised’, with an ‘air arm … on a major scale ensuring refuelling from the air if need be’.


  Colonel Wake’s Japanese division was going to advance across the Barkly Tableland over 600 kilometres to Mount Isa, and then push a further thousand south-eastwards, through Winton, Longreach and Blackall to Charleville. The only problem Wake foresaw was that monsoon rains meant the operation had to be completed by the end of November. That any Japanese force could land in the Gulf, move with assurance so far over unsealed roads over such country and at such a distance and be resupplied (by air no less) is inconceivable. But the expectation that the Japanese could well land in the Gulf explains the events of April 1943.


  Observers on stations on Queensland’s Gulf coast had reported early in that month lights and even a sighting of a 30- or 40-foot vessel near the mouth of the Nassau River on the south-eastern coast of the Gulf. In the early hours of 11 April a VDC patrol reported Japanese troops landing from a barge at Nassau River. The reports spread chaos. Panicked by rumours of Japanese aircraft flying over the coast and vessels sighted in the Gulf, people packed their bags and headed south. North Australia Observer Unit and VDC patrols went out on horses looking for the Japanese but found, a researcher disclosed, ‘nothing, no landing site, no landing barges, no footprints, no Japanese.’ It seems that an Aboriginal boy on Inkerman station explains the real story behind the supposed landing. He reported to the manager at Inkerman that he had seen a Japanese boat with Japanese on the beach to the north. The station manager got on his pedal radio and called Cloncurry, and that is how the army heard about it. Meanwhile the RAAF instructed three young pilots to fly their Wirraway aircraft over Inkerman. Seeing no one about, the pilots flew low and shot up a shed, and the station people who were hiding thought that Japanese aircraft were attacking. VDC officers believed that the boy may have seen a submarine surfacing in the Gulf (although the water is shallow, and there was no corroboration of the report). The panic of the ‘Gulf scare’ subsided but many families did not return until after the war.38


  This all seems farcical, but we need to understand how vulnerable all Australians felt in 1942. If the Japanese sailors watching the Yarra sink beneath the waters of the Indian Ocean had steamed south, the next coast they would have come to was Australia’s. Except for scattered ships and weak garrisons at isolated points, there was little between the Japanese navy and Australia. It really did seem as though Australia would soon have to resist invasion.
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  Australia, showing the distribution of major defence formations, 1 July 1942
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  ‘To defend and hold Australia’

  Invasion resisted


  ‘Blinded, and dazed’: reactions to the invasion threat


  Addressing a Sydney crowd soon after the bombing of Darwin, Billy Hughes drew little satisfaction from seeing the threat he had predicted come to pass. Still, he spent a few minutes lambasting those who had tried ‘appeasing the unappeasable’, who had believed Japan’s ‘hypocritical cant’ and who had been fooled by ‘the illusion of impregnability … the policy of isolation’. But there was little point in recrimination. ‘In this supreme crisis,’ he told his audience, with ‘Bombs on Darwin … deeds alone can keep Australia white and free’.1 What might those deeds have been, and who would have performed them? With invasion a real, seemingly imminent prospect in the autumn and winter of 1942, how prepared was Australia for the crisis it seemed to face?


  There was a curious unreality to many of the responses to the invasion crisis. The authors of the pamphlet They Shall Not Pass saw the mobilisation of ‘the whole of Australia’s vast war potential’ as quite simple: Australia was to ‘produce planes (to keep the enemy away from our suburb, and from Australia)’.2 The problem of defence against air attack seemed to be even easier: ‘we must ring each suburb and every important and heavily-populated area in Australia with anti-aircraft guns’. The industrial plants to make these guns would of course be shifted inland (as Russia’s had been). Objections that such plans might be unreasonable would be met by the ‘continued purging of blimps and brass hats of the High Command’.3


  Not surprisingly, people reacted to the threat by sending their ideas for weapons that might help to defeat the invasion they all expected. Bill Wentworth, now a Militia officer, submitted at least two suggestions, including a plan for derailing trains. A classically minded oil-company manager from Adelaide, inspired by stories of Archimedes, suggested building boats with mirrors. If they steered towards an invasion fleet with the sun at the right angle, ‘they would be greatly hindered, blinded, and dazed’.4 A stock and station agent from Gloucester, a Gallipoli veteran, suggested building fast launches. ‘I do not profess to know anything about the Navy or sea-warfare,’ he began modestly, but he thought that a thousand such motor boats could sink an enemy fleet. ‘If there is nothing in the idea,’ he sensibly conceded, ‘just consign this to the WPB.’ (Defence filed it, but not in the bin.) Anyway, if invasion came he would ‘be out with the VDC doing a bit of hit and run with the mounted section of that force’.5 A more imaginative idea came from Mr Thomas Blunden of Mumbil, New South Wales, who suggested that a complex network of rubber or canvas tubes would enable the navy to ‘lay mines of mammoth size’ in likely invasion routes.6 One dedicated patriot, a Mr T. A. White of Lane Cove, offered himself as a ‘human bomb’. A 42-year-old married man, a ‘highly paid automotive and transport executive’, Mr White was willing to drive a fast motorboat stocked with explosives at a Japanese aircraft carrier. He suggested that the government should recruit ‘20 other fools like me’.7 More volunteers came forward, but the minister for air declined their offer.8 Most of these ideas were technically ludicrous, but the point is that these men were impelled to put them forward. No one can blame them for taking seriously the prospect of invasion.


  Outlandish as these suggestions seem, they were not far different from what the Japanese were expecting to meet. In July 1942 the Japanese embassy in Madrid passed on intelligence gathered by agents. More gossip than hard facts, it included some reference to Australia, such as the advice that ‘if the Japanese cannot land in Australia and New Zealand soon, they never will be able to’, because all likely landing places had been fortified. It reported that between Cooktown and Cairns the coast was protected by landmines that could be detonated remotely, with anti-tank defences, minefields and barbed wire protecting ‘trenches, machine-guns, pillboxes’ and even ‘gas throwers’.9 It was not. In fact, real Japanese intelligence had stopped in December 1941. The Japanese now knew little more of the Australian order of battle than they could infer from out-of-date telephone books.


  ‘Punily naked’?: the defending forces


  By the end of March Blamey had returned from the Middle East to become commander-in-chief of Allied Land Forces (a new and unique position) to organise troops for both the defence of Australia and the expected Allied counteroffensive. He thoroughly overhauled the army’s command structure and distribution, relegating the old state-based military districts to line-of-communication areas, and organising his forces into several armies and corps. From Cape York to Cape Bruny, Militia units dug, wired and patrolled the coast, all the while training for the test they expected. There is an exaggerated perception these days that Australia’s defences were ‘weak’: ‘Australia stood utterly defenceless,’ writes Brian McKinley.10 But even before the valorising of Kokoda began, the official historians thought the value of the Militia had been ‘written down’. Paul Hasluck, drawing on his colleagues’ work, thought that ‘it was in fact a much better fighting force than the Government credited’.11 But how effective would it have been in the advent of invasion?


  Despite the government’s alarm, Blamey remained confident. While visiting Australia just before Japan’s entry into the war, he had told Cabinet that the Militia’s strength (five infantry and two cavalry divisions, then being converted to ‘motor’ divisions) was ‘excessive’ unless both the Royal and US navies were ‘swept from the sea’.12 By mid-April, Allied troops in Australia numbered 40 000 Americans, 100 000 AIF and 265 000 Militia. (The army called up 114 000 trained Militiamen and accepted a further 23 000 volunteers for the AIF within weeks of Pearl Harbor.) In March Blamey took command of ten Australian divisions, with a further two American divisions arriving in April and May. While the RAAF was weak in first-line aircraft, the American air presence grew rapidly, mainly with bombers in north Queensland, and fighters protecting Darwin (over 400 Kittyhawks had arrived by the end of February). Almost the entire Royal Australian Navy (RAN) operated in Australian waters, part of a unified American naval command spanning the Pacific, which sent fleets to the south-west Pacific as required (notably in the Coral Sea battle). Although defending the entire continent, this force was more than enough to meet anything the Japanese could muster, especially in the vital and more vulnerable south-east.


  As Map 3 shows, the First Army became responsible for the defence of Queensland and New South Wales, the Second Army for the southern states, the 3rd Corps for Western Australia and separate Northern Territory and New Guinea forces for those territories. Blamey’s operational instructions to their commanders initially focused on defence against attack or invasion, but by July he was directing them to prepare for ‘mobile offensive operations’. The defensive period had lasted less than six months (and even then, air and naval forces had been taking the war to the Japanese since January). The power of Australia’s defence increased.


  For most of the war, Australia fielded ‘two armies’: the all-volunteer AIF, which could serve anywhere; and the partly conscripted Militia, comprising most of the troops defending Australia. The two coexisted uneasily. In history, as in life, the AIF has captured the attention and the esteem. The AIF troops looked down on Militia as ‘Chocos’ (because they would melt in the sun) or ‘Koalas’ (because they were ‘not to be exported or shot at’). The rivalry between the Militia and the AIF colours memory and history, and the Militia comes off second best. Donald Horne, now N275176, a Militia gunner in the 1st Field Regiment, felt his inferiority as a mere ‘Choco’. ‘Punily naked in a uniform unhonoured by shoulder badges saying AUSTRALIA’, his colour patches lacking the AIF’s grey border, his slouch hat with its ‘furtive hatband of mere felt’ compared with the AIF’s pleated puggaree, he felt ‘a sense of genital inadequacy’.13 Like many Militiamen, he soon volunteered for the AIF.


  It is easy to make light of the Militia’s prowess, and the Militia itself accepted its supposed inferiority. Gunner Horne found himself posted to the southernmost defence position of the Kembla fortress near Wollongong, New South Wales, a tank-trap overlooking Mullet Creek. His unit’s task was to ‘check the advance of the Jap’. Horne’s mates heard that his company commander, a Great War veteran, had decided that the position was so thinly held that ‘when the Jap attacked we would all be killed’. The trenches his section dug turned out to be under a colony of flying foxes, which, ‘making literal an army-issue metaphor, “shat upon us from a great height” ’, as the Militia traditionally have been.14 Peter FitzSimons, the Militia’s most extreme denigrator, represents it as a ‘kind of mostly younger version of Britain’s “Dad’s Army” ’, a shockingly inaccurate slur on hundreds of thousands of trained soldiers.15 The official historian, Dudley McCarthy, described the Militia in April 1942 as ‘fit, and engaging in fairly elaborate unit and brigade exercises’.16 Militia war diaries confirm this judgement.


  The Militia has received little attention and less credit for its role in 1942. Many commentators assume that it would have failed (an estimation expressed in influential invasion novels in the 1930s). Colin Finkemeyer, who had left Horsham High School to become an AIF gunner and was captured in Malaya after the fighting at Bakri, wrote that a Japanese invasion force ‘could have walked straight onto [sic] Australia’.17 Since they never tried, it is hard to disprove this assertion. But the Militia was tested, in Papua. It is true that not all Militia battalions performed as well as the 39th Battalion. The 53rd, its brigadier explained, ‘taken before its training was complete and hustled into action in a fashion which would bewilder even trained troops’, performed worse. But the later campaigns in New Guinea and the islands were to provide many examples of Militia units fighting with skill, courage and dedication: the 61st Battalion at Milne Bay, the 58th/60th at Bobdubi Ridge, the 37/57th at Fortification Point, the 25th at Slater’s Knoll, and the 53rd itself later at Arty Hill.


  Perhaps the greatest tribute to the Militia is the so-called ‘Battle of Cronulla’. Bill Wentworth, his eyesight disqualifying him from joining the AIF, became a lieutenant in the Militia 45th Battalion. In 1942 he led his men on a raid on army and civil targets in southern Sydney. Assembling at Cronulla, they easily passed through the beach defences, stole buses and army vehicles and spread havoc among the emergency services. He shorted the electric railway lines, allegedly captured his own battalion commander, and even ‘destroyed’ a munitions depot at Liverpool.18 The episode, retold by Wentworth’s admirers and detractors, grew in the telling – federal parliamentarian Fred Daly remembered that it was ‘told many times in the House’.19 In 1975 I heard Labor minister Clyde Cameron goad Wentworth, gleefully telling the House of Representatives that Wentworth (in the ‘Home Guard’) ‘blew up the [nonexistent] Cronulla Bridge’, captured the Redfern Police Station (with troops dressed as tramway men) and kidnapped Blamey to hold him at Leura in the Blue Mountains for 48 hours. Wentworth lost his temper, rose to the bait and called Cameron ‘a damned liar’.20 Members of the Militia might retort that many historians have treated them as Cameron treated Wentworth. The ‘Battle of Cronulla’ shows that the Militia was far from being an ineffectual force.


  ‘Above all your own interests’: Curtin ‘brings the troops home’


  If there is one factoid that most Australians can recall from 1942 it is that John Curtin brought the troops home. The importance of the ‘Burma convoy’ is that Curtin defied Churchill. Australians make a great deal of this. Noel McLachlan, in his history of Australian nationalism, Waiting for the Revolution, gives a racy account of the confrontation. He describes Curtin as ‘stubbornly resisting Churchill’s desperate bullying … putting Australian nationhood beyond doubt’.21 The italics are McLachlan’s, but most Australian writers have taken the same view of the episode, until John Edwards’ revisionist interpretation, Curtin’s Gift.


  As you would expect, the full story is more complex. Curtin did not demand the return of Australian troops from the Middle East. Churchill ordered them from the Middle East to what he called the Far East, and Curtin’s Advisory War Council agreed on 5 January. What Curtin did do was defy a decision taken by Churchill, and supported by Roosevelt, to change the destination of the convoy in which some Australian troops were travelling. The last week of February 1942 brought one of the most dramatic episodes in Australia’s war.


  Japan’s entry into the war coincided with an easing of the crisis in North Africa, which allowed Churchill to use the Middle East as a reservoir of forces to meet the new crisis in Asia. These forces included planes, ships and two of that theatre’s best formations, the 6th and 7th Australian Divisions, constituting the First Australian Corps. We need to be clear about what Churchill wanted them to do. Their movement orders had them board a succession of transports at Suez, steam down the Red Sea and head south-eastwards. Exactly where they would end up would depend upon how the war developed and, as we have seen, it developed badly.


  It is not true, as Patrick Lindsay (and many others) believe, that ‘against Churchill’s wishes, [Curtin] insisted that our forces in the Middle East be rushed back to help to defend the homeland’.22 Even David Day, a champion of Curtin, writes quite clearly: ‘It was Churchill, not Curtin, who first suggested withdrawing Australian troops from the Middle East.’23 So where does the myth come from?


  It arises from what happened once the ‘flights’ of ships were ‘on the water’, as the jargon put it. When Churchill and his War Cabinet decided that the Japanese advance demanded more formations in South-East Asia, the Japanese had not yet conquered Malaya. By the time the ships were moving across the Arabian Sea and the Indian Ocean, the situation had changed dramatically. Japanese troops were now moving from Thailand into southern Burma, threatening Rangoon.


  Rangoon still sounds like the archetypal imperial outpost, where mad dogs and Englishmen went out in the midday sun. To Australians, then as now, it seemed remote and unimportant. But to Churchill, and even more to Roosevelt and the Americans, Rangoon was a link to Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalists, who had been fighting the Japanese for five years. Losing Rangoon would make the war in China longer and harder. Most Australians today neither know nor care about China’s war, but Churchill and Roosevelt did. Churchill implored Curtin to allow one Australian division to be diverted to Rangoon, ‘for the sake of all interests and above all your own interests’.24


  By mid-February, with the ships spread across the Indian Ocean, the Japanese were advancing into southern Burma, where another of the awful human tragedies of the war unfolded. A great many of Burma’s people – of all races – tried to escape. Over half a million fled towards India, and perhaps a fifth died on the way, on mountain and jungle trails, of hunger and disease. Burma’s garrison, a weak combination of British, Indian and Burmese troops, could not hold the Japanese advance. It seemed sensible to Churchill to use this Australian force to try to hold them at its capital, Rangoon.


  Accordingly, on 20 February he ordered the ships carrying the Australians south-westward from Ceylon to turn north and head towards Rangoon. Only then, though, did he inform John Curtin and the Australian Government. Churchill’s presumption naturally angered Curtin, who wanted a large, experienced force in Australia to meet whatever the next stage of Japan’s plan of conquest might be – he could only think that ‘they’ were coming south. Understandably, Australians have traditionally sided with Curtin in the stoush-by-telegram that ensued. Many writers have quoted great slabs of the telegrams that passed between Canberra and London – and Washington, as Churchill brought in Roosevelt to lean on Curtin. They show the tension between Australia’s leader and the leaders of the greatest democratic alliance the world has ever seen at a time of its greatest crisis. In the end, Curtin got his way.


  As the convoy steamed across the Indian Ocean, Curtin, too worried to sleep, anxiously paced the garden of the Lodge in Canberra. Frank Green, clerk of the House of Representatives, described finding him there in the cool, dark Canberra night in early March. He persuaded him to take a cup of tea but could not get him to go to bed. ‘How can I sleep with our men in the Indian Ocean among enemy submarines?’ Curtin famously replied. It shows his humanity, but also the lack of resilience that would kill him before the war’s end.


  The spectre of invasion coloured the feelings of all the Australians involved. Soon after the convoy left Colombo, Major General ‘Ned’ Herring, commanding the 6th Division, spoke to the men aboard his transport, the Andes.25 Better than any other document, Herring’s speech expresses the feelings of the Australian troops as they crossed the ocean to defend their country from what they dreaded. Herring recognised that they faced ‘the most fateful hour in the history of our country’, that it faced ‘the threat of invasion, invasion by a savage foe’. Herring reminded other ‘thirty-niners’ they had volunteered ‘to rid the world of Hitlerism’, and they had hoped to return to peace and ease. ‘This homecoming,’ he said grimly, ‘is not the one we had hoped for.’ They would return to fight ‘a damned sight harder’ than before. ‘You all know what the Japanese did at Nanking,’ he said. ‘Nothing would please them more than to get at our white women.’ There was ‘no need to tell you what that would mean’. The fight against invasion would be a ‘real crusade’. ‘The Japanese may kill us but they can’t make us quit … that is the spirit of the British people.’ In that spirit, Herring ended by quoting Churchill’s stirring oratory from Britain’s dark days in 1940: ‘It is better for us to perish in battle than to look upon the outrage of our nation.’


  As it turned out, Curtin was almost certainly right in insisting that the convoy not proceed to Rangoon. If Australian troops had been plunged into a battle for Rangoon it is possible that they would have stopped the Japanese, completely transforming the shape of war in south Asia. But the chances are that they would not have done. If they had been landed at Rangoon days before a Japanese attack they would have gone into action under-equipped and certainly unprepared. Their ships had been loaded without thinking that they would go into action immediately on disembarking; it would probably have been Singapore all over again. Another Australian division (besides the 8th) would have been captured, or they would have shared with the British, Indian and Burmese troops the terrible retreat over the mountains to India that Bill Slim described so powerfully in his classic Defeat into Victory (a memoir, incidentally, he wrote at Yarralumla while he was governor-general).


  ‘It will happen here!’: the imminence of threat


  Under a drawing of aircraft dropping bombs on Sydney (with the Bridge in the background), Curtin – whose photograph appeared on most advertisements warning against attack or invasion – told newspaper readers, ‘It WILL happen here!’26 Preparations against bombing figure prominently in accounts of Australia in 1942. Recollections of shop windows blocked by sandbags; air-raid shelters built in parks, gardens and schoolyards; and blackouts (soon modified to a ‘brown-out’) dominate local and larger histories. ‘Air Raid Precautions’ (ARP) bodies attracted huge numbers of volunteers – over 115 000 in New South Wales alone by the end of 1942. ARP volunteers, their instructions, exhortations and exercises, reminded all Australians that they could soon be facing ruin from the air, just as the invasion novels had predicted, and as London had under the ‘Blitz’, which Australians had seen on newsreels.


  The Japanese made about 122 air raids on Australia – I say ‘about’ because some were so vestigial that they cannot really be counted as raids – including sixty-four on Darwin. The remainder include four on Exmouth Gulf in the west and three on Townsville, with nowhere but Horn Island in Torres Strait suffering more than eight. But ‘raids’ does not imply a tropical Coventry. Mossman suffered one ‘raid’ when in mid-1942 Japanese flying boats became a nuisance in north Queensland. In the early hours of 31 July a Japanese aircraft jettisoned half a dozen bombs on Miallo, a sugar town just north of Mossman. Investigators found only one crater, in the cane close to the house of an Italian cane-farmer, Zilina Zullo. A bomb had wounded his three-year-old daughter, Felicia.27 This was traumatic for the Zullo family, but it was not exactly the Blitz. Australia lost fewer than 100 civilians dead, but if it had suffered casualties in proportion to Britain’s losses from bombing, it would have lost over 10 000 civilians dead.


  Air-raid shelters were a fact of life in 1942 and provide a rough indication of the degree of anxiety Australians felt. With bombing confined largely to where most Australians did not live, air-raid shelters soon became a joke or an embarrassment. The Melbourne Argus published doggerel that represented the dilemma of many backyard shelter-diggers within months of the height of the crisis:


  
    There’s a trench in our backyard


    With water it is brimming,


    What shall we do in our backyard


    Breed ducks or just go swimming?28

  


  Air-raid shelter stories abound from 1942, but no historian has worked out what proportion of householders bothered with them or in which towns or suburbs. A Women’s Weekly reporter visited sixty suburban homes in Sydney in January and found that a quarter had made no preparation for blackout let alone bombing, and that a further third had bought blackout paper but had not fitted it. A third of Sydneysiders had made no preparations at all.29 Many would do more in the coming weeks, but it is a reminder that the shelter-diggers and the blackout wardens have captured our attention more than those who did nothing because they saw no urgent reason to.


  We may find that relatively few went to the trouble or expense, and those who did were mainly in potentially threatened areas. Gavin Souter’s father and a neighbour dug a trench 12 feet long and 4 feet deep in the Souters’ backyard as a shared slit trench. It soon filled with water in Kempsey’s climate and gradually fell into disrepair. Kay Grant, author of a couple of books of Dorothy Parkeresque satire, poked fun later in the war at the fate of many shelters hastily dug in 1942:


  
    It’s covered with flowers and veg. – we’ve never sat inside.


    The sandbags leak, the roof sinks fast, but don’t you dare deride!


    (Be thankful when you hear a thud and something bangs your boko,


    It’s not a high-explosive bomb, but just an outsize choko!) 30

  


  No one could have known, but the entire effort turned out to be wasted.


  ‘We are all at War Stations!’: the voluntary war effort


  The seeming imminence of the Japanese threat galvanised the nation’s commitment to the war effort. Curtin’s advertisements in 1942 told Australians that ‘We are all at War Stations!’31 Like much wartime rhetoric, it exaggerated the reality. In fact, while almost everyone supported philanthropic charities, most Australian civilians did not join a patriotic or a defence organisation. But thousands did, and voluntary organisations and services experienced a dramatic increase in membership. About 100 000 men, both Great War veterans and men in reserved occupations, joined the Volunteer Defence Corps (VDC).


  The RSL had formed an unofficial VDC in 1938, a politically acceptable variant on the right-wing ‘secret armies’ of the ideological struggles of the 1920s and 1930s. By 1942 it was part of the army and had mustered 110 battalions and about 98 000 men. The VDC, like the Militia, is often portrayed as a Dad’s Army-style Home Guard – although it was not called that in Australia, and the average age of its members in 1942 was thirty-six.32 The reason the army thought it was worthwhile was that it would have had a real job to do in the event of invasion. Despite its dummy guns and machine-gun rattles, there is no question that VDC men would have ‘taken one with them’ had they faced Japanese troops in their streets, paddocks or bush. They were certainly trained and equipped for last-ditch stands, and there is no reason to think that they would have failed.


  The volunteers’ usefulness to the army was not just as a combat force. Indeed, the VDC had at least two other jobs. First, VDC platoons became a network of intelligence, linked upwards through the chain of command and covering the whole of the settled areas from about Cooktown south and west to about Geraldton. Anything that occurred could in a matter of hours be investigated and reported.


  Second, in the event of invasion, the VDC would direct and control the streams of refugees. As invasion novels had suggested (and as experience in Europe had confirmed) fighting pushed swarms of refugees away from invasion and they could clog defence forces’ routes to battle. Among the VDC’s jobs would be supporting the nine ‘internal security’ battalions posted around the country, rounding up suspects and holding back or directing fugitives.33


  The VDC harnessed a common desire to contribute in a concrete way. In some communities children – boys anyway – and a few women were allowed to join for a while. Kempsey’s unit formed a ‘Junior VDC’ of teenaged boys in khaki slacks, shirts and forage caps made for five bob each by a neighbour. They drilled for a while, but after a rough-house in the sandhills (in which blue-arm-banded boys ‘donged’ red-arm-banded opponents), Gavin Souter gave it away, and the movement collapsed after a few weeks.34 The VDC was, after all – as the Kempsey unit was probably reminded – a serious business. Civilians, many of them older men, with basic weapons and little training, were expecting to shoot at trained Japanese soldiers, perhaps within a few weeks. Those who dismiss the VDC as a joke miss the point of how vital it might have been.


  ‘Sydney may be our … Leningrad’: the People’s Army


  Stories of panic coexist with the saga of the People’s Army, which casts the drama of 1942 in a different light. Despite paper rationing, pamphleteering enjoyed a wartime boom. Among the many published in 1942 was They Shall Not Pass: A Preliminary Plan for a People’s Defence. Its authors reported ‘a considerable number of people who are doing little – if anything – to assist in … keeping the already bloody hand of the lustful Japanese War Lords from mauling the homes, the lives and the liberties of our own Australian people’.35 Their response was to visualise a ‘People’s War’, quoting Army Minister Frank Forde, who imagined that ‘Sydney may be our unconquerable Leningrad’.36 In Sydney, two very different authors promoted the idea of a ‘People’s Army’.


  Having visited Republican Spain during the Civil War, left-wing journalist Rupert Lockwood admired the philosophy of Tom Wintringham, the commander of the British battalion of the International Brigade. During Britain’s invasion crisis in 1940, Wintringham had published New Ways of War, a manual of irregular warfare that would inspire an Australian guerrilla movement. In his Guerrilla Paths to Freedom, Lockwood used the example of Spanish, Chinese and especially Russian guerrillas. He asked his readers to imagine ‘Japanese Army units, tired by long marches under the hot Australian sun’ being attacked by bush-based fighters who would ‘make them wish they were back on the scenic coasts of Hokkaido’. Lockwood’s followers were particularly strong on Sydney’s North Shore.


  Lockwood invoked the traditions of the bush and the larrikin. He thought that ‘in Australia it should be possible to give the Japanese who don’t know our bush a hellish time by setting the bush afire’. ‘Secret, untrodden guerrilla paths through the Australian bush and mountains, over suburban fences and city roof-tops’, he declared, ‘may be Australia’s Paths to Freedom.’37 (Although he also wondered whether ‘town-bred men and women’ would suit this ‘hungry, roving life’.) Although he was one of the few Australian journalists who had actually seen Japanese soldiers at close quarters – he had been harassed crossing the border from China into the Soviet Union – Lockwood’s knowledge of war was mainly theoretical.


  By contrast, Ion Idriess, a Light Horse veteran and president of the People’s Defence Auxiliary, was a practised bushman as well as a gifted writer of popular tales of the outback and its people. He was no left-winger, suggesting that the People’s Army movement was as patriotic as it was ideological in its motivation. Idriess, who wrote rapidly anyway (‘like stinking hell,’ he said), soon produced a series of six pamphlets under the title The Australian Guerrilla.


  Idriess challenged his readers ‘to fight, not to cower in a dugout or a garden … We remember Nanking.’38 He wanted to shock them into realising the gravity of the threat they faced (the first book opens: ‘If parachute troops drop on your suburb tonight what can you do? Nothing.’) and to give them the confidence to fight back.39 Based on his experience as a sniper with the Light Horse on Gallipoli and in Palestine, and his expeditions ‘wild pig hunting with the northern abos’, Idriess passed on skills of living and fighting in the bush. With this help (‘Attack … that enemy aerodrome’, ‘Wreck that train!’) Idriess hoped to create ‘one great army to defend and hold Australia’.


  The desire to fight a guerrilla war went beyond the left-wing patriots of the North Shore. In far north Queensland the writer Jean Devanny came across a dairy farmer and sometime goldminer in the hills outside Cairns. He told her that when it ‘looked as though the Japs might get through … we thought that we would fight like the Russians … we oughta been given guns’. His wife (‘My missus’) said that ‘if the Russian women can fight so can we’.40


  Irrespective of the self-reliant traditions of the Australian bushman, the authorities as a whole suspected an unofficial, uncontrolled and politically motivated guerrilla movement, and the Commonwealth Investigation Service kept its leaders under surveillance.41 In any case, the status of guerrillas under international law was ambiguous. Even assuming that the Japanese observed the Geneva Convention – which as it turned out they did not – they would still have every right to regard captured guerrillas as outside the laws of war and execute them. Writers on the People’s Army have tended to stress the political aspect of the authorities’ concern, but the expectation of imminent invasion and the reprisals and atrocities that seemed likely to follow may well have been the most important factor in their minds.


  ‘We fight blurry Japs alonga you’: war in the north


  While the Japanese did not attempt a land attack on Australia, during 1942 and 1943 Australian, British and United States forces fought an air war across the vast distances of northern Australia, eventually defeating the Japanese attacks. (This almost-forgotten air war perhaps explains why the RAAF, alone of the services, has embraced the idea of a ‘Battle for Australia’.42) It had been a Tiwi man, Matthias Ulungura, who captured the first Japanese pilot shot down over Australia, a couple of days after the 19 February raids. Perhaps having sat in the ‘coloured’ seats at the pictures in Darwin to watch cowboy films, Matthias knew to bark at him, ‘Stick ’em up.’43


  The war affected the Indigenous people of northern Australia widely and deeply. Forcible evacuation disrupted many communities’ relationship with their country and each other. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people found work at camps and bases. It was often the first time that Indigenous people and soldiers had seen each other’s ways. Some soldiers became ‘gin jockeys’, using Aboriginal women as white men always had, but many others gained insights into a culture they had never before known or noticed. Indigenous Australians used their knowledge of the bush to help observer units and to rescue crashed airmen, although most were used as labourers, paid in money. This meeting had profound effects when, twenty-five years later, Australians were asked to decide whether Aboriginal people should be counted as citizens.


  One of white Australia’s fears had been that Aboriginal men would accept Japanese invaders, if only because in the past they had often taken goods for women. In 1942 those who claimed to know the north and its people warned of betrayal. Owen Griffiths, a writer who had served in the wartime navy in and around Darwin as a paymaster lieutenant, passed on what old Territory hands told him. He claimed that ‘If the Japs had landed … the bush Aborigines would probably have gone over to them’.44 But six months before the outbreak of war in the Pacific, anthropologist Donald Thomson had persuaded the army to use Aboriginal men as a surveillance force, and in mid-1942 the army acted to form Aboriginal surveillance and guerrilla parties in the north.


  At least three informal Aboriginal guerrilla parties operated in the north, one led by George Mitchell, author of The Awakening. They confirm the proud claim, made by an Aboriginal man to Cyril Longmore (who led another group) that ‘we fight blurry Japs alonga you’.45 Donald Thomson, by 1942 a RAAF officer, organised resistance groups among the Yolngu people of Arnhem Land. He had last seen one group in 1937, when he had tried to stop them attacking Japanese pearlers. Now the same men needed convincing that ‘they really could kill Japanese … without incurring the ire of the Government’.46 Many Aborigines worked informally for the mounted North Australia Observer Unit. Its history, Curtin’s Cowboys, discloses that the unit employed at least sixty Aboriginal men and women, many of whom worked for just ‘a bit of tobacco, a pair of shorts and a hat’ – and perhaps to keep their own country.47


  Before 1942 the superintendents of ‘natives’ in north Queensland estimated that ‘not one per cent’ of the Indigenous people of Cape York and the Torres Strait could be trusted to remain loyal.48 The work of Aboriginal people for the services in the north, and especially the service of islanders in the Torres Strait Light Infantry, gives the lie to any suggestion of ‘disloyalty’. For the record, as Bob Hall shows in The Black Diggers, the people of the Torres Strait Islands boasted a greater percentage of enlistment in the army than any other region. Out of fewer than 4000 islanders almost one in four volunteered, a rate about twice that of white Australia. So many productive men did the army accept that their loss actively harmed the islanders’ wellbeing.49


  Neither the people of the Torres Strait – the Australians closest to danger – nor the 7 million others to the south who spent 1942 waiting and worrying were to face the ultimate test. The future novelist Olga Masters, then a young mother, lived at Ettalong on the New South Wales central coast, where Japanese transports had appeared in The Awakening. She recalled walking along the beach in 1942 and, musing on its beauty, ‘thinking what would happen if it didn’t belong to us any more’. Unlike many people then and since, she went on to wonder ‘how likely that was’.50 Since the war, too few Australians have asked that question. At the time there was no answer besides propaganda posters, newspaper advertisements and press communiqués that inflamed rather than informed. Today, though, the answer is available from the evidence – sources that have now been located and translated, analysed by scholars able to comprehend and interpret what actually happened. It can now be told how Japan, far from launching an invasion, deferred the whole idea.


  8


  ‘Victory disease’

  Invasion deferred


  ‘Citation needed’: reliable and unreliable sources


  Australia barely figured in Japanese plans for the war. Japanese writers who advocated Japan’s expansion to meet her destiny in the ‘Southern Area’ mentioned Australia’s natural wealth, of course, but no official war plans late in 1941 proposed any offensive action against the Australian mainland. According to the latest authoritative translations of the Japanese official histories, the ‘Plan for facilitating the end of the war with the United States, Britain, the Netherlands and Chiang Kai-shek’, adopted in mid-November 1941, was to ‘destroy US, British, and Dutch bases in east Asia and the south-west Pacific’.1 This would entail operations against the Philippines, Guam, Hong Kong, Malaya, Singapore, Burma, the Netherlands East Indies, Borneo and Timor. In these campaigns, as we have seen, thousands of Australians were killed, wounded or captured: about a quarter of Australia’s deaths for the entire war can be attributed to the defeats of 1941–42. But none of these plans envisaged operations directly against Australia.


  At the time, almost all Australians believed that Japan’s objective was Australia. Coming as it did on top of years of sombre predictions, this was entirely realistic and understandable. The evidence of the newspaper maps showing Japan’s progress – with arrows moving seemingly inexorably towards Australia’s northern coast – seemed to substantiate that impression. But we need to be careful not to accept without question what has been widely put about. Let’s look at popular works that have taken the idea of invasion as read.


  It is widely believed that either Admiral Yamamoto Isoruku (the planner of Pearl Harbor attack) or General Yamashita Tomoyuki (the victor of Singapore) proposed an immediate invasion of Australia. According to a popular website among enthusiasts, Yamashita was to advance down the north–south track to Adelaide, cutting the continent in two – all with two divisions.2 Many proponents of the invasion idea cite this ‘plan’ and it has become widely accepted as the truth. The entry ‘Planned invasion of Australia’ in Wikipedia (a self-policed organic web encyclopaedia) used to read: ‘General Tomoyuki Yamashita agreed with Yamamoto’s Invasion Plan and even volunteered to lead the invasion. However, the plan was opposed by Tojo, as he believed that there were no contingency plans considered.’3 The source of this view deserves some attention. It is David Bergamini’s Japan’s Imperial Conspiracy, a secondary source widely regarded as questionable by scholars – ‘journalistic and unscholarly’ seems to sum up the standard view.4 Bergamini’s massive book, which argues that Japan waged an aggressive war at the bidding of the emperor, devotes just one reference to the idea of invading Australia. An American, Bergamini spent five weeks researching in Australia, and consulted thousands of sources, all of which he lists exhaustively. In a volume that catalogues the actual and projected actions and atrocities of the Japanese wartime regime, would he not have mentioned a plan for Australia’s invasion had one existed? Wikipedia’s entry was peppered with the notation (added by sceptics) ‘citation needed’. None of the several biographies of Yamashita mention his alleged invasion plan, although they do make clear that Tojo feared him as a rival and posted the victor of Singapore to Manchuria.5


  Apart from Bergamini’s book, another widely mentioned source is the 1927 Tanaka Memorial, which was circulating in Militia circles in the late 1930s, and was distributed within the army in 1940–41.6 One of the ‘Hate campaign’s’ broadcasts dealt with the memorial (‘Japan’s Mein Kampf’, as 1942 pamphlets described it).7 This document is worth further examination, because it still crops up in discussions of Japan’s ambitions as ‘proof’ of its intentions. The broadcast’s script described the memorial – a petition to the emperor – as the ‘blueprint for Japan’s drive for conquest of the Pacific and East Asian areas’ and, it added, ‘more’.


  On the one hand, the Tanaka Memorial had no official standing and cannot be taken as giving any support to the idea that the Japanese planned to invade Australia. As we have seen, the memorial did not actually refer to invading Australia at all. On the other, it reflects the kind of ambition backed by force that Japan’s rulers held, and suggests the nature of the regime that the Allies confronted. No one of a liberal persuasion would agree that the Japanese were benign; but the Tanaka Memorial does not constitute evidence that the Japanese harboured any specific intention to invade Australia at the time. It contributed to the atmosphere of apprehension that permeated Australia in 1942. This is understandable: Allied commanders remained in the dark, inferring and guessing what the Japanese might do next.


  ‘Immediate Danger of Invasion in Force’: Allied appreciations


  As the Japanese advance gathered momentum in January 1942 Australia’s War Cabinet received through the chiefs of staff, its main military advisors, a succession of briefings and ‘appreciations’. They progressively forecast what the Japanese might do based on Allied estimates of their strength and capabilities. Traditionally there was only one way of knowing an enemy’s secret intentions: putting yourself in their shoes, inferring what they might do and looking for signs of movement. At each end of the Pacific Ocean, senior officers looked at maps and consulted tables showing their own and probable enemy forces, calculated steaming times and the tonnages that would be required to carry and supply forces of various sizes, and measured the range of the aircraft they would need. Because military reasoning is based on similar physical considerations (and even more so the iron rules of logistics – you cannot inspire a fuel tank to hold more than its capacity) the Japanese and Australian–American staffs in Tokyo and Melbourne came up with pretty much the same estimate of Japan’s plan.


  In January the Australian chiefs of staff thought that the attack on Malaya ‘might well be the first stage in the Japanese plan for a major attack on Australia’.8 By February, based on what the Japanese had achieved, they reasonably supposed that Australia lay under ‘immediate Danger of Invasion in Force’. They advised the War Cabinet accordingly, prompting alarm and consternation. Frank Forde, the army minister, urged Curtin to appeal to Canada and the United States for 50 000, later 100 000, troops. This, he thought, would provide a ‘wonderful tonic to the morale of the Australian people’ (and, it would seem, of the War Cabinet, which was clearly rattled by the chiefs’ advice).9


  The worsening situation in South-East Asia demanded a ‘fresh appreciation’ late in February. This time the chiefs saw several possibilities: the Japanese might merely consolidate their gains; move east towards India; or attempt to take Australia and New Zealand. They expected an attack by two divisions on Darwin by early April – could this be the source of the mythical Yamashita option?10 By the first week of March the War Cabinet was logging daily situation reports and watching movements across the arc of coast from Perth to Brisbane, but especially wary of the possibility of landings in north-east Queensland and the Northern Territory. The chiefs anticipated ‘probable immediate Japanese moves’. They thought a landing around Darwin could come – though not in less than a month – but if the Japanese were to take New Caledonia, an attack on Australia’s east coast could be made by May.11


  Late in March 1942 the Joint Planning Staff examined the ‘entire situation’, pondering Japanese options. Planners bemoaned the ‘meagre intelligence’ they had access to. They did not know where Japanese forces were, let alone where they might be in the coming months. What they did was examine the most feasible worst-case scenario. They conjectured that the Japanese could land two divisions around Darwin and up to three in north Queensland. The Japanese had ten aircraft carriers, they thought, although only one of these was close to north-east Australia, and there was no sign in Rabaul or Truk of the seventy-odd transports and warships the operation would need. Although the chiefs were loath to dilute the ‘vital Sector’ of Brisbane to Melbourne, they recommended that the force around Townsville be tripled from a brigade to a division. While by this time the planners thought that an attack on north Queensland could conceivably arrive by mid-April, they did not think it likely.12 In April the Combined Operational Intelligence Centre advised that Japanese moves against Australia were unlikely because they lacked both merchant ships and escorts.13


  The American official war historian, Samuel Milner, discussed the Japanese plans in his volume Victory in Papua. Milner wrote that ‘profound differences of opinion’ existed between General George Brett (the American commander in Australia) and the Australian chiefs of staff, particularly Syd Rowell, the deputy chief of the General Staff.14 Alarmed by Japanese forces in Java and the surrounding islands, Brett was sure that the Japanese would invade Australia from the north-west – and that meant Darwin. Rowell reasoned that if the Japanese attacked Darwin at all, their aim would be to prevent its use by the Allies as a base from which to attack, rather than to use it as a stepping stone for the invasion of Australia. The Australian chiefs of staff argued that the Japanese object was to ‘cut the air and shipping lines of communication between United States and Australia with a view to preventing the development of Australia as a base for eventual offensive operations’. They thought that the Japanese could best achieve this aim by occupying islands to Australia’s north-east, especially New Caledonia and Fiji. This, as it turned out, was a shrewd stab at what the Japanese had actually decided to do, although no Allied officer could have known why.


  When MacArthur arrived in Australia, he applied his considerable authority to the scales. His earliest appreciations followed the pattern of those of British and American staffs in London and Washington. MacArthur implied that while Australia’s leaders were in a quandary, he had a strategy – of offensive action in his theatre (but mere holding elsewhere) – that would bring victory. At his first appearance at the Advisory War Council on 26 March he told government and opposition ministers that he doubted the Japanese would invade, because ‘the spoils were not sufficient to warrant the risk’.15 He thought the Japanese ‘might try to overrun Australia’, not necessarily for sound strategic reasons but – harking back to the White Australia policy – ‘to demonstrate their superiority over the white races’.16 The Advisory War Council was little reassured.


  It is vital to understand the situation of those responsible for discerning Japan’s intentions in those dark months. Most intelligence officers had little hard evidence to go on. They made estimates and tentative predictions from snippets and hints, from traces of which Japanese formations were where, by inferring what the Japanese might possibly do from what they seemed to be doing. But what were their Japanese counterparts actually discussing and deciding?


  ‘Risky and fanciful’: Japanese staff officers ask, ‘Where next?’


  In November 1941 Japan’s leaders (essentially Premier Tojo Hideki and senior commanders of the army and navy) had decided on war, and on a ‘Phase 1’ plan they hoped would destroy the American Pacific Fleet and seize the American, British and Dutch colonial empires. These defeats would, they believed, demoralise their enemies (especially the Americans, whom they considered ‘effete’) and induce them to seek a negotiated peace. Weak Western governments, they thought, could not prevail against a Japanese ‘fighting spirit’. ‘Do not worry about deficiency of strength or of material,’ a Japanese general had urged in the mid-1930s, ‘everything depends on spirit. Spirit solves all.’17


  Some Japanese commanders knew that ‘spirit’, however useful in battle, was no counterweight for industrial production. They knew that Japan needed to reach a quick, decisive result before the United States’ superior industrial power prevailed. The United States would inevitably out-produce Japan, even given the wealth of raw materials it could gather from its conquered territories. Soon enough, in March and April 1942, the American aircraft carrier force would launch counter-strikes against Japan, on Lae and Salamaua in March, and spectacularly against Tokyo itself in April.


  Still, in the heady opening months of the Pacific War, before the fall of Singapore, Japan’s forces seemed to do no wrong. When it looked that the war was going well, Japanese staff officers at Imperial General Headquarters naturally asked, ‘Where next?’ Some answered, ‘Australia.’ Neville Meaney writes in his popular history Towards a New Vision, ‘the Navy General Staff wanted … to mount an invasion of Australia, but the Army General Staff … firmly opposed the idea.’18 It is important to grasp that the entire naval staff did not argue for invasion. Rather, it was some elements within the navy. No plans were being made, still less accepted, by ‘the Japanese’, but simply proposed by some ambitious staff officers.


  Hedley Willmott makes this point in his detailed book The Barrier and the Javelin. The Japanese services argued constantly, with no clear direction from a single strategic body. In the navy, operational commanders and their staff officers often clashed with the Navy Ministry over operational directions. Contrary to the popular impression of forces ruled by authoritarian commanders, as the ‘incidents’ in China showed, junior officers often proposed ideas and even acted unilaterally. Japan’s future directions in early 1942 arose from both the navy’s General Headquarters and the powerful Combined Fleet. The Combined Fleet commander, Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku, had insisted on the Pearl Harbor attack over the reservations of the General Staff. Japanese naval aviators who chronicled these debates remembered the divisions victory caused. The successes of the war’s first months gave the Combined Fleet staff an ‘elated self-confidence’, what has been called ‘victory disease’. Navy General Staff officers ‘felt constrained to talk softly’.19 The two were to fall out over the direction of Japan’s next moves, and ‘victory disease’ led some to make unrealistic proposals, including attacks on Australia.


  In early January – before the fall of Rabaul, Singapore, Manila or Batavia – the navy’s senior commanders began to look ahead. Rear Admiral Ugaki Matome, chief of staff to the Combined Fleet, began to identify possible future directions. He spent several days pondering the possibilities. Ukagi saw four options. The Japanese could simply hold what they had taken (or would soon seize), or they could advance westwards against India, southwards to Australia, or eastwards to Hawaii.


  Ugaki favoured an attack on Hawaii, the main base of Japan’s principal Pacific enemy. Meanwhile, the navy staff had not been idle. It happened that both the chief of the Navy General Staff and his deputy disliked directing their subordinates unduly. They preferred to pronounce on plans devised by junior officers – captains and commanders – rather than direct them from the outset. This attitude encouraged initiative (again confounding preconceptions about the Japanese approach) but it also produced friction. Captain Tomioka Sadatoshi headed the Plans Division of the Operations Section. His concern was not that Australia’s military forces posed a threat, but that America would use Australia as a base. In December he had already proposed the capture of bases in northern Australia – Darwin at least. As Japan’s forces won victories so easily, he thought that some points in north-east Queensland might be useful, partly to help cut America’s supply lines, but mainly to demoralise Australia and force it to give in.20


  Tomioka advanced an idea that navy staff officers had been mulling over for months. His proposal obviously drew upon both the general impressions current in Japanese geographical and economic literature about Australia’s value, and probably also on the massive espionage effort in which the navy especially had invested. Tomioka recognised what American officers saw at exactly the same time, that Australia gave the Allies a secure base from which to launch their inevitable counteroffensives.


  The Army General Staff rejected Tomioka’s ambitious proposal, swiftly and firmly. On 6 January, Major General Tanaka Shin’ichi, Tomioka’s counterpart in the army’s Operations Section, argued, ‘it overextends the Pacific periphery.’ The naval plan, Tanaka warned, would lengthen, not end the war: it was ‘risky and fanciful’ to attempt even limited landings in Australia.21 Over maps, loading tables and manuals, staff officers undertook the laborious calculations required for any military operation. They concluded that an invasion of northern Australia would need three divisions. An invasion of the south-eastern states would need ten to twelve. (To put this in context, Japan had used nine divisions to conquer the whole of South-East Asia.) This force would need between 1.5 and 2 million tons of shipping to transport them there. ‘We expended much effort restraining Navy’s simplistic … dash to Australia,’ the army’s Imperial Headquarters war diary recorded.22


  Army officers forcibly reminded their naval counterparts that the point of conquering South-East Asia was to carry its resources back to Japan. If a ship transported troops to Townsville it could not carry rubber to Japan. An Australian venture would develop into a ‘profitless war of attrition’, and Japan already had one such war in China.23 Above all, the Soviet threat preoccupied the army – troops fighting in Sydney could not go to Siberia if war with the Soviet Union broke out.


  Again, it is important for Australians not to imagine that Imperial Headquarters argued for weeks just over Australia’s fate. In late January, Yamamoto’s staff advanced its own agenda: invading Ceylon (envisaging a link with victorious German forces in the Middle East); landing at Darwin; denying Fiji and Samoa to the Allies; and then taking Hawaii. This time navy staff opposed the plan, exposing a rift within the Combined Fleet staffs over whether the navy needed to take or merely neuter Darwin. Henry Frei summarised the debate, noting, ‘about the only thing all three [sic] services could agree to with regard to Australia was the destruction of Darwin – ironically, because it had nothing to do with an invasion.’24


  By early February – still before the fall of Singapore – the argument between the services became ugly. The Navy Ministry weighed in to the debate, supporting Tomioka’s ambitious plan. Captain Ishikawa Shingo lectured the army’s representatives that there could be no security for the Co-Prosperity Sphere ‘unless we make Australia the main target … and annihilate it as a base for an American counteroffensive’.25 Again, the army disagreed, wary of the commitment to Japan’s major war in China and the danger of another war with the Soviet Union.


  The day before Singapore capitulated, the Japanese staff officers came together once more to thrash out an argument that had been going nowhere for six weeks. Again Tomioka urged the soldiers to boldness (‘With only a token force we can reach our aim!’) only to face stonewalling again. The Imperial Headquarters recording officer (presumably a soldier) described the navy’s arguments as ‘so much gibberish’.26


  Late in February, senior army and navy officers realised that they had to intervene and resolve the squabble. While they acknowledged that Australia would be used as a base, they deprecated the possibility of taking and holding so large a continent. On the one hand it was ‘useless for us to plan for an invasion of only part of Australia’, and on the other seizing only part of the country would ‘surely develop into a war of attrition’ that (as in China) Japan could not win. As a compromise, both the army and the navy accepted plan ‘FS’, to isolate Australia by seizing the island chain of Fiji–Samoa–New Caledonia to Australia’s north-east. By early March the acrimonious discussions had produced an ill-fitting compromise in a ‘Fundamental outline of recommendations for future war leadership’ submitted to the emperor on 17 March. Invasion of Australia – and then only a ‘temporary invasion of Port Darwin’ – was relegated to a ‘future option’. As Henry Frei wrote, ‘in reality, this meant little more than “never”.’27


  ‘Magic’: code-breaking and Japan’s intentions


  Establishing what the Japanese thought and decided is essential. But when did the Allies know what Japan’s intentions were? Here, remarkable technological and intellectual developments had given the Allies a massive, arguably overwhelming advantage. Through a succession of heroic efforts by generous and brave Poles and some very brainy chaps in huts at Bletchley Park in Britain and in Hawaii, British and American boffins were able to read various German and Japanese codes. The resultant intelligence they called, for obvious reasons, ‘Magic’, or ‘Ultra’ (as in ‘ultra-secret’).


  The difficulty of the code-breakers’ task is staggering. Imperial Headquarters sent some 500 messages a day, each army headquarters up to 230, and air and naval units many of their own, routine and administrative signals mixed up with the significant and revealing. All were sent in a complex code in a complex language, with ample room for misunderstanding and error. The wonder is that the code-breakers learned anything worthwhile in time. Magic could lead analysts wildly astray.


  In April the US Navy intercept unit in Hawaii told MacArthur’s headquarters that, based on Magic intercepts, the Japanese were planning an amphibious move against Port Moresby (which they were – the action led to the Battle of the Coral Sea). But in Melbourne, MacArthur’s intelligence chief, Charles Willoughby read the very same messages and reached a different conclusion. He noticed that the Japanese force included four aircraft carriers and surmised – incorrectly, as it happened – that they were planning to seize an objective out of range of land-based aircraft (that is, bombers based at Rabaul). Drawing a circle on a map from Rabaul, he reasoned that this suggested that the operation’s objective was north-east Queensland or perhaps New Caledonia, as part of the Japanese strategy to isolate Australia. A week later Willoughby changed his mind and punted for the Port Moresby operation. The point is that even MacArthur’s intelligence chief, with all the highest levels of intelligence – signals that few Australians saw – could read the course of the war wrongly. Ed Drea, the doyen of Japanese intelligence in the Pacific War, puts it succinctly: ‘rarely were the enemy’s intentions self-evident.’28


  Diplomatic signals corroborated the code-breaking efforts. In April 1942 Allied code-breakers picked up the Japanese ambassador to Madrid’s signal to Tokyo in which he acknowledged, ‘Japan’s operation in near future is Indian Ocean and not Australia.’29 It seems that this message did not reach Allied leaders in Australia, but other intelligence did. Australian and Allied leaders in Australia knew of the Japanese decision not to invade within a month of the debates between staff officers in Tokyo in March 1942. In mid-April, Magic intercepts that reached Australia confirmed that no invasion was contemplated. This intelligence certainly reached Curtin, Shedden and, of course, MacArthur, the three of whom constituted the Prime Minister’s War Conference, the key executive body governing the Australian war effort.30 Signals that reached MacArthur through the Fleet Radio Unit in Melbourne made it clear that the Japanese had decided not to invade Australia.31 Curtin was told as much by London and Washington, and MacArthur and Blamey, Curtin’s principal strategic advisers, consistently expressed the view that it was improbable.


  The recommendations made by bad-tempered staff officers in Tokyo in February 1942 effectively ended Japanese discussion about a possible invasion. But while MacArthur and a few of his staff knew, few other officers or ministers did – and among Australians perhaps only Blamey, Shedden and Curtin. As a result, lower level officers continued, quite properly, to plan and prepare for the possibility that the Japanese might yet come, somewhere, in some way. After all, the Japanese might change their plans, or they might opportunistically capitalise on events. In September 1942 it was reasonable for the Australian chiefs of staff to submit another ‘appreciation’ warning that to send more troops to Papua (where the Australians were still retreating from Kokoda) could ‘dangerously deplete’ Australia’s defences. They counselled that a major Japanese naval victory in the Pacific could still lead to an ‘attack nearer to the main centres of population in the south’.32


  Japanese interest in Australia continued nevertheless. In 1942 a book appeared in Tokyo entitled Goshu Shinryakushi (A History of the Invasion of Australia). It dealt with the invaders who displaced the continent’s original inhabitants. Another, Goshu no Shizen to Shakai (Natural Resources and Society in Australia), included a chapter analysing the Australian devotion to sport and leisure under the title ‘Paradise of Fools’.33 In the paradise of fools, as 1942 continued, it became apparent that invasion would not come. Though official announcements, publicity and propaganda continued to stress the possibility, the invasion crisis ended with a series of battles in the Pacific in the year’s second half. The army acted as if the crisis had ended. By the year’s end it ordered the reduction of static anti-aircraft defences everywhere south of Cairns and Geraldton ‘as soon as possible’.34 But if in the course of 1942 invasion passed from an imminent threat to a remote possibility and then an impossibility, Australians generally have never grasped or accepted that invasion was not going to happen. Indeed, they have cherished a belief that invasion was actually planned, a conviction based largely on the existence of ‘invasion money’.


  ‘Banana money’: invasion currency and what it doesn’t prove


  Alice Cay modestly recalled, ‘nothing exciting happened to me during the war.’ Then she described life in wartime Essendon. Married to a draughtsman at the Maribyrnong munitions factory, she claimed that her ‘one little special war effort’ was to grow vegetables in her backyard – that and bear three children. Her life involved the dull, repetitive, invisible hardship of a wartime housewife – pushing a pram loaded with groceries, queuing for everything, making do and mending. Once, though, the war intruded shockingly. While pegging out the washing she watched, horrified, as an American bomber crashed on landing on the runway at nearby Essendon Airport. Almost as an afterthought to her memoir, she added that ‘when it was all over’ a friend gave her ‘some Japanese invasion money … cheap paper money,’ she explained, ‘for use when they invaded Australia’. More than forty years later she wrote, ‘I still have it; thank goodness I never had to use it.’35 Thank goodness indeed. But Alice was under what remains perhaps the single most widespread delusion about Australia and the Pacific War.


  Invasion money became for my work on the Battle for Australia what I had come to call the ‘rum question’ when I had written For Fear of Pain, a book about surgery before anaesthesia. While writing that book, I gave a dozen or more talks and papers. At every single one, someone would ask, ‘But didn’t surgeons give patients rum to deaden the pain?’ The answer is that surgeons administered alcohol as a ‘cordial’, a stimulant, to bring round patients who had fainted – the technical term is ‘syncope’ – during operations, not before the operation to drug or fortify them. Why did this question come up every time? I came to realise that it was because in imagining what operations without anaesthesia were like – and I left them in no doubt about how awful they were for all involved – people wanted to believe that there was something that surgeons could have done to ameliorate the pain. In fact, there was nothing to be done. (Many listeners also asked about ‘biting on bullets’: that was a myth as well.)


  When discussing the Battle for Australia someone would invariably bring up the ‘invasion money’ as ‘proof’ that the Japanese had planned so seriously to invade Australia that they printed in advance millions of banknotes, supposedly bearing the inscription ‘The Japanese Government of Australia’. Why did it come up every time? Because the invasion money has been mentioned over and over in conversation and commentary, and in the popular literature that supports the idea that invasion would have occurred. In Who Sank the Sydney?, for example, Michael Montgomery uses ‘invasion money’ as the capstone in a chapter presenting hearsay and second-hand evidence of ‘Japan’s plans for invading Australia’. The note he uses to illustrate this, needless to say, was not intended for use in Australia.


  When the Japanese conquered the European colonial empires of South-East Asia, they stamped their identity upon their new possessions by replacing colonial currency. Millions of notes were printed between 1942 and 1945, right across South-East Asia.


  The Japanese central bank produced banknotes, printed on poor-quality paper, in currencies of all the imperial powers whose territories they conquered. These include pesos in the Philippines, dollars in Malaya and Singapore, guilders in the Netherlands East Indies, rupees in Burma and pounds in Papua, New Guinea and British Pacific territories. (In Hong Kong and Indochina the Japanese imposed the yen. Why its policy should have differed in these two colonies is unclear: the Japanese occupations in Asia abound in anomalies.)


  In Singapore the locals called it ‘banana money’ because the notes featured banana trees. Indeed, all the occupation currencies bore motifs characteristic of the territory in which they circulated, such as pagodas in Burma. The invasion money produced by the Japanese for New Guinea and the British Pacific territories bears the image of coconut palms: there is no mention of Australia or any Australian imagery on any of the notes that have ever been shown or depicted.


  The money was more than a propaganda symbol. It sought to integrate local economies into a Japanese-controlled monetary system. The Japanese occupation regimes, however, were unable to exercise effective control. They responded to shortages of banknotes simply by printing as many as were needed (they were without serial numbers, and were therefore easily counterfeited). This led to severe inflation and to economic ruin for many individuals and families when in August 1945 all the banana money across Japan’s empire became worthless.


  Stories about ‘invasion money’ abound, in print, in family memory and on the Internet. For example, the Brisbane Courier-Mail website The Peace Generation features the story of Chris Wilson, a survivor of the Burma–Thailand Railway. Wilson’s story is the familiar but unfailingly moving one of youthful enthusiasm leading to enlistment, capture in Singapore, the horrors of the railway and the disorientation of liberation. But the story also includes a photograph of banknotes bearing the inscription ‘The Japanese Government’, captioned, ‘Chris Wilson kept money printed by the Japanese for use in Australia after invasion.’ But these banknotes bear denomination in dollars – they are Straits dollars, produced for use in Malaya. There is not a pound note among them.36 (Interestingly, an international banknote collectors’ site warns, ‘Malaya [dollar] notes have been touted as “invasion” money made for the conquering of the U.S.’ This, it adds, ‘is not correct.’37 It would seem that invasion fantasies inspired by looking at banknotes simplistically are not confined to Australia.)


  Australian servicemen found bundles of these notes when they liberated every Japanese administrative centre, from Lae to Jesselton (Kota Kinabalu) and Singapore to Rabaul. It had no value for the liberated locals, but represented a cheap, portable and evocative souvenir. Thousands of returning servicemen brought wads of notes home. They called it ‘invasion money’ and British Oceania currency became attached to the invasion that many had feared and expected but which almost none now understood had never been planned.


  But let’s have a look at some of these banknotes from British Oceania. They all bear the inscription ‘The Japanese Government’ – not ‘The Japanese Government of Australia’, as people will often tell you, even when they are looking at an actual note that bears no such words. There is nothing on the face of these banknotes to make any connection with Australia: people read into them what they want to believe.


  How do we know this? There are few more diligent recorders than numismatists. If there had been actual ‘Japanese Government of Australia’ banknotes, you can bet that banknote collectors would have tracked them down, then photographed, catalogued and valued them. There are none. The standard guides, Australian Coins, Notes & Medals and World War II Military Currency, make clear that occupation currency was issued by the Japanese Government for use in New Guinea, not Australia. They point out that the denomination – ‘half-shilling’ – had been characteristic of New Guinea currency since the German colonial period. ‘If the notes were intended for use in Australia, as is generally supposed,’ they ask, ‘why did the Japanese use a term that would be regarded as normal only in New Guinea …?’ Sadly, for collectors, these notes are ‘still too plentiful to have gained much numismatic status’.38


  ‘The world’s worst campaign planner’: Churchill and invasion


  The potential Japanese threat to Australia was real, but it formed only part of a global war, a conflict whose chief British leader was already on the nose in Australia after Greece and Tobruk. Churchill’s role in Australia’s invasion crisis deserves special scrutiny.


  Throughout the summer of 1941–42 British and American headquarters sent their Australian counterparts their own ‘appreciations’ of the Japanese threat. Allied estimates of Japanese capabilities were always less alarmist than Australian forecasts, and, in the event, more accurate. In late January 1942, Churchill reassured Curtin’s War Cabinet that the Japanese were unlikely to ‘undertake a serious mass invasion of Australia’.39 The fall of Singapore led newspaper editors to question this forecast by ‘authoritative quarters in London’ and doubt the basis for Churchill’s reassurance. Under the headline ‘Prospect of Invasion’, the Sydney Morning Herald noted tartly that since these ‘quarters’ had so often been wrong before, ‘this may be an added reason why Australia should prepare against an invasion’.40 After 1942 relations between Britain and Australia would change forever.


  British analysts persisted. In March the British chiefs of staff saw no serious threat to Australia and by early April they wrote that they were sure a ‘genuine invasion of Australia does not form part of the present Japanese plans’, and gave their reasons. They reminded their Australian counterparts that Japan was involved in campaigns in China and Burma and was wary of war with Russia. Like the Japanese chiefs, they thought that Japan’s occupation of Fiji would be more useful than an invasion of Australia as a way of damaging Australia’s value to the Allies.41 The Australian chiefs seem to have been convinced, though they remained cautious.


  Brian McKinley, who read almost all the capital-city dailies for his 1942: End of Innocence, identified a ‘groundswell of public anger’ against Churchill in the weeks after the fall of Singapore.42 The Bulletin, speaking in the nationalist strain it had made its own, condemned Churchill as the ‘world’s worst campaign planner’. Mary Gilmore’s diary includes cutting references to Britain’s failures. ‘Everyone thinks England’ (as almost everyone called Britain) ‘will let Singapore go as she let Hong Kong and Penang go … What fools have led the Empire.’ But the scepticism of Britain’s power and – even worse – its good faith was more widespread than among nationalist authors. In February 1942 Mary Gilmore told her taxi-driver that the sack of potatoes she asked him to carry into her Kings Cross apartment had been given to her by a cousin of Churchill. The man ‘swore a great oath’ and replied, ‘it was not —— potatoes that Australia wanted from Churchill but —— planes’.43


  In fact, in March 1942 he had promised to send a couple of British divisions and later that month an armoured division, and squadrons of Spitfires that arrived only to see the air threat against Darwin dwindle. But the troops would come only if ‘Australia is being heavily invaded’ – that is ‘by, say eight or ten Japanese divisions’. (Curiously, this was exactly the scale of the invasion force proposed by enthusiastic staff officers in Tokyo.) However, as Churchill reiterated, ‘no signs have appeared of a heavy mass invasion of Australia.’44 What occurred – ‘localised attacks in the north,’ as he correctly put it – could easily be met by the 400 000 Australian and American troops already in Australia.


  Churchill has been execrated in nationalist folklore for refusing to help Australia in its time of crisis. The parochialism of Australian indignation can be seen in many reactions to the war as it was reported. One of the most telling, perhaps, is Mary Gilmore’s response to a broadcast by the British deputy prime minister, Clement Atlee, on Anzac Day 1943. Dame Mary confided to her diary her outrage that Attlee repeated Churchill’s assurance that Britain would give ‘full aid to Australia and New Zealand in the event of Japanese invasion in force’. Gilmore, in the words of her biographer, Bill Wilde, was ‘both furious and sceptical’. ‘Why “after” invasion?’ she demanded. ‘Why not before …? And why only after an “invasion in force”?’45 Curtin had conceded the end of the invasion threat to his Cabinet colleagues, but would not admit it publicly for another few months. Mary Gilmore’s ire was a product of that reluctance to tell the public more of the truth sooner.


  Through 1942 Churchill and Roosevelt attempted to reassure an apprehensive Curtin. In September Roosevelt told him that he ‘fully appreciate[d] the anxiety which you must naturally feel with regard to the security of Australia’. But he said that he agreed with the Combined Chiefs of Staff – that is, the most senior British and the American commanders – that the forces in Australia were enough both to defeat the Japanese in New Guinea and ‘provide for the security of Australia against an invasion on the scale that the Japanese were capable of launching’.46 Roosevelt and Churchill had to exercise tact in dealing with a leader whom they clearly thought lacked a realistic view. As Stanley Bruce warned Curtin in June 1942, he detected a growing feeling in London that ‘Australia is entirely selfish … irrespective of the common interest and the wide strategical necessities of the war’.47


  The observation by John Moloney in his The Story of 200 Years is surely profoundly true: ‘Churchill’s opinion that Australia was temporarily expendable was not shared by the Australian government nor would it have been by the people had they been aware of it.’48 Fortunately, perhaps, wartime strategy (especially against ruthless and successful foes) is not best conducted by plebiscite. While Moloney is surely right – Australians lost faith with the empire in 1942 and it represents one of the decisive moments in shifting Australian opinion towards a national idea – Churchill’s strategic judgement was in fact vindicated.


  Curtin’s Australian focus also explains why the Department of Information took up the phrase ‘Battle for Australia’: although not why it seems to have waited until the apparent threat had passed – in 1943 – before doing so. In 1944 the department published Jungle Victory, a photographic booklet showing some of the most graphic images taken by official photographers in the South-West Pacific Area. ‘This book,’ its anonymous author wrote, ‘is a pictorial record of what may be described as the Battle for Australia. No campaign,’ it continued, ‘has been more important to the people of Australia than the various battles in New Guinea which determined whether or not the Japanese would invade our mainland.’ Sixty-five years on, that remains a tenacious view.


  It is not surprising, therefore, that Australians believed then and continue to believe that invasion was imminent. Japanese propaganda, too, continued to warn into 1943 that ‘Australia is menaced by an imminent invasion from Nippon’.49 That this was broadcast on April Fool’s Day may have escaped the notice of authorities in both Japan and Australia, but by then it was truly an empty threat. Invasion it seemed, had been deterred, but by Australia’s American allies.
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  Australia, showing actual Japanese attacks, 1942–43
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  ‘They saved us from the Japs … Perhaps’

  Invasion deterred


  ‘You look after the rear’: MacArthur arrives


  At ten a.m. on 21 March 1942, Douglas MacArthur stepped off a train at Melbourne’s Spencer Street Station. It was the end of a long and dangerous journey. Spirited from beleaguered Corregidor by patrol boat and flown from the Philippines to Darwin by a barely airworthy B-17 bomber, MacArthur travelled with his wife, Jean; his four-year-old son, Arthur; Arthur’s amah, Ah Cheu; and a small party of staff. Reaching Batchelor after an eight-hour flight in which they had narrowly missed being jumped by Japanese fighters, MacArthur reluctantly flew on to Alice Springs. After a night in a flyblown hotel, the party boarded the Ghan, which slowly made its way to Adelaide. Reporters met him at the little railway town of Terowie in South Australia, eager to know his plans. He addressed them in a fashion they would come to know well over the next two years. ‘I came through,’ he proclaimed in his distinctive patrician drawl, ‘and I shall return.’ MacArthur’s desire to return – to the Philippines – was to drive his decisions over the campaigns to come.


  Australians greeted Douglas MacArthur hysterically and a sycophantic press egged on their adulation. Reporters and editors presented MacArthur as a conquering hero rather than a defeated commander. He immediately fell into a symbiotic relationship with John Curtin. Inexperienced in government, ill equipped to bear the unremitting demands of the crisis, Curtin greeted MacArthur like a drowning man clutching a life-saver. In a dysfunctional, co-dependent relationship, Curtin’s need for direction matched MacArthur’s need for adulation. ‘You look after the rear, Mr Prime Minister,’ he said patronisingly, ‘and I will look after the front.’1 Australians carry retrospective chips on their shoulder for the slights they feel ‘they’ endured in 1942: Churchill and Roosevelt’s insistence on trying to divert the Burma convoy; their alleged failure to emphasise the Allies’ ‘Beat Hitler first’ policy. Curiously, they do not seem to feel a similar angst at Curtin’s decision to accept a foreign general, MacArthur, as the dominant figure in running Australia’s war.


  From a suite in the Menzies Hotel, MacArthur ran the Allied war in the South-West Pacific Area. As a member of the Prime Minister’s War Conference – that is, Curtin, MacArthur and Shedden – he not only assumed control of the prosecution of the war but became the virtual dictator of Australia. ‘All orders and instructions’ issued by MacArthur, the government decreed, were to be ‘considered … as emanating from the Commonwealth Government’.2 From the autumn of 1942 to the spring of 1944, Australia’s war effort was directed ultimately not by its government but by MacArthur. In accepting MacArthur’s demand to exercise control over Australia’s armed forces and its economic resources, Australia, Paul Kelly writes, conceded a ‘significant degree of sovereignty … in the cause of survival’.3 Or so it seemed in April 1942, the darkest month in Australia’s war. The extent to which MacArthur established and exploited a psychological dominance over Curtin is an embarrassment most Curtin apologists would prefer to evade. This, Paul Kelly writes, ‘bordered on farce,’ but, he goes on to observe, ‘it worked.’ It certainly worked for MacArthur.4


  Curtin’s ‘turn’ to America seemed to have paid off. But soon MacArthur rebuked Curtin for attempting to renounce Australia’s ties to the British empire. Peter Edwards first pointed to the passage, in the records of the Prime Minister’s War Conference of 1 June, the day after the submarine attack on Sydney Harbour. MacArthur acknowledged that as an ally the United States sought only to win the war. Australia, MacArthur reminded Curtin unsubtly, remained part of the British empire, related to Britain and the other dominions by ties of kinship and allegiance. America’s only interest in Australia was ‘from the strategical aspect of the utility of Australia as a base from which to attack and defeat the Japanese’, and its policy would ‘be followed irrespective of the American relationship to the people who might be occupying Australia’.5 Curtin accepted the reprimand silently, as one does from those in charge.


  Later MacArthur claimed to have detected an air of panic among Australian leaders, letting slip to journalists in 1943 that some had been prepared to withdraw to a ‘so-called Brisbane Line’, abandoning most of the continent to an invader. (No realistic strategist hoped to be able to hold all of Australia in the face of a determined attack: even MacArthur’s own directive from Washington required him merely to ‘hold the key military regions of Australia’.6) His notion, to ‘make the fight far beyond its own borders’ to ‘save Australia from invasion,’ he recalled, ‘gave the Australians an exhilarating lift.’7 The idea of a Brisbane Line was to become one of the most pervasive of the myths of 1942, and we will come to it in considering how invasion later became the subject of invention.


  ‘The place is too Yankful’: Australians and Americans


  Ten days after the attack on Pearl Harbor – before Curtin’s celebrated ‘turn to America’ address – America’s high command had decided it would need Australia as its secure base in the south-west Pacific. The American decision to ‘save’ Australia was, Anthony Bourke wrote in his book In Fear of Security, ‘coldly strategic.’8 George Marshall (the American chief of staff) asked a Colonel Dwight Eisenhower what needed to be done if the United States lost the Philippines. Eisenhower replied that Australia was the next possible base, and that meant that the United States needed to hold the islands that could protect – or threaten – the line of communication to Australia: Fiji, New Caledonia, New Zealand. As Eisenhower explained, it also meant that ‘we had to make certain of the safety of Australia itself’.9 Soon after, as the Allied position in Asia worsened, Churchill and Roosevelt decided that Australia needed more than just the air forces it had previously been allocated, and the 41st Division arrived, followed soon after by the 32nd, with the ‘Americal’ Division in nearby New Caledonia. The south-west Pacific was becoming a major American theatre.


  Queenslanders rapturously greeted the earliest American troops to land (the first of about a million to pass through), and the adulation continued for months. Marie Hainsworth, who worked in a wool-le mill in Ipswich, spoke for many in remembering simply that ‘the Americans saved us’. Another Queensland woman remembered them as ‘gods’.10 Fiction writers Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw surely wrote from life when describing how, when the first American truck parked outside the Hotel Australia in Sydney, people stopped in the street to stare at it ‘with a kind of veneration’.11


  The Americans’ arrival was not without tension. Americans complained that their National Guard came to fight in Australian New Guinea when its counterpart, the Australian Militia, was forbidden from serving outside Australian territory. A visiting major general, Robert Richardson, reported to Washington that Americans were ‘deeply resented’, and complained of Australians’ ‘queer accent’. The arrangement in mid-1942 – which placed Blamey in command of American formations – he felt to be an ‘affront to the national pride and to the dignity of the American Army’.12 MacArthur – who never made his headquarters the ‘joint’ outfit that had been envisaged – soon manipulated the command structure so that Blamey (‘Commander, Allied Land Forces’) did not actually command most American troops in the theatre.


  At the other end of the rank scale, ‘Negro’ units in America’s segregated forces so disturbed the equilibrium of the White Australia policy that the Advisory War Council was at first ‘not prepared to agree’ to host them.13 Customs officers prevented the first group that reached Melbourne from landing, and later arrivals – nearly 8000 by late 1942 – generally went to remote outback districts, mainly working as ‘heavy labour’, on construction and transportation tasks as part of the Engineer Corps. Initial prejudice seemed to be overcome, not least because the US Army could not function without the muscle of its ‘coloured’ labour battalions. Journalists for the ‘Negro press’ later reported favourably on the treatment black servicemen met in Australia, at least compared to ‘their treatment at the hands of the white Americans’ they knew.14


  Australian troops understandably resented the arrival of white Americans who were better paid and better dressed, especially when their generally more gentlemanly manners and ‘Hollywood’ appeal gave them what Australians saw as an unfair edge as suitors. Marie Hainsworth went on to recall them as ‘very gentlemanly and generous’, an unspoken criticism of Australian men’s attitudes. Australian men’s disdain offered poor compensation. In Darwin, Owen Griffiths offered a lift to a couple of American sailors walking south. They wanted to go to somewhere called Alice Springs: an Australian had told them that it was ‘just along the road, so we decided to walk’.15 American glamour wore off. In Melbourne the trauma of three young women murdered by Eddie Leonski, an American soldier, the ‘Brown-out strangler’, reminded everyone that their visitors were indeed men, not gods.


  Although Queensland historians have shown that celebrated stories of tension are apocryphal (such as the ‘battle on the trains’, when American and Australian troops supposedly brawled between two stationary trains), Australian historians generally have emphasised unduly the tension between the two forces. Popular writers, sensation-seeking journalists and social historians have tended to make undue mileage out of the Battle of Brisbane, an ugly riot in the streets of Brisbane on Thanksgiving Day in November 1942. In the brawl, an Australian, Private Edward Webster, died at the hands of American military policemen, using the force they usually reserved for their own, especially black, troops.16 But brawls were unusual. Ian Hogbin and Roy Wright of the Prime Minister’s Committee on National Morale investigated morale in north Queensland in January 1943. As well as pricking cherished rumours (including a persistent allegation that trainloads of pregnant servicewomen had been shipped south), they found that tales of Allied brawling were ‘not borne out by the facts’.17


  Despite aggravation on both sides and occasional conflict, the relationship worked. The remarkable reality was that the two forces cooperated so harmoniously, in and out of action. The Americans were generous, with equipment and advice, sometimes overwhelmingly so, and in one operation after another until the war’s end, the two forces worked together for victory. Australian civilians outgrew their early adulation – the Prime Minister’s Committee reported in December 1942 the demonstrably false rumour that Australia had been ‘left by America to her own resources’.18 Later in 1942, Smith’s Weekly addressed a ditty to ‘The Yanks’, expressing the ambivalence of the relationship:


  
    They saved us from the Japs,


    Perhaps.


    But at the moment the place is too yankful


    For us to be sufficiently thankful …19

  


  ‘Battle that saved Australia’: the Coral Sea


  Within three months of the war’s outbreak what happened was exactly what thoughtful Japanese staff officers had foreseen. Japan’s army and navy had indeed conquered almost the whole of South-East Asia, advancing rapidly and relatively easily to victory. But as both sides had anticipated, Australia was becoming a base not only for a greatly intensified Australian war effort, but also for a growing American force. Even as invasion seemed possible, Australia became the springboard from which the Allied – Australian and American – counteroffensives could and would be launched. But the ‘effete’ Western powers had not given in, as the Japanese, imbued with notions of ‘spirit’ and ‘face’ supposed. After the lightning-swift advances of 1941–42, the war suddenly slowed down while Japan ‘consolidated’ its rule in vast occupied territories. Between the surrender of Corregidor early in May and the Japanese landings on the north coast of Papua late in July, almost no serious land fighting occurred across a great arc of territory from the western frontier of Burma to the island chains of the central Pacific. After the whirlwind of battle, all seemed quiet.


  With the last shots on Ambon the sound of battle faded in what was now called by the Allies the South-West Pacific Area. In the island archipelago to Australia’s north, the only place where shots were still heard was on the island of Timor. On its dry hills the 2/2nd Independent Company waged a guerrilla war against the occupying Japanese. Sustained by Timorese villagers (every man had a creado, a Timorese boy helper), the commandos fought on until, early in 1943, increasingly savage Japanese reprisals against villagers forced them to withdraw support for the Australians.


  Australians are accustomed to the story of the Pacific War running from the loss of the Netherlands East Indies straight to the landings in Papua, with only the heroic resistance of Sparrow Force on Timor interrupting the narrative of battles to the north. But it is important to remember that the Japanese choice to advance westwards into the Indian Ocean in March and April (and not southwards) involved battles costly to Australia too. Overwhelmed as we are by American culture, even in our military history we have been influenced by an emphasis on events in what became on 8 March the South-West Pacific Area. This American focus has tended to obscure Australian awareness of what was going on in the theatre of war next door, in the British-run South-East Asia Command. Here, in April 1942, the Japanese launched a major incursion, and suffered their first setback at sea. The destroyer HMAS Vampire was lost on 9 April when Japanese carrier-based aircraft attacked Trincomalee, the main British base in Ceylon. Though costly, the naval battles off Ceylon marked the limit of Japan’s westward advance. It may not have seemed so at the time, but the Japanese steamroller was running out of puff. The only further territory it would take after April 1942 would be in Papua and in the Aleutians. The initiative was about to swing to the Allies, and that change fast became clear in the Coral Sea.


  The Coral Sea battle was, as one of its Australian historians, Chris Clark, wrote, ‘a series of disjointed and often highly confused naval actions fought off Australia’s north-east coast on 4–8 May 1942.’20 It is hard enough to understand in retrospect: at the time it must have been impossible to tell the significance of the result for all but those most securely in the know. The cruisers Australia and Hobart served with the USS Chicago as the ‘Support Group’ under Rear Admiral John Crace. They fended off Japanese attacks ‘of the same type and strength’ as those that sank the Prince of Wales and Repulse: the Allies were learning that the Japanese could be beaten.21


  Aircraft carriers had supplanted battleships as the principal offensive weapons of the Pacific War. As Nagumo’s task force had shown, with them the Japanese had ranged at will between Hawaii, Colombo and Darwin. Without them, it would be unable to launch any further offensives. The aircraft carrier is therefore central to the two battles that between them changed the course of the Pacific War. The Coral Sea, then, was the first of a new kind of sea battle. It was fought by land-based and carrier-borne aircraft, which searched for and attacked each other’s fleets. For the first time in history two fleets had battled without ever seeing the other at sea level.


  The Coral Sea remains the largest battle fought close to Australia’s shores. Geoffrey Blainey pointed out in his Shorter History of Australia that it was fought ‘less than 1000 kilometres from the Great Barrier Reef and the port of Cairns’.22 Nearly a thousand kilometres? The Battle of Berlin was fought the same distance from London: it’s close, but it’s not that close.


  The arrival of news of the battle forms one of the great set pieces of Australia’s wartime story. In the House of Representatives on the afternoon of 7 May, Curtin was about to move to adjourn the House for the weekend. The chamber was only a third full – not a strong showing, but members had commitments elsewhere. An attendant handed Curtin a note. He began to address the house in a strong voice: ‘I have received a communiqué from the commander-in-chief of the Allied forces in the South-West Pacific Area stating that a great naval battle is proceeding …’


  This, an experienced journalist watching said, became one of Curtin’s greatest speeches. Lacking details of the battle, Curtin delivered a piece of the stirring impromptu oratory for which he was renowned. Speaking in the overblown style most public speakers affected then, he paid tribute to those who were ‘participating in the engagement … conforming to the strictest discipline and are subjecting themselves … with all that they have – it may be for many of them the last full measure of their devotion – to accomplish the increased safety and security of this territory’. ‘This today is the front line,’ he ended, ‘… men are fighting for Australia today; those who are not fighting have no excuse for not working.’23


  The significance of the Coral Sea battle was not, of course, seen clearly at the time. Tokyo Radio soon claimed that an ‘Anglo-American fleet’ had been ‘heavily crushed’. In Australia, newspapers inflated Japanese losses but rightly presented it as a victory. We can simply skip tedious argument about whether it was a Japanese ‘tactical’ or an Allied ‘strategic’ victory. The crucial fact is that the Japanese lost a carrier, planes and pilots they could not easily replace. The initiative had begun to shift in the Allies’ favour.


  Curtin remained pessimistic. The day after his impassioned oratory in Parliament he warned wireless listeners that ‘invasion is a menace capable hourly of becoming an actuality’.24 ‘Hourly’ seems farfetched, though at the time, even at the very highest political and military levels of Australian and American command, there could be little certainty of the importance of any one action. MacArthur’s own General Headquarters believed that the Japanese operation against Port Moresby had merely ‘temporarily ceased’, and not until ten days after the battle did MacArthur feel able to tell Curtin that the battle had ‘undoubtedly saved Australia from a definite and immediate threat’.25 It was a characteristic, calculated exaggeration. David Wilde later drew attention to the inconsistency of MacArthur’s analysis and advice around the time of the Coral Sea battle, and argued that MacArthur’s views depended on whom he was attempting to persuade that his command needed reinforcing.26


  As Allied victory became certain, the legend of the Coral Sea grew. In 1944, on its second anniversary, The Age’s readers learned from Arthur Calwell that, had the Americans not won the battle, Japanese transports would have landed not just at Port Moresby, but also at Townsville, Sydney and Melbourne.27 There was no basis for this claim. George Johnston, the great Australian war correspondent, whose novel My Brother Jack remains a model tale of the ethical compromises war correspondents face, published in 1946 an article, ‘Battle that saved Australia’, in the Australasian Post. He relayed claims by the German naval attaché to Tokyo that the Coral Sea victory had saved Australia from invasion. Johnston wrote that the Japanese had planned to ‘soften up Australia for the subsequent continental conquest’. ‘Against this sort of journalism,’ historian Chris Clark mused dispiritedly in his Action Stations Coral Sea, ‘the true facts of the matter were slow to gain acceptance.’28 The old myths indeed die hard. The Australian National Maritime Museum’s Australia and the United States Gallery (dating from 1988) still presents the Coral Sea battle as having ‘stopped the certain invasion of Australia’.


  But no arguments over interpretation can or should obscure the fact that ships sank and men died to defeat the Japanese when the Allies desperately needed a victory. With news of the Coral Sea battle filling newspaper columns, Mary Gilmore’s thoughts turned to those who had paid the price. In her diary for 10 May 1942 she lamented, ‘what dead men lie in the sea!’29 That fact remains above all argument.


  ‘A psychological blow at Sydney’: the submarine attack


  Among the most incongruous ‘relics’ on display in the Australian War Memorial is a small aluminium saucepan – the sort used to heat up custard or baby food in the days before microwave ovens. It is battered and scratched, obviously well used, as kitchen utensils were in those frugal days. Its only unusual features are that it is hexagonal – and that it has a jagged hole blasted out of its base. This saucepan, recovered from the ruins of a kitchen in Rose Bay on the morning of 8 June 1942, is a relic of the Japanese submarine attack on Sydney Harbour between the battles of the Coral Sea and Midway. The war briefly reached into the houses of suburban Sydney, and this saucepan is a reminder of that dramatic event. Its very ordinariness highlights the drama of the attack.


  For sixpence, plane-spotters could buy a pamphlet Recognition of Aircraft: Japanese Types. Not that this helped when Japanese aircraft flew over Sydney, Melbourne and Hobart without being detected in February and March 1942. On 17 February – two days before the raid on Darwin – the submarine I-25 catapulted a ‘Glen’ float plane from its foredeck and Warrant Officer Nobuo Fujita flew over Sydney Harbour. The first Japanese incursion against wartime Australia had succeeded without any of the hundreds of amateur or military watchers – including navy and army lookouts at the forts and signal stations on the heads, or the RAAF’s fighter control organisation – even noticing.30 A week later Fujita made flights over Melbourne – he remembered the dazzling sight of roofs in many colours of tile – and on 1 March another over Hobart. Again, the flights went unnoticed. Fujita went on to fly over Auckland and Suva and to drop incendiary bombs on the forests of Oregon, the only Japanese to make this futile but symbolic gesture against Japan’s greatest enemy.


  Sydney, the region’s largest naval base since 1788, naturally interested the Japanese. In the early hours of 30 May another warrant officer, Ito Susumu, left the submarine I-21 about 50 kilometres north-east of Sydney. He flew a float plane in over the heads, to allow his observer to sketch the anti-submarine boom, then flew up the harbour at less than 600 feet (180 metres), passing over the cruiser USS Chicago, which was back from the Coral Sea and anchored by the Harbour Bridge. This time, an army anti-aircraft battery at Georges Heights saw Ito’s plane, but it was taken for an American seaplane which it vaguely resembled. An enthusiastic fourteen-year-old aircraft-spotter in Manly reported an unfamiliar ‘putting’ noise, but no one took any notice. Though searchlights ‘coned’ Ito’s plane against low cloud, he shook them off and – astonishingly – no general alarm sounded. He got as far as the Cockatoo Island dockyard before turning about and returning – brazenly – by the same route. The plane sank landing in heavy seas, but the crew had gathered useful intelligence.31


  On the dark and cloudy evening of 31 May three ‘midget’ submarines approached the anti-submarine net that should have stopped them entering the harbour. One became caught in the net. Another got through but was caught, chased and sunk by Naval Auxiliary patrol boats. The third, known to history as ‘Midget A’, fired two torpedoes at the Chicago. Both missed, but one exploded under the ferry-cum-depot-ship Kuttabul. Midget A then escaped from the harbour and disappeared as searchlights played and shots and explosions echoed across the water.


  All over Sydney, families wondered what was happening. Bettie Whiteman, whose husband had planned to fly her to safety from Archerfield ‘if the worst should happen’ had by this time shifted to Sydney with her daughter Jill. On the night of the raid, Jill was recovering from measles and was too ill to be carried to a public shelter. Bettie tucked her up under the kitchen table. ‘The next night’, Bettie recalled, ‘Jill wanted to know if we could play “cubby houses” again.’32 Many others, such as the family of future novelist Catherine Gaskin, ran into the streets to watch the searchlights, ‘hoping to see some action’.33


  The ‘midget submarine raid on Sydney Harbour’ has become one of the key Stations of the Cross in the popular idea of invasion. Superficially, it seems to show that ‘the Japanese’ were so determined to injure Australia that they launched a daring (or desperate or suicidal) attack ‘on Sydney’. The raid is often depicted as if it were an ‘attack on Australia’. It is used to ‘prove’ that they wanted to invade Australia. But does it?


  The raid has its farcical elements: the Japanese reconnaissance plane flying over Sydney detected but not identified or attacked; the lights not turned off at Garden Island dockyard; civilians cruising past on still-not-cancelled ferries. But it also has its tragic aspects: the deaths of twenty-one sailors aboard the Kuttabul; the suicides and horrible deaths of the six Japanese submariners. Most poignant, perhaps, is the (as it turned out) futile gesture on the part of Rear Admiral Gerald Muirhead-Gould, who gave the Japanese naval funerals, partly to recognise the bravery of six fellow sailors, but also in the hope that the Japanese might respond to the noble gesture and treat Allied prisoners of war decently. This faint hope proved a chimaera. Still, the image of Australian sailors firing salutes over the coffins of their enemies is a sombre one, an unusual instance of chivalry in that brutal, technological, ideological and racial war.


  On the morning after the raid, Dame Mary Gilmore, having heard on the wireless of the first ‘Thousand Bomber’ air raid on Cologne, confided to her diary that she had ‘thought of the dead all day’, not just the sailors of Kuttabul, but, she added, thinking of the burned and blasted civilians of Cologne – and their attackers – ‘both sides’.34


  A postscript to the raid came in November 2006, when after sixty-four years and many false leads – including bits of pipe in the bed of the Hawkesbury – divers found the third submarine on the seabed off Sydney’s northern beaches. The mystery of what had happened to ‘Midget A’ after the raid was at last solved.


  The problem with the way Australians have generally interpreted the submarine raid is that they see it as attack on Australia. It was nothing of the kind. The attack was on Allied warships that happened to be in Sydney Harbour.


  Why did the Japanese navy send three submarines into Sydney Harbour late in May 1942? The raid is usually presented as an Australian story, but it is a part of the larger Japanese–American naval war. The Japanese navy sent in its submarines against an American warship to support a Japanese thrust against the American Pacific Fleet. Far from being a parochial bit of Australia’s war, the raid shows how Japan’s naval commanders conceived of strategy on a hemispheric scale. They hoped to divert Allied naval strength by making submarine attacks simultaneously on Allied forces in Sydney and Madagascar. (Just fourteen hours before the Sydney raid, two other ‘midget’ submarines attacked British ships in Diego Suarez, on the northern tip of Madagascar, 10 000 kilometres west of Sydney. They damaged a battleship and sank a tanker, but also failed to deflect the British Eastern Fleet from its operations.) All this was to distract Allied naval commanders from the crucial theatre in the central Pacific, where Yamamoto Isoroku was about to launch the operation that was to bring on the decisive battle of the Pacific War.


  The submarine offensive off Australia’s east coast continued, though to little strategic effect. A week later, on 8 June, the submarine I-24 fired ten shells, aiming at the Harbour Bridge. The shelling was actually extraordinarily inept. Most shells landed in the eastern suburbs, some in the harbour. Only one exploded, demolishing a house next to Yallambee Flats in Plumer Road, Rose Bay, but injuring no one. Other shells brought down walls, fracturing the foot of Ernest Hirsch, a refugee from Nazi Germany. At Yallambee Flats, of the dozen women roused from bed and ordered out, nine put on fresh lipstick. Two hours later I-21 fired eight star shells and twenty-six shells at Newcastle. Again, only one shell exploded and there were no casualties, though understandably people seemed ‘panicky’, a gunner remembered.35


  The attacks on Sydney and Newcastle seemed to vindicate the government’s propaganda, that ‘It WILL happen here’. Whether it strengthened morale or not needs to be investigated. Arthur Calwell reported that Sydneysiders withdrew £3 million from their accounts in the week after the attack, whether prudently or anxiously is uncertain.36 The submarine raid was not the Blitz, but it was the most dramatic moment of the war for thousands of Sydneysiders. It lives vividly in their memories still, perhaps not so much because of what did happen, but because of what might have. All of the terrible forecasts of ‘shells on Sydney’ in novels such as Fool’s Harvest came down in the end to a smashed saucepan.


  The Japanese navy launched two submarine offensives. In the two months after the Sydney attack, six Japanese submarines attacked twenty-two merchant ships off the east coast, sinking nine. In 1943 nine submarines attacked another twenty-one ships, sinking eleven, including the hospital ship Centaur (killing 268 men and women in the Centaur alone). Although they forced the Allies to introduce a convoy system and intensive air patrols, the offensives had little effect on the campaign in New Guinea.


  Warrant Officer Ito was to make one further reconnaissance flight over Sydney, in February 1943. This time the defenders were not caught napping. He approached at about dusk and was spotted by alert radar operators. Anti-aircraft guns opened up as Ito passed over the heads and four Airacobra fighters of 24 Squadron at Bankstown scrambled to intercept the intruder. But Ito eluded the fighters and the story ‘Enemy plane fired on over Sydney’ ended without drama. A few days later, though, US censors released news that Japanese submarines had sunk the cruiser Chicago – which Ito had seen in Sydney in May the previous year – off the Solomons.37


  ‘I do not think the enemy can now invade’: Midway


  In his Australia at War (published in 1981 and still worth reading) the late John Robertson observed how ‘Australia’s fate was heavily influenced by battles in which her forces took no part’.38 They include Trafalgar, the Marne and Stalingrad, but the Battle of Midway is most germane to Australia being invaded. In mid-1942 Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku sought to engage and defeat the American Pacific Fleet in a decisive battle by moving against the atoll of Midway.


  Code-breaker Edwin Layton chronicled the tense analysis and second-guessing that accompanied the deductions allowing Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz to place his forces to meet the Japanese moves. Nimitz asked Commander Layton to put himself in the position of the Japanese admiral. Layton punted that the Japanese carrier force would be sighted at seven a.m. on 4 June, 175 miles (280 kilometres) from Midway on a bearing of 325 degrees. In the event he was just five minutes, 5 miles (8 kilometres) and 5 degrees out.39 But Nimitz still had to place his ships in position to attack the Japanese forces, and especially the critical aircraft carriers.


  After ineffectual and costly attacks by both sides, three dive-bomber squadrons arrived over the Japanese carriers just as they were refuelling and rearming their aircraft. In a few ferocious minutes they sank three of the Combined Fleet’s carriers. Nagumo Chuichi’s carrier group, the basis of Japan’s aggressive strategy from Pearl Harbor to Darwin and Ceylon, was destroyed. The Japanese lost four carriers they could not replace, the Americans one, which they already were replacing. The result was perhaps the narrowest victory of the war, but also the turning point of the Pacific War, psychologically and strategically. Before it, the Japanese believed they could not lose and had the means to win; after it they had lost the means to achieve victory, regardless of their will.


  If the outcome of the Coral Sea battle had given Curtin only qualified joy, he was, rightly, more encouraged by news of Midway. Indeed, he told the Advisory War Council on 16 June, ‘I do not think the enemy can now invade this country.’40 Ever cautious, he still did not rule out ‘marauding raids’ – meaning landings – but the Japanese planned no such raids. Most importantly, he acknowledged that Australia provided ‘a base from which to launch … major offensives against Japan’. Rarely has such a profound strategic change been obvious so quickly.


  Midway had secured Australia not freedom from an invasion attempt – none had been made – but from any possible invasion attempt. Curtin, chronic pessimist and amateur strategist though he was, understood this fundamental fact. Midway ensured that the Allies would eventually win the Pacific War, and that the long-feared invasion of Australia – even if it had been planned – could never happen.


  Despite the Allied victory at Midway, Japan still occupied all of the territory its forces had seized in the war’s opening months. The Allies’ task remained to liberate their colonial possessions and defeat Japan. Soon, Japanese forces would make their last invasion of Allied territory in the south-west Pacific, landing a force in Papua in July. But if the potential invasion threat to Australia itself had been deterred, Australia’s most arduous campaign of the war had yet to begin. That fighting, later symbolised by the word ‘Kokoda’, would indeed lead to the defeat of an actual Japanese invasion.
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  ‘Men who saved Australia’

  Invasion defeated


  ‘A piece of military strategy’: the significance of Papua


  The Australian Association of British Manufacturers produced a pamphlet in mid-1942 to persuade Australians that Britain had done as much as it could to help Australia. It reminded them that ‘when Australia was threatened with a Japanese invasion, Great Britain offered to return the A.I.F. to Australia’.1 The invasion threat seemed to be in the past. War maps in newspapers showed the fighting in New Guinea – that part of it called Papua – but not Australia. Whatever Australians felt about their sons and brothers fighting and dying there, ‘New Guinea wasn’t Australia,’ Curtin told his journalist confidantes in October 1942, ‘it was only a piece of military strategy.’2


  The ‘piece of military strategy’ that Australians now remember most in the Second World War is called in Australian popular memory ‘Kokoda’. The story of Kokoda has been greatly complicated by distractions and details of interest to military enthusiasts. Biography has always been a strong theme in military history in Australia, and the rivalry and politicking between generals has always been a major part of the story of Kokoda. Blamey’s unjust sackings of generals ‘Tubby’ Allen, Arnold Potts and Syd Rowell, while he was himself entangled in a power struggle with MacArthur, underline the degree of the crisis and the Australian Government and Army’s inexperience in dealing with it. But they do not change the essential contour of the campaign. I am going to ignore the war between the generals, because it obscures the significance of Kokoda and its relevance to the idea of invasion.


  What was Kokoda or Papua about? The late Eric Andrews pointed out how in Papua ‘Australians naturally assumed that the Japanese were seeking a base from which to invade Australia’. He discussed Japan’s options and concluded that for Japan, the invasion of New Guinea was ‘part of a plan to win security for Japanese held territory … not a prelude to an invasion of Australia’.3 Andrews defines the historical problem. If the Japanese decided by, say, March 1942 that invasion was not on, and if the Battle of the Coral Sea in May ‘saved Australia from invasion’, and if the Japanese lost their offensive capability at Midway in June 1942, then what has the Papuan campaign (which started in July) to do with an invasion threat? Given the history of invasion imagined, it is not surprising that Papua became bound up with the possibility of invasion.


  In July the war in New Guinea began to heat up again. Although Imperial General Headquarters had decided against any invasion of Australia, it had not completed the conquest of the defensive perimeter planned for the protection of its new empire. The attempt to land a seaborne force at Port Moresby had been defeated in the Battle of the Coral Sea in May. But the Japanese still hoped to take Port Moresby: its airfields would allow Japanese aircraft to dominate Torres Strait and the Coral Sea. A force landed on the north coast of Papua was to advance overland. This seemingly simple endeavour – the island was just 150 kilometres wide – entailed crossing the Owen Stanley Range. On 21 July the South Seas Force (later the Seventeenth Army, really a strong division), under Major General Horii Tomitaro, landed at Buna, the first move in the Papuan campaign.


  Meanwhile, the impending war in Papua was only a part of a broader conflict. The fall of Singapore represented not the last but only the greatest Allied humiliation. The Japanese had swept on, as we have seen, completing their conquest of the Netherlands East Indies. To the west, they advanced into Burma, driving British and Indian forces back to the borders of India itself. In the east, American forces in the Philippines withstood a siege but on 5 May surrendered the fortified island of Corregidor. (The American commander may have held out longer than Percival did in Singapore, but the defeat was as disastrous and humiliating.) But while Allied fortunes had sunk, no Allied commander regarded the war as lost. The Japanese had suffered the loss of their aircraft carriers at Coral Sea and Midway. In North Africa, Claude Auchinleck had held Erwin Rommel’s drive on the Suez Canal; in Russia, Germany’s summer offensive was taking the panzers towards Stalingrad. The American industrial war effort gained momentum, and the Allies still possessed the priceless asset of the Magic secret.


  Many Australians look at this phase of the war very differently. They see the Papuan landings as intensifying the invasion threat. Patrick Lindsay’s website claims that by this point ‘any impartial observer would surely have concluded the Allies had already lost the war’.4 Hardly ‘impartial’: the only people who claimed this in 1942 spoke for Radio Tokyo and Radio Berlin.


  Australians have come to regard Kokoda as their own battle. If Port Moresby fell, John Curtin warned, a defeated Australia faced a ‘bloody struggle on our soil … until our fair land might become a blackened ruin’.5 Australian popular authors have followed Curtin’s rhetoric, giving out that Australia lay open to Japanese attack. Peter Dornan is representative in writing that Port Moresby’s capture would ‘effectively isolate Australia and make it ready for invasion’.6 Japan’s capture of Port Moresby would almost certainly indeed have exposed north-east Australia and the waters around it to air attack, making the Allied counteroffensive that much more difficult, protracted and costly. At best it would have compelled transports and escorts to take a longer route to reach Australia, effectively costing the Allies ships, but it would hardly have been a war-winner. The Japanese thrust down the island chain of Micronesia barely got under way. The advance into the Solomons brought only crushing defeat on Guadalcanal, and the war never reached Fiji, New Caledonia or Samoa.


  A sense of imminent threat continues to inform Australians’ understanding of the Papuan campaign. At the time and since, and with increasing force as time passes, Australians have always felt that the fighting in Papua saved them from invasion. Again, Mary Gilmore speaks for Australians in this. In October 1944, when Australian troops were pursuing almost no aggressive operations across New Guinea, Dame Mary’s thoughts turned to the fighting around Kokoda, which exactly two years before had been nearing its climax. (Perhaps she had been thinking of her young protégé Andrew White. A promising poet, he had been killed as a private with the Militia 55/53rd Battalion in Papua late in 1942. White’s verse had been published in a posthumous volume, partly thanks to Dame Mary’s encouragement.) She reflected on what that campaign had meant:


  
    I thought of the Kokoda Trail and of the fury that drove our men on … driven on by the fear for the land that was theirs, for their homes and their wives and children, in case the Japanese reached us … Their death, their ruin, was the measure of the nearness of our peril, the mass and shadow of Japan.8

  


  As we will see, this idea has, since about 1992, come to occupy the central ground in Australian thinking about this war. Kokoda has become the pre-eminent symbol of ‘the nearness of our peril’. Its significance, however, is as an ordeal surmounted, not as a threat defeated.


  ‘Retreat to victory’: the Kokoda campaign


  The Papuan campaign encompassed six months of the most arduous, brutal and costly fighting Australians experienced in the Second World War. It included the brief but conclusive fighting at Milne Bay at the turn of August, and the protracted and bloody fighting at Buna, Gona and Sanandanda in December and January. But Australians call it all ‘Kokoda’. Was this campaign responsible directly for Australia’s security in 1942? If the Coral Sea and Midway between them destroyed Japan’s ability to make any further advances, then what was Kokoda about strategically?


  As a ‘piece of military strategy’, the Kokoda campaign began the Allied counteroffensive; it is part of the long slope to victory, not the rugged uphill climb away from defeat. As we have seen, the Japanese had conquered all their 1941 objectives, except Papua, by the end of May 1942. In the meantime they had debated their options for ‘Phase 2’ of the war, and had decided not to invade Australia but to embark on a naval offensive to the east (which resulted in Midway) and an advance on India, which mired them in Burma. Instead of invading Australia, they decided to move into the island chain north-east of Australia with the aim of isolating it. This demanded the capture of bases in Papua, including Port Moresby and Milne Bay, and the occupation of the Solomon Islands.


  Orders to take Port Moresby overland led to six months of some of the toughest fighting of the war for Australians. It is exemplified for Australia by the truly heroic part played by the 39th Battalion, a unit of the supposedly inept Militia. Under Lieutenant Colonel William Owen, a survivor of the defeat at Rabaul, and then Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Honner, an AIF veteran of Libya and Lebanon, the 39th fought in a desperate retreat south from Kokoda to Isurava in which 125 men were killed or wounded. Supported by AIF battalions (the troops Curtin insisted not go to Burma) the 39th took a part in the pursuit back over the mountains. Then it joined the gruelling assaults on the entrenched Japanese at Gona. There it lost seventy men dead, nearly 200 wounded, with almost all the survivors sick. Honner is acknowledged as one of the greatest Australian battlefield commanders of that campaign, and arguably all time. The 39th’s stamina in enduring this ordeal compels Australians to return again and again to wonder at how its men were able to do what they did. Amazement at the qualities these men displayed explains the shelf of books devoted to Kokoda, just as it explains the centrality of Kokoda in the Australian War Memorial’s Second World War Gallery.


  Australian accounts of Kokoda mainly restrict their view to exploring and celebrating the experience of those involved. They rarely consider the campaign critically. What did Kokoda really achieve? For many Australians the fighting in Papua remains the battle that saved Australia. Encouraged by popular writers, they have been led to think that the Japanese wanted Port Moresby as a base from which to launch an invasion of Australia. As we have seen, not in 1942 they didn’t.


  But even here we need to be wary of exaggeration. Blamey himself foresaw in mid-September, just before the pursuit began, that the Japanese would be beaten by their own logistic difficulties. ‘It will be a Japanese advance to disaster, and Australian retreat to victory,’ he told war correspondents.9 The Japanese were worn down by the strength of Australian resistance, not beaten back.


  At the furthest point of the Japanese advance the Australians held Imita Ridge, over 45 kilometres from Port Moresby. (This is a long way: the ‘lights of Moresby’ the Japanese were supposed to have seen were its searchlight defences.10) On the morning of 28 September the 2/25th Battalion found that their enemy had vanished. Pushing into the abandoned Japanese positions, they found them stinking of unburied corpses and excrement and littered with kit, but deserted. General Horii had ordered his starving troops to withdraw. Then the balance shifted. More Australian troops arrived. With shorter supply lines, air transport and greater numbers of better fed and more willing carriers, the Australians advanced against weakened but still desperate and dangerous Japanese, who fought a series of rearguard actions, contesting the Australian advance every step of the way. Fights at Templeton’s Crossing and Oivi-Gorari showed that the Japanese were neither beaten nor contemptible. An exchange between two AIF men summed up the lessons of the campaign:


  
    ‘Who said those bastards couldn’t fight?’


    ‘Who … The Japs or the “Chocos”?’


    ‘Both.’11

  


  Australian troops re-entered Kokoda village on 2 November, but a further two months of hard fighting remained until the Seventeenth Army was defeated in the stinking coastal swamps and humid plantations on Papua’s north coast. The hardest fighting happened on the beachheads of Papua between December 1942 and the end of January 1943. The Australians pursued the Japanese towards their coastal base. Then, with Americans of the 32nd Division, they fought a bitter battle to break into their perimeters and kill as many Japanese as they could find. These were among the most horrific fights of the war for Australians. There they exterminated the Japanese Seventeenth Army. They killed about 12 000 Japanese in the palm-log bunkers at Buna, Gona and Sanananda, where the defenders used rotting rice sacks and their own dead as barricades. Only about 4000 – a quarter of the force, most starving and filthy – escaped to fight another day.


  Those who see the war from a narrowly Australian perspective might ask what the point of a victory in Papua might have been, or even the point of fighting there at all, if Australia was not threatened with invasion. The answer is that Australia was at war with Japan not only because it threatened Australia – in December 1941, remember, that threat had been possible but remote. Australia was fighting Japan because Japanese aggression had disrupted the peace and security of the entire Asia–Pacific region. As Curtin had said in his declaration of war on 9 December 1941, Australia fought because ‘our vital interests are imperilled and because the rights of free people in the whole Pacific are assailed’.12 Japan needed to be fought and defeated. That had to occur irrespective of any actual invasion of the Australian mainland. Japan threatened Australia’s interests even if it did not invade.


  More Australians died in the broader Papuan campaign than in any other operation of the war: over 2000, from the retreat over the Owen Stanleys, through the pursuit northwards, to the desperate battle of the beaches. About 600 died in the fighting between the loss of Kokoda in July and its recapture in November, and the beachhead battles were by far the most costly. The 39th Battalion, whose men slogged over the Owen Stanleys in both directions, lost sixty-two men dead in the five months to November, and then sixty in December alone.


  Kokoda is represented as a triumph in Australia, but other views need to be noted. The American official historian Samuel Milner made a darker judgement, portraying the Papuan victory as a ‘bitter anticlimax, partaking more of tragedy than of triumph’. He pointed out that the Japanese had beaten the Allies to Buna in July 1942, forcing Australians and Americans to evict them. When they achieved this, ‘after six months of bitter fighting and some 8500 casualties, including 3000 dead, the Southwest Pacific Area was exactly where it would have been the previous July had it been able to secure the beachhead before the Japanese got there’.13


  ‘The spell broken’: Guadalcanal and Papua


  Victory in the south-west Pacific was not only an Australian achievement. Australians have always been absorbed by the Papuan campaign to the point where they have failed to notice that there were two related campaigns being fought in the region in late 1942. The mainly Australian fight in Papua was one: the other was the much larger and more costly fight for Guadalcanal in the Solomons. Japanese troops landed in Papua on 21 July. American marines landed on Tulagi and Guadalcanal on 7 August. The two battles would continue in parallel for the next six months, exerting a tidal effect on each other.


  The two campaigns were run from the Allied side by two different headquarters, by commanders operating in separate and competing spheres. The Solomons campaign was directed by Admiral William Halsey, commanding in the South Pacific Area. Papua fell into Douglas MacArthur’s South-West Pacific Area. Halsey’s was mainly a sea war, fought primarily by strong air and naval forces, almost all American. MacArthur’s was mainly a land campaign fought mostly by Australian troops, supported by smaller air and naval forces. Both faced Japanese forces commanded by Lieutenant General Hyakutake Harukichi, who from his headquarters at Rabaul directed Japanese ships, planes and troops. Hyakutake’s orders were to seize Port Moresby and to retain the Solomons.


  While the Papuan campaign continued, 60 000 Americans and 36 000 Japanese were locked in a desperate struggle for Guadalcanal. The six-month-long fight cost the lives of some 25 000 Japanese and 1600 Americans, more in the naval battles. The Solomons campaign was larger and more crucial than the Papuan fight, and impinged upon it critically. Australians have traditionally pretty much ignored the Guadalcanal campaign. They have disregarded the American fight for the island as a notable Allied success, preferring to give the palm to Milne Bay. (There, Field Marshal Bill Slim famously wrote in his memoir Defeat into Victory, ‘The Australians first broke the spell of invincibility of the Japanese.’) 14


  There has been some loose thinking about the ‘myth of Japanese invincibility’ – Peter Brune used the phrase in the subtitle of his study of the battles of Milne Bay and Buna, The Spell Broken. Less sentimental observers point to the crushing defeats Soviet forces inflicted on the Japanese at Nomonhan in Mongolia in 1939. In fighting Western forces, though, until the battles of the autumn of 1942 the Japanese had been invincible. It was no myth that they could not be beaten. But there is another spell that needs breaking, and that is the spell of Australian parochialism, which has exerted a baleful influence over our understanding of the war in the south-west Pacific since 1942.


  Australians perhaps quote Slim on Milne Bay because he was their governor-general. But hardly any Australians know of the American fight two weeks before on what they thought was the Tenaru River: it’s not even indexed in the Australian official history of the war. There, the 1st Marine Regiment killed over 800 Japanese who were trying to break into the American perimeter on Guadalcanal. It was ‘America’s first victory over jungle-trained Japanese troops … the first blow to the Imperial Army’s belief in its own invincibility’.15 Perhaps the spell was broken first on Guadalcanal rather than at Milne Bay. But dispute is fatuous. Both campaigns brought Japanese defeat. The American campaign on Guadalcanal and the Australian contributions to it, deserve to be remembered. Both Guadalcanal and Milne Bay destroyed Japan’s ability to attackAustralia. Australia’s main contribution to the Solomons campaign came through the service of Australian warships, notably HMAS Canberra, and through Australian naval Coastwatchers.


  In the waters around the Solomons, especially in ‘the Slot’, an American fleet, including Australian cruisers, fought a succession of desperate battles. In one of the first, HMAS Canberra was lost, not bombed in Sydney Harbour as in Fool’s Harvest, but sunk in a furious night action along with three American cruisers off Savo Island on 9 August. When the ship was hit by twenty-four shells in two minutes without firing a shot, one in ten of its crew died, including its captain, Frank Getting. Canberra wallowed helpless, torpedoed by American warships the following day.


  For sixty years Australian Coastwatchers hung their hats on Admiral William ‘Bull’ Halsey’s famous declaration that ‘the Coast Watchers saved Guadalcanal and Guadalcanal saved the Pacific’.16 Halsey’s words have been echoed by Australians since. The Coastwatchers were extraordinarily brave men. They risked death and capture (and then torture and execution). They did provide a vital link in the chain of intelligence that Americans needed in order to plan the campaign for the Solomons and New Guinea. However, when Halsey praised the Coastwatchers he could not reveal that the Allies could break and read Japanese Magic signals.


  The Allied intelligence advantage had to be attributed to superior reconnaissance, and the Coastwatchers were accordingly offered as an explanation. The reality was that while they did provide corroboration of Magic intelligence as well as much low-level intelligence, they provided a useful cover for the Allies’ possession of Magic intelligence. Rather than diminish the Coastwatchers’ stature, this seems to enhance it. The fact is that they risked capture, torture or death to safeguard the possession of the greatest war-winning asset the Allies possessed. This makes their sacrifice all the greater. As the historian of MacArthur’s intelligence war wrote, ‘Beyond their tactical reports, perhaps the coastwatchers’ finest service was to shield, albeit unknowingly, the Ultra [Magic] secret in the Southwest Pacific Area.’17


  Guadalcanal was presented at the time as closely connected to Australia’s security. While the battle raged, John Curtin told Australians that the campaign ‘represents a phase of the Japanese drive in which is wrapped up invasion of Australia’.18 Curtin’s syntax was convoluted, but his meaning was clear. That connection between Guadalcanal and Papua has largely been lost to all but serious military historians. The intimate relationship between the two was revealed anew in 2007 with the publication of Steve Bullard’s translation of the Japanese official history, which shows the influence of the Solomons on the Papuan campaign. Imperial General Headquarters believed that ‘if Guadalcanal could be retaken, then the situation in the South Pacific could be salvaged’.19 The Japanese had to choose between reinforcing and holding Papua and holding Guadalcanal. They chose to reinforce the Solomons, making the fight for Guadalcanal and the waters around it immensely harder, but making it possible for Australians to gain victory in Papua more easily, though still at great cost.


  ‘Digger saved Australia from invasion’: Bruce Kingsbury as icon


  Kokoda has begun to attract the sort of hyperbole that Australians would once have decried. Col Stringer’s homily on the Australian Christian Channel website extols the ‘Kokoda–Anzac legend’. After Japan’s victories, ‘the undefeated Japanese Army was right on our very doorstep’, and with ‘most of our soldiers fighting in the Middle East the nation was vulnerable’. The first defeat inflicted upon the Japanese land forces was by ‘Diggers … militia … 17–18 year old young men who had never been trained in warfare or who had ever [sic] fired a shot in anger’.20 The 39th was poorly trained, but the furphy that it was full of teenagers derives from a line in the official history that the average age of one of its sections was eighteen.21 In fact, if you calculate the average age of the 39th Battalion men killed in August you find it is about twenty-four. This does not lessen the individual and family tragedies, but it seems important to know that in fact the battalion’s dead in the retreat from Kokoda included only two nineteen-year-olds and no eighteen- or seventeen-year-olds.


  Stringer quotes Patrick Lindsay’s judgement in The Spirit of Kokoda that ‘the battle for the Kokoda Track is Australia’s Alamo. If Gallipoli symbolizes the Anzac Spirit in World War I, then Kokoda is its World War II equivalent’.22 David Mulligan’s 2006 children’s novel Angels of Kokoda (an unlikely tale in which a twelve-year-old missionary’s son fights alongside his Papuan ‘blood-brother’) clearly also draws on Lindsay. He rates Kokoda above Thermopylae, the Alamo or ‘even our own Gallipoli … they don’t rank against the battle of the Kokoda Track that saved Australia,’ he writes. ‘Not anywhere near. There’s never been anything like those battles. Nowhere. Never.’ In case the reader misunderstands, Mulligan ends with a strident and anachronistic ‘Aussie Aussie Aussie, Oi Oi Oi’.23


  The symbol of Kokoda’s centrality to Australia’s survival has become Bruce Kingsbury, VC. A Melbourne real-estate salesman, Kingsbury was awarded the Victoria Cross after courageously leading a local counterattack at Isurava on 29 August that stopped an impending Japanese breakthrough. Peter Dornan performed the great service of writing about the section of the 2/14th Battalion in which Kingsbury served, one of the most highly decorated groups of men in Australian history. In his book The Silent Men, he describes a visit to Kokoda as a ‘pilgrimage’, one ‘compared to a religious experience’. Kingsbury, VC was to him ‘a young soldier defending his country against invasion’, and he repeats Peter Brune’s phrase about Kingsbury’s being the first VC won on ‘Australian soil’.24


  Peter FitzSimons’ account of Kingsbury’s deed and death is perhaps the one most widely read in recent years.25 In it, Sergeant (actually Private) Kingsbury (‘a quietly spoken, gentle kind of bloke’) goes forward to try to stop Japanese breaking through the Australian perimeter. His ‘best mate’, Alan Avery, goes with him, ‘right with him all the way, just as he always was’. Firing a Bren gun from the hip, Kingsbury charges downhill towards the advancing Japanese, fired at but miraculously unscathed (‘it almost seemed as if the bullets must be bouncing off him’). FitzSimons says Kingsbury killed (‘had taken out of commission’) perhaps thirty Japanese – quite an achievement with a thirty-round magazine. As he stopped to change magazines, a Japanese shot him through the chest. FitzSimons claims that Avery, after firing at Kingsbury’s killer (‘a fusillade of bullets that may or may not have taken out the Japanese sniper’), cradled Kingsbury in his arms, whispering, ‘No, God, no, please no.’ FitzSimons does not give the source of this extraordinarily intimate moment; it is not in Brune or Dornan’s detailed accounts, which are quite different.


  No one would doubt that Kingsbury’s action was brave, fully justifying what was then the empire’s highest award for valour. He sacrificed his life to save his unit and its position. He acted in the highest traditions of the Australian Army, and no one should be shy of saying so. But in what sense can his action reasonably be described as having saved Australia from invasion?


  The television evangelist Col Stringer described Kingsbury’s exploit as how ‘just one Aussie Digger saved Australia from invasion by the Japanese’. He quoted at length from Lindsay’s The Spirit of Kokoda.26 Stringer ignored what an abashed Lindsay conceded is an ‘unjustifiable leap in logic’, but accepts Lindsay’s argument that had the Japanese broken through the 2/14th they ‘would have swept down the Kokoda Track’ to Port Moresby – over 80 kilometres distant. This is drawing a long bow, but it seems now to have been accepted as an orthodoxy. The assumption informs powerful expressions of the Kokoda legend, such as Alistair Grierson’s 2006 film culminating in the fight at Isurava, Kokoda.


  ‘They might …’: Curtin and the Chinese map


  By the end of the Papuan campaign, it was clear that the war would become a matter of Allied counteroffensives against Japan’s conquests and then perhaps Japan itself. But Curtin continued to worry, a concern exemplified by the phenomenon of the ‘Chinese map’. Maps form one of the planks of the invasion lobby’s case. For example, people will tell you that the existence of maps of Australia in Japanese characters somehow ‘proves’ that invasion was planned. This is nonsense. The Australian Defence Force’s map cabinets today are full of maps of the countries of the region – in English. Does that imply any sort of territorial ambitions in the Solomons, Fiji or Indonesia? Of course not.


  But curiously, there are virtually no maps in Japanese that give any indication of actual Japanese designs on mainland Australia. It is always possible that ‘the Japanese’ swept up and destroyed all of the detailed planning maps before the war’s end, to conceal from history their nefarious designs, but the Japanese military machine was ramshackle. Assuming that plans existed, they would need to be disseminated across army and navy units, government departments and the merchant navy. It would be unlikely that all incriminating documents could have been collected and destroyed. They did not destroy huge amounts of incriminating documents (including, for example, abundant evidence of the disgusting biological warfare tests conducted in Manchuria). Nor would there seem to be any special reason to conceal plans for a cancelled invasion of Australia. An invasion of Australia would have been a perfectly legitimate military operation. Why would the Japanese have concealed proof of it but allowed evidence of, say, the Rape of Nanking, the execution of prisoners of war, the appalling military brothel system or the transport of prisoners of war, to survive to be used against them?


  All of this leaves us with virtually no evidence of invasion plans: certainly nothing as extensive as, say, German plans for the invasion of Britain (hundreds of pages of which can now be bought on the Internet – you can even buy the German hydrogeological maps prepared for Operation Sealion). But for Australia? The evidence comes down to one map, the so-called ‘Chinese map’, whose shady history exposes just how flimsy are the claims of those who continue to believe that invasion was planned.


  As the Papuan campaign was ending, in February 1943, the Australian delegation in the Nationalist Chinese capital of Chungking forwarded to Canberra a map that Chinese intelligence officers had obtained by some unspecified means. It came from Admiral H. C. Yang of the Republican Chinese Navy and purportedly showed that in June 1942 the Japanese had planned to make a large diversionary landing at Darwin, and to invade Western Australia with an advance eastwards across the Nullarbor (via a desert outpost called Sandstone, 350 kilometres north of the transcontinental railway).27 The invasion had supposedly been postponed ‘on account of the American counteroffensives’ – presumably Midway (although that had been the result of a Japanese thrust) since there were no other offensives of any kind in the Pacific between March and July 1942.


  Various intelligence officers scratched their heads over this map. The Political Warfare Division could do no better than simply paraphrase the Chungking legation’s letter, that it had ‘no means of estimating the reliability of this report’ (overlooking the fact that the events it purported to show had not occurred). But they accepted that Chinese intelligence was at its best in Japanese-held China and that Admiral Yang was regarded as ‘the most reliable of the Chinese Intelligence experts’. Like the diplomats in Chungking, they thought it ‘not improbable’ that the map was based on ‘a small quantity of facts … while the remainder is surmise’.28 In short, the experts thought that the plan was bogus.


  Curtin, however, seems to have been half-convinced by it, even though his own experts doubted or derided it. It seems that the map confirmed one of the dark fantasies that he had entertained before the war and since Japan’s run of victories. It is, perhaps, significant that the supposed invasion had four Japanese divisions landing around Fremantle. Briefing trusted journalists in September 1942, Curtin admitted that he was ‘profoundly disturbed’ and glad to talk about his troubles. He thought aloud, musing on what the Japanese might do. ‘They could make an attempt on Australia from Timor and Java,’ he thought. ‘That would bring them down the west coast. They might base on the Kimberleys and cross overland … They may bypass Perth and come diagonally across in this direction. On the other hand they might be satisfied to take West Australia because it is good country.’29 The Chinese map seemed to confirm that his own Western Australia might indeed be threatened – regardless of the logistical impossibility of an advance across the desert, or indeed, the lack of point in any such landing. The map embodied the fear he had expressed to Elsie five years before on Cottesloe Beach.


  This map has done mischief enough. Michael Montgomery used it in his 1981 book Who Sank the Sydney? He thought it somehow supported his proposition that a Japanese submarine was implicated in the warship’s loss. Like many writers on the ‘invasion’, Montgomery is confused about whether he is writing about what happened or what people thought had happened – between perception and reality. He used the Chinese map as the basis of a map of his own, showing ‘Japan’s plans for invading Australia’. It is, he says, ‘the actual plan of invasion.’ It is frustrating that such nonsense should have been promulgated, and should have been believed. Hugh MacMaster, in his exposé The Brisbane Line, claims that this map was ‘withheld from Australian authorities by Churchill’, although he gives no source for his claim.30 Since the map was clearly a fabrication after the event, perhaps the British decided that transmitting it was not worth the bother.


  Curtin’s reaction raises the question not why he continued to bang the invasion drum for so long, but why he continued to believe invasion likely or possible for a year after military experts (British, American and Australian) advised him it was increasingly unlikely. At the time, Curtin’s critics derided his tendency to justify every decision by invoking the prospect of invasion. A columnist in The Bulletin pointed out how ‘the Japs apparently respond in their nastiest manner to the imminence of a loan campaign’.31


  In his study of Curtin’s use of secret intelligence, David Wilde argued that Curtin used the invasion threat to mobilise the people, and Glyn Harper has suggested that Curtin kept up the pretence of an invasion threat for electoral advantage in 1943.32 Other answers may be that by so loudly proclaiming the danger Curtin could kill two birds with one stone. First, he could mobilise the Australian people, whose commitment to the sacrifices necessary for victory was so often less passionate than his own. Second, his advocacy of a possibility known by the Axis to be false concealed that the Allies had broken key enemy codes.


  A deeper reason than electoral advantage seems to have lurked in Curtin’s psyche. His rejection of advice that invasion was not going to occur, his repeated appeals for reinforcements in secret communications, and his privately dwelling on the prospect, together suggest that he was unable to accept the reality. David Day, in his recent sympathetic biography of Curtin, argues that ‘much of the anxiety and bitterness’ that stemmed from Curtin’s fruitless appeals to Roosevelt and Churchill for forces for Australia’s defence could have been avoided had they taken Curtin and MacArthur into their confidence.33 Certainly, Churchill and Roosevelt’s desire to divert the 7th Division convoy to Burma soured relations. But Curtin’s inability to accept the strategic evaluations of London and Washington caused his unease. In the event, Churchill and Roosevelt were right and Curtin was wrong. Many Australians see him as the ‘Saviour of Australia’,34 but however much Australia’s contribution stemmed from his passionate commitment to victory, to his organisational skills and his personal example as an inspiring leader, Curtin did not save Australia from any real threat.


  Not until a year after he was advised that no Japanese invasion was contemplated did Curtin finally admit the prospect publicly. On 9 June 1943 he told journalists that ‘the enemy cannot occupy this country or any appreciable part of it’.35 Japan’s possible invasion of Australia belonged to history. Never since has Australia been threatened directly. But the idea of a Japanese invasion was to have a long life indeed. In the sixty-odd years after 1945 it led as active an existence as it had in the decades leading up to 1942.


  PART III


  
    ‘A historical fact which never existed’


    Invasion in history and memory after 1942
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  Australia, showing alleged and actual Japanese incursions
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  ‘A rich and lurid folklore’

  Invasion invented


  ‘The man who was to rule us’: Denis Warner and Ken Sato


  By 1945, most Australians assumed that Japan had intended to conquer as well as defeat their nation. In the absence of any authoritative accounts, wartime propaganda naturally dictated how people thought about the war. Those thoughts coloured much of what was written later, assumptions fuelling claims and vice versa. One of the persistent stories is that the Japanese must have planned to invade because they actually appointed an administrator-in-waiting who stood ready to establish an occupation government whenever Japanese forces moved. Where does this story come from?


  In 1945 war correspondents followed the occupation forces into a defeated Japan. Among them was Denis Warner, who became godfather to the engagement of Australian journalists with Asia. Warner’s only ‘really unpleasant memory’ in his first visits to Japan (where he returned often as a correspondent over the next forty years) was his interview with Sato Kennosuke. Warner and Sato sat in the Isaka Hotel in Kyoto one evening while Sato – he liked Westerners to call him Ken – drank Warner’s whisky and smoked his cigarettes and talked about his own affection for Australia. But the nub of their conversation was, ‘if the Japanese had landed in Australia … Mr Sato would have been here as the gauleiter.’ Sato told Warner where the landing would have occurred: ‘south of Townsville.’1


  Or so Sato said. Warner turned the interview into an article for the Melbourne Herald, headlined, ‘The man who was to rule us’.2 It surfaces from time to time, usually in self-published books and on the Internet, as further ‘proof’ that an invasion was planned. But whether there is any truth in it is highly doubtful. Even from Warner’s description, Sato appears to have been a gregarious sort of conman, liable to big-note himself as a ‘onetime honorary colonel in the Japanese navy [sic]’ and perhaps as the governor-general-in-waiting of an occupied Australia. Like so many aspects of the invasion story, there is no corroborative evidence. Was Sato fooling himself? Was he pulling Warner’s leg? Was he letting slip a secret, nod-as-good-as-a-wink hint passed on by a friend in the Foreign Ministry or the army that when and if the Co-Prosperity Sphere was extended to the Nan-yo, Sato would get the guernsey?


  Warner’s January 1946 article in the Melbourne Herald must have sounded plausible enough to a people able to remember the tone of the propaganda they saw, heard and read in 1942. Warner’s account of his meeting with Sato has formed the basis of many references over the years, most writers simply accepting it at face value. While Peter Dunn’s Australia@War website refers to the National Archives files on Sato, it does not refute his grandiose assertions. In fact, the thorough official investigations conducted after the article appeared cast extreme doubt on Sato’s pretensions.


  Sato’s whisky-fuelled claims brought him to the notice of Douglas MacArthur’s intelligence organisation in occupied Japan, and Prime Minister Ben Chifley wrote to MacArthur asking him to pursue Sato’s allegations. Longfield Lloyd, the director-general of the Commonwealth Investigation Service, looked into Sato’s background. A journalist with a ‘general air of smartness’ (which Lloyd thought was ‘clearly attributable to American training along the “hustle” line’), Sato had created an Australia–Japan goodwill magazine in the mid-1930s. He had entertained well-disposed Australians (such as the hapless Walshes) ‘regardless of expense’.3


  But had he been appointed governor-in-waiting of Australia? The investigation found no evidence. Nor do the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs records available under the Japan Center for Asian Historical Records back up the claim. Mr Sato, it seems, was fooling himself as well as Denis Warner. More importantly, he has since misled many Australians for many years. Indeed, Mr Sato’s big-noting sums up one of the persistent legacies of the invasion crisis of 1942. It is only one of many instances in which, wittingly or not, Australians have been allowed to believe untruths about the invasion threat.


  ‘I’ll see them in nightmares’: invasion fictions after 1945


  In Bob Berrell in North Australia (1944), Morwell Hodges imagines a Japanese film crew in Cooktown in 1941 to record the ‘plot against Australia’, in which ‘monkey-like’ Japanese plan to bomb Australia’s cities. ‘Australia is doomed,’ warns the mission’s leader (inexplicably named Fan Tan, after the Chinese gambling game). ‘Soon – very soon – we shall strike … while Australia’s armies have so foolishly left their country unprotected …’ Bob’s sister, Nola, is abducted by the evil Fan Tan and tricked into starring in his film. She is rescued (dressed as a geisha in a ‘diaphanous peacock-green kimona’ [sic]) just as she is about to be spirited away to Japan by seaplane. While still a captive she learns of the Japanese plans for invasion. At a civic reception she later receives a telegram from the prime minister thanking her for ‘apprising [us] … of the impending Japanese invasion, and … of the names of the coastal towns where the first blows would be struck’. She thanks her rescuers (‘Oh shucks, Nola!’ her embarrassed liberator replies), but still shivers at the memory of Fan Tan’s ‘cruel hypnotic eyes’. ‘I’ll see them in nightmares all my life,’ she predicts.4 And so it is with many Australians.


  After the war, with the predictions of Fool’s Harvest and The Awakening seemingly confirmed, Australian writers continued the pre-war tradition of imagining invasion. Even during the war the Volunteer Defence Corps (VDC) annual, On Guard, published a tongue-in-cheek story by Frank Loy that poked gentle fun at a VDC man’s fantasies of what might happen if the Japanese raided the Victorian coastal town of ‘Boowarra’. It was the last story in the annual; there would never be a headline ‘Lone V.D.C. man captures seventeen Japs’.5


  Invention combined with supposed fact to create an alloy of plausible falsehood. For example, in 1947 Owen Griffiths, a writer who had served in the wartime navy around Darwin as a paymaster lieutenant, published Dhidgerry Dhoo, which was supposedly, as its subtitle averred, A Tale Woven around Fact.6 Written in the form of a children’s fable, its design influenced by the Aboriginal iconography that was then becoming fashionable, Dhidgerry Dhoo told the story of an Aboriginal man of that name from Bynoe Harbour, near Darwin. He had met Japanese pearlers before the war, and had found them ‘treacherous and untrustworthy’. They had ‘openly boasted that some day they would bring an invasion fleet to Australia and finish off the white men’.


  When the war comes to the north, Dhidgerry Dhoo scouts for the white men, watching the coast – Griffith cannot resist the obvious joke about the Black Watch. Dhidgerry Dhoo knows that ‘the white man would help the black man to work out his own destiny’. He sees the bombing of Darwin (‘they would land soon, in large numbers, with many guns and overrun the Northlands’).


  While rescuing an American pilot he discovers that the crew of a Japanese submarine have killed his wife and kidnapped his infant son. Dhidgerry Dhoo appeals to the Japanese without success and they abduct him too. His son dies and the Japanese simply throw his body overboard. Dhidgerry Dhoo is taken to an island in the Netherlands East Indies where the Japanese hold white prisoners. He resists brutal interrogation and sees ‘numerous Japanese who … spent their time practising for invasion manoeuvres’. Wanting to warn his white friends, he steals a canoe. An Australian corvette finds him drifting in the Arafura Sea but Dhidgerry Dhoo is dead. He has given his life trying to warn Australia of the ‘feverish preparations for invasion being made by the Japanese’.


  Dhidgerry Dhoo suggests how the belief that the Japanese would have invaded but for Allied victory had become widely accepted. It was – and arguably has remained – the popular ‘truth’ about the war.


  ‘The alternate history’: speculative invasion history


  After serving in the war, John Vader established a reputation as a journalist and jobbing writer, producing books on antiques, some works of history and a novel. Vader wrote several books for the innovative Pan-Ballantine series of short popular Second World War histories which disseminated knowledge of the war as no other venture had before. In 1971 he published New Guinea: The Tide is Stemmed in this series. It offered a straightforward account of the war in Papua New Guinea and the south-west Pacific. It did not endorse any suggestion that the Japanese had planned to invade Australia in 1942.


  But clearly Vader enjoyed pondering hypotheses, fuelled by the reading he did for his non-fiction work. In the same year he published a novel, The Battle of Sydney, in which he explored an alternative course of the war in the south-west Pacific in 1942. The Battle of Sydney is in fact a speculative history, not really a novel. It begins by telling the story of the Pacific War as it happened. Then, in Chapter 3, Vader supposes the Japanese win the Battle of the Coral Sea and opportunistically change their strategy from isolating Australia to invading it.


  Port Moresby falls in less than sixteen hours; the Militia fails in fiction again. With the licence open to the novelist, Vader concludes ‘and so it happened, as simple as that …’7 He then imagines the Japanese landing at Darwin and in the Cairns–Townville area. As a novelist he does not have to explain where the Japanese find the troops or the ships, or deal with the messy problem of Allied naval forces in the Coral Sea and what they might have done about a Japanese task force appearing off the Great Barrier Reef.


  The campaign seesaws for a time. The force landing at Darwin pushes on down the track towards Alice Springs. (Again, we will leave the logistical questions aside, as does Vader.) By this time American reinforcements have begun arriving, and it is a mixed American and Australian armoured force that meets the Japanese in the Battle of Alice Springs. The force landing in Queensland meets two Militia divisions in the Battle of Logan Creek, west of Brisbane, and these are practically wiped out. The Japanese push on into New South Wales. In an echo of Kenneth Mackay’s 1895 The Yellow Wave and his ‘Hatton’s Ringers’, the Australian military authorities respond to the crisis by enlisting young, fit, motivated civilian volunteers. (The belief that Australians make ‘natural soldiers’ powers invasion fiction.) After hasty but highly specific training in aggressive defence, they prove invaluable in battle.


  Meanwhile, further Allied reinforcements arrive. Vader, aware of Churchill’s actual undertaking to send an armoured division should the Japanese invade in force, comments, ‘True to their word, the British Government had diverted the Middle-East-bound Armoured Division … to Australia.’8 In Vader’s alternative world, at least, Churchill is not the villain. In the Battle of Uralla Road, near Armidale, New South Wales, VDC and hastily trained volunteers, strongly supported by a growing Australian air power, destroy much of the Japanese force. (The role of the returning AIF is somewhat subdued; given the emphasis placed on it in conventional accounts, it might have been expected to be more important.) At sea, the Japanese are defeated in the Battle of Midway as in real life.


  The Japanese invaders are now isolated but of course fight on. Their commander stakes all on a last desperate thrust towards Sydney. Japanese paratroops descend on Sydney’s Mascot Airport (although exactly where the Japanese find the transport aircraft and parachutes, and where they fly from is not well explained.) Still, they drop into the waiting guns of tens of thousands of regular and irregular defenders. They are massacred. There is then savage fighting in the suburbs of southern Sydney (just as in Ranken’s 1877 novel The Invasion).


  Meanwhile, an attack on the Hawkesbury River bridges (as in Fool’s Harvest) heralds an advance on Sydney from the north. It is not clear how the Japanese manage to advance unmolested from Armidale to Hornsby, but by late June, 20 000 Japanese are moving into Sydney’s northern suburbs. The Japanese attack is met by AIF ‘divisions’ – he must mean brigades – ferried into Sydney by VDC-manned taxis and hire cars (an echo of the miracle of the Marne in 1914, of course), while British and American tanks attack the Japanese flank from Windsor. Most of the Japanese are killed, but a small force pushes on into the city.


  The novel culminates in a suicidal banzai charge across the Harbour Bridge and the remnants holing up in Kirribilli, where they commit atrocities against the few civilians they find, including killing and raping nuns in a convent. All but two of the Japanese die in the ruins of Kirribilli after the defenders pump petrol into the sewers and ignite it. The ‘Kirribilli Barbecue’ leaves only two survivors. One, the Japanese commander, is killed by a nurse who detonates a grenade under his pillow: she had been educated by the nuns in the convent.


  Allied forces go on to reoccupy Queensland, meeting little resistance among the base troops they encounter. However, the Imperial Guard’s resistance compels the Allies to destroy central Brisbane. The Imperial Guard makes a suicidal last stand on the sandhills of the Gold Coast – at ‘Nip Hill’.9 Then the war continues pretty much as it did in reality, to Japan’s eventual destruction and surrender.


  It is curious, though, that even this full-scale invasion of Australia, undertaken opportunistically, does not affect the course of the war at all. Because American sea and air power in the Pacific is unimpaired, the date the war ends is unchanged too. An invasion of Australia, even according to this sustained and imaginative account, seems to be peripheral to the broad course of the war, marginal to everyone but (of course) Australians.


  The idea of fictional invasion continues to exert an attraction, with a recent vogue for speculative history, studies by historians asking not just ‘What happened?’ but ‘What might have happened?’. Historian John Gill examined the possibility in Rising Sun Victorious, exploring the ‘Alternate history of how the Japanese won the Pacific War’. Gill’s chapter ‘Samurai Down Under’ departs from the real history at the point where Captain Sadatoshi Tomioka wins his arguments with his army and navy colleagues and the Imperial Japanese Navy embarks on both the Coral Sea invasion and an attack on north-east Australia. In Gill’s scenario the Japanese lose fewer ships than they did in the Coral Sea – which could easily have happened in reality. But he also acknowledges the assumption that the navy makes available two fleet carriers to support the landings in Queensland. This, he admits, ‘would have stretched and perhaps exceeded Japanese maritime capabilities’.10


  Gill imagines three Japanese divisions (under Yamashita, who has somehow been rehabilitated by Tojo) landing around Townsville at the time of Midway (a Japanese defeat). They meet tenacious resistance from the Militia troops of Major General Edward Milford’s 5th Division and suffer from the scorched-earth tactics of the Volunteer Defense [sic] Corps when they move towards Cairns. MacArthur rushes the Militia 2nd, AIF 7th and US 32nd and 41st Divisions northward, while Allied air forces gain command of the air over the invasion battlefields. The fighting draws in six Japanese and fifteen Allied divisions (again including the British reinforcements Churchill had promised if Australia were ‘heavily invaded’). Yamashita’s reinforcements are destroyed in a ‘Second Battle of the Coral Sea’, and by Christmas 1942 the defenders have gradually exterminated the invaders. Japan is weakened by the bold but failed invasion and the war ends as it did in reality.11


  ‘A little-known part of our history’: the incursions that weren’t


  Invasion fantasies in another sense have a tenacious hold on the popular imagination. Many of those who argue that an invasion was planned often believe that the attacks made on Australia actually constituted ‘invasion’. I received letters from one man who was adamant that an attack of any kind was tantamount to an invasion. On that basis, of course, we might say that Nazi Germany invaded Britain, or even (because Warrant Officer Fujita flew over the Oregon forest) that Japan invaded the mainland United States. The words used in this debate are often employed so loosely that meaning leaches from them. The ‘bombing of Darwin’ still stands as a synonym for ‘invasion of Australia’: while researching this book I heard a speaker at an historical conference – a lawyer – talk of the ‘invasion of Darwin’. Even the scholar Neville Meaney, the premier authority on Australia’s relations with Japan in the decades between the wars, writes of the ‘submarine invasion of Sydney Harbour’ in his useful Towards a New Vision: Australia and Japan Through 100 Years.12


  If scholars are sloppy, no wonder laypeople find it hard to separate the wheat from the chaff. For example, there is an idea that there were secret Japanese camps in the bush across northern Australia; this has fictional precursors in the colonies in Arnhem Land that formed the threat in Fox’s 1909 The Australian Crisis. In Bob Berrell in North Australia the film-makers who lead Australian ‘marines’ against a Japanese enclave on Lizard Island near Cooktown find a shack turned into ‘the Japs’ commissariat’. It is ‘stacked with quantities of foodstuffs, and with firearms and ammunition also’. A nearby shed holds ‘hundreds of drums of petrol and oil’.13 Could it be the ‘true’ stories of such camps originated in confused recollections of a novel read years before and changed by memory into a description of fact?


  One of the more bizarre manifestations of the Battle for Australia movement has been the proliferation of stories ‘proving’ that the Japanese really did attack, land on or even invade Australia, despite what ‘the history books’ say. This is a journey into the heart of historical paranoia. At its most extreme, there is the belief that two divisions of Japanese troops – about 10 000 men – actually did land in northern Australia. I received an email from a man who had been told by an ‘ex-3 RAR man’ that ‘the Japanese landed two divisions in the Gulf of Carpentaria, supposedly in 1942 and in the march south they all perished’.14 This is a garbled version of the claim that one of the options the Japanese Imperial General Staff considered was to undertake a large-scale raid, of two divisions, to disrupt Allied plans and morale, a story probably inspired by David Bergamini’s widely read Japan’s Imperial Conspiracy. Either way, it did not happen, but it has become part of the subterranean folklore of the Battle for Australia push.


  Some believe that Yamashita’s invasion plan almost happened. Malcolm Barker, in his The Truth is So Precious, argues that a cyclone ‘saved Western Australia and Australia’ in March 1942. He based his view on conversations (in Japanese!) overheard by a prisoner of war in Singapore who reported that Yamashita’s invasion force had been scattered by a cyclone. Had the cyclone not intervened, lights in the Scarborough Hotel would have guided in the invaders.15 The truth is indeed precious.


  More stories surface in the pages of ex-service organisations’ journals and in conversations at bars and dinner tables across the country. The Darwin Defenders list half a dozen instances of supposed Japanese footprints on the beach, phone lines cut and lights shone mysteriously at night – again, intriguing but not proof of anything.16 A Mr Lynch of Gilgandra, for example, wrote to the RSL magazine Reveille describing his recollection of a ‘Japanese spearhead approximately 400 man strong’ landing near ‘Dongra’ (actually Dongara), south of Geraldton. ‘Bristling with automatic weapons’, the force landed under the cover of a warship, ‘pinning down’ Mr Lynch’s unit, the 18th Field Regiment. The Militia gunners were roused and prepared for battle, but no ‘Battle of Dongara’ followed. The landing force, apparently discomfited by a ‘big naval battle farther north’, withdrew, without a death on either side, although the two were within range of each other’s guns.17 Mr Lynch gave no clue about when this happened, but referred to ‘Red Robbie’ (Major General Horace Robertson), who commanded the 2nd Division in 1943. The incident was not related to the ‘Japanese raid’ scare of March 1944 (when for a week units in Western Australia went on alert after a Japanese force left Singapore while a cyclone obscured patrols off the coast) because the regiment returned to Sydney in January 1944.18 No reference to this incursion can be found in the war diary of the 18th Field Regiment or in Jeffrey Grey’s biography of Robertson. What the war diary does show is that the regiment’s commanding officer kept his unit up to the mark by holding regular tactical exercises, all predicated on a Japanese invasion. (For example, an exercise in July 1943 begins with ‘enemy effected landing at 3 Mile Beach NORTHAMPTON …’, another with ‘enemy tps … occupying STRAWBERRY-KOJARENA rd’.19) Is this another case where make-believe has been transmuted into memory?


  Queensland is, not surprisingly given its position, the home of invasion furphies. It is alleged that American troops and a VDC unit massacred a party of 100 Japanese ‘marines’ at the mouth of the Fitzroy River. A fantastic story comes from nearby Yeppoon (where Cromwell’s guerrillas break the siege of Rockhampton in Mitchell’s The Awakening), told in Ron Gallagher’s The Long Island Massacre (2000). He claims that another VDC party massacred 160 Japanese ‘marines’. This allegation is part of an elaborate story told by Gallagher that has Frank Forde as army minister collaborating with the Vatican to invite the Japanese to seize northern Queensland.20 The evidence for this story is elusive. The author claims that ‘a purposeful program of systematic obliteration has been carried out to otherwise conceal the only remaining “incriminating” wartime invasion-site connections evidence [sic] from an “unsuspecting” public gaze’. Despite a string of articles in the Rockhampton Morning Bulletin, there is no evidence that a ‘VDC death squad’ operated in central Queensland. These and other stories seem farcical. The reality is more prosaic. In January 1943 a Japanese submarine shelled the deserted Port Gregory in Western Australia, a spot so desolate that no Australian noticed or knew about the attack until a Japanese submariner published a book nine years later.21


  Reports of similar landings, raids or encounters circulate in oral tradition around the bars of outback pubs and roadhouses, on the Internet and in self-published books. They were conveniently summarised by the reputable (but in this case curiously gullible) journalist Paul Toohey in an article, ‘Our secret history’, published by The Bulletin in April 2005.22


  Toohey claimed that it was a ‘little-known part of our history that the Japanese cruised our coastline and set foot on our shores with guarded impunity’. He repeated and added to the apocryphal stories that have circulated for years. They included familiar ones of parties landing and being exterminated by the VDC, and of deserted camps being found. But other stories were new, including the ludicrous claim that a Japanese battleship squadron had sheltered in a bay near Geraldton in 1940, and familiar allegations of massacre, and of captives executed.


  The main story in Toohey’s article involved a landing by a ‘junk’ arriving at Cape Leveque in August 1944. Japanese (and possibly Chinese) men captured at Cape Leveque were, according to another writer, ‘quietly executed as spies.’23 This sounds odd, although perhaps plausible. But what is the evidence? Nothing is offered beyond hearsay and the hazy recollections of old men, many of whom were now dead. ‘Simmonds had an army friend named Burns who recounted sweating up a tree in the Gulf of Carpentaria as a unit of Japanese marched beneath him.’ Pressed by Toohey for details, Simmonds had to admit that ‘Burns had a breakdown after being accidentally bombed by Americans at the Mareeba airstrip … He could never be called on as a credible witness’.24 We can corroborate very few such stories.


  Either the allegations are true and there has been a huge cover-up, dating from 1942 and entailing the deliberate culling or falsification of the archival record, or they are unsubstantiated. Armies generate massive amounts of paperwork that document practically everything: it is impossible to conceive of a cover-up on such a scale. These allegations are at best unproven; at worse they are cruel falsehoods that distort our memory and understanding of the war.


  Japsland: incursions on the Internet


  Virtually all books on Australia in the Second World War refer to the prospect of ‘attack and even invasion’, as the text in the Australian War Memorial’s Second World War Gallery puts it. Few make clear that the prospect was remote. As a consequence, the invasion myth has developed a life of its own. There are websites devoted to the subject, most notably Peter Dunn’s comprehensive but now defunct Japsland site. The stories he presented provided a bizarre catalogue of imaginary, retrospective foreboding. Japsland referred to alleged landings by Japanese reconnaissance parties in Western Australia, near the Cartier and Browse islands; at Rough Range, near Exmouth; and at Jurien Bay. In Queensland, they were supposed to have landed on Mornington Island and nearby Rocky Island in the Gulf of Carpentaria, and at Yarrabah Mission, near Cairns. The site also recorded the ‘Gulf Scare’ as if Japanese troops actually landed.


  The reports included alleged landings by the crews of Japanese submarines, such as that of the submarine RO-33 on Murray Island, some members of which had fished in the Torres Strait before the war. Reports of Japanese submarine crews landing at Cape Upstart (to enjoy barbecues and share whisky with the locals) were ‘common knowledge’ in the Ayr district. There was supposedly a Japanese submarine refuelling base at Princess Charlotte Bay in North Queensland and no fewer than five airstrips, including one near Blue Mud Bay in Arnhem Land, where Donald Thomson’s Yolngu surveillance force operated.


  Some reports do remain perplexing. George Mitchell, commanding the 3rd Corps guerrilla unit, reported finding a ‘sky sign’ – large abstract figures made of black rocks on a salt pan – near Doubtful Bay, accompanied by a noise ‘like a distant conveyor belt’. He could not explain either, but he suspected the local Aboriginal people, who had a history of associating with Japanese pearlers.


  Japsland’s most farfetched claims were that Japanese troops landed and were killed: in the Kimberley ‘about 1942 or 1943’; at Farnborough, near Yeppoon; on the Styx River, near Ogmore; at Cromarty; on North Keppel Island; and at nine other places in Queensland. Those not killed were supposedly held in a prison camp at Thompson’s Point, near Rockhampton.


  What is the evidence for these claims? Invariably it is hearsay, anecdotal and unsubstantiated. For example, Japsland described how:


  
    there was a secret Japanese Prisoner of War Camp located in the mangroves at Thompson’s Point … to the south east of Rockhampton. There was breakout of some Japanese prisoners on one occasion and tow [sic] Japanese prisoners were shot and killed … . Their grave sites are unmarked but a number of local residents are still familiar with the exact location of these graves.25

  


  To its credit, Japsland sometimes noted that ‘these stories are unsubstantiated’. Many believe that they are corroborated by the so-called ‘invasion money’. As Japsland put it, ‘The Japanese Government planned to take over Australia [and] … were so confident that they had gone to the extent of producing their own version of currency to be used in Australia.’26 As we have seen, these notes do not constitute evidence of an intention to invade Australia. These historical fantasies – with not a skerrick of solid evidence offered for them – are characteristic of what commentators on Australia’s relationship with Japan have called a ‘rich and lurid folklore’.27 Like the ‘Gulf Scare’ of April 1943, almost all of these ‘incursions’ were imaginary or illusory.28


  There is only one exception to this invention. While it later emerged that some Japanese officers proposed sending ten four-man parties to observe aircraft movements in northern Australia – a sort of Coastwatchers in reverse – only one of the alleged incursions is supported by evidence. As Henry Frei described it in his magisterial Japan’s Southward Advance on Australia, in January 1944 a small Japanese party sailed from Koepang (Kupang) to travel to Admiralty Gulf in north-west Western Australia. Organised by an ambitious local commander in Timor, nine Japanese took ten Timorese youths with them. For several days they explored the area, shot an hour of 8 mm film and returned with some rock samples. Nothing came of the mission, which was undetected by Australian forces at the time. A report to Tokyo led to no action. That small, innocuous, invisible exploring party, on a short tip-and-run trip to the nearest part of the Australian continent (over 50 kilometres from the nearest military installation) represents the only Japanese landing on the Australian continent supported by any evidence.29


  ‘No defence at all’: the myth of the Brisbane Line


  The single largest fiction connected with the crisis of 1942 remains the alleged existence of the Brisbane Line. Millions of Australians believe it was a reality, regardless of the findings of a Royal Commission and official and unofficial historians. If there is one thing almost all Australians ‘remember’ from the Second World War, it is that there was a thing called the Brisbane Line that … that what? Had been drawn across on a map – where, and by whom? Existed as a line of dugouts and trenches from … from where?


  Where exactly was the Brisbane Line? There are as many locations as memories. A Militiaman who had trained at Casino recalled that it ran ‘through Casino, up Lismore, Kyogle and up to Brisbane’.30 Another Militiaman thought it ‘was just a little bit north of Brisbane around the Strathpine way’, but ‘nobody seems to be able to tell me exactly where the Brisbane Line was,’ he mused.31 But most veterans knew the Brisbane Line’s purpose: ‘the whole of North Queensland was to be given up by the government,’ one said.32 Nor is historical paranoia confined to Queensland. In Western Australia, oral historians were told how ‘it was a well known fact that they [i.e. the Federal Government] were going to let Western Australia go’.33


  Despite the refutation of historians such as Paul Hasluck, Geoffrey Bolton, Michael McKernan and Paul Burns, the mythology of the Brisbane Line lives on in powerful ways. Practically everyone of a certain age, in Queensland especially, believes it existed. A Mount Isa resident told interviewers, ‘We heard that nothing was being protected north of Brisbane … we had no defence, no defence at all.’ A woman in Ipswich recalled her father as ‘ropeable about Queensland being sacrificed’. Even an editor of the Courier-Mail believed that only one spot in Queensland would be defended, and that was ‘the Indooroopilly Bridge because it was the only link to Southern Australia and … it had to be defended’.34 The irony of the Brisbane Line folklore is that, with the exception of the submarine raid on Sydney and the ships torpedoed south of Stradbroke Island, in fact all of the Australians who died at Japanese hands on Australian soil died defending the area supposedly to be given up under the mythical plan.


  Popular misconception rests on a welter of actual and supposed evidence, assumptions and errors of fact. It is not surprising that some historians have been taken in by the weight of popular assumption. Eric Andrews described in his History of Australian Foreign Policy how ‘the government … prepared to counter a Japanese invasion by retreating to within 129 kilometres of Brisbane, to the so-called “Brisbane Line” ’.35 Even the Oxford Companion to Australian History has a bob each way and confusingly describes it as if it were real – ‘an imaginary line drawn by a defence strategist in 1942 that … demarcated the land which was to be defended …’ – but then acknowledges that the plan had never been approved.36


  The Brisbane Line deserves a book to itself. Fortunately, it has one: Paul Burns’s The Brisbane Line Controversy. Burns’s book knocks on the head any idea that the Brisbane Line ever existed, even as a line on a map. It was never an actual plan. While Major General Iven Mackay proposed in February 1942 that defence concentrate on the ‘vital area’ inside the quadrilateral demarcated by Brisbane–Adelaide–Melbourne-Sydney, ministers declined to respond to that advice. Although it did base the bulk of the available force in the vital area, the government never had a chance to abandon anything else because the Japanese did not invade – the strategy, if it existed, was never tested. The Advisory War Council did not think of abandonment – in March it wanted Darwin, Port Moresby and Fremantle defended, and approved movements of forces north: its members wanted to defend everything.37


  The controversy began with allegations by Eddie Ward, the left-wing ALP member for East Sydney, who from late 1942 (before Curtin admitted the invasion threat had ended) alleged that the Menzies Government had planned to abandon, as a communist critic wrote, ‘the greater part of Queensland, the Northern Territory, and North West Australia to the Japanese invaders without serious resistance.’38 Curtin described Ward (in one of his confidential chats with trusted journalists, in July 1942) as a ‘bloody ratbag’.39 The allegations damaged Curtin as much as Menzies.


  Understandably stung by Ward’s allegations, in May 1943 Curtin convened a Royal Commission. Fifteen witnesses gave evidence, only Sir Frederick Shedden in camera. The report, by Mr Justice Charles Lowe, found that ‘No officer [army, RAAF or RAN] knew of any plan which related to a “Brisbane Line” so called, …’. They knew of Iven Mackay’s rejected February 1942 ‘appreciation’ but nothing more.40 Ward’s charges were found to be baseless. The official historian, Paul Hasluck, summarised the facts succinctly: a military proposal to concentrate on the defence of the south-east reached the Advisory War Council in February 1942 but was rejected by both government and non-government members.41 Despite this incontrovertible finding, Australians have continued to believe that the allegation of a Brisbane Line was substantially true: roadside signs near Inverell even tell motorists that they are driving past it.


  ‘Flight from history’: invasion fiction persists


  Australian authors continued to explore the idea of invasion through fiction long after the war. But unlike the feverish tracts of the Federation period or the desperate warnings of the 1930s, no longer were imaginary invasions tied to real fears. With the beginning of the Cold War (in which occupied Japan became an ally) communist domination seemed more of a threat. John Hay’s The Invasion, published in 1968, depicts Australia invaded by forces of a communist-Chinese-led ‘South East Asian Republic’. (It becomes part of a ‘Greater Chinese Prosperity Peace Sphere’, one of the book’s few explicit nods to the Japanese precedent.) Unlike colonial invasion fantasies, of which the object was the wealth of the cities – the gold-rich colonial capitals – Hay’s invaders first destroy Australia’s cities with small nuclear weapons: they want the bush as a rice bowl. In other ways, The Invasion offers the familiar tale of guerrilla defiance, then ends ambiguously.


  John Hooker’s 1984 novel, The Bush Soldiers, however, centres on a tense group of VDC guerrillas working their way through the far west of New South Wales, scorching the earth in the already scorched, desolate landscape in the aftermath of a Japanese invasion. Set in the spring of 1943, there is, as in Fool’s Harvest, ‘forced labour in the steel works at Newcastle’. Hooker takes a strongly nationalist line. He piles on sarcasm about polo, HMS Pinafore and Dundee marmalade to abuse a character as a ‘double-barrelled English bastard, one of the buggers that let us down’.42 He paints a picture of defeat and despair (‘Newcastle … a catastrophe, we never stood a chance’). He recites a litany of places across New South Wales where defenders failed to hold the invaders – at Maitland (where, in 1901, Edmund Barton had announced that White Australia would be his government’s first policy) and at Singleton, Bathurst, Orange, Wellington, Dubbo and Nyngan. The guerrillas hatch a half-baked plan to sabotage the mines of Broken Hill, but their mission ends in death and futility. The Bush Soldiers seems so depressing that its repeated reprinting is hard to understand.


  Australian authors continue to be fascinated by aspects of their nation’s recent past, and often their own family stories. Maria Gardner based her Blood Stained Wattle, published in 1992, on her father’s diaries of his service in Darwin in 1942. She wanted to redress the ‘official conspiracy to suppress the facts’ about the bombing. An awkward mix of domestic drama and historical narrative, Blood Stained Wattle ranges across most of the clichés of the Darwin story and the invasion myth. A speech made to dispirited refugees from Darwin – ‘The Japs mean to take Australia and it’s up to us to do all we can to see they don’t!’ – reflects its hysterical patriotic tone.43 Alan Tucker’s children’s novel My Story: The Bombing of Darwin is couched as a boy’s diary of the raids, and gives an impression as realistic as could be expected from a first-hand source.


  Australian writers seem unable to let 1942 go. The prolific, not to say iconic Australian novelist Thomas Keneally has treated the threat of 1942 in An Angel in Australia, which was deservedly short-listed for the Miles Franklin Award in 2003. Frank Darragh, a naïve young priest, is tested by the ethical strains and dilemmas to which the war in general, and the Japanese threat in particular, subjects his parishioners. Should men be allowed to kill wives and daughters to spare them from rape by invading Japanese soldiers? ‘Will I,’ Mr Regan the real-estate agent asks Father Darragh, ‘in a year’s time be renting flats to the Japanese?’44 Keneally’s 1942 is permeated by doubt and equivocal ethics.


  Yet Keneally’s 1942 repeats the conventional nationalist clichés. Americans, black and white, are perhaps too stereotyped; and Churchill is an obvious, indifferent villain. But in many other ways Keneally’s Sydney under threat is supremely convincing. The life of the parish and the young priest’s doubts and uncertainties coexist against the finely sketched background of the war and the looming Japanese threat. The murder of a soldier’s wife by an American soldier disturbs Father Darragh’s equilibrium, and the whodunit is solved amid the drama of the submarine raid on Sydney Harbour. Keneally skilfully brings the crisis of faith, the darkness of murder and the threat of invasion together more satisfyingly than any other invasion novel, perhaps because, as at the time, the invasion threat exists as a backdrop to more pressing concerns.


  Invasion is rarely far from explorations of Australia and Japan’s relationship. General Yamashita’s Treasure by Roger Pulvers, the most widely published Australian author in Japan, is a comedic fantasy ‘anti-thriller’ revolving around Japanese veterans (one of whom survived the Sydney Harbour raid). ‘He had wanted to invade Australia and I hadn’t,’ says the narrator, embodying the split in Japanese strategy.45


  Recent invasion novels have explored more adventurous themes. John Marsden has written a series of teenage adventure novels, beginning with Tomorrow When the War Began, in which teenagers face and fight nameless invaders. Michael O’Connor, like George Ranken a century before, has used fiction to advance his analysis of Indian Ocean strategy in what turned out to be the closing months of the Cold War. In his An Act of War the aggressor is, for the first time, India.


  The most bizarre invasion fiction of all is arguably John Birmingham’s trilogy of time-travel novels, beginning in 2004 with Weapons of Choice, in which a modern naval task force somehow turns up in the Battle of Midway and changes the course of history, not necessarily for the better. (This plot resembles The Final Countdown, a not-especially-good Hollywood epic of 1981, in which a US nuclear-powered warship returns to 1941 to forestall the attack on Pearl Harbor.) Birmingham’s angle is to transform the idea by making it the hinge of a trick-of-time he calls ‘the Transition’ in which he re-fights the Second World War. Do not try to work out the details, just go with it. In the sequel, Designated Targets, Birmingham has the Japanese invade Australia. Despite the assistance of ‘temps’ – ‘contemporary’, that is, twenty-first century troops – and weapons, they still find themselves fighting on a ‘Brisbane Line’. The (‘temp’) US 82nd Marine Expeditionary Unit fights beside Australians from 1942, battling three Japanese divisions that are advancing down the Queensland coast towards Brisbane.


  The Japanese, Birmingham explains, use ‘MacArthur’s island-hopping tactic [he means strategy] before he had a chance to use it himself’. The historical General Homma is captured after the Battle of Bundaberg and, as in every invasion novel, his troops inflict hideous atrocities against civilians. (Despite all this modern fire-power, Birmingham’s John Curtin is still a man crippled by anxiety – although since his country appears to do worse in the imagined future–past than it really did in history, perhaps he can be excused his worries.) Birmingham’s playful experiment with what he calls the ‘Axis of Time’ is not to all tastes – it is a postmodern, Generation-X thing beyond the ken of fusty historians – but it demonstrates that the fantasies of invasion continue to fascinate a century after the Japanese threat first emerged on Australia’s mental and emotional horizons.


  The incongruity of fantasy and reality, though, is obvious from a comparison of maps 1 and 4. As Map 7 shows, besides the Sydney Harbour submarine raid, actual Japanese attacks on Australia in 1942–43 occurred north of a line drawn between Geraldton and Cairns (the bombs jettisoned on Mossman really do not count as ‘raids’). But, except for landings at and around Darwin, the imaginary battles described in invasion fiction between 1909 and 2005 occur overwhelmingly south of that line. From Fool’s Harvest, through The Awakening, The Battle of Sydney and The Bush Soldiers to Weapons of Choice, fiction and speculative history is almost all set on the Queensland coast south of Cairns, in New South Wales (especially in Sydney) and even in Victoria. A kind of a Brisbane Line is at work, in that almost everyone actually killed by Japanese attack dies north of the line, while all the fictional action occurs to its south.


  Not that fantasy is something in which only Australians indulge. In the 1990s the genre of ‘simulation war novels’ became popular in Japan. A reflection of what one Japanese critic called a ‘flight from history’, these novels posit that under different conditions the Pacific War might have turned out otherwise. The original work, Hiyama Yoshiaki’s Decisive Battle for the Japanese Homeland in 1991, imagined what might have occurred had the Japanese defended the home islands to the death. Some of these books, such as the prosaically titled This is How the Pacific War Could Have Been Won explore alternative scenarios with a degree of analytical rigour. Others, such as the 1993 Sapphire Fleet by Aramaki Yoshio, the opening work in a twenty-volume series that sold over 3 million copies, indulge in simple wish-fulfilment. By the mid-1990s a survey by scholar George Hicks identified a couple of hundred such works in Japanese, some of which presumably explore the naval staff officers’ ‘Australia First’ option.46 In faction as in imperialist strategy in the 1940s, the Japanese are doing little more than their Western precursors.


  Keneally, Birmingham and Aramaki were writing fiction, but the belief in the actuality of invasion persists. ‘The myth of a Japanese invasion,’ Peter Dowling writes in a reflective article in a National Trust journal, ‘has been regularly perpetuated by certain writers wishing to create a historical fact which never existed.’47 Why? Why these stories persist, and why Australians believe, against all the evidence, that they faced an actual threat, presents a profound conundrum. Why are the stories of attack, invasion and incursion so persistent? Why do we appear to want to believe that Australia really was threatened with invasion, that it was attacked, even that Japanese commandos really did land on our shores? Set against the prosaic reality, the desire is poignant and, to use the word that got me into hot water in 2005, pathetic. Invasion remembered has seemed to many Australians to be a more trustworthy foundation for belief than historical evidence and invasion interpreted.


  12


  ‘Battle for Australia’

  Invasion interpreted


  ‘To win the Battle for Australia!’: wartime propaganda


  The idea of a Battle for Australia became a part of the lexicon of wartime propaganda, even though the campaign was evidently being fought elsewhere. In 1943, for example, the Department of Information published a booklet of George Silk’s photographs as War in New Guinea: Official War Photographs of the Battle for Australia.


  The phrase had its uses. Would-be guerrilla leader Ion Idriess used the idea in a 1944 book, Onward Australia, part of an Angus & Robertson ‘Battle for Australia’ series extolling the challenges of developing the country’s natural resources. Perhaps one of the most bizarre expressions of the idea came when, in February 1943, Moral Rearmament enthusiasts presented Battle for Australia!: A Revue for National Defence at Parliament House. Frank Buchman’s Moral Rearmament philosophy sought ‘Absolute Love, Absolute Purity, Absolute Unselfishness and Absolute Honesty’. Buchman allowed his distrust of communism to overrule his repugnance for the Holocaust, and believed that homosexuals could be identified by their suede shoes, green clothing and an ‘elbow grip’ in shaking hands. The Battle for Australia revue sought to unify the nation under slogans such as ‘Sound homes’, ‘Teamwork in industry’ and ‘A united nation’.


  Key Labor figures subscribed to Moral Rearmament’s philosophy, a bland mix of optimism, commonsense Christianity and ‘neighbourly spirit’. ‘Let’s get together and see,’ the performers sang, ‘In a spirit of caring and sharing, You’ll find we agree.’ The revue’s mawkish doggerel included a song sung by:


  
    
      New Pioneers! We pledge our lives,


      Determined, under God, to win


      The Battle for Australia!1

    

  


  While this was a metaphorical battle for Australia’s morals, the idea of a ‘Battle for Australia’ was a part of the language by this phase of the war. This idea seemed to be a relic of wartime propaganda, until in the mid-1990s Curtin’s prediction that his nation would fight such a battle became transmuted into a statement of fact that it had actually occurred. To understand how this, the single most important change in Australia’s understanding of the Second World War, occurred, we need to trace the way interpretations of the war developed.


  ‘No Japanese invasion’: orthodoxy and revisionism


  ‘Revisionism’ is a charge easily thrown about, generally by conservative historians (or more often readers) who object to new views put about by generally younger and more adventurous writers. In the ‘Culture wars’ surrounding Australian history, conservatives have criticised ‘black-armband history’ (a phrase popularised but not invented by former prime minister John Howard) as being ‘revisionist’, as if changing one’s mind on the basis of evidence was somehow a bad thing. In these circles, a revisionist view is held to be undesirable in principle. Of course the distinction is fatuous. History is revisionist by its very nature. Readers of popular potboilers might be happy to see established views confirmed and myths entrenched, but history as a discipline depends upon argument and reinterpretation. The issue is not whether a view revises an existing interpretation, it is whether a new view is justified by the evidence. In the case of the idea of a ‘Battle for Australia’, we need to be quite clear about what is being revised and who is doing the revising.


  Twenty-two multicoloured volumes of the Australian official war history appeared between 1953 and 1977. They still constitute the orthodox view of Australia’s war history. Only one volume even uses the phrase ‘Battle for Australia’, and then merely quotes it without comment. Nor do any of them lend any support to the essential plank of the interpretation, that the Japanese desired or planned an invasion in 1942 (or even, in some extreme versions, attempted one that no one noticed). So the ‘Battle for Australia’ push is in fact revisionist. That is, the view revises the existing orthodoxy. I am describing, not abusing them.


  We need to be quite clear about what an official history is and what it is not. Official histories in the Australian tradition are ‘official’ because they originate through authorisation by the Federal Government (and that means bipartisan approval), which includes the right of access to Cabinet-level records and to other closed official records. Having authorised (and funded) these histories, governments exercise no further scrutiny over what they say, except in matters of national security. Formally the only censorship exercised over them extends to secrets that are important to keep after the war. (And in case some think that the supposed Japanese invasion falls into that category, it does not.) The only aspect the official histories were forbidden to deal with was the existence of ‘Magic’ intelligence, which has now been fully disclosed.


  In practice, the individual authors of official histories exercised another level of control over their interpretations, what historians call self-censorship. It is undeniable that official historians modified what they wrote because of the possibility of embarrassing senior officers, and even of legal action. Lionel Wigmore’s correspondence shows he moderated his views in The Japanese Thrust. At the same time, the standards of evidence that general editor Gavin Long and his authors generally met, makes his Second World War official history series one of the greatest works of historical scholarship in Australian history.


  This is important, because the starting point for this book is not just ‘What happened in 1942?’ it is ‘What do we think happened in 1942, and how do we know?’ We therefore need to know what the official Australian histories say about the events of 1942.


  This depends on which volumes you read. The project was divided up by service rather than by phases of the war or campaigns. So there are two volumes on the Royal Australian Navy, four on the Royal Australian Air Force and seven on the army, as well as a ‘civil’ series of five and a medical series of four. This compartmentalisation means that the events of 1942 are treated in every series, and in more than one volume of some series. Gavin Long exercised his authority as general editor with flexibility, and the various volumes take different tacks in their accounts of the same events. For example, the bombing of Darwin is given greater weight in the air and civil series, the submarine raid on Sydney Harbour in the naval. But the volumes offer more or less the same view on the significance of the events of early 1942.


  Dudley McCarthy’s volume South-West Pacific Area – First Year – a better read than the title might suggest – makes just three references to a possible Japanese invasion of Australia. On page 83 he expresses the longstanding orthodoxy:


  
    The Japanese Imperial General Headquarters discussed operations against Australia on 15th March [1942]. The army staff were opposed to an invasion of Australia which they said would require ten divisions or more. Both army and navy confirmed a plan formulated in February to take Port Moresby, and isolate Australia by occupying Fiji, Samoa and New Caledonia … From New Guinea, New Caledonia, Fiji and Samoa sustained neutralising attacks would be levelled at key-points of Australia and New Zealand. Sheltered within the outer rim of the defences thus established the development of the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere was to proceed.2

  


  Thirty pages on, McCarthy discusses one of the outcomes of the Battle of Midway, that there were still ‘dangerous groupings of Japanese forces available for operations particularly in the South-West Pacific’. He then adds in a footnote, ‘These plans apparently never contemplated invasion of Australia and New Zealand.’ He quoted a statement made by Japan’s wartime premier, Tojo Hideki (interviewed just before his execution in December 1948), that ‘We never had enough troops to do so … We expected to occupy all New Guinea, to maintain Rabaul as a holding base, and to raid northern Australia by air. But actual physical invasion – no, at no time’. Sceptics may well retort that he would say that, wouldn’t he? But Tojo – facing death and with no axe to grind – had no reason to mislead, and McCarthy clearly accepted his explanation.


  Other volumes in the series refer similarly to the threat of invasion. George Hermon Gill’s Royal Australian Navy discussed the Japanese strategic options after it seemed likely to obtain its goals in South-East Asia early in 1942. Gill outlined Japanese Imperial Headquarters favouring ‘an advance through the Solomons to Samoa, and the blockade and raiding of the Australian coast’. He too quoted the 1948 interview with Tojo, to convey the idea of, as the index put it, ‘no Japanese invasion contemplated’.3


  The air force volumes, though dealing with the air war over northern Australia, do not discuss a possible invasion, and nor, understandably, do the ‘medical’ volumes. Writing a decade later, Paul Hasluck, the author of two of the ‘civil’ volumes, used evidence ‘not fully known to the Australian Government in 1942’. Hasluck concluded that it was ‘doubtful whether Japan had invasion plans worked out to a stage where an invasion could have been launched … with the prospect of anything except local and restricted success’.4


  None of this adds up to much: several paragraphs spread over as many volumes, all giving the prosaic conclusion that the official historians accepted that Japan had neither the will nor the means to invade Australia, in 1942 at least. Overseas official histories confirm, as the US Navy’s put it bluntly, that the Japanese ‘had no plan to invade Australia’.5


  ‘A powerful national legend’: changing interpretations


  Despite the authority of the official historians’ work, Australia’s understanding of the military history of 1942 changed, inevitably. As the nation changed, so its view of its crucial year altered; 1942 became, if anything, more central – the Americans became more significant, Curtin grew in stature.


  Standard reference books universally ignore the idea of a Battle for Australia. It is not mentioned in the Oxford Companion to Australian Military History edited by military historians at the Australian Defence Force Academy, or in Graeme Davison’s 2001 Oxford Companion to Australian History (either as an entry in its own right, or in other entries, such as Joan Beaumont’s on ‘World War II’). Bryce Fraser’s Macquarie Encyclopaedia of Australian Events does give comfort to the idea of an invasion. In discussing the Battle of the Coral Sea it describes how, ‘In May 1942, the Japanese were moving to seize Port Moresby as a base from which to invade Australia’.6 But in the margin of the copy in the National Library’s reference stacks, an exasperated reader (and not me) has written, ‘NO!! They had decided NOT to invade Australia!! … invasion would need 11 divisions.’ While recognising perceptions of the time, few general histories support the idea that invasion was planned or even possible.


  However, the fact that an invasion had not been planned remained more or less accepted until Lida Mayo’s Bloody Buna, published in 1974. The covers of some of its several Australian editions trumpet the copy line ‘the campaign that halted the Japanese invasion of Australia’. Lida Mayo worked as an historian for the United States Ordnance Department and wrote its official history, The Ordnance Department: On Beachhead and Battlefront. She was one of the few women to have worked as an official historian in any nation, and deserves recognition as a pioneer. But her Bloody Buna was not an original work of research. It was based largely on Dudley McCarthy’s Australian and Samuel Milner’s American official histories of the campaign in Papua, and, as we have seen, they did not endorse the ‘invasion’ idea.


  But where in Bloody Buna does she expand on, justify or even state the idea that Australians and Americans ‘halted the Japanese invasion of Australia’? While she puts the conventional, hypothetical view, that ‘If the Japanese captured Port Moresby, they could use it as a springboard for an invasion of Australia’, she actually doesn’t mention invasion at all.7 Her only reference to the Imperial General Staff is to mention its decision to reinforce the Guadalcanal in preference to Papuan fighting. Her chapter ‘The Japanese invasion’ refers to the invasion of New Guinea. In fact, Mayo offers no discussion of Japanese plans to invade Australia, or indeed anything that might possibly justify the sensational copy line. We can only conclude that the Australian publisher added it. But we should also note that they did so probably because that was what they believed, and it was what their intended readers thought too.


  Far from being an immutable narrative, Australian historians’ presentation of the events of 1942 has changed through the decades. With the rise of the book as a consumer perishable, the drive for high-volume sales with a short shelf-life led to a succession of general histories. They demonstrate a trend towards a more sensationalist treatment of invasion.


  Until the 1970s, synoptic histories paid no undue regard to 1942 and especially the invasion threat. Veteran journalist Clive Turnbull (who had worked in various wartime public relations positions) published A Concise History of Australia in 1965. His account of 1942 conveys the depth of the crisis (‘Australia was in immediate peril’) but also that that danger did not develop as feared. Indeed, ‘in the event,’ he wrote, ‘Australia became the springboard for the American effort in the South West Pacific.’ His summary of the effects of war on the mainland is almost dismissive: ‘Australians at home were to suffer no more than a few coastal incidents, only one – a Japanese raid on Darwin – of any significance.’8 Turnbull repeated that robust judgement in a revised edition in 1983.


  Not until a decade later did the first general history to allude to the battle appear. David Day’s 1996 Claiming a Continent: A History of Australia includes a chapter called ‘The Battle of Australia’ (taken from the Herald editorial rather than Curtin’s speech) and deserves some attention. Day accepts that Curtin tried to ‘galvanise Australians into action after nearly two and a half years of a largely distant war’.9 Recently Day distanced himself from the Battle for Australia push, disowning the populist nationalists. In a 2004 opinion piece for The Age, Day acknowledged, ‘despite having so many supposed saviours, the much anticipated battle for Australia was, in fact, never fought.’10 This leaves the movement bereft of its biggest historical gun.


  It seems that no professional historian in the country actively endorses the claims of the Battle for Australia movement. Stuart Macintyre’s 2004 Concise History of Australia best expresses the essential legend of 1942 (partly because of his need to convey vast tracts of history succinctly). Macintyre focuses on Curtin. His government ‘made its own declaration of war’, made the turn to the United States ‘free of any pangs’, told Britain that a failure to defend Singapore was an ‘inexcusable betrayal’, insisted that Australian troops defend Australia rather than Burma, ‘proclaimed the “Battle for Australia” ’ and placed Australian forces under the command of the United States. These, Macintyre concludes, constitute a ‘powerful national legend’. He realistically qualifies any tendency to nationalist hubris by observing that, while these steps might have ended ‘subordination to Britain’, they ‘perhaps create a new dependence on the United States’.11 Several events reinforced the fear of invasion, Macintyre rightly comments: the raids on Darwin, naval losses in Australian waters (presumably the Sydney), even an attack on Sydney Harbour. But invasion, he says directly, ‘was not intended’.12 That seemed a justifiable place to rest, but in the past decade a more extreme interpretation has arisen.


  ‘Kokoda saved Australia’: the new orthodoxy


  By the time of the fiftieth anniversary of the events of the Second World War, the view put in the official history (‘no Japanese invasion contemplated’) seemed to have been accepted by historians and commentators. In a series of articles in 1992 in The Australian, journalists and historians expressed a generally moderate view, published as ‘The battles that shaped Australia’. David Horner stated categorically that the popular belief that the Coral Sea had saved Australia from invasion, ‘as a statement of fact … is not true’.13 Similar articles, such as one in the Sydney Morning Herald two months later, based on interviews with historians Jeff Grey and Chris Coulthard-Clark, argued that invasion was neither planned nor possible.14 Not that any one newspaper article can do much to turn around fifty years of myth-making. Two days later the tabloid Sun-Herald published an article on the Coral Sea headed ‘Battle that saved Australia’.15


  Within months of the anniversary of the fall of Singapore, ALP prime minister Paul Keating changed everything. Keating had already embraced an explicitly nationalist interpretation during the February 1992 commemoration of the fall of Singapore. He gave his celebrated speech at Kokoda the day after Anzac Day two months later. He impulsively kissed the ground, revering ‘the blood that was spilled on this very knoll … in defence of the liberty of Australia’.16 He said that there, ‘young Australian men fought for the first time against the prospect of the invasion of their country’.17 Keating made the defence of Australia the focus of the Australian commemoration. Perhaps the entire Battle for Australia movement can be traced to that moment. Henceforth Australians began to ‘remember’ not the Second World War as a whole, not Australia’s contribution to Allied victory against Nazism and fascism in the Mediterranean and Europe, but only Australia’s defence of itself.


  Paul Keating wanted Australians to end what he saw as a ‘cultural cringe’ towards Britain, ‘a country which decided not to defend the Malaysian peninsula, not to worry about Singapore and not to give us our troops back to keep ourselves free from Japanese domination’.18 A distinctively anti-British note began to dominate new versions of 1942. For example, Lynette Silver’s account of the Malaya–Singapore campaign, produced in association with Chris Masters’ Four Corners Singapore program in 2002, was entitled ‘Scapegoats for the bloody empire’.19 Above all, since 1992 Australians have been finding new meanings in Kokoda.


  Recently a platoon of writers has tackled Kokoda, making it the most written about aspect of Australian history after Gallipoli. With Lex McAulay’s 1991 Blood and Iron on point, the new push includes Bill Edgar’s passionate defence of Brigadier Arnold Potts, Warrior of Kokoda, and Stuart Braga’s equally partisan study of ‘Tubby’ Allen. Paul Ham’s detailed Kokoda deserves an honourable mention, although he tends to lose the wood for the trees. Peter Brune has turned Kokoda into a cottage industry, with a string of books detailing aspects of the Papuan campaign starting with Those Ragged Bloody Heroes of 1991.


  Peter Dornan, a physiotherapist and part-time writer, coined the phrase ‘spirit of Kokoda’ in his 1999 account of Bruce Kingsbury, VC’s section, The Silent Men.20 Three years later, on the sixtieth anniversary of the campaign, Patrick Lindsay took up Dornan’s term. His The Spirit of Kokoda: Then and Now has been reprinted more or less annually since. Lindsay, a journalist and another one-man Kokoda industry, has become the chief necromancer of the modern legend of Kokoda. It is, he writes, ‘part of modern Australia’s Dreamtime.’ It celebrates the traditional Anzac virtues of ‘courage, endurance, mateship, sacrifice and [a new one this] leadership’, giving ‘Kokoda Diggers … the recognition and respect they have been so long denied’.21 Exactly how these men have been denied attention, Lindsay never says: it is conventional in Australian military historical publishing to describe the subject of any new book as ‘neglected’ or ‘forgotten’. Dornan asks, ‘Why weren’t we told more about these major chapters of Australia’s World War II record?’ How much more attention could Kokoda have received?


  Lindsay’s bestseller celebrates the mystical experience of Kokoda rather than its strategic or historical significance. Implicitly perplexed by the problem that the campaign did not forestall invasion (he acknowledges that Coral Sea and Midway had ‘relieved the imminent threat of a Japanese invasion’) he falls back on easy generalities. He subscribes to the Curtin-brought-the-troops-home legend, perpetuates the myth that the average age of the 39th Battalion was eighteen and a half and places the campaign in context with the homely: ‘they were at our doorstep, trying to steal our country.’22 He, too, affirms that ‘Bruce Kingsbury … saved Australia … [performed] the single defining act that saved Australia’.23


  But the bestselling book on the subject, although poorly researched and written, is Peter FitzSimons’ Kokoda. Couched, as a perceptive colleague of mine observed, as a pub yarn, FitzSimons’ rambling tale celebrates Kokoda as ‘the symbol of World War II for Australia’. His assumption is that at Kokoda ‘the fate of Australia might very well [have been] hanging in the balance’.24 The battles of the Coral Sea, Midway and Guadalcanal are asides rather than central to the explanation. No reviewer detected the lack of subtlety in his argument. Christopher Bantick (a former history teacher) wrote in a glowing review in The Age, ‘These men saved Australia from certain invasion.’25 Certain invasion?


  Like many popular writers who have not bothered to read or think through the mythology, FitzSimons asserts that ‘with a Japanese base then securely entrenched at Moresby, the Land of the Rising Sun would be well placed to launch an invasion on [sic] Australia’.26 And that’s it, really. The rest of the book is a stirring tale of mateship and heroism, spiced up with Japanese atrocities and acts of bastardry by senior commanders, and some hero worship of John Curtin. Much of it is told in imagined dialogue with an apparent disregard for the niceties of quotation and attribution. (FitzSimons is, as everyone acknowledges, a ‘master storyteller’, but in the final paragraph he still manages to misquote Laurence Binyon’s ‘Ode to the Fallen’.)


  The simple-minded Kokoda myth propagated by Lindsay and FitzSimons in the past few years is becoming received wisdom. In a review of Alister Grierson’s film Kokoda, Christopher Bantick approvingly quoted the Australian high commissioner to Papua New Guinea, David Irvine, who expressed the new mantra in six words: ‘Gallipoli made Australia, Kokoda saved Australia.’27 The film itself opened just before Anzac Day 2006. Members of the Australian War Memorial’s Military History Section saw Kokoda together and reviewed it for the magazine Wartime. Some felt Kokoda deserved sympathy as a brave attempt to capture the violence, chaos and fear of jungle warfare in Papua. Others expressed concern at how the film presented the Japanese as brutal automatons, or deplored its crude reversion to a simple glorification of Kokoda, and indeed, of war. While the film seemed to do good business around Anzac Day, especially among young men, it seemed to have a short life in cinemas. Whether it will have the impact of Peter Weir’s Gallipoli remains to be seen.


  The imminence of invasion lends urgency to Grierson’s Kokoda. Indeed, the idea of invasion indelibly colours the way Australians have come to remember 1942.
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  Australia, comparing fictional and real attacks
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  ‘Deep and lasting impression’

  Invasion remembered


  ‘A defining moment in Australian history’: memory and history


  Bruce Stanmer, a member of the ‘Nackeroos’, the North Australia Observer Unit, describes an incident that occurred when he was patrolling with a VDC man north-east of Burketown early in 1943. In the distance he saw a group of white shapes. ‘God! Japanese bloody sailors!’ he exclaimed. ‘Ahead of us we could see what looked like two dozen white uniforms and caps moving … it turned out to be three brolgas’, magnified by the heat haze.1 Stanmer’s vignette is highly pertinent to the question of the memory of the Japanese threat in 1942. For a time it looks real, until we penetrate its substance and find it is a mirage.


  Almost every Australian who was alive in 1942 – man, woman or child – carries about memories, dreams or perhaps nightmares of what happened or might have happened. A woman born during the war – too young to remember anything directly about the events of that year – still had nightmares over forty years later. She described her recurring dream from about the age of eight:


  
    I would always be standing on a beach on the Darwin foreshore … I’d hear the roar of Japanese bombers and look up and see them low and threatening, coming straight towards me. I’d scream a silent scream. My legs wouldn’t move. Blackness.2

  


  Another woman recalls nightmares of Japanese soldiers advancing from Bondi. A deep lode of family memories informs the popular understanding of 1942. Time and again when I mentioned the research for this book people would say, ‘Oh yes, my father got out his .22 and was ready for the Japs,’ or – chillingly – ‘My father had a rifle and was ready to kill his four daughters if the Japs ever reached Sydney.’


  Historians face a dilemma here. On the one hand, as we have seen, there was no reality to the Japanese threat – the Japanese called off an invasion and never had a chance to reconsider. On the other hand, Australians took that threat very seriously indeed, and understandably and rightly. So what do we do with memories that reflect perception rather than reality? One thing we certainly do not do is ignore or deride them.


  Serving the needs of a victorious Australia seeking security in a Western alliance that was facing a global communist threat, the Battle of the Coral Sea became a useful cement. Anthony Bourke, in his In Fear of Security: Australia’s Invasion Anxiety, saw the battle ‘abstracted from the chaos of war as a defining moment in Australian history, and used by conservatives ever since as a legitimizing narrative for Australian adherence to the ANZUS alliance’.3 Joan Beaumont has shown how the battle became the hinge for an annual celebration of the Australian–American alliance, with balls and ceremonies a highpoint of the social calendar in Melbourne and Sydney each May. The balls’ dominant aesthetic, Beaumont observes, was ‘distinctly … South Pacific’, with more references to island paradises than sea battles. Ballrooms often resembled the bottom of the sea, with suspended fish swimming above dancers’ heads, a bizarre notion for those ostensibly remembering Mary Gilmore’s ‘what dead men lie in the sea!’4


  The forces of organised memory began to coalesce around 1942 very soon after the war’s end. A week after VP Day, the first meeting of the Australian–American Association resolved that ‘steps be taken for the observance of the Anniversary of the Battle of the Coral Sea’, and it has been marked every year since the first ‘official’ Coral Sea Week in 1949. A succession of guests – mainly admirals but also astronauts and, memorably, the actor Fess Parker – arrived to be feted and to mouth the words necessary to cement the trans-Pacific bond.


  At one level, it is common sense that those who lived through history ‘must know’. For example, the conventional view of 1942 lives in, and is confirmed by, thousands of individuals’ memories. And yet, we also know that ‘memory’ is infinitely malleable, changing to fit our views of the world as they too change. This can be seen in a recollection gathered from a Queensland woman by Betty Goldsmith and Beryl Sandford. One night at a fund-raising event in Brisbane, the woman remembered:


  
    Things seemed all set for a Japanese invasion … the whisper went around that our Australian soldiers were returning from the Middle East … So our soldiers came home, and after the battle of the Coral Sea we were saved from invasion.5

  


  This is a conveniently neat ‘memory’, because it combines several large events – the invasion threat, the American arrival and the return of the AIF – that occurred over several months. It has been ordered, edited, compressed and retailed to express a particular view. How influential are memories in the invasion story?


  ‘Our version of the truth’: veterans’ memoirs


  The most effective vectors for the spread of the invasion myth have been veterans’ memoirs and newspaper articles based on them. A welcome product of the combination of the war generation’s retirement and the desktop-publishing and personal-computer revolution of the 1980s and 1990s, veterans’ memoirs have contributed many insights into what war felt like. Veterans’ ‘pilgrimages’ during the fiftieth and sixtieth anniversaries of 1942 and the war’s end (1992–2005) became the focus of a celebration of the Pacific War in which few critical notes disturbed their comfort. The result was to foster and perpetuate many doubtful ideas. In his memoir Search and Destroy, for example, William Mann describes his service in 31 (Beaufighter) Squadron, RAAF, ‘against the Japanese Forces set to invade Australia’;6 31 Squadron’s valiant service in ending the brutal Japanese occupation of Indonesia’s outer islands is simply not a part of this celebration.


  Perhaps the clearest illustration of the power of memory in shaping the invasion idea comes from a group of men who – necessarily – did not live through the invasion threat to Australia: prisoners of the Japanese. Among the most telling of their books are memoirs by Colin Finkemeyer, whose history teacher had warned him of the Japanese threat in the late 1930s. Finkemeyer has published three volumes of his war memoirs. The first two, which describe his experiences as an anti-tank gunner in Malaya and as a prisoner of the Japanese, are valuable first-hand testimonies. In his third volume, though, It Happened to Us – Mark III: The Japanese Invasion of the Pacific, he departs from his personal memories to give ‘our version of the truth’. Mr Finkemeyer explicitly sets out to contest what historians have been telling him about the Pacific War, and specifically about the Japanese threat. ‘Influential authorities,’ he says – and I think he means me – ‘have played down Japan’s threat to our country so much, that Australians … have come to regard the possibility of invasion as though it had never existed.’7


  ‘After its victory over Singapore,’ Mr Finkemeyer writes, ‘the Japanese Juggernaut headed straight for Australia’ – something we know is simply not true. ‘There was nothing to stop the Japanese invasion force from landing anywhere on our northern shores and moving straight on to attack Brisbane or Sydney.’ Again, we know that there was indeed much to stop Japanese forces following this course – principally the wishes of their own commanders, but also the dispositions and strength of the defending Allied forces. But Finkemeyer’s view is understandable. After he was captured, a Japanese officer interrogated him, asking about roads running east from Broome.8


  The memories of prisoners of the Japanese, which were once treated with a mixture of prurient interest or embarrassed silence, were, until the 1980s, largely ignored. In spite of surviving some of the worst experiences Australians have ever faced, in war or peace, the Anzac legend seemed not to stretch to fit their courage and endurance. Following the pioneering radio series and book by Tim Bowden and Hank Nelson, P.O.W. Prisoners of War: Australians under Nippon, that silence was broken, and prisoners of war, at least of Japan, gained the popular respect and affection they deserved.


  Former prisoners often reported comments by their captors that seemed to ‘prove’ or at least substantiate their claims that the Japanese had indeed planned to invade. Moreover, since these reports were based on exchanges made at the time, they are sure they were significant. Colin Finkemeyer recalled that ‘the Japanese repeatedly boasted to us that Japan would capture Australia … Nippon take Australia,’ they would say.9 ‘Their pronouncements,’ Mr Finkemeyer writes, ‘left a deep and lasting impression.’10 Again, understandably.


  These accounts reveal one of the minor cruelties of captivity. Taunting a man with the idea that his family has been bombed or his city occupied is not as physically painful as a bamboo rattan or a fist, but it may be just as corrosive of his resolve. The problem is, though, that such accounts do not tell us anything much about Japanese intentions. Even if they were not deliberate tactics used to demoralise prisoners, they do not tell us about Japanese strategy. Japanese lance corporals probably knew as much about Tojo’s strategic plans as their Australian counterparts knew of Blamey or MacArthur’s. Japanese soldiers may have thought that their ultimate destination was Sydney, but their commanders’ actual plans did not encompass that idea.


  One ‘memory’ shared by many prisoners is false. Former prisoners of war and their families believe that the 8th Division’s greatest service was to hold the Japanese for long enough so that a force could be assembled to halt their projected invasion of Australia. Brigadier Arthur Blackburn, the commander of Australians captured in Java, claimed in one of the earliest published memoirs of captivity that ‘the resistance put up by that small force of Australians … caused considerable delay to the Japanese plans of invasion’. He hoped that ‘the fact that Australia was saved from invasion’ would comfort prisoners and their families.11


  The combination of veterans’ memories and seemingly expert opinion made a convincing force, even if both were wrong. In 1986 Paul Dibb wrote a report for the minister of defence in which he reiterated the accepted view that ‘the Japanese had already decided in 1942 that the conquest of Australia was beyond their military capacity’.12 Hugh Schmitt’s article, ‘Target Australia!’, published in the Northern Territory News in the wake of the Dibb defence report, opened: ‘The Japanese did intend to invade Australia – despite what is said in the Dibb Report.’13 Mr Schmitt found ‘at least three ex-World War II Diggers’ who could vouch for it. The article boiled down to vague memories of Japanese plans captured by the 7th Division at Soputa in Papua in late 1942. The veterans remembered the plans as showing an invasion of Australia. David Sissons checked the story and found that the plans – all in Japanese – actually documented a landing at Basubua, just east of Gona, a week before.14 Schmitt reproduced the ‘Chinese Map’ with his article as ‘proof’, quoting a former curator of printed records at the Australian War Memorial, who did not know the map’s provenance, and who misleadingly cited the existence of ‘invasion money’ as corroboration. ‘If the Japanese did not intend to invade Australia,’ my former colleague asked, ‘why did they print invasion money?’ Thousands of readers of the Territory’s main newspaper had their prejudices confirmed.


  ‘Japan will own Australia’: the continuing relationship


  Humphrey McQueen, who was born during the Battle of the Coral Sea, recalled his father telling him that ‘he had heard Sir John Latham say that if the Japanese conquered Australia they would make “helots of the men, harlots of the women and slaughter the children” ’. The young Humphrey did not know what ‘harlot’ or ‘helot’ meant, but ‘from religious instruction classes about King Herod I recognized what the Japanese had in mind for me’.15 Or would have, had things turned out differently. McQueen, who spent years pondering the relationship between Australia and Japan, thought in 1991 that Australian memories of the Pacific War continued to influence government decisions on defence cooperation with Japan.16


  Although Japan has become, as Henry Lawson foresaw, ‘The friend of a further future,’ the shadow of 1942 looms over Australia to this day. Australians, particularly of the generations that lived through the war, and often their children, have no shortage of reasons to suspect or dislike Japan as a nation, a people or even an idea. In 1975, for example, a union official urged technological development, ‘unless we want a lot of slant-eyed gentlemen from the north to come down and do it for us’.17 The invasion myth continues to fuel hatred and animosity towards Japan, forestalling debate about risky neutrality and impelling acceptance of a perhaps no less risky American alliance. ‘The trauma of near invasion froze all critical responses for a generation,’ McQueen wrote while ‘arguing with Australian history’ in Gallipoli to Petrov.18 Whether the strains the alliance has experienced since September 2001 (the ‘Hicks effect’), or the increasing American cultural influence (the ‘McDonalds effect’) will supplant a residual positive ‘1942 effect’ remains to be seen.


  Most Australians today think of invasion as an historical fact. Asked why she attended a ceremony marking the 65th anniversary of the first raids on Darwin, a young woman explained, ‘We have the lifestyle we have today because the invasion was headed off.’19 So indelible is the idea of invasion that many Australians cannot erase the conviction that there must have been something to it. Indeed, many believe that if the Japanese could not take Australia by force in 1942 they must have pursued other routes to the same end later. Curiously, a higher percentage of Australians today think that the Japanese were going to invade in 1942 than did at the time. The evidence is scanty, but a poll in the Sydney Daily Telegraph in March 1942 reported that 54 per cent of Australians polled thought the Japanese would invade.20 Early in the twenty-first century the percentage who thought that the Japanese had planned to invade seems to range between 75 and 90 per cent, the latter figure from a poll published in the Daily Telegraph in 2005.21


  Colin Finkemeyer speaks for these people. ‘One day,’ he warns, ‘Japan will own Australia, whether it be by force, economic political or other means.’22 Given that they saw the worst that unfettered Japanese militarism can do, in the camps along the Burma–Thailand Railway, or in the ruins of the villages of Borneo, there is every reason to understand why veterans of the Pacific War would be wary of a resurgence of Japanese aggression, irrespective of how likely that might be. When Australia and Japan signed a security pact in March 2007, veterans expressed these fears publicly.


  The extent to which the Japanese threat lives on in Australian popular memory needs some serious research. How persistent is it? How do different generations express it? Has Australia’s diversity as a multicultural society diluted its effect? Does it live on as a virus to which only Anglo-Celtic Australians are susceptible?


  Geoffrey Blainey – by training an economic historian – acknowledged that ‘in the long term, Japan’s wartime plan for Australia had some success’. Noting Japan’s economic penetration of the car and appliance market, not to mention its place in resource industries, he suggested that ‘Australia has come some way towards the position envisaged for it’ by Japan’s wartime leaders. He wondered whether it was more worthwhile to lose a war than to win. Then, he recalled, that defeat might have meant a ‘puppet cabinet of Australians or a powerful Japanese governor ruling perhaps from Yarralumla’ – shades of the whisky-bludging Ken Sato. On that test, Blainey thought, ‘it pays, even more, to win a war.’23


  The spectre of a Japanese threat lived on after 1942. A Mr Nicholas Lindeman, an amateur student of international relations, obviously thought the same. In 1978 he revised his book, Japan Threat, to ‘warn the peoples of Australia and New Zealand of the dangers inherent in our relationship with Japan’. Mr Lindeman thought that a consequence of a global food and energy crisis would ultimately be an invasion by a resource-hungry Japan. Extrapolating from Japan’s aggression in response to Western embargoes in 1941, Mr Lindeman foresaw the prospect of Japan’s leaders fighting for access to Australia’s resources. He envisaged a nuclear-armed Japan destroying the RAAF and RAN in pre-emptive strikes and detonating nuclear bombs to eliminate army bases and Australia’s cities. (‘The destruction of civilian populations with nuclear weapons is after all not entirely without precedent,’ he added, tongue in cheek.24) Mr Lindeman was clearly on the fringe of calm analysis – he added a plan for forming an authoritarian government supposedly within the Constitution – but Japan Threat probably expressed in an extreme manner a suspicion that many people entertained.


  Russell Braddon’s memoir of captivity, The Naked Island, powerfully illustrated by Ronald Searle, became one of the earliest and most popular accounts of captivity under the Japanese. In two years after its publication in 1952 it went through at least eighteen printings, becoming a bestseller in Britain and Australia. Like many prisoners of war, Braddon returned to the experiences of captivity repeatedly in his work, musing on the significance of the conflict that had changed his life.


  Braddon was no right-wing nutcase. In his 1958 End of a Hate he looked forward to the end of the White Australia policy and a time when Australians would include ‘olive-skinned, black-haired, Asian-eyed brats with Australian accents and an Australian outlook’. Although Braddon’s language was ungracious, the prospect he anticipated has been more or less realised fifty years on.25 Still, he continued to harbour a deep distrust of the powerful interests in Japanese business and government that had brought about the Pacific War and, he thought, manipulated the lives of millions, Japanese and gaygin, to achieve their ends.


  The idea of a ‘hundred years war’ with Japan dates from Japanese wartime broadcasts.26 In The 100 Years War: Japan’s Bid for Supremacy 1941–2041, Braddon argues – no, that’s too formal a word – rambles around Japan’s astonishing commercial success after 1945 and its implications for the West. It is not a very coherent or persuasive thesis – Braddon would retort that it is hard to prove inscrutable conspiracies – but it seems to strike a chord with many people, notably other veterans, who wonder whether the wartime Japanese could so readily change their spots.


  ‘Another and far more important story’: Track or Trail?


  The changing memory of 1942 is seen in what the Kokoda campaign is called. This question has the potential to derail any discussion of the Kokoda campaign before it starts. There are two contenders, ‘Track’ and ‘Trail’, and proponents of the two views have consumed much ink and air time.


  Stuart Hawthorne’s The Kokoda Trail: A History, based on the most extensive survey of primary sources, found that Europeans had used the route since the 1870s, but that it had no firm name. Even in 1942 it had several names. Indeed, from the start of the campaign the route over the Owen Stanleys was called both ‘Track’ and ‘Trail’. For over fifty years no one made any ‘official’ pronouncement. In 1972 Australian Papua New Guinea’s Place Names Committee announced its intention to gazette the route as the ‘Kokoda Trail’. Despite ‘vigorous public discussion’ among expatriates in Papua New Guinea the name was accepted.


  The consensus now seems to be running in favour of ‘Track’, not for any sound historical reasons but simply because it sounds more Australian. Many veterans seem now to believe that they have never used any other term but ‘Track’. The question still arouses fierce contention on both sides of the divide. While at the Australian War Memorial, my response was to suggest that it did not matter what it was called as long as people knew what it meant. Former war correspondent Geoffrey Reading pointedly agreed. Having explained his part in ‘how the Kokoda Trail got its name’, he wrote that ‘how it got its fame is another and far more important story’.27 But the meaning of Kokoda itself has changed over the decades.


  The modern understanding of Kokoda can perhaps be attributed to the ABC Four Corners documentary of 1998 ‘The men who saved Australia’. It was the work of distinguished journalist Chris Masters, an investigative reporter of proven integrity and talent, whose reports on corruption in Queensland changed the state’s political culture. Masters had shown an interest in military history with ‘Gallipoli: the fatal shore’ and a program on Crete. His Papuan program drew on the testimony of Militia and AIF veterans (and a Japanese soldier) and three historians – Professor David Horner, Peter Brune (author of Those Ragged Bloody Heroes) and Damien Parer’s biographer, Neil McDonald. A deeply moving piece of television history, ‘The men who saved Australia’ let us imagine the horror of the fighting at Kokoda through the words of survivors and Parer’s priceless footage. Masters’ program was moving and insightful, but it combined an empathetic evocation of the experience of Kokoda with a simplistic account of its significance.


  Standing in Kokoda village, Masters argued that in the 1940s:


  
    … this was Australian territory. We weren’t just threatened with invasion, but desperately resisting it … battles fought around here … are not as well known as those at Gallipoli and Tobruk, even though these battles directly threatened the security of Australia.

  


  Masters’ Kokoda was rooted in modern nationalism. He condemned those in 1942 whose ‘duty to our past and the security of others eclipsed our duty to ourselves, our own world, our own future’. But David Horner, the country’s most senior military historian, later took issue with Masters’ approach:


  
    The problem with … programs like Chris Masters’s is that viewers confuse the experience and significance. A terrible fight … death and sacrifice does not necessarily mean that the battle in which they occurred was necessarily worthwhile. Bravery and sacrifice is not always justified by success.

  


  Indeed, the key historical interpretations in ‘The men who saved Australia’ are conveyed not by the historians, but by the veterans. Jack Manol, a private in the 39th Battalion, remembered ‘looking around at my few mates in the section, and I thought, “Christ, there’s no-one between us and Moresby, and if the Japs get through us and get to Moresby there, Australia’s gone!” ’ The best that David Horner would offer was that if the Japanese had taken Port Moresby ‘they could have bombed Northern Australia and it would have made it extremely difficult to maintain those communications with America’. Even Brune, who idolises those who served, seemed not to endorse Masters’ interpretation. Brune and Horner explained how the great achievement of the retreat from Kokoda was to delay and exhaust the Japanese so that they not only could not reach Port Moresby, but could not withstand the inevitable Australian advance.


  Masters’ documentary reveals a crucial divide in the interpretation of 1942, between critical accounts and veterans’ memories. This dichotomy is most obvious in the way oral history recreates 1942.


  ‘This is how people thought at this time’: memory and history


  Oral history is often seen simply as a way of preserving ‘memories’, the aural equivalent of a family photograph album, a straightforward record. Of course we all know that the snapshots that make it into an album are only those we have vetted and approved. The shots of arguments, the ones showing our bad side are quietly omitted. We have learned a great deal over the years about how we remember the past as well as what we remember of it. We know that the ‘voice of the past’ is really the voice of the present with a selective memory; our understanding today shapes our memories of the past, a contention borne out by listening to memories of 1942.


  For two years from 2004, film-maker Michael Caulfield conjured out of the Federal Government a great deal of money to enable him to create the ‘Australians at War’ Film Archive, the most ambitious oral-history undertaking this country has ever seen. Caulfield’s vision sent teams of interviewers to record about 2000 veterans of conflict since 1939. About half of his subjects had lived through the Second World War, most as members of the armed forces. Their memories are indeed precious. They describe the experience of war, from service on every battle front to life in wartime Australia. While Caulfield’s interviewing teams were often more enthusiastic than knowledgeable, their work at least allows us to enter into the collective memory of Australians of that generation.


  Robert Johnstone spent almost the entire war in Sydney. Exempt from call-up because he worked as an engineer with New South Wales Government Railways, he later worked on developing radar at Dover Heights. His memories of Sydney between the wars are among the most detailed and evocative of the entire project. He remembered details of Sydney’s war, too:


  
    the night the subs came into Sydney Harbour … the whole community were convinced about 1942 that the Japanese were going to invade Australia so I can remember helping build an air-raid shelter in our backyard with people next door … This is how people thought at this time …28

  


  Interviews like Robert Johnstone’s expose the dynamic nature of historical memory, especially when recalling the prospect of invasion. What these people remember of key moments in 1942 begins as a chronicle but becomes an argument about what we know, and how we know it. Many of Caulfield’s subjects express a common memory of the imminence of invasion. Desmond Pigram, for example, who ended the war guarding Japanese charged with war crimes on Ambon, remembered, ‘They were going to come down over the Kokoda Trail and invade us.’29 But the interviews reflect differences of opinion as well as common experiences. One interviewer asked Donald Daniels, who fought in Papua with the 6th Division and with the 39th Battalion, whether there had been a real fear that the Japanese would invade. ‘No,’ he replied, ‘not a real fear. It was muted … It was a possibility …’30


  The Brisbane Line offers a rich example of the relationship between history and memory. As we have seen, there was no actual Brisbane Line, but it recurs in memories of 1942 as if there were. Some veterans mused on the slipperiness of the idea: ‘Nobody seems to be able to tell me exactly where the Brisbane Line was,’ said James Watt, a member of the 61st Battalion.31 Others were certain it existed physically. Francis Robb served with a transport company, driving lorries in south-east Queensland in 1942. ‘We made it to Brisbane and then onto Murgon out between from Kingaroy, Murgon, Gympie that area. That was the Brisbane Line where we were supposed to stop the Japs when they landed in Australia.’ The interviewer asked, ‘Did you see it?’ ‘No …’ he replied, but ‘we drove over it plenty of times.’32


  Many veterans expressed the common belief about the purpose of the Brisbane Line. Frank Banks, an anti-aircraft gunner, explained that ‘north Queensland was above the Brisbane Line and we were written off … if the Japs had of come in, north Queensland was gone’.33 ‘The whole of Queensland was to be given up by the government,’ said a Militiaman.34


  Other interviews, though, showed that the idea of a Brisbane Line had taken stronger root among those who had only read about the war rather than lived through it. One interview exposed this with the clarity of a courtroom cross-examination. Sylvia Cater joined the Australian Army Nursing Service later in the war and served in the occupation force in Japan. A Victorian, she had not heard talk of a Brisbane Line during the war. Her interviewer, however, had accepted the rumour as true, leading to a revealing exchange:


  
    Q: What did you hear about things such as the Brisbane Line?


    A: The Brisbane Line?


    Q: It was supposedly a line above which they would concede ground to the Japanese without a fight and withdraw forces back to Brisbane, did you ever hear of that?


    A: I have never heard of that, never.


    Q: Oh right, but it was a real proposition.


    A: You’re introducing it to me.


    Q: And I think it was a real proposition.


    A: It probably wasn’t.35

  


  The problem with oral history is that it sounds like a replay but it is really an improvisation. The value of this oral history is not just that it tells us what people did in 1942. It is that it tells us how they feel about it seven decades on, how it remains a part of their life. Increasingly, those who lived through 1942 wanted to remember it a particular way, hence the extraordinary phenomenon of the Battle for Australia movement.


  ‘Appreciate, honour and learn’: the Battle for Australia push


  As we have seen, the phrase ‘Battle for Australia’ was used from time to time during the war. For example, a Communist Party of Australia pamphlet published during the 1943 election praised ‘our soldiers, war workers and farmers with American assistance’ who ‘won the battle for Australia [and], ended the danger of invasion, by their sacrifice, courage and toil’.36 But we have also seen that there was no ‘Battle for Australia’ in any meaningful historical sense.


  Curtin’s call was propaganda, intended to concentrate the minds of a people and motivate them by fright to, as his advertisements put it, ‘fight, work and save for victory.’ A rhetorical flourish forgotten for years, the term was resurrected in the 1990s by groups of veterans and those concerned that the sacrifices of their war years were being forgotten, overshadowed by the traditional focus on Gallipoli. The notion began to gain momentum – the vogue phrase would be ‘traction’ – after the war’s fiftieth anniversary. Sir William Keys, national secretary of the Returned and Services League (RSL) in the late 1980s and early 1990s, used the phrase in his foreword to Maria Gardner’s 1992 novel of the bombing of Darwin, Blood Stained Wattle. Sir William also spoke of it in the Northern Territory Government’s promotional video Battle of Australia, urging veterans to return to Darwin for the fiftieth anniversary commemoration. Paul Keating’s 1992 call for a concentration on Kokoda, refocusing commemoration around the defence of Australia, marked a decisive endorsement, but the historical myopia was bipartisan.


  The new interpretation became the basis for a movement, with the formation in August 1998 of the Battle for Australia Commemoration National Council. Its aim was to foster ‘national honour and commemoration to all those who took part in the many operations at sea, on land and in the air that collectively comprised the “Battle for Australia” ’. The idea of commemorating the events of 1942 arose from, of all people, a retired career airman, Wing Commander Reg Yardley. He realised that during his RAAF service he had laid wreaths every September to mark Battle of Britain Day. ‘It troubled me,’ he told a journalist, ‘that while we were still celebrating the Battle of Britain nothing was said about the Battle for Australia.’ And, he added, ‘there was a Battle for Australia.’37


  A Battle for Australia Commemoration National Council was formed in the late 1990s by James Bowman, a retired judge, and RSL national president Digger James, although the two later fell out and Bowman continued his efforts privately. Undeterred, the council formed several state committees. Perhaps the most telling sign of its success was that for 2002 it persuaded Australia Post to issue ‘Battle for Australia’ stamps and commemorative envelopes. They featured a map with arrows snaking down each side of the Australian continent, far beyond the limits of Japan’s actual advance.38


  While the council attracted the support of some secondary history-teachers’ organisations and some academic historians (and the involvement of public servants from the Department of Veterans’ Affairs), its organisational mainstay comprised ex-service bodies. Remarkably, it was a revisionist push led by older, apparently more conservative people. It confounded the template for revisionism, which characteristically entailed younger or more radical people challenging an existing view.


  The Battle for Australia Commemoration National Council took a broad view of what this battle might have comprised. It sought to ‘appreciate, honour and learn from the heroism, sacrifice and service of all those who fought between 1941 and 1945 to defend Australia, its territories and national interests from attack and ultimately to expel the Japanese from Australian territory and waters’.39 This battle extended far beyond the critical months of 1942. Its symbolic centrepiece, however, was the fight for Milne Bay, and the council encouraged ‘annual commemorative activities’ on the first Wednesday in September, the anniversary of the Milne Bay battle. The idea of invasion was given a high priority in the council’s thinking and rhetoric. It recognised that ‘on the Home front, the Federal Government took measures to prepare the civil population for assaults on the mainland’.40


  The Battle for Australia push is one sign of the pressure placed on the traditional Western humane values of evidence and dispassionate analysis. In effect, people who accept the Battle for Australia thesis, especially in its more extreme manifestations, have abandoned any claim to be judging the past according to the classic tests applied by Western historians over several centuries. Since there is no evidence for a planned invasion or for regarding the events of 1942 as an identifiable ‘battle’, the only basis for these beliefs is an emotional one. ‘Battle for Australians’ believe because of what they feel.


  Emotion suffuses their memory of 1942. That ‘memory’, though, is not simply a matter of pitting veterans who ‘remember’ a battle for Australia against younger ‘historians’ who challenge that belief. The argument is more complex than that: it is a matter of how Australians of various generations with various attitudes towards their nation think about it. This book, then, is an argument about our history and who it belongs to: it is a real ‘battle for Australia’, or at least a battle for Australia’s history. And in that battle, invasion as an historical phenomenon is irrelevant.
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  ‘Yes, but how did it affect us?’

  Invasion irrelevant


  ‘The only way that counts’: Australia and the world war


  If you take an east-bound train on the Mass Transit Railway from downtown Hong Kong, the end of the line is Chai Wan terminus. You can catch a public light bus (number 16M) but it is just as quick to walk. You go out of the terminus, up Wan Tsui Road, turn right up Lin Shing Road, and after about ten minutes you come to Sai Wan War Cemetery. When it was built at the war’s end, you could look from the newly installed Cross of Sacrifice down the long, green, headstone-dotted lawn towards the sea. Today all you can see are high-rise apartment blocks housing Hong Kong’s millions. But like all Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemeteries, Sai Wan is a beautiful, tranquil, desperately sad place. But Hong Kong? What has a cemetery in Hong Kong to do with Australia’s war?


  In Plot Six, in grave A.2, lie the remains of Sergeant Albert James of the 2/19th Battalion, who had last seen his son, Vivian, when he left Sydney in 1941. Albert James is one of thirty-three Australians buried in Sai Wan. In the cruellest of fates, Sergeant James survived the Malayan and Singapore campaigns, captivity in Changi, forced labour on the Burma–Thailand Railway, the perilous voyage to Japan and the effects of starvation and sickness. He lived to be liberated. Then the Dakota taking him home crashed, and he was buried here, in a beautiful cemetery on a hillside in Hong Kong. Sergeant James, the War Graves Commission website gushes uncharacteristically, was the husband of Minora May James of Kogarah, New South Wales, and the father of ‘the famous television presenter, Clive James’.


  Clive James’ life was changed by the events of 1942 as much as anyone’s. Albert last saw his eighteen-month-old son before his embarkation for Malaya in 1941. All his life, James has pondered the effects of his father’s death, and the war that brought it about. He returns to it repeatedly in his books and television programs. Even at his silliest – he went through a period of obsessive interest in Japanese game shows – James is picking away at the scab of memory. One day he aims to write a book pondering the war that changed his life. I hope he does.


  Another of those prominent birds of passage (not émigrés and not exiles, because they come back every so often) is Barry Humphries. Clive James has argued that Humphries makes Australians ‘proud of their country in the only way that counts – by joining it to the world’.1 This is probably an unpopular judgement in modern Australia. Of course Australia is as good as the world’s best. We make wine as good as you will get in Paris (or better!). We are proud of ‘our’ athletes, singers, artists – yes, of course. And we are among the world’s best skiters.


  This book has applied Clive James’ judgement to Australia’s conduct in and contribution to the Second World War. Australia’s military history traditionally, and increasingly, looks at wars from an Australian perspective. The question implicitly applied to almost all military history written in and about Australia in the past twenty years is, ‘Yes, but how did it affect us?’ As a result, the greatest conflict the world has ever seen, a war that cost the lives of about 50 million people, that saved millions more from brutal oppression, is reduced to interest in Australia’s particular part. In its ultimate form – fast becoming the orthodoxy in Australia – our involvement in battles that did not obviously contest direct Japanese operations towards Australia is regarded as unjustified. To understand how wrong this is, we need to go back to 3 September 1939.


  ‘An Australian decision’: rethinking Australia’s war


  Except for the line about his melancholy duty, Menzies’ broadcast is otherwise pretty much forgotten. As he receded into history, tarred as the staunchest of monarchists (he famously revealed his feelings about the young Queen Elizabeth in the much-derided couplet ‘I did but see her passing by, and yet I love her till I die’) the belief took root that Menzies had committed Australia to war as a kneejerk reaction to Britain’s declaration. Just before Menzies’ broadcast, Australians with shortwave wireless receivers able to pick up broadcasts from London had indeed heard Neville Chamberlain’s announcement that Britain was at war with Germany. Menzies’ address followed Chamberlain’s, of course, but it had been crafted over the preceding days. The familiar snatch from Menzies’ address has created the impression that, as in 1914, Australia had gone to war without question because of its membership of the British empire.


  In fact, if you listen to the rest of Menzies’ seventeen-minute speech, a very different picture emerges. What he actually said was that over the preceding year the Australian Government had monitored the growing crisis in Europe, had observed Nazi Germany’s gradual encroachment on the territories of its neighbours, its aggressive denial of democratic values, and what today would be described as its breaches of human rights. The rest of his speech gave a history of the European crisis that had been building throughout the 1930s. He made clear that successive Australian Cabinets – his own had existed for only five months – had both pondered developments in Europe and had conveyed to Britain Australia’s view.


  Even so, as Menzies made clear, if joining a war in defence of democracy and liberty against an aggressive totalitarian power were necessary, it was still regrettable. Menzies spoke to a nation that lived with the scars of the Great War. Many of those who heard him that Sunday evening remembered what that war had cost. Many veterans or widows were still in their forties – middle-aged by the standards of the 1930s but hardly elderly. Many of Menzies’ listeners in their sixties had lost sons or nephews. Sixty thousand Australians had died in the war to end all wars: on Gallipoli, in Sinai and Palestine and above all on the Western Front. Over 150 000 had been wounded, and many more damaged in mind. While prepared to do their duty – still a potent word to that generation – they faced up to it soberly rather than enthusiastically. The Age’s reporters noticed how the crowds on Melbourne’s streets were ‘strangely silent’. Commuters crowded around the newspaper’s office door and mobbed newsboys, so eager for papers that they forgot their change. In shop doorways, in tearooms and on railway platforms, ‘little groups of men – many of them obviously veterans of the last war – stood discussing the news quietly’.


  Whose war was this? Many Australians today think of it as ‘England’s war’, not simply not Australia’s, but nothing to do with Australia: the usual phrase is ‘somebody else’s war’.2 Menzies did not agree. He appealed to principles that his listeners shared: ‘honest dealing, the peaceful adjustment of differences, the rights of independent peoples to live their own lives, the honouring of international obligations and promises’. He affirmed that ‘where Great Britain stands there stand the people of the entire British world’ – a world that Australians felt they belonged to, but which has since been eroding, especially after Singapore. It was, as the official historian, Paul Hasluck, wrote, ‘more than anything else an Australian decision.’ But Menzies’ appeal was not only to imperial loyalty, but also to liberal principles. These principles, which were embodied in statements such as the Atlantic Charter of 1941, remind us that the Second World War began as – and remained – a crusade for the values at the centre of Western political culture: political liberty and tolerance, freedom as we understand it.


  The relationship between Australia and what the Allies fought for has increasingly been lost in early twenty-first-century Australia. As we approach the seventieth anniversary of the war’s outbreak, the Second World War against Nazi Germany and fascist Italy is increasingly being seen in Australia as a remote imperial trade war, one fought in (and concerning only) Europe, one remote from Australian interests. The Pacific War with Japan is increasingly being seen as the most important part of the war, though not because it entailed the oppression and then the liberation of millions of Asians, but because it briefly touched Australia’s shores in a ‘Battle for Australia’, because Australia seemed likely to face invasion. This selfish reinterpretation of the war, exaggerated to the point where it has been given a new name, is unjustified and unworthy of us. It separates us from the broader war, rather than connects us with it, in a sort of historical isolationism.


  The irony of the internment of the Australia First movement’s leaders in 1942 is that they took more or less the same view of the war as some of the romantic isolationist nationalists who look at the war so unsympathetically today. Like the Australia Firsters of 1942, they question Australia’s ties with Britain, are sceptical about Australia’s need to get involved at all, and deprecate the need for Australians to risk their lives in fighting. They too regard the war as ‘somebody else’s’. These nationalists express scorn for Churchill and Roosevelt’s ‘Beat Hitler First’ strategy. It has become a shibboleth among Australian historians that the strategy was somehow unfair to Australia, because Australia’s leaders were supposedly not told of it and because it exposed Australia to a Japanese threat for longer than necessary. In fact, Curtin’s Advisory War Council was reminded in December 1941 that ‘We must not forget that Germany … is still the main enemy’.3 And, as Ed Drea noted, ‘the Germany First strategy did not mean Germany only.’4 Indeed, a substantial proportion of American military and especially naval power was dedicated to the Pacific theatre. John Edwards, in Curtin’s Gift, acknowledges that the Allies’ Germany First strategy ‘did not in fact slow the war against Japan by a day’.5


  For Australia, the events of early 1942, and even more what they seemed to portend, would fracture that consensus with the broader Allied cause. The result has been that over the past decade or so especially, Australia has begun to think of the Second World War in ways that Robert Menzies, when he pondered what he should do on the journey from Colac, would never have dreamed possible. Australians have begun to think of the Second World War as being not, as Menzies said, about defence of ‘the peace of the world’, but about a supposed ‘Battle for Australia’.


  That is not to say that had events gone differently Australia would never have faced an actual threat. Had the battles of the Coral Sea and Midway especially been lost, had Australian and American forces failed to regain the initiative in the Solomons and Papua, things might have gone differently. But despite the rich tradition of imagining and inventing invasion, history deals with what happened, not what might have happened. The fact is that there was a potential Japanese threat in 1942, a decision was made by Japan not to invade and no further opportunity presented itself. A ‘Battle for Australia’ did not happen.


  It needs to be said very clearly and explicitly that in criticising the idea of a Battle for Australia I am in no way diminishing the sacrifice or achievements of those Australians who served and suffered, and especially those who died in the war years. As I have said repeatedly, those who risked and gave their lives for the Allied cause in 1942 deserve the highest honour.


  But we need to be wary of engaging in an unseemly bidding war. It is doing no honour to the dead to say that they all died ‘defending Australia’ directly, or to imply that those who died directly in defence of Australia (in Darwin, for example) somehow acquire an additional lustre. Those who died over Berlin, or at Alamein or off Tobruk – in actions intimately connected with Allied victory but not remotely connected to the direct defence of Australia – are equally worthy of our regard. We also need to be mature enough to acknowledge that in the south-west Pacific many died in support of flawed plans (such as the defence of the Malay Barrier), in actions unrelated to the defence of Australia or from causes unrelated to battle. But that they died in support of a great cause makes their deaths equally worthy of remembrance.


  ‘This was the noble cause’: changing our minds about the war


  So, was there a Battle for Australia? No, not in the literal meaning of the term. There was no actual ‘Battle for Australia’, not then. There is now, though. There is a battle over what Australians should think and believe about their part in the Second World War. We are waging a battle for the truth about the history of our nation.


  But if we are not to recast our remembrance around a Battle for Australia and an invasion that did not happen, what should we remember? The example of former prisoner of war Don McLaren gives us a clue. Of the forty-two men in his 8th Division Salvage Unit, exactly half died as prisoners of war. Commenting on his published diary of his time on the Burma–Thailand Railway, Mates in Hell, he confessed that ‘hardly a night passes’ that he did not think of ‘those poor souls of Asian origin’ who died alongside prisoners of war labouring on the railway, and whose shallow graves he dug.6 Don McLaren, a product of the racist, Yellow-Peril-fearing old Australia, remembered the Asian romusha who suffered alongside him. That suggests a more realistic remembrance of this war, a war fought by Australians not so much for themselves, but for others.


  With Anzac Day seemingly immovably anchored to Gallipoli and the Great War, there have been calls for a day to remember the dead of the Second World War. Various anniversaries are proposed – recently the RSL’s National Congress resolved to mark a Kokoda Day in November. The anniversary that most Battle for Australia protagonists seek to mark in the first week of September is in my view a fitting date. But they conceive of the event and the reason too narrowly. The present Battle for Australia commemoration is the first Wednesday in September to mark the anniversary of the end of the fight at Milne Bay. That was indeed a symbolic and significant action, when a small force of Australian Militia and AIF troops, supported by Australian air and naval forces and some Americans, defeated a Japanese attempt to establish a base in support of their designs on Port Moresby.


  Coincidentally, though, this is also more or less the anniversary of the beginning of the Second World War for Australia, as well as the anniversary of its end. On 3 September 1939 Robert Menzies announced Australia’s entry to the war, and on 2 September 1945 Australia’s representative (Tom Blamey, the great survivor) signed Japan’s surrender document aboard the USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay.


  I would argue that Australians ought to pause, to reflect and remember on 3 September each year. But let us do so in memory of all of those Australians who helped to fight Nazism and fascism in Europe and militarist aggression in Asia. Let us remember those who gave their lives for the freedom of the millions who actually were occupied and oppressed by Germany and Japan, and not in memory of a ‘battle’ that did not actually occur in the way some say. The sacrifices of all Australians in the Second World War helped to ensure that Australians inherited the society we cherish today. That seems to be a legacy of much greater significance and one worth remembering.


  We should always remember that between 1939 and 1945 Australians mobilised to fight for values that we still hold dear today. In both Asia and in Europe, Australians made a clear contribution to Allied victory, to the defeat of oppression and to the restoration of the international rule of law. The conflict was global, and so was Australia’s response. That inspires a longer-lasting and more secure admiration of what Australia contributed than does an exaggeration of a perceived, but in the end empty, threat to Australia itself.


  Epilogue


  Whale War II and the Chinese map

  The controversy continues


  While much of this book was written in a burst over the summer of 2006–07, production was then delayed by circumstances beyond my control. In the meantime, several developments have focused attention afresh on Australia’s wartime relationship with Japan.


  Just as I finished the manuscript of Invading Australia, Pam Oliver’s book Empty North appeared.1 She discusses the presence of Japanese immigrants in the Northern Territory in the fifty years before 1942. A cultural and economic historian, Dr Oliver asks important questions: what part did Japanese settlers play in the positive development of the Territory? Did they prepare for Japan’s bombing of Australia? She finds ‘no evidence that the Japanese of Darwin played a role in the bombing or the build up to war’. Unfortunately, she does include the ‘Chinese map’, without saying whether or not she believes it to be an actual Japanese document rather than a transparent Chinese forgery. This map retains a magnetic attraction for researchers, who clearly do not read the accompanying folios carefully.


  My earlier work also came under academic scrutiny in 2007 by Michael O’Sullivan, an Honours candidate in history at University College Cork in Eire, whose thesis took as its subject the question, Was there a ‘Battle for Australia’? Mr Sullivan canvassed the recent Australian historical literature, and especially my own work, in the light of the evidence, and independently came to the conclusion that ‘the Japanese did not intend to invade and could not have invaded Australia in the early months of 1942’. ‘This dissertation agrees with Dr Peter Stanley,’ Mr Sullivan wrote, concluding that the perceived Japanese threat ‘does not legitimise the recent proclamations that a “Battle for Australia” existed’.2


  Australian opposition to Japanese ‘scientific’ whaling in the Southern Ocean has brought relations between the two nations into a new state of tension. Commentary on what the tabloid press has called ‘Whale War II’ disclosed that the Second World War continues to colour Australian attitudes to Japan. The language of both those involved and those commenting on blogs often became bellicose, harking back to the themes of this book. Many comments in the media were based on a residual racism, as well as ecological and humane concerns. Some saw the issue in terms of emblematic episodes from Australia’s military history. An activist heading to confront the whalers described the issue as ‘the Gallipoli of our generation … we must resist this invasion by Japanese poachers’.3


  Bloggers produced thousands of hastily typed ‘posts’ skating over all sides of the question, many alluding to past conflicts and their consequences. A blogger ‘foxdemonau’ regarded resistance to the Japanese in 1942 as a ‘waste’ because ‘thay [sic] own large chuncks [sic] of Australia’ anyway, and ‘the childern [sic] of the men who defended Australia against the Japanese have been dispossed [sic] anyway’.4 Another, ‘bambu hero’, replied, musing sardonically ‘maybe we would have been better off lossing [sic] to the Japanese?’5


  Given bloggers’ propensity to veer off and around the nominal threads, it is not surprising that many discussing the whaling question (that is, exchanging impassioned declarations) connected it with Japan and Australia’s wartime history. On an Age blog in January 2008, ‘Mozza’ suggested that Japan had miscalculated its territorial rights. ‘Perhaps they are still operating under the delusion of a Greater Co-Prosperity Sphere [sic]??’, he or she asked.6 ‘They may be right they may be wrong, but at [sic] we never tried to invade Japan,’ ‘Veritas’ responded.7 Immediately, ‘Jimbo’ replied, pointing out that ‘The Japanese never tried to invade Australia … They were never interested in occupying this huge and desolate land’.8 ‘Veritas’ shot back with:


  
    Go and read the history books!!! What do you think they were doing??? Sailing practice in the Coral Sea and a gentle afternoon hike across the Owen Stanley Ranges. Come on … you have to be kidding.’9

  


  Well, no. I hope ‘Veritas’ reads this book.


  And my uneasy relationship with those who accept the ‘Battle for Australia’ thesis continues too. Just as I received the final proofs of this book, in late February 2008, I received an email from a gentleman in Queensland who had read some of the articles I had written several years ago. He began in a friendly way, ‘G’day Pete’. He went on to ask, ‘Tell me, did you print this drivel to … gain attention? Spose Hitler didn’t kill any Jews by your way of thinking?’ After reading what he called my ‘rubbish’, he reckoned that I would be ‘best off back in England with the rest of the wingers [sic]’. He continued:


  
    your books should all be banned as pathetic sour grapes propaganda or simply sold as bird cage liners. I have never read so much bullshit on the subject as you have penned and I’m sure the RSL would be more than happy to take donations for a one way trip back to pommyland.

  


  My correspondent asked me to look at the ‘mountains of evidence’ to show that a Japanese plan existed, but concluded that ‘your purchased degree probly [sic] didn’t cover research. Glad I never payed [sic] for anything you wrote’, he ended. I’m sure that this won’t be the last abusive letter I receive.


  In the heightened state of awareness generated by the continuing confrontation in the Southern Ocean, this book is liable to arouse further debate – as it should. Annual commemoration of wartime events will inevitably generate more, welcome, discussion. Australians will, and should, revisit the questions of whether Japan planned an invasion and whether there was a ‘Battle for Australia’, and look critically at the evidence. You know what I think. Where do you stand?
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