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All boys belongina one place, you savvy big master he come now, he new feller master … new feller master … new feller master … new feller master … new feller master … Me been talk with you now, now you give three good feller cheers belongina new feller master.

NO MORE ‘UM KAISER. GOD SAVE’ UM KING

Proclamation read at Rabaul, 12 September 1914 S S Mackenzie, The Australians at Rabaul (UQP & AWM, 1987), p 76

***

Once Malcolm from Marketing has tracked down his uniformed forebear, he will ideally discover that his ancestor was a hero – and, happily, this has recently become a more attainable goal. An idea has sprung up that once would have been risible: anyone who has ever worn their nation’s uniform is a hero.

Mark Dapin, Lest; Australian War Myths (Scribner, 2024), p 7

***

… though I see no special virtue for a work of history to wear a label (except for the benefit of library cataloguers) or for a historian to be bound by a genre, I am content to let you, the reader decide.

Stephen Foster, Zoffany’s daughter; love and treachery on a small island (South Solitary Press, 2017), p 62

***


Author's Note

This book originated from my work as an archivist at the Australian War Memorial (AWM) in the 1980s. I had transferred there to broaden my experience of archives after nearly seven years in the Manuscript Section of the National Library of Australia.

To remedy a lack of subject knowledge and, as a side benefit, gain direct familiarity with the Memorial collections, in 1982, I began a Bachelor of Letters in history at the Australian National University. It included a strong Australian history component coordinated by Eric Fry. I planned to select military history topics wherever possible. For the 30,000-word research thesis I attempted a fresh look at the Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force (ANMEF) in German New Guinea, 1914-21.

Even then, I suspect I knew that I was being too clever. If Australia’s involvement up to the mid-1980s was my curriculum, New Guinea was a little more than a sideshow — a campaign lasting only a few days. Still, the Memorial held relevant material that had not been examined since Seaforth Mackenzie’s 1927 account in volume 10 of the official war history. Questions persisted, despite the appearance in 1958 of Charles Rowley’s complementary study. I was drawn to the idea of following Bill Gammage’s The Broken Years (1974) in using soldiers’ diaries and letters to explore their motives, attitudes, and responses, and emotional experiences of military occupation. In that sense, I hoped to invert John Keegan’s question in The Face of Battle (1976) — not ‘What was it like to be in a battle?’, but rather, what was it like not to be in one?

In late 1984, my thesis, The Coconut Lancers: a study of the men of the Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force in New Guinea, 1914-1921, was submitted. Some of the findings appeared in an article for the Journal of the Australian War Memorial, and with little competition, I gained standing as a presumed expert. In 1987, my thesis supervisor, Hank Nelson, and I wrote a new introduction for the reissue of the relevant official war history volume. Then, in early 1988, I left the Memorial for the National Archives, again aiming to broaden my professional experience and anxious about a new knowledge gap—the history of Commonwealth administration.

Fast forward to retirement, and an idle thought during the COVID lockdown. I wondered what new research had been done since the 1980s. The paradoxical answer had two parts: five new works on the capture in September 1914, and almost nothing new on the occupation overall. This, presumably, because there was nothing new to say, though as the months dragged on, I decided it wouldn’t hurt to check.

***

I ask readers to keep three things uppermost in mind as they approach this book, a work using historical sources and all that that implies.

First, please note that some of the cited sources include derogatory terms referring either collectively or individually to members of the indigenous peoples of what is today Papua New Guinea. Also, some sources include descriptions of violence and abuse, and the book’s illustrations include images that stereotype people in staged group portraits.

The second alert is also about cultural sensitivity. It was hard to avoid using aggregates such as ‘Australians’, ‘New Guineans’ and ‘Nauruans’. I preferred the briefer ‘New Guineans’ to New Guinea people or New Guinea peoples, though I note Leah Lui-Chivizhe in her Masked Histories (2022) adopted ‘Torres Strait islander people’. My choices are certainly preferable to the problematic ‘Melanesians’, even though this was used by several of my cited authors, starting with the official historian, and later Christine Winter, Chris Coulthard-Clark, Robert Stevenson and Hermann Hiery.

Finally, place names. For simplicity and consistency, I have followed the official war history for names such as Herbertshöhe, Wanimo and Tsingtao. Their equivalents today are readily discoverable via online searching (hence Kokopo, Vanimo and Qingdao).


Foreword

The story of the Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force (ANMEF) in New Guinea, between 1914 and 1921, has been doubly neglected: a decades-long historiographical indifference to the detail and texture of the force’s activities surely owes much to its almost complete absence from Australian popular memory of the First World War. The subsequent fighting at Gallipoli and on the Western Front, with its mass casualties, not only overwhelmed New Guinea in scale and importance but also provided the ballast for the emergent Anzac tradition, which has since dominated how Australians understand this conflict. The ANMEF suffered not so much from being forgotten as from barely being remembered in the first place.

The question of what significance to ascribe to the ANMEF as a distinct feature of the Australian experience of the war has not eluded historians; instead a satisfactory answer to that question has struggled to emerge. This study of the composition, attitudes, conduct, experiences and remembering of the ANMEF and its bifurcated mission of conquest and administration attends to both forms of that neglect. Michael Piggott’s own story of investigating the ANMEF over more than four decades testifies to how open the historical questions around that force have remained all that time. As a study of memory, it uncovers the diverse array of agents active but never entirely successful in the politics of remembering the Australians in New Guinea. It also highlights the unpromising soil for nurturing a positive memory, which contrasts sharply with the fertile promises of the territory they claimed.

Part of the problem, of course, has been the insistence that this extended episode must necessarily find its significance in relation to the Anzac tradition. Proponents of a positive legacy for the ANMEF could hardly approach the matter otherwise in the decades after 1915. The sense in which the Australians in New Guinea had weak foundations as a story of martial success and significance was entirely apparent to participants themselves, even in September 1914. Their champions nevertheless pleaded their case based on claiming a series of wartime ‘firsts’, including the first to depart for war, the first success against the enemy and, crucially, the nation’s first casualties of the war. Yet even the participants in those events could not assuage their own sense of inferiority compared to the much greater and more costly confrontations with the enemy that followed from 1915. As Michael so eloquently puts it, ‘To the last, ANMEF veterans harped on about firsts, kept finding more, and never found a front row in the annals of the nation’s history.’

The struggle to step out of Anzac’s shadow, or to fit events in New Guinea to Anzac’s rubric of Australian capability and character, obscured what was genuinely significant about this first foray into what was already a globalising war. The reality of world war expressed itself in the war’s geography, certainly, but also in the way the belligerents managed and utilised their imperial resources all over the globe. The transformation of a European conflagration into a global war occurred because of, and through, the hardy sinews of empire, and relied on the willingness of those at the periphery to submit to the demands of a war for empire. The European empires mobilised the resources they needed to wage war in all the conflict’s varied theatres, including raw materials, money and, of course, people. But they also mobilised sentiments, affections, loyalties and identities. Australians were part of that process; their determination to fight the Empire’s war in the Pacific, as well as to direct a vast stream of human capital to the European battlefields, illustrated the imperial dynamics of war working almost irresistibly.

Australians, it must be said, had their own ambitions in securing New Guinea. Here, New Guinea provided a strategic buffer against what Australians saw as a covetous Asia, especially in the form of Japan. The determination to enact colonial control on the ground in the former German colony remained the preserve of the men of Piggott’s study. The everyday racism that made fully thinkable the will to empire is readily—and rightfully disconcertingly—illustrated in the words of ANMEF personnel in this book. Its insistent presence in their language, their thought and their direct relations with New Guineans shows well that racism was not casual but integral to their occupation and administration, as it had been integral to the extension of imperial control around the world. Here is powerful testimony to the paradox that, while the conclusion of the war encouraged self-determination for some, it simultaneously expanded the imperial reach of the victors to its greatest extent elsewhere, including in the Pacific. Here indeed is the longest legacy of the ANMEF, in which Australia’s relations with its former territories are still playing out today, on the fiftieth anniversary of Papua New Guinean independence.

Perhaps understanding the significance of the capture and occupation of New Guinea by the ANMEF might lie in recognising what was likely entirely apparent to those who had fought this war: this expedition pronounced Australia’s willing commitment to a global war, in the name of the empire of which they felt themselves a part. It affirmed that Australians, their ideas about themselves, their interests and their identity—and their willingness to act on them—were as integral to the nature of this war as the events that proceeded on the other side of the globe. If it has taken time for that reality to become apparent to us again, it is not too late to appreciate that the imperial jamboree that occurred on all sides at Gallipoli—and so affirmed the imperial processes that made the war truly global—had its credentials stamped much closer to home.

Bart Ziino

Associate Professor in History

School of Humanities and Social Sciences, Deakin University

September 2025


Introduction

The very short summary of the Australians in German New Guinea, 1914-21 goes as follows.

An expeditionary force, with naval support, landed near Rabaul, New Britain, on 11 September 1914 and captured Germany’s wireless tower inland at Bita Paka. Then, after a formal flag–raising and Proclamation, and some naval and artillery shelling, the surrender was signed on 17 September. By the beginning of 1915, across a vast span of islands, the Australians were in occupation, trying to administer a plantation economy and a little-known indigenous population. Their role, Charles Rowley summed up as ‘to maintain a garrison, to keep law and order, and to promote the value of the new colonial asset’; in short, ‘garrisoning a prize of war’. That asset required the cooperation of an estimated 350- 400,000 New Guineans, especially the labourers, the majority of whom worked on copra plantations.

The Pidgin version of the Proclamation announcing regime change repeated six times the words ‘new feller master’.1

The ‘masters’ were neither equipped, qualified, nor experienced for their role. They were further constrained by having to perform it according to Germany’s pre-1914 colonial laws until the war’s outcome was known. Then, the decisions of the Paris Peace Treaty had to be ratified locally. These circumstances and the tropical setting make the occupation of German New Guinea perhaps the oddest chapter in the annals of Australian First World War history, yet it is also highly significant. It was an entangled quasi-military moment in Australia’s history as a colonial power.

The focus of this book is on those Australians, particularly their backgrounds, attitudes, ideas, behaviour, and self-image, as well as their responses during the brief fighting and the long occupation. The book also covers the aftermath: the efforts of those who returned to ensure their records were not overlooked, despite not being Anzacs; the efforts of some of their families; and historians’ efforts during the following century to explain what happened.

As there was only a day or two of fighting and shelling, what follows is nothing like a conventional battle history. Even so, there are many references to the main formation involved, the Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force (ANMEF), especially in the opening chapter, which includes a summary of the 1914-21 occupation. The story emerges indirectly, its unity evolving from microhistories of themes, incidents, campaigns, and mini-biographies – an approach I adopted because there was so little actual fighting, the occupation so long and the aftermath even longer.

***

As the primary focus here is the members of the ANMEF and its auxiliaries, any documentation containing information about them as individuals was of interest. The basic official sources are printed reports and archives. The former included the report of the Royal Commission established to consider post-war policy and the first of a series of annual reports to the League of Nations in 1922, which provided a detailed account of decisions and ordinances.2 The official archives are scattered individual files of the key Commonwealth departments and the two shelf metres of personal and official files held as the ‘New Guinea Campaign Records’ at the War Memorial, a hotchpotch it calls ‘a composite of private donations and officially transferred records accessioned by the Memorial between 1928 and 1965, the bulk … Department of Defence records transferred through the Official Historian between 1928 and 1940’.3 The ANMEF nominal roll and embarkation roll were also valuable, containing data essential to an appreciation of the social background of the military component of the Force and allowing a comparison with the Australian Imperial Force (AIF), certainly more useful than the incomplete surviving roll for naval reservists at the Navy’s Sea Power Centre, Canberra.

Other official records, such as garrison, routine and administrative orders, and subject/policy files from the Prime Minister’s Department, the Department of Defence, and the Department of Home and Territories, were applicable. Some had never been publicly consulted and thus required review by the National Archives of Australia. And fortunately, the views of individual men set down in personal diaries and letters could be complemented by articles in the ANMEF newspaper The Rabaul Record, and in published personal reminiscences.

Direct quotation has been used often, occasionally extensively, to convey the ingenuousness of soldiers’ attitudes, especially about race. Even so, the quotes are not meant to imply their authors are representative of over 3,000 Australians who occupied German New Guinea. The extant letters and diaries were written mainly by officers and NCOs; they relate mainly to 1914-15; and they include little writing by nurses, chaplains and the crews of naval ships.

Another self-selecting cohort comprised the soldiers who wrote for The Rabaul Record, published monthly by the military administration between March 1916 and September 1918. Its value as a source of attitudes, despite being subject to the Administrator’s veto, is immediately evident from the endnotes. Secondly, there were several personal accounts published by ex-members of the ANMEF. Here, Captain Jens Lyng stands out: he accompanied the Navy to Rabaul in 1914 as an interpreter and spent four years with the administration as Government Printer, editor of The Rabaul Record and a district officer. He was familiar with captured German records and the system the Australians inherited, an erudite observer who, in Charles Rowley’s estimation, ‘so frequently expressed views commonly held in the Possessions’.4 Lyng’s history/reflection (Our New Possession, 1919) and his autobiographical novel (Island Films, 1925) offer a point of comparison with soldiers’ personal records and help rectify their limitations.

A final point about sources concerns the near-complete absence of creative literature based on occupation. The contrast with poetry, novels, and short stories produced by soldiers during and after the war in the Dardanelles, France, and Palestine is stark. In late 1918 Passed By Censor was printed in Rabaul. It was a 16-page Christmas souvenir full of jokey stories and poems for a self-contained audience. It certainly included nothing to rival the commemorative Anzac Book (1916), which featured short stories, poems, and drawings by soldiers on Gallipoli, nor did it match its sales of 100,000 within a year. Except for Lyng’s Island Films, nothing came from the pens of the district officers either, nothing to match the patrol officer novels from later decades by Randolph Stow (Visitants, 1979) and Dudley McCarthy (The Fate of O’Loughlin, 1979). Strangely, the most prolific and interesting writing to come from an ANMEF soldier – if focused elsewhere and appearing decades later – was by the cultured and legally trained Captain Edwin Brown.

***

Towards the end of the final chapter, previous writing on the ANMEF is discussed. Unusual for Australia’s enduring interest in the First World War, there have only ever been two monographs covering the entire occupation to 1921: Seaforth Mackenzie’s official war history (1927, reissued 1987) and Charles Rowley’s academic history (1958). True, there has been renewed interest in the capture of German New Guinea in 1914, especially the actual fighting, its context and the people and events involved, while the first administrator, Colonel William Holmes and the loss of submarine AE1 have also attracted repeated attention.

Even so, no new general history of the Australians in German New Guinea covering the entire six-plus years has appeared. The occupation and its significance continue to be ignored. Direct interest remains fixated on the September 1914 capture. Yet to Australian historian Joan Beaumont, it was anti-climactic, to her colleague David Horner, a campaign in name only, and for German historian Michael Epkenhans, less than a footnote.5 Since the measured passion of Rowley’s 1958 study of the administrative, social, economic and legal issues the soldiers faced across vast areas of the Bismarck Archipelago, the ANMEF has failed to attract serious renewed interest. Equally curious, there has been considerable scholarly focus on the years either side of 1914-21. As the editors’ introduction to a 2024 issue of Australian Historical Studies shows, the need to address the problems of this gap in Australian/PNG shared First World War history remains.6

The ANMEF men themselves thought what they did was important, but the Force’s identity was always weak. Its first recruits on return quickly formed new attachments within the AIF. The few nurses never stayed long, while the naval elements’ allegiance naturally lay with their ship and the Royal Australian Navy (RAN). All, however, believed the capture of the German wireless station at Bita Paka on 11 September 1914 mattered deeply, not least for the many ‘firsts’ it involved. Primacy was stressed in The Rabaul Record during the war, reiterated by the official historian in the late 1920s, and emphasised further at the fiftieth anniversary in 1964. When the First World War centenary briefly rekindled interest, the sad neediness to claim significance via chronology surfaced again.

Being first gains importance from what follows. The more significant subsequent events, the stronger the association and the louder the boasting. For the ANMEF, the referred glory obviously had the AIF, particularly the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps (ANZAC), in mind. Being first can also mean being overlooked. Once ANZAC became Anzac it wiped the German New Guinea occupation from public memory. Belying its actual strategic and political significance, the fighting was over too quickly, the death toll too tiny and cemetery pilgrimages near pointless. It never interested the ‘storians’, never attracted what John Keegan called ‘Zap-Blatt-Banzai-Gott in Himmel-Bayonet in the Guts’ writing.7

The Anzac legend gripped the national psyche early, and held fast – its sacred ground Gallipoli, its holy day 25 April, its apotheosis the digger, its bipartisanship a given. Articulated initially by war correspondents Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett and Charles Bean, exploited from the 1980s by politicians, the media, publishers and the AWM, it was supercharged by the 2014-18 centenary. Despite many later wars, social change and an increasingly diverse population, the legend has never lost its pre-eminence. Its initials formed a catchy acronym which meant the words ‘New Zealand’ could be ignored. Shared qualities of character and behaviour, common throughout the world, became uniquely Australian.

From the 1970s, the legend has been endlessly studied, debated, interpreted and exploited. There has also been a gradual reinvention, a turning away from the original imperial context and a slow inclusion of others, such as women and shell-shocked soldiers who did not readily fit. On the other hand, it suited the Department of Veterans’ Affairs to incorporate resilience on the home front – a certain kind, anyway: decidedly not the forbearance of anti-conscription activists, internees, conscientious objectors, the vilified non-volunteers, nor multi-generation Australian citizens with German surnames.8

Despite its chameleon nature, Anzac is now so tied to national identity that it is largely impervious to cross-examination. Tabloids and conservative journals have defended it, and its critics have been attacked. The debate among academics has descended to insult, in one instance, contributors to a volume offering new perspectives were told they occupied a parallel universe. To former soldier James Brown, over a decade ago, the legend had become a dangerous monkey on the shoulders of current defence personnel. Questioning its place in Australian history school curriculum instantly triggers further rounds of the culture wars.9

The official historian of the Australians in German New Guinea, Seaforth Mackenzie, just wanted parity, though his plea now reads more like an Anzac cultural cringe. In 1927, he ended the preface of his history saying he hoped he had been able:

to show that to the fulfilment of this task, and to the solution of the novel problems which … [the Australians] encountered, they brought the same qualities of initiative and resource as were shown, in other circumstances, by their comrades in Gallipoli and France.10

No, he had not. And no, they had not.

Culture wars aside, the ANMEF presence in New Guinea pales to near invisibility compared with the AIF in Gallipoli, France, Belgium and Palestine. Similar inequalities obtain with the work of war correspondents and war artists, the treatment in 1915 of General William Bridges’ remains, and the reinterment of the ‘Unknown Australian Soldier’ from Adelaide Cemetery, Villers- Bretonneux to the AWM in 1993.

Even without the smother of Anzac, the occupation of German New Guinea was easily overlooked. To most, war is about shooting at an enemy, and the fighting in New Guinea was over in a day or so. And the next six-and-a-half years of occupation? Even more forgettable; in conventional terms, nothing happened. The first enlistments signed on for six months. Rather than stay in the tropics marking time, almost all followed their commander, Colonel William Holmes and headed for Gallipoli and France. The RAN ships, under British control, departed within weeks. Even the accidental loss on patrol of submarine AE1 near Rabaul was overshadowed by the loss in action of AE2 in the Dardanelles.

Had there been accredited war correspondents, photographers and artists at Rabaul, there would have been little they would have thought worth reporting or recording; certainly, no Victoria Cross heroes to eulogise. When officially commissioned artist Charles Bryant did get to New Guinea in the mid-1920s his instructions and artistic practice shaped the insipid results. While many Western Front works showed devastated battlefields, his were mostly lush tropical landscapes devoid of humans. And when ships, soldiers and ‘natives’ were included, they were anonymised in the background as dabs of oil. It was indeed as if nothing had happened.

To soldiers returning from Gallipoli and the Western Front, members of the ANMEF were derided as coconut lancers.

Its 1914-21 history should not be so easily dismissed, certainly not if its auxiliaries are included, especially the New Guinea police, so effective during punitive expeditions. The Force’s composition and identity were fragmented, and, unlike the other Force, it cannot be easily pinned by a label or a legend. To see these Australians in narrow terms – just as men who held strong views about race typical of the times and prevailing Indigenous policies (though they did) or just as looters (though some were) – risks missing the bigger picture and bigger role. Starting out to perform at Britain’s request a ‘great and urgent imperial service’, the uniformed occupiers became administrators and enforcers on a tropical frontier: successors of the Germans and the advance guard of 50 years of Australian colonial rule. But whether seen as one-day fighters or writ large geopolitically, for too long they have been too little known.


1.

The ANMEF – a concise introduction

One of the innumerable acts by the British government following its declaration of war against Germany on 4 August 1914 was to ask Australia and New Zealand to capture some of Germany’s Pacific colonies and to occupy them until the end of the war. The much-quoted request is essential despite the little error of geography and stilted phrasing. The Secretary of State for the Colonies telegraphed the Australian Governor-General on 6 August:

If your Ministers desire and feel themselves able to seize German wireless stations at Yap in Marshall Islands, Nauru on Pleasant Island, and New Guinea, we should feel that this was a great and urgent Imperial service. You will, however, realise that any territory now occupied must be at the disposal of the Imperial Government for purposes of an ultimate settlement at conclusion of the war.1

 The Admiralty also directed the RAN to search out the German East Asia Squadron. Australia’s fears of Japan, the strength of imperial ties and previous close naval and defence cooperation guaranteed, despite the rider, it would agree.2 Aside from Europe and Africa, Germany’s empire in 1914 included the Treaty Port of Tsingtao, northern China, and four islands of the Samoan Islands group in the mid-Pacific, but primarily the Protectorate of German New Guinea. The latter was subdivided. The ‘Old Protectorate’ consisted of northern mainland New Guinea (Kaiser Wilhelm’s Land), the Western and Admiralty Islands groups, the Bismarck Archipelago (basically New Britain and New Ireland) and Bougainville and sundry adjacent islands in the northern Solomon Islands. The ‘Island Territory’ took in the Pelew, Mariana, Caroline and Marshall Islands groups above the Equator and Nauru just below. From 1910, both parts were ruled by a governor based at Rabaul, communications being achieved by high-powered wireless stations at Tsingtao (China), Yap (Caroline Islands), Nauru and Apia (Samoa). Bita Paka (New Britain) had the newest tower, although it was not operating at full strength when the Australians arrived.3

Overview narrative, 1914-21


As the requested occupation force was being formed, RAN ships were active. On 11-12 August the battle cruiser HMAS Australia and three destroyers Yarra, Warrego and Parramatta, with Sydney waiting off the Gazelle Peninsula, New Britain, searched New Britain for enemy vessels including in Simpson Harbour, Blanche Bay and later Talili Bay. Several unsuccessful attempts were made by landing parties to obtain information about a wireless station. The Rabaul landing party destroyed telephones at the Rabaul Post Office and left.

HMAS Encounter was slightly more successful. Steaming to join her sister ships in St George’s Channel off the northeastern tip of New Britain, it captured the British steamer Zambezi which the German administrator at Nauru had commandeered to carry documents and material for completing the Bita Paka wireless station. The captured vessel was sent to Sydney, where, in late December, an application to have it ‘condemned’ as a prize was awarded. A fortnight later HMAS Australia and HMAS Melbourne assisted with the occupation of German Samoa by New Zealand forces on 30 August 1914. Melbourne then sailed to Nauru, the site of one of Germany’s four powerful wireless towers. Its crew landed on 9 September, only to find the Germans had anticipated them and started disabling the tower. This was completed and prisoners taken.

Further to the imperial ‘request’, Australia agreed to send a naval and military force, protected by the navy ships, to deal with the wireless stations. The resulting Australian Naval and Military Expeditionary Force (ANMEF) consisted of six companies of the Royal Australian Naval Brigade and, in theory, two infantry battalions plus machine gun, transport, signals and medical units.4 The 1st Battalion’s volunteers were drawn from New South Wales and the second from Queensland. The reason for the mixed force — one including a naval component — concerned the expected shore landings and the objective to destroy (then restore) the wireless stations. The need for naval skills with improvised field artillery and with administratively important tasks involving wharves, harbours and captured shipping also influenced the decision.

Recruiting began on 11 August 1914. Haste dominated the preparations, and by 19 August, the ANMEF commanded by Colonel William Holmes was ready to depart Sydney on the P&O liner Berrima, converted to carry troops and stores and commissioned as an auxiliary cruiser. Training continued at sea and during a two-week pause at the main island of the Palm Island group, near Townsville, where the transport joined its naval escorts, principally the cruisers Sydney and Encounter. There was another but shorter stop at Port Moresby and again, closer to Rabaul, for while Germany’s two largest armoured cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were somewhere in the Pacific, Rear Admiral George Patey, commander of the Australian Squadron, was not prepared to move until his flotilla was adequately protected. The task group which approached Rabaul comprised an assortment of cruisers, destroyers, colliers, submarines, and oil tanker and the Berrima: over a dozen ships in total.

Rabaul and Herbertshöhe, the two main German garrisons on New Britain, were captured within two days of this ‘armada’ arriving on 11 September 1914. The road to the wireless station at Bita Paka, about seven kilometres south of Kabakaul, was the only scene of serious resistance by the German forces. The brief clash had all the classic ingredients of warfare: bravery in the face of personal danger, luck and bluff. Australian casualties were six dead and four wounded, while those of the opposing forces, given by the official historian Mackenzie were 31 dead (a German and 30 New Guineans) and 11 wounded (one German and ten New Guineans).5 Following an exchange of notes between Eduard Haber, the German Acting Governor based at Toma, and Holmes, backed up by some shelling of Toma Ridge by Encounter, ‘terms of capitulation’ were agreed to by 17 September 1914. These allowed Haber’s troops to surrender with military honours and permitted German settlers and certain of the German regular and reserve forces who swore an oath of neutrality to remain in New Guinea or return to Germany – not an unconditional surrender, so much as an agreement to cease resistance. Possibly the most important point was clause nine:

During the said military occupation the local laws and customs will remain in force so far as is consistent with the military situation.

Although unpopular in Australia at the time, the Haber/Holmes document accorded with practical realities and international law. Appointed as Administrator on 20 September 1914, Holmes’ purpose was to establish an administration and to occupy and garrison the remainder of the German possessions south and north of the equator. Lack of ships and doubt concerning the availability of adequate troops temporarily put paid to occupying Yap and the other German bases north of the Equator, then British political and strategic calculations ensured it did not happen. In leisurely succession, Holmes or his senior officers occupied the key German garrisons across the Old Protectorate. By mid-December 1914 Madang and Eitape on mainland New Guinea, Kawieng on New Ireland, Nauru – technically part of the ‘Island Territory’, Lorengau on Manus Island in the Admiralty Group, and Kieta on Bougainville Island were secured, and soon after, Morobe south of Madang. Although all had been centres of German district or subdistrict administration, they were occupied without resistance except at Manus, where some machine gun fire led quickly to surrender.

With these actions, the first phase of the ANMEF presence in New Guinea ended. Concurrently, given Holmes’ constraints, plans to occupy and garrison the ‘Island Territory’ were being implemented with a force led by the Defence Department Secretary Samuel Pethebridge, made Colonel (later Brigadier-General) and styled ‘Australian Commissioner for the Pacific’. This plan came to nothing – cancelled after an imperial change of mind, leaving Japan to garrison Yap in the Carolines, Angaur in the Pelews and Jaluit in the Marshalls for the duration of the war. Pethebridge’s contingent, known at formation as the Northwest Pacific Expedition and later as Tropical Force, had already left Sydney on 28 November before the British instruction to hold off was made clear to Australia. At something of a loose end, in early December 1914 Pethebridge searched the Sepik River on mainland New Guinea for a presumed large force of German troops. Conveniently, early the following year, he and his forces were available to take over the administration of New Guinea, as Holmes’ contingent had enlisted only for six months. Most troops decided not to re-enlist for further service in the tropics.

Apart from the establishment of an occupation administration and the hand-over of administrators, in the summer of 1914-15 few incidents stand out. But they undoubtedly included the loss of the submarine HMAS AE1 on 14 September 1914 near the Duke of York Islands. Another was the assault on the Methodist missionary, the Reverend William Cox at Namatanai, New Ireland on 26 October 1914 and the public flogging of the guilty Germans in Proclamation Square, Rabaul, on 30 November. These and other ‘side shows’, including the capture of various German ships such as the naval yacht Komet and the New Guinea Company’s steamer Siar, are related at length in the official history.

The remaining years of military occupation under Pethebridge (1915-17), Mackenzie (1917-18), Major-General George Johnston (1918-20), Brigadier-General Thomas Griffiths (1920-21) and Brigadier-General Evan Wisdom (March-May 1921) have a quality of inertia about them. Even by the self-conscious standards of The Rabaul Record, little happened that warranted headlines. For a time during Pethebridge’s absence on an official visit to Australia, Rabaul was placed under martial law by the Acting Administrator, Lieutenant-Colonel Frederick Toll. Weapons found on a motor schooner and general suspicion of the German missionaries prompted Toll to action, and some local German residents in Rabaul and Herbertshöhe were interned.

Periodically too, there were earthquakes; one in January 1916 and another in May 1919 causing some damage. Alarm of a slower type followed when the Burns Philp steamer Matunga, with 16 ANMEF officers and men aboard, was captured in August 1917 by the German raider Wolf. They became prisoners-of-war, and not all survived, nor did Pethebridge, who died in Melbourne on 25 January 1918 after a general breakdown in health following malaria. Another unexpected break in routine was the support in late October/early November 1916 of a joint British-French punitive expedition to Malakula Island, New Hebrides. The most unusual aspect of the occupation, however, was its continuation two-and-a-half years beyond the end of the First World War waiting the results of the victors jawboning and arm-twisting over the spoils of war.

As soon as the Armistice was declared, Australia’s Prime Minister William Hughes began a single-minded campaign to retain the occupied German colony and German property. In August 1919 he established the Royal Commission on Late German New Guinea and appointed the Lieutenant-Governor of Papua, Hubert Murray as chair and Atlee Hunt, the Secretary of the Department of External Affairs and Walter Lucas, the Islands Manager of the Australian shipping line, Burns Philp as members. It considered among other things the nature and fate of foreign owned properties in New Guinea and the question of a joint administration of Papua and New Guinea. One recommendation of the majority report, that German settlers should be expelled and their land and possessions sold, was sanctioned by the Paris Peace Treaty. An Expropriation Board was established in 1920 under Lucas to begin this process.

The Treaty also allowed quasi-annexation of Germany’s overseas colonies by allocating them to the Allies via a three-tiered system involving temporary administration on behalf of their indigenous peoples under the supervision of the League of Nations Mandates Commission. Nauru came under Australia’s indirect control, but the much larger gain was the allocation of Germany’s ‘Old Protectorate’ under a ‘C’ class Mandate which permitted Australia to rule New Guinea under its own laws (including its ‘White Australia’ immigration rules). This mandate was only finalised in December 1920, though anticipating it, in September 1920, the Australian Parliament passed the New Guinea Act 1920. There was a further wait for the paperwork to be completed. A certified copy of the League of Nations instrument conferring the mandate had to be in hand, and a proclamation by the Governor-General activating the relevant legislation issued. Then, with little fanfare, on 9 May 1921 the last of the military commander administrators, Evan Wisdom, became the first civil administrator of the Territory of New Guinea.

The ANMEF


The force that occupied German New Guinea between 1914 and 1921 was in constant flux. Even so, two groups were important. The first comprised approximately 1,500 military and naval personnel who enlisted for six months service outside Australia and were commanded by Colonel Holmes. The members of the second group enlisted specifically for ‘service in the tropics’ until the end of the war plus four months. The initial component of this second group, as noted above, comprised ‘Tropical Force’ and was led by Colonel Pethebridge. After the proposed Northwest Expeditionary Force was scrapped in November 1914, Tropical Force was used to replace Holmes’ men, who began returning to Australia in early 1915. Most members of Pethebridge’s force were subsequently replaced between 1915 and 1921. There was regular turnover as men took furlough, were discharged, and replaced or were transferred to civilian life in Rabaul, while the overall numbers were run down as the end of military administration approached.

The details of Holmes’ and Pethebridge’s forces, and of the other reinforcements, are summarised in Table 1.

Table 1. The principal forces and reinforcements of the ANMEF, 1914-21


[image: image]

NB Butler Medical History vol III, p 882 states the total ANMEF ‘infantry’ enlistments, 1914-18 at 3,651, embarkations at 3,011; for reinforcement dates and monikers, see The Rabaul Record (1 November 1917), p 7 and Passed By Censor (ANMEF, 1918), p 14*HG Chauvel, Report of the Inspector-General of the Australian Military Forces (Government Printer, 1921), p 6



***

Holmes’ Force

Holmes had a week to assemble, equip and train his men. Enlistment began the day after his appointment, 10 August 1914, the selection enrolling and medical checking undertaken by the relevant military and naval establishments. Embarkation on the Berrima followed on 19 August 1914. The ANMEF comprised a brigade staff and military and naval components. The military, known as 1st Battalion (and a stillborn 2nd Battalion), consisted of regimental staff, eight companies of infantry and transport, signals, machine-gun and medical attachments. It was drawn entirely from New South Wales.

The Director of Naval Reserves organised the naval complement of approximately 500 men, 200 drawn from NSW and 80-100 each from Queensland, Victoria and South Australia.6 Volunteers sought were time-expired Royal Navy seamen and members of the Australian and British Naval Reserves. Numbers were easily obtained, though according to Holmes and the official historian, many had never been to sea. This negative implication was misleading; Neil Smith’s detailed analysis of the volunteers shows most were ‘seasoned veterans’.7

The response to the publicity surrounding Australia’s offer to the Empire of a division of 20,000 men during the week the ANMEF was formed was such that no special recruiting campaign for service in New Guinea was necessary. Newspaper advertisements, vague references to the formation of a force ‘for the tropics’ and some personal recruiting among ex-service personnel, militia and the University of Sydney Regiment readily brought forth the required 1,500 men.8 In selecting from those volunteering, the naval and military authorities were not afforded the luxury of time. Beyond the age and physical requirements’ that also apply to the AIF, the absence of marital ties and some previous military service or training seemed the only criteria.9 Of the officers, Holmes’ and other key appointments were professional or citizen soldiers and sailors.

The lack of time to carefully select the troops and weed out those with criminal records had drawbacks, as Holmes admitted to the Minister for Defence, Senator George Pearce.10 There was a good deal of looting and other manifestations of ill-discipline during the first month in Rabaul. Why such inexperienced men, including the future looters, enlisted is not extensively documented, and Robert Stevenson was surely correct to observe that ‘The motivation of each volunteer was as unique as the individual himself’.11 Much, however, may be inferred. Enlistees were ignorant of the telegram received by the Governor-General; they did not know the ANMEF’s purpose though obviously it was somehow connected with events in Europe and Great Britain’s declaration of war. Lieutenant Clarence Read thought the destination was Papua, while Private Jack Martin wrote in his diary, when just out of Sydney, ‘Heaven only knowns where we are bound …’.12

The Australian official historian ascribed to the 1st Division AIF, nearly a dozen reasons for its members volunteering the instant they knew soldiers were wanted. In a much-quoted paragraph he typified them as ‘tourists’ and ‘adventurers’:

All the adventurous roving natures that could not stay away, whatever their duties and their ties; …. all those whose tender upbringing had bred in them the exalted British standard of service which is to be constantly found … in good Australian homes; … all the romantic, quixotic, adventurous flotsam that eddied on the surface of the Australian people concentrated itself within those first weeks…13

In speed of formation and initial recruitment, the 1st Division AIF and the 1st Battalion, ANMEF, were virtually identical. The social composition of both, which revealed a very broad representation of occupations and social classes, confirms the strength of the similarity.14 For both one could claim a high proportion of members born in the United Kingdom15 and there was a strong affection for Great Britain and its empire. One of the first to enlist, Private Arthur Fitzsimmons, was described by his brother as

A young inexperienced boy who has never before been away from his native shores and was filled with loyalty and enthusiasm for King and Country when he volunteered and none was more proud than he was when he assisted at the hoisting of the Union Jack at Rabaul.16

Little wonder that on return to Sydney almost 70 percent enlisted in the AIF.17

Pethebridge’s Tropical Force

As mentioned, Tropical Force was formed to capture and occupy Germany’s Pacific colonies north of the equator, then repurposed to replace those in Holmes’ force unwilling to re-enlist and stay in New Guinea. Despite a similarity of intent, the contrast between Holmes’ and Pethebridge’s soldiers was marked. The Department of Defence had more time to select the latter, and benefited from Holmes’ early reports on soldiering in the tropics. The composition decided on comprised four infantry companies, each consisting of three officers, a medical officer and 50 other ranks totalling 220-30 men. It was designated 3rd Battalion, ANMEF: the Queensland troops on the ill-fated HMAT Kanowna having formed the 2nd Battalion. No replacement naval component was thought necessary.

Organisation began in October and the formal creation of the unit was gazetted in early November.18 The four east coast military districts were asked to provide suitable officers and men, potential volunteers this time being told they were required for service in the tropics and for the duration of the war plus four months beyond. The competition with the AIF for recruits was strong; one military district was forced to resort to newspaper advertising.19 Appropriate age, medical and character standards were established. Men aged between 30-50 were sought, deliberately to allow in Boer War veterans excluded from the AIF and 1st Battalion, ANMEF, because of the 19-38 age limit. As for other selection guidelines, the Chief of the General Staff Colonel James Legge telegraphed his District Commanders as follows:

Medical examination to be strict in view climate stop must be good shots but previous service not necessary stop officers must be certified good judgement and steady character in view responsible duties.20

The composition of Tropical Force, which sailed from Sydney on 28 November 1914 in HMAT Eastern accurately reflected the mould Legge had required. The age criterion allowing men in middle age saw them dubbed ‘The Druids’ on arrival at Rabaul and there was a good leavening of South African and other war veterans, many of whom had served with British units.21 They were further distinguished by a high percentage of members born in the United Kingdom, a high marriage rate, and a high rate of labouring occupations. The results of a deliberate recruiting policy were marked.

Reinforcements, 1915-21

After discussions with Holmes, Pethebridge judged that about 600 men were required to garrison and administer the captured German colonies south of the Equator. Even with 40-50 of Holmes’ force who re-enlisted, Tropical Force therefore required immediate reinforcement. Thus, in January, HMAT Eastern returned with a further 379 troops, comprising three companies of infantry, a machine gun section and some Australian Army Medical Corps personnel, the amalgamated result designated being 3rd Battalion. They were formed from drafts in Queensland, NSW, and Victoria and in makeup revealed the same enlistment process at work.

Composition initially settled, between 1915 and 1921 there was an extraordinarily high turnover. Although the 600 total was the maximum judged necessary to administer New Guinea, it was an ideal rarely achieved. A further 1,500 men, a small number of nurses, Navy members with specific skills and the occasional chaplain were sent to Rabaul as replacements during the remaining two-and-a-half years. At the end of 1915, HMAT Te Anau arrived with 4th Battalion, ANMEF: 332 troops comprising six small companies of infantry and medical staff from various eastern states and Western Australia. Further reinforcements of between 50-60 men arrived in December 1916, October 1917 and June 1918, and there were innumerable smaller additions.22 The social character of the post 1915 replacements varied only slightly against the two Tropical Force contingents. Again, the age distribution was concentrated within the 30-50 years bracket, with marital status and occupations all similar. With place of birth, however, there was a significant divergence. Of the post 1915 reinforcements 57 percent were Australian born, while only 40 percent of Pethebridge’s troops and the January 1915 reinforcement were Australian born.

During his two-and-a-half years administration, Pethebridge established the practice of awarding an annual furlough of a month’s leave in Australia. This he combined with a benevolent attitude to those who wished to be discharged in Australia to enlist in the AIF. The one year/one month furlough operated as a rule of thumb. Those particularly in the outer districts who had served more than a year without relief were permitted five to six weeks in Australia. A concern for morale and health underpinned the practice, which was continued by Pethebridge’s successors. Furlough began in Australia and because of travelling time normally involved a two-month absence from duty. A shortage of staff was the inevitable consequence. Health breakdowns affected numbers too: from 1917 Medical Boards of Enquiry regularly convened ‘for the purpose of ascertaining the fitness or otherwise of certain members of the ANMEF for further service in the Tropics’.23 Such Boards recommended the return of many soldiers suffering from malaria, other tropical diseases or a
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