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The Papuan campaign was significant as the first major Australian-American operation of the 

war in the Pacific, and the beachhead battles more specifically as the first instance Australian and 

American combat units fought together at scale. The campaign was not the ideal testing ground for 

the new Australian-American military relationship. The desperate fighting over the Owen Stanleys, 

the ambitious Japanese amphibious attempt to capture Milne Bay, and the protracted stalemate 

which emerged whilst fighting for control of the beachheads coupled with broader strategic 

uncertainty cultivated an atmosphere of anxiety and blame-shifting and the deterioration of 

opinions about national combat forces. This set the scene for a difficult period for developing the 

relationship which was exacerbated by personalities, prejudices, and strategic and operational 

vulnerabilities. The beachhead operations, conducted between November 1942 and January 1943, 

were particularly demonstrative of issues relating to coalition warfare during this time.  

It is important to recognise the Allied nature of these operations and avoid partisan or 

nationalist narratives which potentially marginalises the contributions of each force and fail to 

capture the true character of the battles. Typically, examinations of coalition warfare at beachheads 

focus on the tensions between General Douglas MacArthur, Commander-in-Chief SWPA, and 

General Thomas Blamey, Commander Allied Land Forces. Scholarship such as David Horner’s 

pioneering works on Australian military strategy during the Second World War and more recent 

examinations by Peter Dean have highlighted the complexity of this relationship, which was fraught 

by internal friction, divisive personalities, and national prejudices.1 Whilst this is an important aspect 

– and one which had cascading effects – cooperation on the battlefield and in crucial areas like 

logistics and air operations tends to be glossed over.2 Whilst tensions existed between senior 

Australian and American commanders, cooperation between Australian and American units was 

generally productive after overcoming an initial period of unfamiliarity which stemmed from a lack 

of prior opportunities to work together and from differences in doctrine and approaches. However, 

it is clear that these despite difficulties, the victory at the beachheads was the product of a 

combined Allied effort. 

 
1 David Horner, Crisis of Command: Australian Generalship and the Japanese Threat, 1941-1943 (Canberra: 
Australian National University Press, 1978); David Horner, High Command: Australia’s Struggle for an 
Independent War Strategy, 1939-45 (St Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 1992); Peter Dean, “Anzacs and Yanks: US 
and Australian Operations at the Beachhead Battles,” in Australia 1942: In the Shadow of War, ed. Peter Dean 
(Port Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 217-239; Peter Dean, “Grinding Out a Victory: Australian 
and American Commanders During the Beachhead Battles,” in Kokoda: Beyond the Legend, ed. Karl James 
(Port Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2017): 164-186; Peter  Dean, MacArthur’s Coalition: US and 
Australian Operations in the Southwest Pacific Area, 1942-1945 (Lawrence: Kansas University Press, 2018). 
2 See: Liam Kane, “Embattled Coalition: Australians and Americans at War Against Japan, 1941-1945,” (PhD 
diss., University of New South Wales, 2020). 



Australian-American Cooperation at the Beachheads, 1942-43   2 

 

Coalition warfare is often be characterised by friction between cooperation towards a 

common goal and tension arising from differences in interests, priorities, attitudes, and 

contributions. Effective coalitions are formed and function on the basis of developing mutual 

understanding between partners which helps to mitigate this tension. Coalitions without previous 

familiarity and mutual understanding often experience difficulties. However, mutual understanding 

can only be developed through experience, collaboration, and integration. The Australian-American 

relationship in 1942 could draw on none of these influences. Limited instances of unit-level 

integration during 1918 provided little practical basis for developing coalition understanding at the 

higher military and political levels required in 1942. Prior to December 1941, neither the United 

States or Australia had given serious consideration to the prospect of forming and fighting as part of 

a coalition if war occurred in the Pacific. There had been little thought about what a partnership 

would look like, how it would function, what its purpose would be, or how Australian and American 

forces might be organised to fight together. Australia’s prior military experience had been as a junior 

partner in British-led coalitions, and its military was designed to integrate into larger British 

formations. The US was a major power, but had not led a coalition war effort. The outbreak of war in 

the Pacific and the appointment of General Douglas MacArthur as Commander-in-Chief, South West 

Pacific Area, saw the genesis of a new political and military relationship which would shape the 

Papuan campaign. The coalition had to be built from the ground up.  

MacArthur’s early efforts to marginalise Australian influence within his command further 

contributed to the lack of mutual understanding. MacArthur had ignored the US Joint Chiefs of Staff 

and presidential directive to include officers from all Allied nations on his staff.3 MacArthur’s 

headquarters was formed from a tight nucleus of American officers – among them the ‘Bataan Gang’ 

who had served with him in the Philippines – which further hindered Australian and American 

cooperation at the highest level. MacArthur was inherently distrustful of outside influence, and his 

Chief of Staff, Major-General Richard K. Sutherland – MacArthur’s ‘hatchet man’ – resisted 

perspectives from outside the US Regular Army.4 MacArthur lacked confidence in Australian 

systems. In September 1942 MacArthur was invited to attend a joint conference with other Pacific 

commanders, but he noted to General George Marshall, Chief of the US Army: 

 
3 MacArthur informed Marshall ‘there [was] no prospect of obtaining qualified senior staff officers from the 
Australians’. MacArthur to Marshall, 15 June 1942 cited in Milner, Victory in Papua, 23; Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
“Directive to the Supreme Commander in the Southwest Pacific Area,” 30 March 1942, Appendix C, Morton, 
Strategy and Command, 614-616; Joint Chiefs of Staff, “Directive to the Commander in Chief of the Pacific 
Ocean Area,” 30 March 1942, Appendix D, Morton, Strategy and Command, 616-618. 
4R.J. Marshall Interview, RG49 B3, MacArthur Memorial (VA); Eichelberger Dictations Book II, II-13-14, Papers 
of Robert L. Eichelberger B1, United States Army Heritage and Education Centre (PA). 
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I would have grave doubts about leaving at any time. The second-in-command is an 

 Australian [Blamey] whose entire methods and conception differ so materially from ours 

 that his actions during my absence would be unpredictable.5 

GHQ SWPA’s decision to keep Australian and American forces separate insulated it from 

accommodating different perspectives and marginalised the wealth of operational and 

administrative experience of senior Australian officers. This hindered the development of mutual 

understanding and coalition experience prior to the operations commencing. 

 

General Douglas MacArthur and General Thomas Blamey visit Owers Corner, 5 October 1942. 

MacArthur was also reluctant to place American combat formations under Australian 

control. He had grudgingly appointed Blamey, the most senior Australian officer in the theatre, as 

Commander ALF as the Australian army provided the majority of the combat forces available for the 

campaigns of 1942-43. However, as the operations in Papua intensified during September-October 

1942, MacArthur proposed deploying the 32nd US Infantry Division – one of the two US National 

Guard formations available in theatre – then later US I Corps to Papua as task forces directly under 

 
5 #241 MacArthur to Marshall, 22 September 1942, RG4 S1 B16 F1, MacArthur Memorial (VA). 
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the command of GHQ SWPA. This would have directly bypassed New Guinea Force (NGF), which was 

the Australian command controlling the operations in Papua during this time. However, Blamey 

dissuaded MacArthur from adopting this organisation because it would have needlessly complicated 

command and control. However, this clearly demonstrated MacArthur and many at GHQ SWPA’s 

lack of faith in the Australian systems.  

Unfamiliarity and mistrust between systems were the product of differing approaches to 

doctrine and the lack of prior opportunities to reconcile these differences. Peter Dean has 

highlighted how the competing command philosophies influenced how Australian and American 

commanders perceived and responded to the desperate fighting over the Owen Stanleys during 

August-October 1942. American command doctrine established a strict framework for the chain of 

command rigidly focused on the centralised intent and direction of the commander.6 Meanwhile, 

British-Commonwealth doctrine advocated centralised intent with decentralised execution, which 

permitted subordinates greater freedom to act towards the objective of their superior.7 The highly 

centralised and managerial American approach to staff functions and command clashed with the 

decentralised, flexible, and more collaborative British-Commonwealth philosophy. Australian 

commands resented what they perceived as undue interference or restrictions on how they 

conducted their battles imposed by GHQ SWPA, whilst GHQ SWPA expected to dictate the actions of 

Australian commands and required a constant flow of information. This was demonstrated at Milne 

Bay, where GHQ SWPA became anxious about the periodic reports from Milne Force, and GHQ’s 

persistent efforts to order Australian units to advance more quickly in pursuit of the Japanese 

withdrawal to the beachheads. GHQ concluded the slow advance was the product of a lack of drive 

and aggression in Australian units, rather than the difficulties of movement, supply, and combat in 

the jungle. These misunderstandings contributed to the ‘command crises’ and the relief of 

Lieutenant-General Sydney Rowell as General Officer Commanding (GOC) NGF and Major-General 

Arthur Allen, GOC 7th Division during September and October. This had a definite effect on 

Australian-American relations and how GHQ perceived the beachhead operations.  

The internal friction inherent in coalition forces manifested in several critical incidents 

between Australian and American high command during the beachhead operations. This tension was 

exacerbated by the strategic uncertainty posed by the continuing contest for the Solomons, which 

was drawing in greater commitments of Japanese and American forces, and the potential Japanese 

 
6 United States War Department, Field Service Regulations FM100-5: Operations 1941 (Washington DC: United 
States Government Printing Office, 1941). 
7 War Office, Field Service Regulations Vol. II: Operations – General 1935 (London: His Majesty’s Stationary 
Office, 1935). 
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reinforcement of Papua. GHQ SWPA remained unconvinced that the US Navy could defeat the 

Imperial Japanese Navy in the Solomons, and the subsequent threat this posed to the Allied position 

in Papua necessitated the beachheads be secured quickly, or, should the Japanese substantially 

reinforce their beachhead garrisons, for Allied troops to withdraw back to Port Moresby to avoid 

being cut off.8 Friction and strategic anxiety culminated in fierce clashes about the performance of 

American combat forces after the first week of the operations. The American 32nd Infantry Division 

– the green and untested National Guard formation under the command and Major-General Edwin 

Harding – became a symbolic pawn in high command’s nationalistic antagonisms. The division’s 

initial struggles called into question the competency of American forces. Despite MacArthur’s direct 

orders to capture Buna at all costs, the division’s advance had stalled and morale plummeted. 

Reports of American troops abandoning their weapons and fleeing from contact reached high 

command. NGF’s observations from Buna and reports about the American 126th Regiment’s 

performance at Sanananda led to a showdown between MacArthur and Sutherland, and Blamey and 

Lieutenant-General Edmund Herring, GOC NGF, on 24 November. MacArthur proposed reinforcing 

the attack on Buna with the 41st US Infantry Division, but according to General George Kenney, 

Commander Allied Air Forces, who was also present:  

Blamey said he’d rather put in more Australians as he knew they would fight…Herring there 
too confirms what Blamey says. They both don’t think much of our 32nd [Division’s] 
leadership and fighting qualities.9 

GHQ SWPA’s earlier criticisms that Australian troops had been ‘unable to match the enemy in jungle 

fighting’ and had lacked ‘aggressive leadership’ were now levelled against the Americans. Kenney 

recorded it was a ‘bitter pill’ for MacArthur swallow.10 Shortly thereafter, when American 

performance did not improve, Harding was relieved on 2 December.  

The issue of national characterisations based on assumptions and generalisations remained 

a persistent problem between Australian and American senior officers. Later in the operations, 

Lieutenant-General Robert Eichelberger, Commanding General US I Corps, who later assumed 

command of the 32nd Division after Harding’s relief, was informed by Major-General Frank 

Berryman, who had been the Deputy Chief of General Staff during the peak of Kokoda Trail fighting, 

of Australian high command’s perspective during the campaign: 

…the jokes of the American officers in Australia, making fun of the Australian army…were 
told all over Australia…[Berryman] said that MacArthur, Kenney and Sutherland were not 

 
8 See GHQ SWPA Military Intelligence Section, “G-2 Intelligence Summary,” October-December 1942RG3 S2 
B26 F3 to B27 F6, MacArthur Memorial (VA); GHQ SWPA G-3 Section, “Petersburg Plan,” October 1942, United 
States Army Heritage and Education Centre (PA). 
9 Kenney Diary, 25 November 1942, RG54 B1 VIII, MacArthur Memorial (VA). 
10 Kenney Diary, 25 November 1942, RG54 B1 VIII, MacArthur Memorial (VA). 
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guiltless of talking sharply about the Australians. Therefore…when [the Australians] got the 
least thing on American troops fighting in the Buna sector, [Australian] high command has 
gone to [MacArthur] and rubbed salt in his wounds.11 

However, conflating military problems with national reputations obscured objective assessments of 

the conditions and the forces involved, and failed to find solutions to pressing tactical issues. Despite 

the turnaround in the 32nd Division’s performance under Eichelberger, Blamey still doubted 

American capabilities, writing to Herring ‘I doubt very much whether Buna will be captured if we rely 

on [the Americans] to do it’.12 Blamey also wrote to Curtin in mid-December: 

…American troops cannot be classified as attack troops. They are definitely not equal to the 
Australian militia…I am afraid now that the bulk of the fighting will fall on our troops…The 
Americans say that the [41st Division]…is a much better one than the one they have here, 
but since they chose this as number one, I believe their view to be merely wishful thinking. I 
feel quite sure…that the American forces…will not attain any high standard of training or war 
spirit for very many months to come.13 

This was despite his previously scathing criticisms of Australian militia units. From this point, Blamey 

favoured employing fresh Australian units for major offensive roles, such as the deployment of the 

18th Brigade to Buna. However, Blamey recognised that capturing the beachheads would require 

the combined efforts of all available Australian and American forces in Papua for the foreseeable 

future.  

 Whilst tensions on the basis of nationality simmered at GHQ, Advanced New Guinea Force 

(Adv NGF) and Herring were able to foster more productive relationships with American 

commanders. Herring’s cooperative outlook had been a primary factor in his appointment as GOC 

NGF in September. Herring forged a positive relationship with Harding, whom he had met in 

Australia. Herring thought Harding to be intelligent, confident, and a ‘good man’, whilst Harding 

believed he could be ‘candid’ with his Australian superior and found him ‘especially fine to work 

with’.14 However, the relationship deteriorated as Herring and NGF became frustrated by Harding’s 

inability to provide a clear account of his situation and the lack of drive in American units. Harding’s 

headquarters was located on the coast far to the rear of the fighting, and limited liaison and poor 

wireless communications impeded the 32nd Division’s headquarters control over the battle. Herring 

felt Harding ‘…didn’t really seem to know what was going on and obviously had more than his hands 

 
11 Eichelberger Dictations Book V, V/II-122-123, Robert L. Eichelberger Papers B1 SV, United States Army 
Education Heritage Centre (PA). 
12 Blamey to Herring, 11 December 1942, 3DRL/6643 Item 2/135, Australian War Memorial (ACT). 
13 Blamey to Curtin, 4 December 1942, 3DRL/6643 Item 2/11, Australian War Memorial (ACT). 
14 Herring cited in Stuart Sayers, Ned Herring: A Life of Lieutenant-General the Honourable Sir Edmund Herring 
(South Yarra: Hyland House Melbourne, 1980), 214; Harding cited in Leslie Anders, Gentle Knight: The Life and 
Times of Major General Edwin Forrest Harding (Kent: Kent State University Press, 1985), 228-229; Harding to 
Sutherland, 31 October 1942, 98-GHQ1-3.2, RG407 E427 B573, National Archives and Records Administration 
(MD). 
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full…the poor fellow was in no fit state to carry on’.15 Conversely, Harding felt he had received little 

support from the Australians. Harding claimed Herring ‘took a detached view of the trial and 

tribulations of my All-American outfit’.16 His requests for tanks and additional artillery and reserves 

were reasonable, but could not be sustained on the Allies frail lines of supply, which had been 

severely weakened after Harding had permitted his small ships to sail during the day and they had 

been destroyed by Japanese air attack. These factors contributed to Harding’s relief.  

Herring’s relationship with Harding’s successor – Lieutenant-General Robert Eichelberger – 

was a critical factor in the Allies’ success at Buna. Herring described Eichelberger’s arrival as a ‘very 

pure breath of fresh air’.17 Eichelberger reciprocated Herring’s confidence and made a determined 

effort to cooperate with the Australians and repair the relationship with Adv NGF to ensure better 

coordination. Upon assuming command, Eichelberger immediately contacted Herring to ‘ensure… 

[his] entire cooperation with [NGF’s] troops in all missions that [Herring] may have’.18 With this act, 

Eichelberger acknowledged his subordinate position to Herring despite their equal rank and 

established a constructive relationship which saw Eichelberger, Herring, and their respective staffs 

meet regularly. Eichelberger informed GHQ SWPA his ‘relations with Australian high command have 

been very cordial…I like General Herring very much and think we can work [together]’.19 

Eichelberger’s decisive decision-making and commitment to offensive action allayed some of Adv 

NGF’s concerns about American combat forces. Importantly, this established the conditions for the 

18th Brigade’s deployment to Buna as a semi-independent task force which would command 

American forces in Warren sector. After the operations were concluded, Herring wrote:  

Of General Eichelberger’s conduct…from the time of his arrival till his departure after the 
last beachhead had been taken, one cannot speak too highly...he and members of his staff 
set an example of courage which cannot be surpassed…General Eichelberger kept them 
going and he proved to himself and his men and to the world, that the American soldier of 
1943 has all the courage and determination and powers of endurance that his forefathers 
have shown in previous wars.20 

Herring recalled that ensuring cooperation between the two forces was his greatest achievement 

during the campaign. The respect, coordination, and good-will between Herring and Eichelberger 

was a significant step to ensuring smoother tactical cooperation. 

 
15 Herring cited in Sayers, Ned Herring, 243. 
16 Harding to Samuel Milner, 24 July 1951, Harding Interviews, RG319 E53 B4, National Archives and Records 
Administration (MD). 
17 Herring cited in Horner, High Command, 234. 
18 Eichelberger to Herring, 1 December 1942, M3782 Item 2/16, National Library of Australia (ACT); 
Eichelberger to Sutherland, 1 December 1942, RG41 B1 F2, MacArthur Memorial (VA). 
19 Eichelberger to Sutherland, 8 December 1942, RG41 B1 F2, MacArthur Memorial (VA). 
20 Lieutenant-General Edmund Herring, “The Battles for the Beachheads,” AWM54 581/6/10, Australian War 
Memorial (ACT). 
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Lieutenant-General Robert Eichelberger and General Thomas Blamey Tour Buna, 5 January 1943 

 Allied cooperation on the battlefield demonstrated many issues stemming from the 

unfamiliarity of the two forces with their respective methods, as well as some tensions amongst 

commanders which were the product of the difficult tactical situation, pressure from high command, 

and the mixed state of preparation throughout the Allied forces. The Allies’ initial plan for capturing 

the beachheads did not anticipate Australian and American forces fighting in intermixed commands 

below corps-level. The Australian 7th Division was assigned to capture Gona and Sanananda, whilst 

the American 32nd Infantry Division was tasked with capturing Buna. The two forces were separated 

by a divisional boundary line which ran along the Girua River. However, the confused assignment of 

the 126th Regiment to the 7th Division’s area of operations, then the need to reinforce rapidly 

depleting Allied units led to considerable dispersal and integration of Australian and American forces 

at Buna and Sanananda. The lack of prior opportunities to work or train together had prevented 

Australian and American forces from resolving how they might fight together before arriving at the 

beachheads. Whilst the two forces shared similar doctrinal principles and organisations, they had 

different methods and emphases which led to varying approaches to operational and tactical 

matters. This meant that mutual understanding had to be developed on the battlefield, which 
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presented its own set of challenges as the Allies not only had to learn and adapt to the conditions, 

but also learn how to fight together as a coalition force. 

The case studies of Buna and Sanananda highlight key issues which affected the 

development of a rapport between the two forces. At Buna, the 2/6th Independent Company was 

allocated to support Warren Force along the coast. However, the company’s OC Major Harry 

Harcourt was frustrated by the ‘lack of information’ or clarity in role provided by his American 

superiors and noted continuous ‘[differences] of opinion’ which hampered the 2/6th Company’s 

activities.21 American infantry units were also initially reluctant to adopt Australian artillery support 

because of their unfamiliarity with both artillery fire and Australian methods. Urbana Force had to 

be ordered by the senior American artillery officer to accept fire support from Captain Herbert 

Manning’s troop of 25-pdrs. After a week, Manning noted: 

Infantry apparently well pleased with use of guns – main difficulty to be allowed to use 
 them. The US Infantry Command have no appreciation of arty as a support weapon – their 
 troops do not make the best use of neutralising fire. Effect on morale of troops appears to 
 be extremely good.22 

Time and practice were needed to develop understanding and confidence between the two groups. 

Australian high command’s lack of confidence in the Americans was evident in Blamey’s 

decision to deploy the Australian 18th Brigade and 2/6th Armoured Regiment to Buna in mid-

December. Blamey ensured Brigadier George Wootten, Commander 18th Brigade, commanded ‘the 

show’ – including Warren Force – because he mistrusted the Americans with Australian tanks after 

the American’s misemployment of Bren Carriers in early December. The first phase of the attack 

demonstrated a lack of liaison and trust between the two forces. Colonel Clarence Martin, 

Commander Warren Force, noted there was still a tendency for the Australians to look down their 

noses at the Americans, recording: ‘I gathered the impression that the general attitude was “You 

Americans have had your chance – now we Australians will take Buna’.23 On several occasions 

Australian officers expressed concerns that Americans infantry were not thoroughly following-up the 

advance which left chances for the Japanese to reoccupy their positions. However, during the hard  

 
21 2/6th Independent Company, “2/6 Aust Ind Coy General Report to Vol V War Diary, November 1942,” 
AWM52 25/3/6/4, Australian War Memorial (ACT) 
22 Captain Herbert Manning, “Report by Capt H.A. Manning,” 3 December 1942, AWM54 581/7/8, Australian 
War Memorial (ACT). 
23 Martin to Orlando Ward, 6 March 1951, Interviews, RG319 E53 B5, National Archives and Records 
Administration (MD). 
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American Medics Tend to a Wounded Australian Soldier at Buna, 28 December 1942. 

fighting along Old Strip and Giropa Point  dwindling strengths, limited resources, and battlefield 

necessity meant Australian and American forces had to worked closely together. Australian and 

American infantry, supported by Australian artillery and tanks, and American mortars and aircraft, 

attacked together and gradually rolled-back the Japanese defences. A hybrid medical system which 

included Australian Field Ambulances and American Portable Field Hospitals enabled the rapid 

evacuation of casualties to Dobodura airfield or lifesaving surgery to be completed close to the 

frontlines. Lieutenant-Colonel Alexander MacNab, CO III/128th, recalled the friendly rivalry which 

developed between his battalion and the 2/12th Battalion of Lieutenant-Colonel Arthur Arnold 

during the final weeks at Buna: 
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Everybody’s spirits were high as we were putting the finishing touches to a most unpleasant 
job… Arnold and I had been in view of each other almost continuously during this period, 
each in the front line of his troops, being foolish by having a good time. When he had gotten 
fairly close to the line of bunkers (we were coming in on their rear and flank) he yelled to my 
troops, “Where is the American Commander?” – I replied to him, “You know damn well 
where I am, you’ve been trying to get abreast for an hour”. He yelled “Let’s get the 
bastards”... We all, Aussies and Yanks, went in on a run.24 

Victory at Buna was a combined Allied effort, though there was some resentment of the perception 

that the Australian had captured Buna because ‘the Australians always got the tanks’.25 

Cooperation at Sanananda was more strained. Whilst the 126th Regiment was welcomed 

when it arrived to relieve the exhausted 16th Brigade, its first offensive effort to conduct and 

envelopment between 23-26 November left Major-General George Vasey, GOC 7th Division, 

unimpressed. He believed the regiment lacked ‘the idea of strong and quick action’ and had 

‘maintained masterful inactivity’. The regiment’s commander, Colonel Clarence Tomlinson, 

conceded he was also ‘embarrassed’ by the formation’s showing.26 This impression remained 

difficult to overcome, but the Allied forces, which continued to attack unsuccessfully throughout 

December, faced a formidable defensive network defending the Killerton junction in depth. As 

manpower rapidly decreased due to heavy casualties and wastage from disease, composite 

Australian and American units were formed just to ensure available personnel could operate as 

effective fighting groups. However, this necessity frustrated some unit commanders. Major Richard 

Boerem, commander of the American Soputa Force, which comprised all remaining elements of the 

126th Regiment at Sanananda, made frequent representations to Brigadier Selwyn Porter, 

Commander 30th Brigade, about issues he felt disadvantaged his troops, such as the ‘habitual 

Australian practice of causing American field officers to relinquish command of portions of his men 

to Australian command’.27 

In January, the 163rd Regiment and 18th Brigade arrived to reinforce the 7th Division. 

Despite the 18th Brigade having accepted almost 50% reinforcements fresh from training depots to 

replace the heavy losses sustained at Buna, Vasey preferred to use the 18th Brigade to attack the 

Killerton Junction defences whilst the 163rd Regiment was employed in a supporting role and to 

attack smaller positions along the Sanananda Road. Vasey remained sceptical of the Americans, 

arguing the 163rd Regiment was not ‘quite as aggressive when it comes to close work as is necessary 

 
24 MacNab to Milner, 18 April 1950, Warren Letters, RG319 E53 B4, National Archives and Records 
Administration (MD). 
25 MacNab to Milner, 18 April 1950, Warren Letters, RG319 E53 B4, National Archives and Records 
Administration (MD) 
26 Vasey to Blamey, 25 November 1942, 3DRL/6643 Item 2/140, Australian War Memorial (ACT). 
27 I/126th Infantry Battalion Journal – Major Boerem Force Sanananda-Soputa Operations, 13-14 December 
1942, 332-INF(126)-7-0.7, RG407 E427 B8010, National Archives and Records Administration (MD). 
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to finish the Japanese’, and after visiting the regiment, was ‘very fed up…and…[swore] never to 

accept Yanks under command again’.28 However, it should be noted that Vasey was equally critical of 

the Australian Militia units under his command, suggesting that performance, rather than 

nationality, was his biggest concern. Regardless of opinions, victory over the Japanese at Sanananda  

required a concerted Allied effort to contain and then reduce the defences. 

Beyond the immediate battlefield, Allied cooperation in the air proved another vital factor in 

the operations. Cooperation was required to resolve some of the practical issues of coordination, 

communication, and recognition to ensure a principally American air force could work with a 

primarily Australian ground force. This resulted in a hybridised system which incorporated elements 

of Australian and American doctrines, organisations, and capabilities. There was considerable 

similarity between the existing Australian Manual for Direct Air Support and American Aviation in 

Support of Ground Forces doctrine. 5AF’s Liaison Officer to NGF noted: 

I’ve have had some experiences with direct air support while on manoeuvres in the United 
States. I believe the Australian Manual of Direct Air Support to be basically sound…The 
systems of communication and recognition prescribed therein are similar to our own. 29  

However, neither of the respective systems of communication or recognition could be easily 

employed in Papua due to limited wireless capabilities and poor observation between air and 

ground forces. Throughout the operations, Fifth Air Force (5AF), the RAAF, and Australian and 

American ground forces experimented with means of developing a system of communication and 

recognition, but by the end no satisfactory solution had been found. 

 Steps were also taken to ensure better coordination between NGF and Advanced Echelon 

5AF (ADVON5AF). Prior to the beachhead operations commencing, there was  ‘no provision…at HQ 

NGF for dealing with general air matters’. 30 During November an Air Operations Section was 

established at NGF under Lieutenant-Colonel Tim Cape. Cape’s ‘Air Ministry’ briefed ADVON5AF on 

the ground situation and Australian Air Liaison Officers (ALOs) on air support requirements. During 

December, Major T. Bridges from ADVON5AF’s Operations Section was attached to NGF as the Air 

Support Officer, and a Senior Air Liaison Officer was appointed to attend all air force and army 

conferences at NGF and ADVON5AF to facilitate the flow of information. A key initiative was the 

 
28 Riggall Diary, 18 January 1943, cited in David Horner, General Vasey’s War (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 1992), 235; 7th Division General Staff Branch War Diary, 18 January 1943, AWM52 1/5/14/39, 
Australian War Memorial (ACT). 
29 Colonel H.F. Handy, “Report of Military Observer in the Southwest Pacific Theatre of Operations, September 
26 to December 23 1942,” 2 January 1943, #5, RG337 E15A B51, National Archives and Records Administration 
(MD). 
30 New Guinea Force, “Air Support in New Guinea Sept. 42-Jan. 43,” 23 January 1943, AWM54 85/3/8, 
Australian War Memorial (ACT). 
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assignment of Australian Air Liaison Sections (ALSs) and ALOs to as many combat squadrons and 

ground units as possible. ALOs had a critical role in relaying accurate and up-to-date information 

about the ground situation to air units. The work of No.2 ALS with the 32nd Division and No.4 Army 

Cooperation Squadron at Buna demonstrated the value of ALOs and achieved a high degree of 

cooperation once American formations were briefed on what they could provide. This served to 

greatly increase the effectiveness of artillery and the infantry’s confidence in artillery support. 

Problems with air-ground coordination remained until early December as the 32nd Division 

and 7th Division utilised different procedures for requesting air support. The 32nd Division 

sometimes used channels directly to 5AF or GHQ SWPA, which caused NGF confusion about the 

availability of aircraft for missions. This had been a contentious issue between Herring and Harding 

and was a point Eichelberger immediately conceded upon assuming command. On 9 December NGF 

issued a General Order standardised the procedure to request and allocate air support to avoid 

confusion about the availability of aircraft and the feasibility of support missions. Whilst close air 

support failed to deliver the decisive tactical effects air and ground commanders had hoped, the 

operational-level air campaign to isolate the battlefield and interdict Japanese shipping was pivotal. 

The system for air coordination established by the end of the operations was unique; it was a 

product of expedients and necessities which drew on commonalities between Australian and 

American doctrines and made use of the available resources in theatre to make a practical – if 

imperfect – system. 

Australian-American cooperation was also crucial to supplying the operations. An Allied 

approach to logistics was required to overcome problems arising from differences in doctrine, the 

duplication of supply lines, differing supply requirements, limited transportation, and logistical 

vulnerabilities. Initial misunderstandings and competing doctrinal priorities were apparent. 

Australian “Q” staff felt the American system viewed logistics as divorced from operations, whereas 

American logistics staff felt Australian methods were ineffective and marginalised the Americans. 

NGF was responsible for the provision of basic supplies for American forces in Papua, but the 

American supply command – USASOS – was not represented at NGF. Colonel George DeGraaf, US I 

Corps Quartermaster, stated: 

Our allies are not familiar with the requirements or methods of supply, and, secondly, do not 
have the same degree of interest in supplying our troops as we have ourselves. This is but 
natural…31 

 
31 Colonel George DeGraaf, “Notes on the Buna Campaign, 1 December 1942-24 January 1943,” 1 February 
1943, 333 HQ I Corps Office of Quartermaster, RG338 E339 B279, National Archives and Records 
Administration (MD). 



Australian-American Cooperation at the Beachheads, 1942-43   14 

 

In order to reconcile differing approaches to supply and avoid establishing Australian and American 

lines of communication in Papua, GHQ SWPA took the novel approach of forming the Combined 

Operations Services Command (COSC) on 5 October 1942. COSC was a hybrid command-staff 

organisation which blended Australian and American logistics organisations. It was designated as a 

subordinate command to NGF, but operated like a staff. It coordinated all Allied rear and base area 

logistics which allowed NGF to focus on operational supply. COSC was responsible for the base 

development, storage, and infrastructure in Port Moresby and Milne Bay which enabled the 

prosecution of the beachhead operations.  

COSC proved to be one of the only truly Allied commands in Papua. It was formed and 

operated on the principle of parallelism. It was Commanded by US Brigadier-General Dwight Johns, 

with Australian Brigadier Victor Secombe as Deputy. The two were described by Herring as born co-

operators. American and Australian service representatives for supply and transportation, small 

shipping, medical services, engineer construction, and ordnance and were paired together to 

coordinate and assist one another. COSC’s engagement with NGF helped marry operational and 

administrative requirements. The organisation worked admirably and there were few complaints 

about its effectiveness. However, some American officers were less pleased with it as it was part of 

an “Australian” command and it was gradually dismantled by March 1943. Whilst COSC proved 

effective at facilitating the supply of the Allied forces, it was unable to fully address concerns about 

favouritism. Limited transport resources and the sheer practical difficulties of sustaining the 

operations by air and sea led to sporadic differences in the allocation of resources between the 

Australian and American sectors. This issue remained a concern for Harding until his relief and was 

championed by Sutherland on several occasions to gain concessions from Australian high command.  

Attitudes between Australian and American troops never fell to the acrimonious levels they 

did at high command. Most soldiers and officers had some experience working with or observing 

their allies. Attitudes generally reflected the circumstances troops found themselves in; thankful for 

relief by their allies or frustrated they had not finished the job. However, by the end of the 

operations, in most cases a mutual respect and esteem had developed between the two forces 

based on the shared hardships, sacrifices, and successes they had endured. The US WWII Veteran’s 

Surveys indicate American soldiers overwhelmingly had a high opinion of Australian troops. 

American soldiers were also impressed by the way in which Australian forces attacked and the 

leadership of their officers: “…more than one man was heard to remark that he wished his officers 
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were more like the Australian officers, who were believed to lead their men into enemy fire”.32 After 

the capture of Buna, MacNab wrote: 

…there was never better comradeship-in-arms than that I saw between them and my own 
 troops. They were and are, happy, courageous and self-sacrificing comrades. I would rather 
 fight alongside an Australian outfit than any other I have ever seen.33 

Likewise, Martin recorded: 

The Aussies grew to respect the fighting ability and spirit which the Americans displayed 
during the remainder of the fighting despite the terrible beating they had taken before. The 
Americans in turn admired the fighting qualities of the Australians. This mutual respect 
increased and grew stronger as the operation progressed, with the forces fighting side by 
side.34 

The Australians were generally welcoming of the Americans, though they were less impressed – and 

often sympathetic –  to the lack training, discipline, and leadership in the ‘green’ National Guard 

outfit. The 2/1st Battalion’s war diary noted the Australians ‘lost no time in making friends with the 

Americans’ who were to take over their positions at Sanananda, though some were not overly 

impressed by the American’s cockiness ‘after being told we could go home now, as [the Americans] 

were here to clean things up’.35 Private Frederick Williams’, 2/2nd Battalion, experience holding the 

line with American forces at Sanananda provides a broad snapshot of the general Australian 

attitudes:  

… we sort of bedded really good in with them and they had their rations and they'd give us 
two of their rations for one of ours. They had chocolate and lollies…cold-water coffee, 
biscuits. And we had bully beef and biscuits…They were really, really nice. Terrific fellows. I'd 
say probably we were the first unit to actually fight alongside them…I'd be here, a Yank 
there and a Yank there and an Aussie there…[the Americans] had a machine gun. It was a 
pistol grip on a tripod pointing down the track…I crawls over alongside and says…“What are 
you going to do…when they come along the track...yell out bang, bang, bang?” He said, 
“Why?” I said, “Where are your belts?” No ammunition. It was on the ground. They were 
that excited, they forgot to put it through.36  

The operations highlighted the vast differences in experiences and preparation between the two 

forces. Different expectations and standards in discipline, training and methods generated some 

negative feelings, but the hardships of the campaign provided a common ground for future 

cooperation. 

 
32 Major W.D. Parker, “Notes on Operations Near Buna, New Guinea, Nov. 14-23, 1942,” 2 December 1942, 
AWM 581/7/20, Australian War Memorial (ACT) 
33 MacNab to Milner, 15 November 1949, Warren Letters, RG319 E53 B4, National Archives and Records 
Administration (MD). 
34 Martin to Ward, 6 March 1951, Interviews, RG319 E53 B5, National Archives and Records Administration 
(MD). 
35 2/1st Infantry Battalion War Diary,22 November 1942, AWM52 8/3/1/28, Australian War Memorial (ACT). 
36 Private Frederick Williams, #780 Australian At War Film Archive. 
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Australian and American Soldiers Celebrate Christmas at Buna, 25 December 1942 

The beachhead operations were a difficult first test for the Australian-American coalition. 

Whilst there was a considered effort by tactical commanders and soldiers to work cooperatively with 

their partners, tensions remained at higher levels. Nationalist perceptions ultimately distorted 

objective assessments of the extremely difficult tactical situation facing ground forces. Nonetheless, 

it is obvious that without the contributions of both forces, the beachheads could not have been 

secured. The difficult task of defeating the Japanese in New Guinea and securing Rabaul would 

require even greater understanding, coordination, and cooperation as the air, sea, and land forces 

needed for these tasks was substantially greater than those available in 1942.  


