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INTRODUCTION

Nine days after the attack on Pearl Harbor, Japanese troops landed in Brunei on the South-East Asian island of Borneo. Their primary objective was to secure Borneo’s oilfields. Within two months, the entire island had been overrun, and its Dutch and Britain’s Indian Army defenders had been vanquished. This, though, was only the start. By early April 1942, the entire East Indies was in Japanese hands. There was some sporadic resistance, but this was summarily dealt with by the Japanese garrison in Borneo. The island remained under Japanese occupation for another three years, as momentous battles were fought elsewhere: in the Solomon Islands, the Central Pacific and in Burma. Effectively, Borneo became a backwater, and apart from its natural resources, it was considered of little strategic importance.

The island lay at a crucial crossroads between the East Indies, Singapore and Malaya, Australia and the Philippines. For the Allies, Borneo lay within Gen Douglas MacArthur’s South West Pacific Area (SWPA). As MacArthur’s American and Australian forces advanced through New Guinea and the Admiralty Islands, the tide of war drew steadily closer to Borneo. Then, in mid-1944, the naval battles of the Philippine Sea and Leyte Gulf ensured Allied naval supremacy in the region and made large-scale amphibious operations possible.

The main blow, when it came, fell on the Philippines. In October 1944, American troops landed on Leyte and began the reconquest of the Philippines archipelago. At the same time, plans were drawn up for the reconquest of the southern parts of the Philippines and the East Indies, including Borneo. While the Americans would attack the Filipino islands of Mindanao and the Visayas, the Australians would recapture Borneo. The rest of the East Indies were to be bypassed. In theory, Borneo could be too, but political as well as military considerations were at play, and the Australian government was keen to take an active part in the south-west Pacific.

So, MacArthur approved the Australian attack on Borneo. Codenamed Operation Oboe, this would involve landings at several points. At 800 miles long and 600 miles across, Borneo is an immense island, most of which was sparsely populated, rugged and clad in jungle. The Allied planners therefore settled on amphibious landings in three key areas: the island of Tarakan in the north-east, Brunei Bay in the north-west and Balikpapan in the south-east. With these in Allied hands, the subjugation of the island would be assured, and all that remained, as MacArthur saw it, was ‘mopping up’. After extensive planning, Operation Oboe was scheduled to begin in May 1945.


[image: A group of soldiers disembarking from a landing craft from the second wave.]

Landing craft, in this case LCVPs, pictured during their final approach to Green Beach near Balikpapan on the morning of 1 July. The Australian infantry embarked in them are from the second wave of the 2/14th Bttn. The landing was unopposed, and already bulldozers had been landed to clear away any remaining beach obstacles.



What followed was a surprisingly varied campaign, with Japanese resistance on Tarakan being much more tenacious than the planners had predicted. The Australian conquest of British Borneo was less costly, but it was still a challenging and gruelling operation. The final amphibious attack at Balikpapan in July was also hard-fought, and extensive mopping-up operations followed the capture of the port. The fighting in these widely separated parts of Borneo lasted until mid-August, when the unexpected surrender of Japan brought the fight to an abrupt end. The Borneo campaign was the largest operation undertaken by Australian troops during World War II, and the last. It was certainly costly, claiming the lives of over 2,000 Australian troops, and more than twice that number of Japanese.

While some post-war historians have questioned the value of the recapture of Borneo, for both the island’s population and the Allied prisoners freed from Japanese prison camps it represented salvation. With hindsight, the invasion of Borneo could have been avoided, given the imminent end of hostilities in the Pacific, but this was not evident at the time. The success of the Borneo campaign was also a testimony to the professional ability and determination of the Australian troops. Through their efforts and sacrifice, Australia earned a position as an important geopolitical power in South-East Asia. This, then, is the story of what turned out to be the last major Allied campaign in the Pacific War.




CHRONOLOGY




1941














16 December




Japanese troops land in Sarawak, opening their conquest of Borneo.








1942














January




Australian 7th Inf Div recalled to Australia from Middle East.







11 January




Japanese land on Tarakan and defeat Dutch garrison there.







19 January




British North Borneo surrendered to Japanese.







23 January




Japanese invade New Guinea.







9 March




Surrender of remaining Dutch forces in East Indies.







17 March




Gen MacArthur appointed commander of SWPA.







1 April




Surrender of remaining Allied troops on Borneo.







July




Australian 7th Inf Div committed to New Guinea.







July–November




Japanese offensive in New Guinea halted.








1943














22 January




Buna–Gona region of New Guinea captured by Allies.







29–31 January




Battle of Wau: serious Japanese defeat in New Guinea.







April–September




Salamaua–Lae campaign in New Guinea ends in Allied victory.








1944














February–May




Allied capture of the Admiralty Islands.







19–20 June




American victory in the naval battle of the Philippine Sea.







15 September–4 October




Island of Morotai captured.







October




Morotai developed as Allied base, and headquarters of Australian I Corps.






[image: A group of Australian troops disembarking from a ship on Brown 2 Beach, Labuan, on 10 May.]

Australian troops of 2/28th Bttn, 24th Bde, disembarking from an LST on Brown II Beach, Labuan, on 10 May. The relaxed air of the soldiers indicates these men formed part of the battalion’s second wave, landing after the beachhead had been secured. The landing was unopposed.





20 October




American landing at Leyte in the Philippines.







23–26 October




American victory in the naval battle of Leyte Gulf.







December




Commencement of bombing raids on oil facilities at Balikpapan.








1945














21 March




Operation Oboe approved by MacArthur and planning begins.


















Tarakan
























11–29 April




Bombing of Tarakan defences by Allied aircraft.

















26–29 April




Tarakan Invasion Force sails from Morotai.

















27 April




American minesweepers clear approaches to Tarakan.

















30 April




Landing on Sadau and clearing of Tarakan beach defences.

















1 May




The invasion of Tarakan commences. By nightfall, a beachhead is secured.

















2 May




Expansion of bridgehead delayed by Japanese resistance.

















3 May




Tarakan town captured, and Australians reach perimeter of airfield.

















5 May




Tarakan airfield captured.

















6–16 May




Investment of Japanese stronghold of Fukukaku.

















12 May




Juata oilfield captured.

















17 May–12 June




Continuous heavy fighting around Fukukaku.

















13 June




Remnants of Japanese withdraw.

















14–25 June




Pursuit and mopping-up operations in north Tarakan.


















Brunei, Sarawak and North Borneo
























1 June




Brunei Invasion Force sails from Morotai.

















7 June




Minesweeping operations commence in Brunei Bay.

















10 June




The Australian 9th Inf Div (minus 26th Bde) lands in Brunei and Labuan.

















 




On both landing beaches, a bridgehead is secured, and Labuan airfield captured.

















13 June




Brunei town liberated.

















15 June




Limbang captured.

















16 June




The first Australians land at Weston in North Borneo.

















16–21 June




On Labuan, assault on the Pocket overruns Japanese garrison.

















19 June




Landings at Mempakul near Menumbok in North Borneo.

















20 June




Landings at Lutong in Sarawak.

















21 June




Seria captured, but oilfields set ablaze by retreating Japanese.

















26–28 June




Battle of Beaufort: Australian victory secures control of North Borneo.


















Balikpapan
























10 June




Commencement of air attacks against Japanese defences around Balikpapan.

















26 June




Balikpapan Attack Force sails from Morotai.

















1 July




Australian 7th Inf Div lands to east of Balikpapan. Beachhead secured.

















2 July




Sepinggan airfield and Mount Sepuluh overlooking Balikpapan captured.

















3 July




Australians enter Balikpapan.

















5–21 July




Rearguard action fought by Japanese around Batuchampar.

















5 July




Landing at Panajam on west side of Balikpapan Bay.

















21 July




Manggar airfield captured.







6 and 9 August




Dropping of atomic bombs over Hiroshima and Nagasaki.







15 August




Ceasefire: end of hostilities in Pacific Theatre – VJ Day in Britain and Australia.







2 September




Official Japanese surrender in Tokyo Bay: end to the war – VJ Day in US.








ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN

Since 1941, military cooperation between Australia and the United States had reaped substantial rewards. For two years, the two countries had fought together in New Guinea, initially preventing its conquest by the Japanese, and then driving them out of their bases along its eastern coast. The New Guinea campaign was fought in inhospitable terrain and an unhealthy climate. Despite this, and in the face of challenging supply problems, the Allies prevailed. Much of this success was due to the political and military cooperation between Australia and the United States, and a unified military leadership under Gen Douglas MacArthur’s SWPA command.


NEW GUINEA

SWPA was formed in April 1942, taking over from the doomed American–British–Dutch–Australian (ABDA) command, after ABDA failed to prevent the Japanese conquest of the East Indies. MacArthur had commanded United States forces in the Philippines, but in February, he was ordered to leave the Philippines and take control of ABDA. When ABDA was dissolved, MacArthur was left in Australia without a job. However, he was the obvious choice to take command of its replacement. As the commander-in-chief of SWPA, MacArthur commanded a theatre of war which encompassed Australia, New Guinea, the East Indies and the Philippines. He also found himself commanding a mixture of Australian and American troops, as well as air and naval formations. Inevitably, this was a command that required tact, diplomacy and political savvy. However, the often abrasive MacArthur, for all his military abilities, was not known for his diplomatic skill.


[image: A group of Australian infantry soldiers in the field against the Japanese near Matapau, in Dutch New Guinea, in early 1945.]

Australian infantry in the field against the Japanese near Matapau, in Dutch New Guinea, in early 1945. Between 1942 and 1945, the Australian army had fought the Japanese in New Guinea, and had become expert in the kind of fighting that was required of them in Borneo.



One of his first tasks was to form a working relationship with Gen Sir Thomas Blamey, the commander-in-chief of the Australian army. Blamey became the commander of SWPA’s land forces, as at this stage of the war Australians made up most of MacArthur’s land forces. He and MacArthur worked well together, although Australia’s Prime Minister John Curtin felt Blamey seemed reluctant to challenge MacArthur when Australian interests were at stake. MacArthur and Blamey faced their first challenge in July, when the Japanese landed in New Guinea. Their advance on Port Moresby raised the spectre of future offensive operations against Australia. Gradually though, reinforcements arrived in Port Moresby, and the Japanese advance was stemmed.

In September, Blamey took personal control of New Guinea Force, and organized the successful joint Australian and American counter-offensive. His first success came at Milne Bay to the south-east of the island in late summer, when a Japanese amphibious landing was repulsed. In the subsequent fighting along the Kokoda Trail between Port Moresby and the Japanese bases at Buna and Gona, the Japanese were driven back towards the island’s eastern coast. Then, New Guinea Force spearheaded the US–Australian offensive that by January 1943 had cleared the Japanese from the Buna–Gona area.

The elimination of Japanese resistance at Buna–Gona meant the Allies could move north towards Lae, the largest Japanese base in New Guinea. The previous spring, the Japanese had established themselves in Lae and Salamaua, 22 miles to the south, building airfields and supply bases to support their advance on Port Moresby. In January 1943, fighting erupted at Wau, an Australian outpost inland from Salamaua. The Japanese attack was thwarted by Blamey, who eventually threw the Japanese back. He then ordered an advance on Salamaua from the west by the Australian 7th Inf Div, but this attack stalled in the face of strong Japanese resistance.

However, in September 1943, the Australian 9th Inf Div landed to the east of Lae. This amphibious operation proved a great success. After tough fighting, Lae was captured by the two Australian divisions, and the remnants of the Japanese force withdrew to the north. This meant that by late 1943, southern New Guinea had been liberated.

 However, the capture of Lae formed part of MacArthur’s fresh offensive, codenamed Operation Cartwheel. Its objective was the neutralizing of Rabaul on New Britain, the principal Japanese stronghold in the region. Allied air supremacy in the area, and the consequent control of the Bismarck Sea, played a major part in both the capture of Lae and the success of Cartwheel. Essentially, it enabled the Allies to conduct amphibious operations near Salamaua, to support the drive on Lae. After Lae’s capture, Allied aircraft were able to neutralize Rabaul, sparing MacArthur the need to




A DIVERGENCE OF INTERESTS








[image: Allied landing at Blue Beach on the Gila Peninsula, Morotai, 1 September 1944.]










BORNEO





[image: A de Havilland Mosquito aircraft is being overhauled by personnel at Labuan airfield in August 1945.]





[image: U S Navy L C I boat approaching the landing beach at Labuan on the morning of 10 May 1945.]







[image: A map of the south-west Pacific region in 1945.]
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