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Japanese operations in the Solomon Sea, January–August 1942






ORIGINS OF THE CAMPAIGN


JAPANESE

By July 1942, having captured the oil of the Dutch East Indies, Japan had achieved its main war aim. Japanese strategy in the Pacific was now to build a defensive barrier to prepare for the expected Allied counter-attack, which was predicted to come from Australia within six months, making the ‘southern seas’ the key theatre in 1942 from the Japanese perspective. A United States Navy (USN) offensive from the west coast of the US via Hawaii was, rightly, believed to be more than a year away. No thought was given to a threat to the Solomon Islands, where the Imperial Japanese Navy (IJN) was building an airfield at Guadalcanal to enable air attacks on the US to Australia shipping route. 


[image: Soldiers carrying rifles with fixed bayonets and a Japanese Imperial Army flag, walking across a debris-strewn landscape with smoke in the background.]

144th Regiment, part of the Nankai Shitai, enters Rabaul, 23 January 1942. (Author’s Collection)



To fend off the Allied counter-attack, a new major fleet and air base was required. Rabaul, in New Britain, the finest harbour in the region, was selected. However, it was most undesirable that Rabaul was within range of the four Allied airfields at Port Moresby. Vice Admiral Inoue Shigeyoshi, commander 4th Fleet, expressed the view that Rabaul was simply not a viable base if the fleet at anchor could be regularly bombed. From February to July 1942, Australian and American aircraft, based at or staging through Port Moresby, had made 20 raids, albeit small ones, on Rabaul, 500 miles away. 

A second consideration was that Imperial Headquarters (IHQ) saw Australia as the only country in Allied hands in the western Pacific with the industry, agriculture, developed ports, airfields, population and transport to support a counter-attack. With Australia’s war-making capacities concentrated in the east, bounded by Brisbane, Adelaide, Melbourne and Sydney – the rest of the vast continent had poor communications and infrastructure – any offensive would originate from that coast directed at Rabaul via the two Australian Territories of Papua and New Guinea. It followed that the Allies would need the only useful port with airfields on the south coast of Papua, Port Moresby. If the Japanese held Port Moresby, this route would be closed. 

IHQ had decided in March that it was beyond their means to conquer Australia. As a measure of their shift to a defensive stance in the Pacific, in June they abandoned plans to capture New Caledonia, Samoa, Fiji and Espiritu Santo. However, Australia’s use as the Allied springboard for a counteroffensive, and the fact that Port Moresby was within bombing range of Rabaul, prompted aggressive action within the otherwise defensive Japanese posture.

The first attempt to capture Port Moresby failed at the battle of the Coral Sea. Following the loss of four carriers at Midway, the IJN was no longer willing to risk carriers in the confined waters of the Solomon or Coral Seas. There was, however, another option. There was a viable approach from the north coast of Papua, near Buna, where a route led to Kokoda, then over the Owen Stanley Range to the back door of Port Moresby. In addition, the Rabaul–Buna sea route was 200 miles north of that to Port Moresby via the Jomard Passage or China Strait into the Coral Sea. Japanese aircraft at Lae, Gasmata and Rabaul could cover the transports along this northern route without the need for carriers. Allied air power would also be less effective with the additional distance. On 14 June, Hyakutake Harukichi, 17th Army commander in Rabaul, was told to begin the Papua operation using the Buna option.



ALLIED

In early 1942, Australians feared an invasion. With the fall of Singapore, Timor, Ambon and Rabaul (January–February 1942), 19,000 Australian soldiers, sailors and airmen went into Japanese captivity and the Japanese were now within 300 miles of Australia. Two divisions of the Australian Imperial Force (AIF), their best troops, were recalled from the Middle East. Six militia infantry divisions, an armoured and two mechanized divisions were undergoing hasty training in Australia, while the US sent the two-division 1st Corps. 

Australia adopted a strategy of continental defence, with one exception; Port Moresby on the south coast of Papua, south of the Owen Stanley Range and 180 miles north-east of the closest part of Australia, would be held. In addition, a small guerrilla force, maintained from Port Moresby, watched the new Japanese bases at Lae and Salamaua in the Territory of New Guinea, 200 miles north of Port Moresby and where the Japanese landed on 8 March. Understanding as well as the Japanese that Port Moresby was the gateway to the east coast of Australia, and an essential asset in any future Allied counteroffensive, the Australians strengthened their garrison there. 

General Douglas MacArthur, ordered to leave the Philippines three weeks before it fell, arrived in Australia on 17 March 1942. On 18 April he was designated Commander South West Pacific Area, headquartered in Melbourne. MacArthur maintained the Australian strategy, calling it ‘a defence of the mainland from the Owen Stanley Range’. 
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Poster issued by the Australian Federal Government in early 1942. The Queensland State Government considered it too alarmist and refused to allow it to appear in that state. (IanDagnall Computing/Alamy Stock Photo)



As the threat of the invasion of Australia eased with the battles of the Coral Sea and Midway, the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington DC looked to use 1st US Corps, together with Australian troops, for an offensive. On 1 July, MacArthur was told his long-term objective was to recapture Rabaul. The first step was to retake Salamaua and Lae. Port Moresby would be the forward base while Milne Bay, on the eastern tip of Papua, would provide a useful harbour and airfields. One more thing was needed, an air base on the north side of the Owen Stanley Range. The weather in the range was extremely disruptive to air operations: an airfield on the north coast was essential to protect shipping, which had to pass that way from Milne Bay to attack Lae. The area around Buna looked promising on an otherwise swampy coastline, and on 11 July 1942, US engineers flew to Buna to see for themselves. They found Dobodura, 15 miles south of Buna, a suitable site which met their requirement for several all-weather strips that could be turned into a large airfield complex. Plans were made to garrison Buna strongly and forward the engineers and equipment needed for construction. The Japanese and the Allies were on a collision course, but the Japanese got to Buna first, nine days after the engineers left there to report back to Port Moresby. 





CHRONOLOGY

1942

23 January Japanese land in Rabaul

3 February First Allied air raid on Rabaul and first Japanese air raid on Port Moresby

8 March Japanese land on mainland New Guinea at Lae and Salamaua

18 April MacArthur appointed Commander-in-Chief South West Pacific Area

4–8 May Battle of the Coral Sea

4–7 June	 Battle of Midway

14 June Japanese decide to attack Port Moresby along the Kokoda Trail (Track)

1 July Joint Chiefs of Staff order MacArthur to make limited offensive directed at Rabaul

11–12 July Dobodura, near Buna, identified by US engineers as suitable for airfields for the Rabaul offensive

21 July Advanced force of the Nankai Shitai (South Seas Force) lands at Basabua, near Buna

23 July First engagement of the campaign. The Papuan Infantry Battalion ambushes the Japanese at Awala on the Sanananda road

29 July First Kokoda – Japanese capture Kokoda

7 August US Marines land at Guadalcanal and Tulagi

8–10 August Second Kokoda – Australians briefly recapture Kokoda

12–14 August Deniki – Australian defeat

19–21 August Main body of Nankai Shitai arrives in Papua 

25 August Japanese Special Naval Landing Force lands at Milne Bay 

26–31 August Battle of Isurava – Japanese capture Isurava

1–5 September First Eora – Australian rearguard action

5–6 September Japanese Special Naval Landing Force evacuate Milne Bay

6–9 September Efogi/Brigade Hill – Australian defeat

14–16 September Ioribaiwa Ridge – Australian defeat

23 September General Blamey arrives at Port Moresby to take command of New Guinea Force

24 September Japanese retreat on Kokoda Trail begins

28 September Australian advance on the Kokoda Trail begins

5 October First Allied troops airlifted to north coast of Papua

11–28 October Second Eora–Templeton’s – Australian victory

2 November Kokoda recaptured

4–11 November Oivi–Gorari – Australian victory. Japanese driven back to Buna

16 November MacArthur arrives in Port Moresby and battle of Buna–Gona begins

26 November Japanese 8th Area Army takes over operations in Papua and Guadalcanal. 17th Army assumes responsibility for Guadalcanal, 18th Army for Papua and New Guinea

29 November Lieutenant General Herring arrives to take command at Buna

30 November Lieutenant General Eichelberger meets MacArthur in Port Moresby

30 November Huggins roadblock established

2 December Major General Harding relieved at Buna. Replaced by Eichelberger

9 December Gona captured

14 December Buna village captured

18 December First attack with tank support. Cape Endiadere captured

26 December The Triangle evacuated by the Japanese

1943

1–2 January Giropa Point captured

2 January Buna Government Station captured

14 January Japanese ordered to evacuate Papua

16 January Japanese evacuate position at junction of Sanananda road and Cape Killerton track

20 January Japanese breakout begins

22 January All organized Japanese resistance ceases. Papuan Campaign ends




OPPOSING COMMANDERS


JAPANESE

Lieutenant General Hyakutake Harukichi (1888–1947) was a graduate of the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. Marked out for early promotion, he rose to divisional command in China in the late 1930s. In May 1942, he was sent to Rabaul to command 17th Army. Responsible at first for both the Solomons and Papua, he had under him the Nankai Shitai (South Seas Force), which invaded Papua. Hyakutake was among those who argued, in August 1942, that the American attack on Guadalcanal was the more important operation and the advance in Papua should be put on hold while the Guadalcanal problem was solved. A competent general, and an expert codebreaker, he greatly increased the cryptography cell in Rabaul in 1942. He survived the war. 

Major General Horii Tomitaro (1890–1942) served in China, then was given command of the Nankai Shitai in 1941. He led the force in the captures of Guam (where he was briefly governor), Rabaul, Lae and Salamaua, and then Papua. His well-planned advance along the Kokoda Trail was derailed by the decision that the advance on Port Moresby must halt to send reinforcements to Guadalcanal instead of Papua. Horii’s great mistake in the campaign was the failure of his plan to annihilate the Australians at Isurava. Horii drowned attempting to escape after the Japanese defeat at Oivi–Gorari. 


[image: A man in uniform with a soft cap standing bolt upright in a garden between two plants.]

Lieutenant General Hyakutake Harukichi. (Author’s Collection)



Colonel Kusunose Masao (1899–1946) was the most successful Japanese commander of the campaign. Kusunose, commander of 144th Regiment, led a fast pursuit of the Australians on the Kokoda Trail. He won two fine victories at Efogi/Brigade Hill and Ioribaiwa. Ill with malaria, Kusunose commanded the second battle from a litter as he was carried about the battlefield. Failing to recover, he was evacuated in late October 1942, replaced by one of his battalion commanders, Colonel Tsukamoto Hatsuo. Surviving the war, Kusunose was called to a war crimes tribunal in Tokyo for murders committed by his troops in New Britain, in particular the Tol Plantation massacre. Ignoring the summons, he fled to the foot of Mount Fuji and starved himself to death. 
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Major General Horii Tomitaro. (Public domain via Wikimedia Commons)
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Colonel Kusunose Masao. (Author’s Collection) 



Lieutenant General Yamagata Tsuyuo (1890–1945) was a colonel in 1937, when he saw action in China. Promoted to command of 21st Mixed Brigade in 1941, his brigade was sent to reinforce the Buna garrison. He was placed in command of all Japanese forces at Buna–Gona on 2 December 1942. On receiving orders to evacuate Papua, Yamagata took it upon himself to advance the timetable. He organized the evacuation of the wounded and planned a breakout of the garrison. He was killed in action in Pampanga Province, Philippines, in April 1945.



ALLIED


Americans

General Douglas MacArthur (1880–1964) commanded the South West Pacific Area (SWPA), within which was Papua. He had seen action at Vera Cruz, and on the Western Front during World War I. Resigning from the US Army, he became military advisor to the Government of the Philippines. He was recalled to active duty in the US Army in July 1941 and was in
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Australians
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