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PREFACE

American historians, chiefly biographers
1
of the American General

Douglas MacArthur, Supreme Commander, South-west Pacific Area, during

World War II, have tended to accept the General's claim that when he

arrived in Australia in March 1942 he discovered to his horror that the

Australian General Staff's plan for the defence of Australia was to

withdraw south of a line just north of Brisbane and all that area north

of the line was to be ceded to the Japanese. Australian historiography,

on the other hand, has taken the opposite view. This view has followed

the 1943 'Brisbane Line' Royal Commission findings, that there was no

Brisbane Line, or upheld the Australian Army assertion, voiced by General

Sir Iven Mackay that the Brisbane Line was something plucked out of the

air by politicians.
2
 Among Australian writers, only Elwyn Spratt, the

biographer
3
 of one of the main participants in the 1942-1943 Brisbane Line

controversy Eddie War4,the maverick Federal Labor Member for East Sydney]

has claimed the Brisbane Line in fact existed.

Ward alleged that under the Menzies-Fadden Governments from 1939 to

October 1941, there was a plan to abandon all of Australia, north of a

line drawn diagonally from Adelaide to Brisbane to the Japanese without

firing a shot. He further claimed that there was no provision for evacuation

of civilians living north of this line to safer areas in the south in the

Menzies-Fadden plans for the defence of continental Australia. At times

he blamed not only his political rivals for this plan, but the Australian

General Staff.
4
 Ward's charges that a document detailing these alleged

plans was missing from official files resulted in a Royal Commission into

that particular allegation. Ward's allegation was dismissed, and, inter
alia, the Royal Commissioner, Sir Charles Lowe, found there was no strategy

1. See for example, W. Manchester, American Caesar, Douglas MacArthur
1880-1964, Boston, 1968 and, a more general approach, J. Costello,
The Pacific War, London, 1985.

2. See P. Hasluck, The Government and the People, 1942-1945. Canberra, 1970,
D.M.Horner, Crisis of Ca7mand, Australian Generalship and the Japanese
Threat, 1941-1943, Sydney, 1977, D.M. Horner, ;Lieutenant-General
V.A.H. Sturdee : The Chief of General Staff as Commander' in D.M. Horner
(ed.) The	 enders AI,..stralian Military Leadership in the Twentieth, 
Century, Sydney, 1984.

3. Elwyn Spratt, Eddie Ward, the Firebrand of East Sydney, Adelaide, 1965.
4. The best summary of Ward's charges is in the Shedden Papers. See

AA ACT CRS A 5954. Box 968. The Brisbane Line. Statements by Mr Ward
on the Brisbane Line, n.d.



that could be properly called a Brisbane Line. Nevertheless, as a result

of Ward's campaign on the Brisbane Line in the 1943 Federal elections

R.G. Menzies, Prime Minister from April 1939 .to September 1941, was tarred

with the responsibility for implementing that alleged strategy to the end

of his life.

Curiosity about the conflict between Ward-Macarthur view and those

of Menzies and the General Staff of the Australian Army, and the consequent

varying interpretations of American and Australian historians, drew me to

a study of the strategy for Australia's continental defence and the

controversy it created.

Very little actually has been written on the so-called 'Brisbane

Line' strategy or the Brisbane Line controversy. Touched on briefly by

Curtin's biographer, Lloyd Ross, and by Spratt, and in some military
'Sh

biographies, notably those of General Sir Thomas Blamey, General Sir Iven

Mackay, General V.A.H. Sturdee and Major General H. Gordon Bennett,
52

the

main work on the political level is that done by Sir Paul Hasluck in the

official war history and on the strategic level by Lieutenant-Colonel

D.M. Horner in the studies of World War II command strategy.

Hasluck reviewed the sequence of events that made up the Brisbane

Line controversy of 1942-1943. On the strategic level, while acknowledging

the existence of a strategy for concentration of troops in vital areas in

time of war and concealing that that strategy must have been well-known

to any alert member of Parliament 'in general terms', he appears not to

have made the connection between that strategy and Ward's charges of a

'Brisbane Line'. Neither did he make explicit the essential connection

between army plans for mobilisation and the strategy of concentration.

Thus he was, inaccurately, able to date the submission of such plans to

the Government as late as February 1942. This dating exonerated the

Menzies-Fadden Governments from any connection with them.
6

More importantly, Hasluck asserted that both Government and non-

Government members rejected the 4 February 1942 memorandum prepared by

5.0-See Lloyd Ross, John Curtin, A Biography, Sydney, 1977; L Spratt, op. cit.;
J. Hetherington, Blarney, Controversial Soldier. A Biography of Field
Marshall Sir Thomas Blarney, Canberra, 1975;:t Frank Legge, The Gordon
Bennett Story, Sydney, 1965;2and A.B. Lodge, The Fall of General Gordan
Bennett, N9rth Sydney, 1986.

6. Hasluck, op.cit., pp.713, 717.



Mackay and Sturdee's concurrence in it, as evidenced by a previous Sturdee

memorandum which argues the same thing. Mackay's memorandum proposed that

the area north of Brisbane could not be defended because of lack of troops

and equipment. Hasluck appears to have overlooked the fact that the Labor

Party, the UAP and the UCP neither fully accepted nor rejected the Mackay

memorandum. Rather, they countered with an ambiguous strategy that could

be interpreted either as an instruction to defend the north or a continuation

of the vital area strategy of which Mackay's memorandum was a component.

The conclusion that official papers showed Curtin and other Labor

members of the Advisory War Council never gave support to Ward's charges

is accurate.
7
 However, personal papers of Ward and others, inaccessible

to Hasluck, show that for political purposes, Ward was,-..from time to time

privately encouraged in his allegations by both Curtin and the Labor Minister

for the Army, Frank Forde.

Hasluck was fortunate in being able to examine 'the complete papers'

placed before the Royal Commission of 1943 into Ward's allegation of a

missing document.
8
 These are no longer extant, and I have had to construct

my account of the 'in camera' proceedings of the Royal Commission from

fragmentary sources. From these it is evident that Sir Frederick Shedden,

the Secretary for Defence, advised the Royal Commissioner that a document

alleging there was a plan to abandon the north of Australia above a line

drawn from Maryborough to Adelaide, and supposed to have been submitted to,

and rejected by, the UAP Minister for the Army' 	 Spender, written by

the Chief of General Staff, Lieutenant-General V.A.H. Sturdee, had been

reported as missing. Hasluck may not have seen this advice, contained

in Shedden's personal papers, which -Low& evidently ignored in his findings

that no document was missing from official files.

Strictly speaking, Horner's account of the implementation for the

strategy of concentration of troops in vital areas, is unconnected with the

Brisbane Line controversy, except insofar as he refers to the existence of

plans in the various commands 'envisaging the defence of main areas of

population'. He suggests that such a plan drawn up for the defence of

7. Ibid., p.71S.
8. Ibid., p.715.



Brisbane in September, 1940 might have been the basis of Ward's allegations.

He concludes 'It 'would have been equally valid to speak of a Newcastle or

a Perth Line'.	 In his treatment of the Mackay memorandum and the Sturdee

concurrence he makes no link with the alleged 'Brisbane Line' . 9

Horner does not make the connection between the strategy for

concentration of forces in the vital south-eastern areas and the Brisbane

Line because he is writing about the Brisbane Line 'with the politics

left out'. It is a minor shortcoming in his magisterial work on Australian

and Allied strategy, 1939-45. 'Putting the politics in' in this thesis,

I will show that Eddie Ward, in particular, constructed his Brisbane Line

charges on not only the implementation of the vital area strategy but on

plans for scorched earth policy and on political considerations governing

evacuation policy. The piecing together of these factors, as in a

detective story, shows that a firm, but mistaken, basis did exist for

Ward's belief in a Brisbane Line. It was not concocted by his political

opponents, but rather his own fervid and imaginative misinterpretation of

the situation.

Horner also treats General MacArthur's contribution to the Brisbane

Line debate. His chief purpose is to show the inaccuracy of MacArthur's

Brisbane Line allegation and to demonstrate the Australian Army had an

offensive interest with its eyes fixed on New Guinea.
10

He follows the

standard defer* against the Brisbane Line allegations in his interpretation.

This defence, which looks to forward defence planning, misses the fact that

MacArthur was railing against General Staff plans for continental defence.
MacArthur's charge against the Australian General Staff was, behind the

scenes, not a charge connected with Army strategy. In reality we shall

see that MacArthur's famed 18 Mare{ 1943 statement was political in intent,

to embarrass John Curtin, the Labor Prime Minister. Moreover, MacArthur

appears to have confused Australian preparations for defending the vital

area on the south-east coast with half-baked American plans of lines of

defence in the North, prepared before his arrival in Australia in March 1942.

9. Horner, Crisis of Command, pp.47-49.
10. D.M. Horner, High Command Australian and Allied Strategy, 1939-45,

Canberra, 1982, pp.178-186.



This thesis is concerned primarily with political reactions to plans

for the continental defence of Australia. There was naturally no question

that the Australian Army would do other than make its major effort in that

continental defence on the vital Brisbane-Sydney-Melbourne region. The

problem facing the strategic planners in the event of invasion was what

effort should be made to defend other areas. There was no confusion in

military minds on the appropriateness of this vital area strategy as they

always realised it was almost as impossible for them to defend the whole

continent as it was for an enemy to occupy the whole continent. Confusion

did arise, however, in the minds of the politicians. It is the interaction

between the Army, especially, and the politicians, which is the concern

of the discussion of strategy in this thesis. That interaction, from

September 1939 to about February 1944, and in particular the political

exploitation made of it by Ward, Curtin and Forde, is the basis of our

story.

One constant, always present in military planning, needs clarifying

at the outset: the distinction between 'raids' and 'invasion' as seen by

the Australian General Staff. In most countries 'invasion' presumed a

landing and permanent occupation of part or whole of the country. But in

Australia it was always assumed that all an invading army had to do was

force the Australian Government to sue for peace would be to land, occupy,

and hold the vital south-eastern industrial areas of Newcastle, Sydney

and Port Kembla - the occupation of these three cities seems to have been

synonymous with the idea of 'invasion'. A raid, on the other hand,

presumed a landing accompanied by a heavy or light attack, usually the

former, inflicting minor to serious damage, but without the more brief

temporary occupation.

A caution, too, needs to be entered about the number of troops

deployed at particular locations, and referred to from time to time in

the following pages. The numbers assumed to be present by the various

G.O.C.s (notably in Queensland) were numbers on paper. Further research

needs to be done on this question and on the actual deployment of Australian

troops around the continent in the critical months between December 1941

and May 1942. I have been precluded from concentrating on such detail

because of 0 focus on the personal and political interactions of men,
civil and military.

To explain and understand what formed the basis of the Brisbane Line

controversy, and how that basis was exploited politically I have used a

vi)



methodological approach based on the work of the English historian,

Maurice Cowling. Because Cowling's methodology is rare in Australian

historiography
11
 it is appropriate to give a brief summary of it here.

Cowling posits that political history can best be explained by

concentrating on the action of the 'fifty or sixty politicians who are

in continuous tension with one another' and 'whose authority constitutes

political leadership'. As well as the politicians, he includes in this

'world of high politics' other professions, for our purposes, notably

soldiers and bureaucrats, who also played politics. Cowlingite political

analysis involves looking at things from the inside, from the politician's

perspective. The politician assumes he is in control, or that his friends

or enemies are. External factors become significant insofar as they

are factors upon which the politician can exert personal influence. Hence,

as this thesis will show, politics continued even as the war progressed.

To explain the action of those involved in 'high politics' Cowling

operates on a number of assumptions, albeit ones based on acute observation

and experience of political behaviour.

He assumes that policies, plans, media moves, the influence of a

politician's constituency, party pressure and so on are all filtered

through the prism of personal ambition on the political chess-board.

While these factors still exist, they are not only 	 controlling elements

but political tools.

The use of these political tools is based on the uncertainty of the

outcome of political events, the jockeying for power and position, the

existence of a state of continuous tension under which the players on

the political chess-board act. This tension is seen as existing between,
within and across party (and groups). The Cowlingite perspective extends
beyond politicians to those who seek or hold power. My exegesis of

political power will show that, as far as both the 'Brisbane Line'

strategy and the Brisbane Line controversy were concerned soldiers and

bureaucrats played politics too.

11. The main exposition to date is C. Bridge, 'Casey, Menzies, and the
politics of Australia's participation in the European war)/October
1939 to January 1940', Flinders Journal of History and Po'litics,
Vol. 11,,1985, pp.79-90.



For the politicians, Cowling argues, theory has little place	 z.1

the politicians actually experience that theory. Rather that experience

is one, mainly, of political manoeuvre based on political purposes. By

looking at the context in which politicians reacted to each other, these

manoeuvres can be delineated. Such reactions are governed by self-
Z 6

interest, passion and principle. Self-interest is unavoidable and does

not necessarily yield to moral suasion, have regard for the interest of

opposing groups or even to the national interest. Principle is often a

facade and the extent one follows principle is a matter for political

judgement, based on 'the art of the possible' .12.0

In those instances where one is faced with a politician of principle

who cannot be swayed by violence, bribing or persuasion such politicians

tend to go against their immediate self-interest. Here, national survival

could but not necessarily would take precedence over personal political

survival,
13
 depending upon the motivation of the politician concerned.

Curtin, for example, believed a Labor Government was essential to

Australia's national survival, in terms of the conduct of the war, and

in terms of the reconstruction to be carried out according to Labor

principles in the post-war period. Ward believed Menzies was a greater

threat to Australia, because of Menzies' political philosophy, than were

the Japanese. The intensity with which he held that belief showed the

depth of his hatred for Menzies.

Central to Cowlingite assumptions is immediacy. Whatever the

political action, the politicians, and others, taking it are ignorant of

the future, or if not ignorant, uncertain. Such uncertainty produces a

conflict between intention and consequence, between how politicians

interpret reality for their public and what that reality really is.

Politics is, like life, a contingent and 'broken-backed' activity.
14

To discover this 'true' reality the political historian needs to

take into account all the discoverable circumstances wherein and whereby a

political decisiow.was made. Inherent in political action is the public

need to persuade. Politicians make statements intent on achieving their

12.9,Maurice Cowling, Impact of Labour, Cambridge, 1971, pp.3-4;
') Maurice Cowling, Disraeli, Gladstone and Revolution, Cambridge, 1967,
pp.5-6;

cMaurice Cowling, Impact of Hitler, Cambridge, 1975, p.ix.
:iMaurice Cowling, Nature and Limits of Political Science, Cambridge,
1963, p.195.

13. Maurice Cowling, Nature and Limits of Political Science, p.201.
14. Ibid., pp.119-120.



particular ends. These statements are tinged with a certain amount of

calculated deception, necessary to maintain political stability.
15

The reason I have chosen to add a Cowlingite dimension to explain

the political reality of the Brisbane Line is because the topic is an

ideal tool to get to the bottom of what the Brisbane Line was all about.

Essentially, the Brisbane Line was a massive exercise in deception and

political buck-passing on all participants' parts. Thus a Cowlingite

approach is a particularly appropriate methodology for this subject.

Those dangers inherent in Cowling's approach, - over-concentration

on the detail of conflict and manoeuvre, leading to a loss of general

perspective
16
 -do not apply in this case, because the Brisbane Line saga

is essentially a story of manoeuvre and conflict. This thesis will go

some way towards highlighting the reality of politics in this period of

Australian political history. That reality, as we shall see, is

solepsistical in nature, out of touch with the real world. By examining

the deception intrinsic in the history of the Brisbane Line we can

re-evaluate and solve it as an historical problem.

15. Ibid., pp.186-7.
16. See for example, R. Barker, 'High Politics and Low Cunning',

Government and Opposition, 7. 1. (Winter 1972), pp.99-107.
and C. Bridge, 'Impact of India on British High Politics in the
1930's : The Limits of Cowlingism', South Asia, new series, V, 2
(1982), pp.13-23.
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