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CHAPTER 4

THE REALITY BEHIND THE BRISBANE LINE ALLEGATIONS

Curtin lacked expertise in defence matters. He did not understand

the duties or responsibilities of military commanders and never attended

Chiefs of Staff meetings, choosing to rely chiefly on the Government's

public service advisers. Thus Shedden established himself as Curtin's

chief defence adviser. Under Curtin his influence was far greater than

it had ever been in Menzies' day.
1
 Curtin's lack of understanding of

the role of military commanders, shared by Forde, created misunderstandings

and brought about refusal to give political direction. These factors

contributed to events that underlay the Brisbane Line controversy.

Necessarily, Curtin had as his main purpose the fighting and the

winning of the war. Some Labor politicians however saw no reason why

the conduct of the war should prevent Labor introducing social reforms.

Many, because of their anti-conscriptionist beliefs, were unsympathetic

to military needs.
2

Conversely, the Army Staff Corps were mistrustful

of their new masters. The most influential of their critics was Eddie

Ward, the new Minister for Labour and National Service. His hatred of

Menzies, distrust of the conservative parties, and suspicion of the

military impelled him towards endangering national security during the

course of the Brisbane Line controversy. But this lay in the future in

the early days of the Curtin Government.

Not a great deal changed immediately under Curtin. A report to

Forde by Mackay on 27 October indicated that appreciations and planning

for local defence in Queensland and New South Wales were based on the

assumption that the vital area of Newcastle-Sydney-Port Kembla had

priority in defence. Troops available to defend the region were ill-

equipped and under-trained. A directive from the Defence Committee,

1. Horner, High Cormand, p.140.
2. Horner, C:Pisis of Command, p.23.
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the same date, reviewing the co-ordinated control of Army and Air Force

operations in Australia followed the same lines in planning as that

outlined to the Fadden Cabinet on 3 September.
36

 Army battle plans

assumed the main battle would be concentrated in the south-eastern

industrial cities. Major attacks were not anticipated on the North,

Western Australia, Papua New Guinea or the islands to the north. Defence

of the North remained on the same basis as it had been established in 1935,

dependent on local forces, but never at the expense of the protection

of the vital south-east industrial region.

On 8 November, Blarney returned from the Middle East for a short

visit to Australia, to discuss the organisation of the AIF in the Middle

East, post-mortems of the Greek campaign and the prevention of a similar

catastrophe in Turkey, should Australian troops be committed there. 
4

After two days of discussion with Sturdee, he went briefly to Brisbane

where he spent a little over an hour with Mackay, Major-General Durrant,

GOC Northern Command, and the acting Lord Mayor of Brisbane. Durrant

in September 1941 had prepared an appreciation on the defence of

Queensland. He concluded that Brisbane was the most important area of

the State and would need the bulk of the troops available to defend it.

Next in importance were Townsville and Rockhampton, vulnerable to minor

raids, then Cairns and Maryborough. Queensland could not be adequately

defended without reinforcements from the Southern States, operating in

conjunction with local troops and VDC at the point of attack. To protect

the far north Durrant wanted Field artillery to compensate for the lack

of armoured vehicles, and the institution of a comprehensive denial

(scorched earth) policy, in co-operation with State authorities (cf.

Figure 8).

Durrant and the deputy-mayor of Brisbane were strange bedfellows

for Blarney, whose primary business in Australia centred in Sydney and

3.a, AWM 3 DRL 6850/128. Mackay Papers. Mackay to Forde 27.10.41 and
AWM 3 DRL 6850/128 GOC Report to Minister for the Army, 27,.10.41.
AWM 54 243/6/114. Army HQ Minute Papers, Variety of Subjects.
Oct. 1941-February 1942, Co-ordinated Plans for the Defence of
Australia. Co-ordinated Control of Army and Air Force Operations
and Naval Co-operation in Local Defence Measures. Directive No.2.
27.10.41.
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Canberra, in connection with the war in the Middle East and the Balkans.

We do not know if defence plans for Queensland were discussed at the

November 8 meeting ', but in the light of later events that whirlwind visit

to Brisbane was an intriguing detour for the future Commander in Chief,

AMF, especially so since he consulted a civil representative. 
^C'

Ambivalence permeated the politicians' attitude to Japan by the

end of November. Curtin's and Evatt's hopes were pinned on negotiations

Casey was attempting to conduct with the Japanese envoy in Washington,

aimed at getting Japan to resume talks with America which had recently

broken down. Because of the deteriorating international situation,

Curtin, too late, ordered Casey not to proceed with the talks.5

Conceivably, these diplomatic overtures were mirrored in the directive

to Army Headquarters, that it was forbidden to issue instructions to

Commands that war with Japan was inevitable.

At home, the Government authorised the Army to provide training

and equipment for the VDC. But equipment available, as always, was

limited. Only VDC units 'earmarked for definite operational roles' were

given priority of issue. Those units in isolated areas would be without

equipment for some time. b

By 4 December the first of the appreciations made by the Northern

Command Combined Planning Committee, machinery approved by the Fadden

Government on 3 September, was issued.
7

Naval and air force contributions to the appreciation, like that

of the Army, virtually saw North Queensland as indefensible. Yet the

principles on which these appreciations were based were in accordance

with those laid before the Fadden Cabinet on 3 September. These principles

were similarly followed by the Curtin Government. It was neither intended

nor possible to defend the whole of North Queensland with the forces available.

4. The above paragraphs are derived froma.Horner, High Commana,
pp.125-126; bAWM 3 DRL 6643. Blarney Papers. C in C Diary, pp.156-157;
For the Durrant appreciation see:CAWM 54 243/6/40. COMBILTED PLAN=
Committee Appreciation for Defence of Northern Gormand December 194:.
Appreciation of the Situation by GOC Northern Command, 23.9.41.

S. A. Watt, Australian Diplomat, Sydney, 1972, pp.41-42.
6. AWN 3 DRL. 6850/123/2. Mackay Papers. Director of Military Training

to Personal Assistant GOC Home Forces.
7. AWM 54 243/6/40. Combined Planning Appreciation in the Defence of

Northern Command. December, 1941. Combined Planning Committee.
Northern Command, pp.2-32.

IF
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When War Cabinet met in Melbourne on 5 December, it considered

Mackay's October report on the state of the home forces. The Cabinet

was quite alarmed at the deficiencies revealed therein and ordered no

publicity be given to its contents until after War Cabinet had considered

them. They directed Mackay not to submit any further reports until the

Military Board's observations on them had been provided to the Minister

for the Army. Thus Cabinet would have before it the fullest information,

including the Minister's decisions and directions.
8

Sturdee's hand may have been evident in this, attempting to minimise

the effect of Mackay's direct access to the Minister. At the same meeting,

Sturdee urged an increase in the size of the AMF, but Cabinet dithered,

agreeing only to full-time call up of the militia, but not an increase

in its size. In practice, this meant that those enlisted would be placed

on full-time duty, but that no attempt would be made to expand the

classes eligible for call-up. Interservice rivalry surfaced between the

Navy and the Army. The senior naval officer, Commodore J. Dumford argued

there was 'too much army'. This caused Cabinet modification of Sturdee's

request, much to the Chief of General Staff's alarm and annoyance.
9

The next day, 6 December, Casey reported from Washington that the

Japanese Embassy there was destroying its papers and records. The

Japanese legation in Sydney followed suit.
n
 On 7 December, at 8 a.m.

Pearl Harbour, the U.S. Naval Base in Hawaiwas bombed with five

battleships sunk, and three severely damaged. Two destroyers were damaged

in dry dock. Japanese forces landed at Khota Baru in Malaya, air attacks

were launched on the Philippines, and Singapore and Hong Kong, too,

suffered raids. The Pacific War had begun.
11

*

At a morning meeting hours after Pearl Harbour, War Cabinet was

briefed by the Chiefs of Staff about Australia's preparedness for war

8. AA ACT CRS A 2671. War Cabinet Agendum 393/1941. Report by the GOC
of Home Forces for the month of October, 5.12.41.

9. Rowell, Full Circle, p.100.
10. Horner, High Camand,p.135.
11. Chapman, op.cit., p.249.
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with the new enemy. Sturdee's purpose was to defend Moresby, Rabaul,

Ambon, Timor and New Ireland by reinforcements. There was a decided

lack of naval defence. The Air Force was reluctant to recall flying

boats and fighter squadrons from the United Kingdom and the Middle East

respectively, and had only enough bombs to 'carry on bombing for three

or four months'. The AMF was short of a variety of kinds of artillery,

machine guns, rifles for rearward troops, and deficient in transport

organisation.2 h1

Shedden, the War Cabinet Secretary, was unimpressed by Sturdee's

resume. On the former's recommendation, Curtin sought a new appreciation

from the Chiefs of Staff on Australia's defence capabilities and on the

likely form in which Australia might be attacked. He sought too, from

London information on how Britain intended to strengthen her Naval and

Air Forces in the Far East to meet the new threat. 12c-

The following day War Cabinet inducted a further 25,000 trainees

into the militia, a partial mobilization. When on 10 December, the

Prince of Wales and Repulse were sunk off Malaya in the Gulf of Siam,

the Navy conceded 'the sky was the limit for the Army'. Interservice

rivalry that had hindered Sturdee's urging for full mobilization

dissipated overnight. Cabinet approved the calling up of an additional

Army personnel of 114,000, including unmarried men or widowers without

children in the 35 to 45 age bracket. Boys turning eighteen were to

be trained in the AMF. 5,000 men were called up for the Volunteer

Defence Corps and put on full-time duty for coast watching and the

protection of aerodromes. The Government assured those called up that

they would not be used outside Australia, except in Commonwealth

territories or territories under Commonwealth control.
3c_1

Priority in Army defence measures was given to the Newcastle-

Sydney-Port Kembla region and Darwin. Steps were taken in forward

defence with an increase in the Moresby garrison and the retention of
/act

the 2,158 garrison at Rabaul as a first line of defence. These steps

12. ,-John Hetherington, Air War against Germany and Italy, 1939-43,
Canberra, 1954, p.264.

6 Horner, High Command, p.142 and AA ACT CRS A 5954. Box 768. Shedden
Papers. Shedden Memoirs. Box 14. Part 14. Part 2. Chapter 7. Initial
Defence Measures for War with Japan, pp.4-5.

c AA ACT CRS A 5954. Box 768. Shedden Papers. Shedden Memoirs, Box 14.
Part 2. Chapter 7. Initial Defence Measures for War with Japan,
pp•9-12.
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were confiuiied by the Advisory War Council on 18 December.
13

41-

Mackay meanwhile, was looking to his duties as GOC Home Forces.

In notes drawn up to clarify his own thinking, he envisaged the Japanese

would either destroy industrial plant at Newcastle and Port Kembla through

heavy raids or invade the main industrial areas. The whole of the

Australian coast could not be successfully defended. Therefore 'we .

had 'to confine ourselves to the defence of that portion of Australia

essential to the carrying-on of the war effort, and to providing a base

for the USA against Japan'. Consequently, 'a great part of coastal

Australia' would be without troops. Furthermore, troops would have to

be withdrawn from areas where they were already disposed. To prevent

'unfavourable' public response to the strategy, (just how he did not

say - politics was not his strong suit) Mackay wanted the Government to

'determine which parts of Australia must be held' and which parts were

to be left undefended. He especially needed a decision whether Townsville

or Tasmania were to be defended.
14

Mackay's position in the Army hierarchy was still unresolved.

From his own point of view he was Commander-in-Chief. While established

in his own headquarters on 22 December, he was still not in the position

to exercise his command as detailed in his September 1941 instructions. IC L•

Not until 2 January did Forde attempt to remove the confusion surrounding

the limits of Mackay's responsibilities. Then, he defined Mackay's

responsibilities as embracing the defence of the whole of Eastern Australia

and South Australia : that is, Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, South

Australia and Tasmania (cf. Figure 8). Forde emphasised Mackay's staff

was being quickly built up and would remain on a mobile basis, though

centred in Melbourne. Major-General George Vasey was appointed Chief of

Staff to Mackay's Home Forces.
15c

1:5LJ). Hasluck, Government and the People, 1942-45. Canberra, 1970, p.15.
LAIN 3 DRL 6850/128. Mackay Papers. GOC Report to Minister p/e.
11.12.41 and Rowell, cited in Full Circle, p.100.
Hasluck, op.cit., p.15.4. AA ACT CRS A 2671. War Cabinet Secretariat.
War Cabinet Agenda. Supplement 1 to 418/1941, 15.12.41 and Appreciation
by COS, Covering note by Curtin 15.12.41 COS Paper No.1 Chiefs of Staff
Appreciation. Defence of Australia and adjacent areas. 15.12.41.

Jr., AA ACT CRS ! 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 768. Shedden Memoirs. Box 14.
Pt.2. Ch.8. Defence of Australia and Adjacent Areas. COS Appreciation
December 1941, pp.3 and 5.

14. AWM 3 DRL 6850/128. Mackay Papers. Report to Minister from GOC Home
Forces 17.12.41.

15. For Mackay's view of himself cf L AWM 3 DRL 6850/128. Mackay Papers.
Report to the Minister from GOC Home Forces, 17.12.41;‘)Horner, Crisis
of Command, p.54-,c AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 265. Press
Release, Sir Iven Mackay's Command, 2.1.42.
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Commtind Areas announced by Forde, 2.1.12.

Arca comwanded by Brigadier Blake,
Command Dan;in.

Arca co41m:Ildcd by Major-G.:neral E.C.Plant,
nppointed bOC Wustern Coolmand, 2.1.42.

Area commanded by -iacl:ay, COC Iome Forces

Area under co;T:.1:.nd of OIC
S Nilitary District
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Throughout December and January the position in Malaya worsened

considerably. Churchill, on 11 January, advised that the United States

was 'quite willing ... to reinforce Australian home defence troops with

40 or 50 thousand Americans'. On this basis the Australian Chiefs of

Staff prepared an appreciation for Curtin on the danger of invasion to

Australia and the effect of the reinforcement of the home defence force

by such large numbers. The Chiefs of Staff told Curtin Australia's

immunity from invasion was impossible

until we have clearly stabilized our front along the
Malay Barrier or until we have achieved supremacy
over the Japanese fleet.

The Australian Army could not meet an attack of the weight the Japanese

could launch. They had not the capacity to increase their forces to any

appreciable extent because of limitations in manpower and equipment.

The Chiefs of Staff welcomed Churchill's suggestion that the home defence

forces be reinforced by fully equipped American formations. It was

assumed the United States troops would be subject to the Chief of General

Staff in 'training and operations'. Moreover, Australia itself was -

mark the words - 'an admirable base for offensive action against the

Japanese in the Southwest Pacific Area'.
16

On 20 January the Advisory War Council, after examining this paper,

modified the proviso that American reinforcements be fully equipped. The

Council noted they assumed full equipment would be provided by the

United States Government, but that provision of United States troops in

the strength suggested by Churchill was not Australia's only need.
;-7

There were serious deficiencies in aircraft and other equipment. The

War Council recommendations were taken as Cabinet decisions. 171)

British Borneo surrendered to the Japanese on 18 January. On

20 January, New Ireland, Dutch Borneo and the Solomons were invaded,

and landings were made by Japanese forces at Rabaul. On 21 January,

as Lae and Salamaua in north-east New Guinea were bombed for the first

time, Curtin cabled Roosevelt urgently outlining Australia's position.

We were, he said, the 'only white man's country south of the equator,

beset grievously'. Commitments to overseas theatres meant there was

16. AA ACT CRS A 2671. War Cabinet Secretariat. Item 32/1942. CS. OS
Paper No.3. Defence of Australia, 16.1.42.
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inadequate equipment for Australia to defend its own soil.
17c,

 Curtin was

urging the American President to reinforce Australia with fully-equipped

troops, in the light of Churchill's suggestion earlier in the month, and

the recommendation of the Advisory War Council.

From Malaya General Gordon Bennett, GOC ) AIF,Malaya) had reported

that the situation was deteriorating badly. H.V. Bowden, the Australian

Trade Commissioner at Singapore, thought the position 'desperate and

possibly irretrievable'. Cabinet decided to keep in Australia those

munitions made for export, to be used instead for Australia's defence.

News came from Page in London, that the British Cabinet were, in fact,

considering the evacuation of Singapore. Australia made the strongest

representations to Churchill against this course, Evatt going so far

as to represent it as 'an inexcusable betrayal'.
18

Slowly it dawned on

the War Cabinet and the Advisory War Council, with the increasing

weakness of the British and Australians in Malaya and the collapse of

Rabaul on 26 January, that Singapore would not be held and the Malay

Barrier would fall. The occupation of Rabaul had also greatly increased

the threat to Port Moresby, with its garrison of 5,500 troops. The

capture of Moresby would close Torres Strait. 
l9

Inexorably, the fortunes

of war were compelling attention towards the defence of the mainland.

War Cabinet, including the Allay Minister, Forde, must have been

aware that the plans fox the mainland's defence involved leaving part of

Queensland and Western Australia vulnerable. Information provided the

Advisory War Council on 30 January was no more reassuring. The Chiefs

of Staff reported there was little hope of United States co operation

in establishing a naval force in the Anzac Area, as proposed by Churchill

earlier in the month, since losses of the US Navy at Pearl Harbour were

greater than at first thought. Little progress had been made in gaining

17. For the above two paragraphs see :L.-AA ACT CRS A 2671. AWC Minute 684.
War Cabinet Agendum No.32/1942. Defence of Australia, 20.1.42;LWar
Cabinet Minute (1719) Agendum No.32/1942. Defence of Australia,
20.1.42;cHorner, Crisis of Corru'iand, p.39. On 24 January, Lae and
Salamaua were evacuated.

18. For Bennett, Bowden (cited), Evatt's role in 'inexcusable betrayal'
cable, etc. cf. Horner, High Command, pp.150-155.

19. Horner, High Command, p.155.
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air reinforcements for Moresby from America. The impression was

reinforced that the mainland itself was in dire danger, compounded once

the Imperial forces were driven from the Malayan peninsula onto Singapore

Island.
20

Forgan-Smith, the Queensland Premier, had his suspicions aroused

that the defence of his State would not be 'so vigorously maintained as

that of other states' when Curtin declined an offer for the establishment

of munitions factories and annexes on the Queensland coast. He told

Curtin such a course was absolutely unacceptable, and urged on him that

action be taken to use to the utmost the resources of cities and towns

in the State. More to the point, he wanted 'the available manpower

fully employed in the construction and equipment of adequate defence

lines'. Curtin's response was non-committal. He was prepared to discuss

the matters the Premier had raised with him personally, and had referred

Forgan-Smith's suggestions to the appropriate Ministers and Departments.

With this deft evasion, the problem ended for the time being for the

Commonwealth.
216

 As the Army had earlier warned, there were signs of an

unwillingness, at least on Queensland's part, for forces raised locally

to be used elsewhere in the country. Curtin himself displayed parochial

interest at the beginning of February. Representations made to him from

his home state about the shortage of service rifles available to the AMF

in Western Australia prompted a query to Forde. The reply was long

forthcoming, 25 February. Primarily it confirmed what Curtin had already

been told - rifles were short in all commands. Those of .303 and .301

calibre, impressed for the VDC's use, were without ammunition. 	
62?

So Curtin, at least, realised little was being done for the defence

of Queensland, and that the equipment position in Western Australia left

much to be desired. Queensland's position had not dawned on Forde.

20. AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 537. Advisory War Council
Minute (722) Operations. Report by Chiefs of Staff, 30.1.42.

21.u-AA ACT CRS A 816. 14/301/238. Department of Defence Correspondence
Files. Multiple Number Series (Class 001), Classified Defence of
Queensland 1942, Forgan-Smith to Curtin, 30.1.42;bibid., Curtin
to Forgan-Smith, n.d. (Received 5.2.42).

22.1-AA M141 b 5. Curtin Papers. Curtin to Forde 	 Forde
to Curtin, 26.2.42.

.9
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The Mackay Memorandum 

His position finally clarified, iii late January Mackay looked to

the problems of defending Australia's east coast. In a draft memorandum

he noted that he wanted a direction from the Government as to policy 'in

regard to surrendering to the enemy certain parts of Australia should

the enemy land there'. Troops could be allocated only 'without undue

dispersion and risk of defeat in detail' within the whole area 'inclusive

BRISBANE and MELBOURNE'. He took it that his first task was the denial

of that area to the Japanese, in accordance with the 'plans for the

collective use of forces raised in various Command's'. Consequently, if

'in the first instance' Japan landed in North Queensland or Tasmania, he
would not defend that area with the forces at his disposal, other than

through the troops already stationed there. To do so would mean dangerously

weakening the strength of forced in the vital south-eastern region. He

needed concurrence in this plan so he 'could make and carry out his plans

without undue reference to the Government', which, he assumed, would be

'pressed to provide protection for certain areas'. This was particularly

the case in Northern Queensland. While he supposed the arrival of

American troops in Australia would in time render a material change in

his current planning, he could not 'at the moment' foresee those troops,

and so could only plan with the troops at his disposal.
23

On 2 February, Mackay looked once more to the draft memorandum

he was preparing for Forde. He noted that the governing principle of his

planning was that Australia's Home Forces could be used only as they

presently existed, and not as they were one day planned to be. This

principle applied to 'planning, organisation, training, mobility, weapons

and other equipment'. He obviously had in mind the deficiencies in

numbers, equipment and training so frequently enunciated by the Chiefs
1.:t

of Staff. The next day, possibly apprehensive that Cabinet would not

approve of the lack of defence for North Queensland and Tasmania, he

noted the importance of Brisbane, the Kembla-Sydney-Newcastle-Lithgow area

and Melbourne, for a continuing war effort. To defend Australia he had

little more than five divisions, excluding Darwin, Western Australia,

South Australia, Tasmania and north of Brisbane in Queensland. Apart

from South Australia, which was protected because of the retention of the

23. AWN 3 DRL 6850/127. Mackay Papers. Draft. Defence of Eastern Australia,
n.d. (probably written late January 1942 or before 4 February 1942).
Mackay's emphasis.
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vital Melbourne-Sydney area, those undermanned areas had to be treated

as isolated localities. He defined in some detail why Townsville and

Tasmania were isolated localities. Each would require at least one

unavailable division for their defence.
24 6

On 4 February, after consulting with Vasey, Mackay completed the

final draft of his memorandum and despatched it to Forde with a covering

note, which asked for Forde or the Government to give Mackay a direction

on the policy outlined in the memorandum. In essence the memorandum was

the plan the GOC in C Home Forces had evolved over the past week. He

wanted confirmation of his proposal not to reinforce Townsville or

Tasmania beyond their present strength. But the nub of Mackay's proposal

lay in his warning that it was necessary

to resist the creation of a false sense of security by
the dispersion of the very limited number of troops
available for the defence of Australia. Any call for
dispersion must be resisted if the defeat of our Army
in detail is to be avoided. It may be necessary to
submit to the occupation of certain Australian areas
by the enemy should local resistance be overcome, and
I remind the Government that it may be necessary to
accept such a possibility. 25

Forde received what henceforth will be referred to as the Mackay

memorandum in the afternoon. Proposals suggesting North Queensland would

be left with only a small number of troops were anathema to him as his

electorate, Capricornia, embraced some of the towns that would be left

undefended. Should he approve of Mackay's proposals he 'would

immediately lose ... his seat'. Self-interest, if nothing else, prompted

him to request Sturdee to consider proposals for an additional division

to be made available to Queensland, 'to be used to best possible advantage'.

He wanted more equipment of all kinds for AMF and VDC units in the State,

rifles made available to units in Central and Northern Queensland, up to

full strength, and all members of the VDC on the coast to be supplied

with ammunition as soon as possible. On Mackay's memorandum he sought

Sturdee's views.

Sturdee was contemptuous of the political manoeuvres. On the sixth

he told Forde bluntly, it was not a question to 'be dealt with from the

24.a-AWM 3 DRL 6850/129. Mackay Papers. Typed Note. Policy for Headquarters
Home Forces, 2.2.42; l'iDia.., Handwritten note by Mackay on vital area
strategy, 3.2.42.

25. Mackay Memorandum, 4.2.42; cited in Chapman, op.cit., pp.255-256.
26. AA ACT CRS A 2671. Defence Department III. War Cabinet Secretariat.

War Cabinet Agendum 96/1942. Appendix II. Defence of Australia,
pp.1-2, 17.2.42.
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aspects of State interests and boundaries alone' but from the larger

question of the defence of the Commonwealth as a whole. War Cabinet

had directed priority in defence be given to the vital Newcastle-Port

Kembla area, which meant the coastline from Brisbane to Melbourne had

to be denied to the enemy, lest the vital area in New South Wales become

vulnerable to attack from land-based enemy aircraft in either of those

two cities. As the Chiefs of Staff had already stressed on several

occasions, adequate forces were not available to meet the maximum scale

of attack on the Newcastle-Kembla area. The problem was not

what we can move out of the vital area to protect North
Queensland or Tasmania or Western Australia, but whether
we may not have to, or should not now take troops away
from those areas to increase our strength in the decisive
place.

Generally, he concurred with Mackay's view that existing garrisons

inQueensland should be maintained, but not reinforced so long as there

was a threat to the vital area. Only if the main threat was clearly

established as being directed at the flanks, should the main field army

be disposed to meet it. Sturdee warned that if a division was moved to

Queensland it would be limited to giving further protection to the area

adjacent to Brisbane. The only troops available were some in Victoria

not at present adequately equipped for an operational role. Mackay,

moreover, needed direction from the Government on the points raised in

his memorandum. Yet Sturdee did not hesitate to use the annoyance

Mackay's memorandum engendered in Forde. He questioned 'the working of

the arrangement whereby the GOC in C Home Forces had been given right of
i3

access to the Minister'. Within a fortnight it began to look as if the

idea of a GOC in C Home Forces might be abandoned.
274

Forde began to lobby against Army pressure for priority being

given to the defence of the vital south-eastern area. At a review of

operations and the defence position presented to the Advisory War Council

and State Premiers (Forgan-Smith included) on 11 February, Fadden, as a

27:1-AA ACT CRS A 2671. Defence Department III. War Cabinet Secretariat.
War Cabinet Agendum 96/1942. Appendix II. Defence of Queensland.
Reply by the Chief of Staff, p.1, 17.2.42. Dating of these documents
is taken from internal evidence. ID Ibid., Views of the Chief of Staff
on the Recommendations of GOC Home Forces in connection with the
Defence of Australia, p.2, 17.2.42;aAA ACT CRS 2684. Department of
Defence .4prreciations on the Defence of. Australia and the Anzac Area.
Advisory War Council Minute (778), GOC in C Home Forces, 19.2.42.
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Federal Country Party Queensland member, again raised the problem of lack

of equipment being provided for the defence of his State, emphasising

matters similarly raised by Forde on 4 February. Sturdee was able to

provide some immediate answers, but the situation was far from comfortable

for him.286

Mackay reiterated, in a report to Forde, the difficulties facing the

Army because of lack of equipment; under-training, and enjoined him to

take steps to lessen bureaucratic delays that held up progress to a war

time footing. Only forty per cent of those troops of the whole order of

battle who could be sent forward for fighting could be fully equipped.

There was insufficient supporting artillery to carry out a defensive, let

alone, an offensive role. Lamentable deficiencies existed in anti-

aircraft artillery, armoured field vehicles and motor vehicles. There

was inadequate air support for land forces.
29

This report did not influence

Forde's pre-occupation with the defence of Queensland, despite the

established Cabinet policy that priority of defence had to be given to

the vital south-eastern areas.

That afternoon, Curtin, after speaking at a war loans rally in

Martin Place, was hospitalized with acute gastritis. 300%-

Forde, who, in 1935, had narrowly missed out on the Labor leadership,

saw himself as heir-apparent. 	 Perhaps, too, Eddie Ward's ambitions for

the deputy-leadership, and ultimately, the Prime Ministership, were
30 c-

first kindled in those February days. 	 Electoral defeat for Forde now

meant much more than the loss of his Queensland seat. The Mackay

memorandum was suddenly a potential time-bomb and Cabinet policy of

priorit: for defence of the south-eastern industrial area, a burden Forde

did not need.

Events played into the Army Minister's hands, with the fall of

Singapore on 15 February, 1942. To Australians, the loss of Singapore

was the greatest disaster of the war. Over 17,000 men of the 8th AIF

Division were taken prisoner by the Japanese. The strategy of forward

28.a.AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 537. Advisory War Council
Minute (744) Review of Operations and Defence Position by Chiefs
of Staff, 11.2.42, p.2;AA ACT CRS A 2671. Defence Departnent III.
War Cabinet Secretariat, War Cabinet Agendum 96/1942, Appendix II,
Defence of Australia, p.1, 17.2.42.

29. AWM 3 DRL 6850/128. Mackay Papers. Report on the preparedness of
Home Forces for active operations, 13.2.42.

30 ."'For a press report of Curtin's hospitalization, see Ski, 15.2.42;
for Forde's political ambitions,b Hughes, op.cit., p.134;cfor
ambitions for the deputy leadership of the ALP after Curtin's death,
Spratt,	 pp.154-155; For Opposition opinion Ward might one
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defence was in tatters. As Curtin broadcast from his sick-bed on

16 February, 'The protection of this country is no longer that of a

contribution to a world at war but the resistance to an enemy threatening

to invade our own shore'.
31i3

 Curtin's hospitalization meant that he was

not fully conversant with events over the next three days that took place

in Cabinet. These events were central to the origins of the Brisbane Line

controversy.	 when the controversy developed in 1943, he was

susceptible to Shedden's identification of the Mackay memorandum as the

actual Brisbane Line. Forde took advantage of Curtin's absence to make

recommendations that virtually negated the policy of priority to defence

of the vital Newcastle-Sydney-Port Kembla area.

On 17 February he presented to Cabinet a summary of Mackay's

argument 'for the concentration of military effort along a line stretching

from Melbourne to Brisbane', (Figure 9).accompanied by Sturdee's statement

of concurrence. Forde felt duty-bound to bring to Cabinet's attention that

the balance of Australia was outside the vital Melbourne-Brisbane Line,

left to 'depend upon its meagre existing defences without reinforcements

against whatever attack might be opposed to it', so highly disturbed

was he by this particular strategy.

Aware of the opposition his desire to have Queensland defended

would encounter from the Government's military advisers, who were committed

to the vital area strategy, he paid lip service to the idea of full weight

being given to their advice in strategic and operational fields, but

pointed out it was the duty of Government to define the broad lines of

policy on which these military advisers should operate. Disingenuously

he recommended that policy should be defined as

a determination to defend the whole of the populated
areas of Australia to the utmost of our ability and
to prevent the enemy by every means within our power
from obtaining a foothold on our shores.

He recommended Cabinet have the Chiefs of Staff provide an appreciation

on the defence of Australia which would take into account the contribution

that could be made by additional forces drawn from 50,000 American troops,

30 (contd) lead the Labor Party ibid., p.179; for Ward's second attempt
at the Deuty Leadership after the death of Chifley, ibid., pp.203-
204, for Ward's attemot to challenge Evat 4. 's l ea'er-hi7 in 1959,
ibid., pp.235-240; and Ward's final attempt for the deputy leadership
in 1960 ibid., pp.244-246.

31-For a fuller account of the effect of the fall of Singapore on the
Australian people, cf. Hasluck, Government and the People, 1942-1945,
pp.70-73. 6 Curtin's speech, cited in ibid., p.73.
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q
Figure 1'3.	 The Mackay "Brisbane Line" as described

by Forde to Cabinet on 17.2.42.
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and the yet to be acquired Canadian reserve which War Cabinet had requested

on 29 January. Forde, too, wanted information on the future disposition

of the AIF overseas in the light of the newly requested appreciation. So

intent was he on the protection of the whole mainland, he queried whether

garrisons at Port Moresby, Thursday Island and other islands should be

withdrawn.
32

Cabinet approved of the Army Minister's recommendation the next

day. Sturdee threatened to tender his resignation if the AIF were not

returned to Australia.	 There may have been	 more	 his advocacy

than simply military soundness. Linked with the Mackay memorandum, he

may have sensed Cabinet was uncertain about his suitability as Chief of

General Staff. The strong stand he took on the recall of Australian troops

from overseas may have been partly designed to secure Cabinet's confidence

in him, despite his earlier support of the politically unpalatable Mackay

memorandum, with its suggestion Queensland could not be adequately

defended.

As to that memorandum, Cabinet wanted it to be considered by the

aiefs of Staff before it Las submitted to them. They asked for an

appreciation along the lines Forde had indicated the previous day. At

this point there 'ere only 4,600 United States troops in Australia. The

50,000 Americans Churchill suggested might be provided for Australia had

not yet been allocated. Forde's manoeuvres in the Cabinet reeked of

)olitical obfuscation, but offered no real militar• solution.

Mackay's position seems to have been seriously weakened by the

unsolicited submission of the 4 February memorandum. His only ally was

Spender, who, at the 19 February Advisory War Council meeting queried

why the GOC in C Home Forces Command had been limited to a portion only

of the AMF in Australia. The bombing of Darwin twice that morning

probably intensified Labor worries about the defence of the North. In

the first time bombs had fallen on Australian soil, over two hundred

people were killed and at least four hundred wounded. Six ships were

sunk, and a variety of Australian and American aircraft were destroyed

on the ground. In Darwin a number of public buildings were devastated. 34.'

32. For events on 17.2.42 see: AA ACT CRS A 2671. War Cabinet Secretariat .
War Cabinet Agendum 96/1942. Defence of Australia, 17.2.42.

33. For Sturdee's threat to resign, Horner, High Command, p.161; and
AA CRS 2671 War Cabinet Secretariat. War Cabinet Agendum 96/1942.
Defence of Australia 1942. Minute (1897) Agendum 96/1942. Defence
of Australia, 18.2.42.
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The ne%:s did not warm the Government to Mackay, who had proposed ports
:r,	 L-1 A c, 1,_

the Northrmight need to be abandoned in the face of enemy attack.

Murmurs were made about replacing him with Blarney. But such a change

of command had to be carried out so as to not unduly alarm the public.

The Darwin bombing drew Curtin from his sick bed to be driven to

Canberra for a secret session of Parliament.
34ci

We do not know whether, when Curtin arrived in Canberra, Forde

discussed the Mackay memorandum with him. Possibly Curtin shared the

unease of his colleagues at the plans proposed by Mackay, and concurred

in by Sturdee, for the next day, 20 February, Curtin cabled Blarney to
-54*.ae.

return to Australia 'as speedily as possible'. Mackay, meantime, had

been on a tour of inspection of Tasmania. Reporting to Forde on the

tour on 21 February, he informed the Minister he intended to conduct 'an

important exercise and conference' at Victoria Barracks, Sydney from 24

to 27 February. It was essential, he stressed, to know before the

conference the decision of the Government on his 4 February memorandum,

regarding the degree of defence of North Queensland and Tasmania. To

this end, he attempted to arrange an interview with Forde before the

exercises and conference began. It appears Forde did not grant Mackay

his interview, but it was probably at this point that he casually informed

the general that the plan proposed in his memorandum was politically

unacceptable to both him and Fadden.
34
 He did not forbid Mackay to

continue with the plan's implementation.

Some hint of the internal debate within the Government about what

to do about Mackay and Sturdee surfaced in the Sydney Morning Herald the

day before the Home Forces Exercises began. The newspaper criticised the

lack of unity of command, with the commander of the Field Forces under

34 a For Spender's defence of Mackay see AA ACT CRS 2684. Department of
Defence Appreciations on the Defence of Australia and the Anzac
Area. Advisory War Council Minute (778), GOC in C Home Forces,
19.2.42.h For details of the first bombing of Darwin see Has luck,
Government and the People, 1942-1945, pp.140-143. There are
discrepancies in the tallies of the number killed and wounded, hence
the approximation in the figures cited.zFor the intention to replace
Mackay with Blarney, but not the interpretation I have placed upon it,
seeHorner, Crisis of Command, p.564.For Curtin leaving his sick bed
after Darwin, see Chester, op.cit., pp.132-133. For Curtin's telegram
to Blarney, 20.2.42 cited f2see Chapman, op.cit., p.261.iFor Mackay,
Forde and Home Forces exercise and conference see AWM 3 DRL 6850/128.
Mackay Papers. Mackay to Forde, 21.2.42; cjfor the political unacceptability
of the Mackay memorandum Chapman, op.cit., p.256.
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the control of the Militar ' Board. Its editorial called for Blarney to

be recalled from the Middle East and appointed 'commander-in-chief

with complete powers'.
35

If it was a political kite flown by Forde and

his supporters, it was one flagging the stripping of power from Mackay

and Sturdee.

Mackay's headquarters saw the Cabinet instruction of 18 February

as politically motivated, and militarily unsound. Vasey brought up the

question of how to deal with political and other queries raised by the

strategic assumption on which the exercises were based. That assumption

was that

the ports most vital for the continuation of the war
effort will be from BRISBANE to MELBOURNE. If the
JAP lands elsewhere we must get back later what he
has seized while still holding the vital ports.

It ignored Forde's broad outline of Government policy. The essential

tactics for warfare in North Queensland were withdrawal, demolition,

'scorched earth' and use of guerilla units after withdrawal. Townsville

was included in the plan of withdrawal, the RAAF being moved to Charters

Towers. Government policy of the defence of the whole of Queensland was

not considered sound, and road plant measures were concentrated in

Southern Queensland. At the conclusion of the exercise Forde received

a copy of the conference deliberations. Still, he gave Mackay no

direction in the matter.
36

On 22 February, Cabinet instructed Sturdee to prepare the

appreciation sought on 18 February as soon as possible. On 27 February,

that appreciation, prepared with. Rowell's assistance, was put before

War Cabinet. The appreciation was based on resources currently available

to the Army, not on those that might be available in the future.

Variations that could be made to the disposition of troops, once

reinforcements arrived, as per the Cabinet directive, were included.

Once more the Chiefs of Staff stressed the importance of holding

the vital south-east industrial regions. Enemy objectives were assessed

as the capture of that vital area, and the occupation of Darwin as a

35. Horner, Crisis of Command, p.55.
36. AWM 3 DRL 6850/131. Mackay Papers. Notes on Home Forces Exercises

24-27 February 1942; AWM 3 DRL. Mackay Papers. Mackay to Forde,
21.2.42. Enclosed in the file with the letter was one copy of
Notes on Home Forces Exercises. Sydney, 24-27 February 1942.
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forward base to prevent its use by Australia as a jumping off base for

future operations. The Chiefs of Staff were also determined to defend

Moresby as it had to be secured by the Japanese, along with New Caledonia

before they could conduct large scale operations against the East Coast.

Moresby (like Darwin and Tasmania) was not going to be reinforced. The

present garrison was to hold on as long as possible and exact a heavy

toll from the enemy.

Sturdee seems to have been the main proponent of the strategies

devised to defend the East coast. Bearing in mind that the War Cabinet's

earlier direction of priority of defence of the vital Newcastle-Port

Kembla area had not been rescinded, despite the political posturing of

the previous week and a half, the Chiefs of Staff tried to determine

whether the Army and Air Force were capable of defending from Townsville

to Tasmania. Very inadequate resources meant that they had to decide

whether to withdraw from Northern Queensland and Tasmania to Brisbane

and Melbourne respectively. The certain deleterious effect on public

morale militated against that course.

Townsville was seen as exceptionally vulnerable, with the likelihood

of any reinforcements posted there being cut off from the rest of the

country. Similarly, Japanese advances in the Netherlands East Indies

left the North-west coast particularly vulnerable, with the outcome of

the Battle of the Java Sea, begun that day, uncertain. As a fleet base,

Darwin was considered untenable, and open to the full-scale attack that

had recently occurred in Java. Forces stationed there were limited by

incapacity to maintain the garrison over Central Australian lines of

communication. In Fremantle, there were inadequate air and naval forces

to meet an attack, yet the garrison there were essential because of the

difficulty of rapidly reinforcing Western Australia from the East, and

the importance of Fremantle as a potential fleet base.

The proposed solutions to these weaknesses .:ere piecemeal. The

Chiefs of Staff recommended an increase in anti-aircraft defences at

Townsville. Not until March 1942, would there be sufficient air squadrons

available from local and the United States forces for its air defence.

The same situation obtained in Darwin. Given the limited capacity of

the Army to maintain its garrison there, Darwin would not be provided

with reinforcements. But the garrison would not be withdrawn. Intrinsic
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to this attitude was the military expectation that Darwin might be lost

to the enemy. The garrison at Fremantle was to be increased. Disposition

of Air Forces, though as satisfactory as possible, was inadequate.

Tasmania was not to be reinforced by the Army, though again troops

presently there would not be withdrawn. The proposed dispositions of

troops could be varied with the arrival of reinforcements from overseas.

As instructed by the 18 February Cabinet directive, the effect of

probable reinforcements from overseas was ostensibly taken into account.

Any southward enemy advance was to be stopped by a fleet action in the

Coral Sea, based on the long range policy of a capital ship force in

Sydney. This, with pressure imposed on the enemy's flank by American

naval forces, would make an invasion of the mainland from this area

impossible, unless the main fleet was defeated. Reinforcement of the

region by a submarine flotilla would ensure the protection of the north-

east by hampering enemy troop movements. In the west, the presumed

enemy occupation of the Malay Barrier made that area more vulnerable.

Cover for the West coast would depend on a fleet based at Fremantle.

By the end of April two AIF divisions and one U.S. Division were

expected to arrive in Australia. Not until the end of May at the

earliest would the further AIF Division arrive. Then, and only then,

could Darwin, Western Australia and Tasmania be reinforced. Thus two

more divisions would be available for the defence of the vital Brisbane-

Melbourne area. Future major offensive operations were not considered,

nor would they be until the Japanese advance was stopped and forces

were adequately concentrated.

But the immediate concern of the Chiefs of Staff was passive

defence of the continent. To secure Australia it would have to be

defended strongly at every point. Without adequate naval and air defence,

which at the end of February 1942 did not exist, this would require a

minimum of 25 divisions. Even so, much war equipment would be required

from abroad.
37

With the situation as outlined by the Chiefs of Staff,

37. For 27.2.42 Appreciation, treated in detail in the above paragraphs
see AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 568. Defence of Australia
against invasion, 4.3.43; AA ACT CRS A 2671. War Cabinet Secretariat.
Supplement 1 to Agendum No.96/1942. War Cabinet Agendum Defence of
Australia. Covering note by Curtin, 3.3.42; AA ACT CRS A 2671. War
Cabinet Secretariat. Supplement No.1 to Agendum 96/1942. Chiefs of
Staff Appreciation, 27.2.42; Horner has argued in I Sturdee' in
amTanders, pp.153-154, and elsewhere, that the determination to defend
Moresby shown in the 27.2.42 Appreciation demonstrated the inaccuracy
of MacArthur's later claims that he had made the decision to defend
Australia in New Guinea. These claims were associated with MacArthur's
Brisbane Line claims. I would argue the COS decision had nothing to do
with the Brisbane Line. These strategies were in place should New
Guinea fall to the Japanese and Australia be invaded.
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the only viable strategy was to concentrate on the defence of the vital

south-east industrial region. Townsville, Darwin and Fremantle, with

the forces immediately available to the Army were all at risk. The

Chiefs of Staff had given the War Cabinet an indigestible dose of military

reality, sugared by the possible effect of reinforcements from overseas

at a later date.

Nevertheless the 27 February appreciation succeeded in doing little

else than panicking the Cabinet. Forde sought a solution more to the

Government's liking by contemplating the appointment of a Commander-in-

Chief to supersede Sturdee. His candidate was Major-General Gordon Bennett.

At the end of the First World War, Bennett had returned to civilian life,

as an accountant. In the interwar period he retained his commission in

the militia, but through private study was not able to keep up to date

with modern tactics. With the declaration of war in Germany, he expected

to be given a command. His unfortunate personality clashes with most of

his peers, however, stopped his getting a posting, and he came to believe

he was being purposely overlooked by the General Staff. Not until

August 1941, when Sturdee was made Chief of General Staff, did Bennett

replace Sturdee as GOC in C 8th AIF Division. He accompanied the

Division to Malaya. From Malaya, he was in regular contact with Forde

as Minister for the Army, often complaining about Lieutenant-General

A.E. Perceval, the British Commander under whose ultimate control,

through Bennett's co-operation, the AIF might eventually come, though

Bennett himself was instructed to maintain the 8th AIF as a national force.

With the outbreak of the Pacific War, Bennett was highly critical of

British methods in Malaya, and of Indian troops. Unlike his British

counterparts he thought the best reply to the Japanese would be aggression,, 

rather than static defence, and withdrawal. Even before the retreat down

the peninsula to Singapore, Bennett had been making plans for his escape.

That escape he made, two hours before the official surrender of the

Imperial forces on 15 February. 
38

Bennett's epic voyage from Singapore ended in Darwin on the 27th.
Stia-

By 2 March he had arrived in Melbourne. Calling on Sturdee at Victoria

Barracks, his reception was far from friendly. The Chief of General

58C,-Chapman, op.cit., p.263;6A.B. Lodge, 'Lieutenant-General Henry Gordon
Bennett : A model Major-General?' in Horner (ed.) , The Ca7nanders,
pp.172-173;cHorner, High Cornman, p.171.
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Staff curtly informed him that he thought the escape was ill-advised. 3cig

From the War Cabinet he received a warmer response, later that day.

Presumably he discussed with Forde the 27 February appreciation, and the

Mackay memorandum. Bennett later wrote that three Australian generals

(possibly Rowell, Sturdee and Mackay) had recommended

that with the troops and equipment at their disposal
they could only defend a line around Brisbane and
extending to the West of Brisbane only so far as to
protect the defences around Brisbane.

The solution he claimed he proffered to Forde, after his experiences

against the Japanese in Malaya, was that 'the Japanese must be fought

to death in New Guinea and not permitted to set foot on Australian soil'.

Forde personally expressed great relief at Bennett's advice, in face of

the plans being proposed by the Chiefs of Staff, and felt it would be

welcome news for a greatly worried Cabinet. 
39e-

When the Advisory War Council, the next day, discussed the 27

February appreciation, they found the policies advocated in respect of

Port Moresby, Townsville and North-western Australia wholly unacceptable.

The Council concluded that strategical possibilities and the question of

the disposition of troops had been treated inadequately. What they wanted

was the development of a strategy covering the whole Pacific area.
40

It was obvious the Chiefs of Staff would not shift, at least in

general terms, from adherence to the vital area strategy, while Australia

was without sufficient reinforcements from the AIF and United States

Forces. To resolve the impasse, it would appear the War Council decided

to appoint a commander who would supersede the Military Board and the

Chief of General Staff. The general favoured by the majority of the

Council was Blarney, whose appointment as Commander-in-Chief of the

Australian Army they endorsed. Spender and Evatt urged the appointment

of an Acting Commander-in-Chief for the time it would take Blarney to

arrive from the Middle East. The majority of the Council opposed this

action as precipitate. Changes in the command structure instituted

before Blarney's return, they argued, could only have an unsettling effect

within the officer corps, especially if another officer other than the

op.cit., p.104;LFrank Legge, Me Gordan 3ennett Story,
Sydney, 1965, p.264;cM1 MSS 807/22. Item 3 f.42. Bennett Papers.
Hand-written note. 'The Brisbane Line', n.d.

40. AA ACT CRS 2671. Advisory War Council Minute 812. War Cabinet
Agendum No.96/1942. Supplement 1. Defence of Australia.
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next senior AIF Commander, Sturdee, was appointed.
41

Apparently Forde
had raised the possibility of Bennett as Commander-in-Chief.

•

On 11 March, the Advisory War Council once more turned its attention

to the appointment of an acting Commander-in-Chief until Blarney, who had

left the Middle East on the seventh, arrived in Australia. Political

survival, which required that the politicians be seen to be doing something

to deal with the Japanese threat, and uncertainty about the date of

Blarney's arrival, had dissipated concern about likely ructions in the

officer corps. The man chosen was Lavarack, one of the few senior officers

not involved in pushing the Vital area strategy.
42

Finally, the Chiefs of Staff appear to have realized it was

better to tell the Advisory War Council what it wanted to hear, and what

they had, in any case, always intended - that ultimately it was their

intention to take the offensive against the Japanese when possible.

The opportunity came with the comments made on a United Kingdom Chiefs

of Staff appreciation, dated 4 March, which argued the immediate

strategical object should be 'to stabilize the situation so as to ensure

the security of bases and points vital to our prosecution of the war'.

The Australian Chiefs of Staff thought this assessment too cautious.

They cautioned their proposed offensive could not take place until

sufficient combined Australian and American troops were available.
43

The War Council members, concerned at the implications of the

27 February appreciation, summoned Rowell, the Deputy Chief of General

Staff on 18 March, to defend his strategy in place of Sturdee, who was

ill. Rowell was discomforted, possibly aware of the implications for

his career. He tried to have Lavarack attend in his place, as 'the senior

Australian soldier'. Sir Charles Burnett, Chief of Air Staff, aware of

41. Ibid.; AWM 3 DRL 6643 Blarney Papers. C in C Diary, p.186. Appendix
6, Senior Command Staff Appointments, 1 February 1942, pp.294-295,
in Horner, High Command.

42.g-Horner, Crisis of Command, p.56;; Horner, High Command, pp.163 ff.
43. Horner, Crisis of Comand, pp.47-48; Horner has shown (ibid., p.48)

this offensive could not take place until sufficient American and
Australian troops were available, and that up to that time Australia
had to remain on the defensive. From this he had argued that it 'did
not mean, as Eddie Ward and MacArthur later claimed, that the
Australian Army planned to withdraw behind a Brisbane Line'. In terms
of a line along the Tropic of Capricorn or from Adelaide to Brisbane,
he is correct. But the concept of not defending the north-west and
north, though not defined by a line, was inherent in the Mackay
memorandum and the 27 February appreciation.
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Rowell's role in drafting the appreciation, would have no part of such

shirking. At th e Council meeting, Rowell was questioned searchingly on
Lt

his argument. The politicians were adamant that both Darwin and Port

Moresby had to be defended to the fullest possible extent. Yet they also

wanted forces moved 'from southern parts of Australia (e.g. Victoria)

to northern areas (e.g. Southern Queensland)'. Fremantle's defences they

instructed were to be strengthened, and Naval and Air Forces were to be

built up to the required strength as requested by the Chiefs of Staff in

their 27 February appreciation. These did not include the reinforcement

of the North Queensland towns, like Townsville, but did require the

reinforcement of Darwin and Fremantle. Rowell has described this Advisor,:
rt..5 6

War Councils as 'the genesis of the Brisbane Line Argument' . 44

Possibly he was right, insofar as defence priorities were accorded

to Darwin, Port Moresby and Southern Queensland. The record instructing

the movement of military forces from southern Australia to northern areas,

with the example of southern Queensland seems to have been deliberately

vague. The intention of the War Council was not one of insistence on

defence beyond Brisbane. But the form of words used in the minute left

open to doubt this waJ the Council's decision, and so enabled Opposition

members in particular to claim there was no plan not to defend the North.

Ultimately, despite the political panic, the frantic search for a new

Commander-in-Chief, and the supposed instructions from Cabinet, and Forde

in particular, to defend the whole of Australia, the vital area strategy

still stood from before the arrival of MacArthur on 18 March.

*	 *	 *	 *	 *

One thing was clear to the Curtin Government even before the outbreak

of the Pacific war. With the limited resources available for home defence

it was not possible to defend the whole of Australia. Consequently, the

only effective means of ensuring that Australia would be able to continue

to wage war was to concentrate defences in the vital areas of Brisbane,

Newcastle-Sydney-Port Kembla, and in the West, around Fremantle. Left

undefended or ill-defended were towns in Queensland, north of Brisbane,

44 a. Rowell, op.cit., p.104;i)AA ACT CRS A 2671. 916/1942. Supplement No.1
to Agendum 96/1942. Defence of Australia, 3.3.42; AA ACT CRS A 5954.
Shedden Papers. Box 537. Advisory War Council Minute 842. Reports
by Chiefs of Staff on Operations War Cabinet Agendum No.159/1942.
Weekly Progress Report b . Chiefs of Staff, No.111, W/e. 14 March 1942.
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the Northwest, and Darwin. The latter port was assumed by the military

to be indefensible. This general strategy for the defence of Australia,

advocated by the High Command was, given the shortage of men and lack

of training and deficiencies in equipment endemic in the AMF, the only

sound course open to Australia's generals, unless reinforcements could

be got from the AIF overseas and from the United States. For a time,

up to mid February 1942, the strategy was accepted with little demur

by politicians on all sides.

But implicit political assent to the strategy broke down when

General Sir Iven Mackay presented to Frank Forde his 4 February memorandum,

indicating that parts of Northern Australia would, if necessary, have to

be abandoned temporarily to the enemy. Forde and his Cabinet colleagues,

notably influenced by the fall of Singapore on 15 February, and the

bombing of Darwin four days later, on the one hand, asserted the strategy

for Australian defence had to be a broad policy of defending the whole

of Australia, but on the other, did very little to prevent the Armed

Forces from continuing their planning along the lines of the strategy

proposed in the policy of defending mainly vital areas. In short, because

of a lack of specific political direction, the initial, and only sound

strategy, survived.

Fortunes of war were not the sole motivating forces in Cabinet
111n4.53

conduct throughout February 1942. A sudden	 had left Curtin

incapacitated and roused Forde, his deputy-leader to lengths Forde-

possibly thought demonstrated his leadership qualities. Henceforth
// /7,A

the shadow of Curtin's- . -- '7,	 perhaps hung over Cabinet

deliberations. Electoral considerations, namely the threat of the loss

of his seat should Queenslanders discover the idea of sacrificing their

State to the enemy for protection of the South, also played their part

in Forde's, and perhaps. Fadden's, rejection of the only strategy that

might guarantee Australia's continuing war-effort. The political

behaviour during a time of crisis had been deplorable. But the hiatus

was passing. Commonsense, dawning with the belated recognition that US

and Australian forces would not be available for several months, left

the General Staff in the ambiguous position, that the strategy was

implicitly agreed to, but, for political reasons, strongly disapproved

of, by all parties.
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The associated political disapproval had career repercussions for

both General Mackay, and Sturdee, the Chief of General Staff. Moves

were afoot to appoint a Commander-in-Chief more likely to adopt a

strategy to the politicians' liking. But in this, even with the arrival

of the AIF and 60,000 American troops, as we shall see, they were to be

disappointed.

Curtin's role after his hospitalization on 13 February, in the

implementation of the vital area strategy, was unclear. He seems to

have been persuaded by Forde of the unsuitability of the Mackay

memorandum. Certainly, his hospitalization left him unaware of some

of the Cabinet goings-on, to the point, that later during the actual

Brisbane Line controversy, he apparently became convinced that the

Brisbane Line was the Mackay memorandum. The fact remained, however,

that the Advisory War Council accepted, by implication, the vital area

strategy. This knowledge later led to expressions of outrage by the

Opposition, when Ward attempted, with Curtin's approval, to sheet home

the blame for the lack of defence in the north entirely to the Menzies-

Fadden Governments. Acceptance of the strategy was bipartisan, as the

UAP and Country Party members of the Council well knew. Responsibility

for the so-called 'Brisbane Line' was Labor's, equally, with the

Opposition.

In my view, the 'Brisbane Line' as a strategy was not a Maginot

Line, but a line to demarcate the limits of defence and a line to

concentrate forces within for coastal defence. Yet, as we shall see,

the question was more complex than a single military strategy. To

those complexities we will now address our attention.
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CHAPTER 5

EVACUATION AND SCORCHED EARTH POLICY

DECEMBER 1941 - MARCH 1942

Priority for defence of the vital south-eastern industrial regions

we have seen, was accepted Government policy despite the permutations

in the decision-making process introduced by Forde after Mackay submitted

his memorandum on 4 February. The ambiguity inherent in the Cabinet and

Advisory War Council's instruction to the Chiefs of Staff on 18 March

1942 is clarified when one looks at the development of Federal evacuation

policy, and initial planning for a scorched earth policy from Pearl

Harbour to early March 1942.

Evacuation Policy - December 1941 - 4 February 1942

On 12 December War Cabinet ordered the compulsory evacuation of

all women and children from Darwin. J.A. Abbott, the Northern Territory

Administrator, had put such plans before the Menzies Government in mid

1941. Evacuation was completed by 16 December. The initial destination

of evacuees was by sea to Cairns or Geraldton, with a limited few
c,,

destined by rail for Larimah in Victoria. Similar steps were taken in

regard to Port Moresby, Rabaul and the outlying islands, and completed

by early January 1942.

Elsewhere on the mainland, the situation was more confused,

because of the conflicting wishes of the Federal and State Governments.

There was a public clamour for large-scale evacuation, and in New South

Wales and Victoria .much publicity was given to evacuation measures for

the urban population out of the vital areas of Sydney, Newcastle, and

Wollongong-Port Kembla. Some voluntary evacuation of women and children

to inland areas took place in all States. Many in New South Wales

11-AWM 54. 243/6/145. § 8. Measures for the Defence of the Ci-ollian
Population 1944; AWM 54. 625/7/90. Plan for Evacuation of Darwin
Civil Population in Emergency Conditions. Part I, p.7;LHasluck,
The Government and the People, 1942-1945, p.68.
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shifted to the Blue Mountains region, in Queensland from the north and

Brisbane to Toowoomba, and in Western Australia to the inland wheat

farming belt.
2

Not until 20 December, at the Premiers' Conference on Civil Defence

Matters in Canberra was the Federal Government's attitude made clear.

Then H.P. Lazzarini, the Minister for Home Security, advised the State

Premiers that the Government's wish was

to maintain to the full the productive effort so that
our various Service Arms, both in Australia and over-
seas, will be equipped in the most effective and
efficient manner possible to combat our potential
enemies.

To this end the State Premiers and various Ministers for National Emergency

Services were requested to encourage presumably through the press, the

wives of the community not to participate in wholesale evacuation to

country areas, as this would interfere 'with the productive effort of

the men'.3

So, except for areas thought to be immediately vulnerable to enemy

attack, evacuation of civilians was not a major priority of the Curtin

Government. They were more concerned with the likelihood of intensive

air-raids on the Newcastle-Sydney-Port Kembla area. The State Ministers,

on the other hand, wanted Federal funds used to prepare 'a wholesale plan

of evacuation from dangerous areas'. F.A. Cooper, the Queensland

Treasurer, and R.J. Heffron, New South Wales Minister for National

Emergency Services, wanted evacuation to be given equal priority with

other civil defence measures, not the lowest priority it had been

accorded by the Defence Committee in mid 1941, under Menzies.
41,

W. McKell, the New South Wales Premier, in early January pointed

out the need for evacuation of coastal industry inland to safer areas,

and for the establishment of shadow industries inland to service the

inevitable voluntary evacuees from the coast, should an attack be mounted

2. Hasluck, The Government and the People, 1942-1945, p.67; AA ACT CRS
A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 397. Conference of Premiers on Civil
Defence Matters held at Canberra on 19 December 1941, p.9.

3. AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 397. Conference of Premiers
on Civil Defence Matters held at Canberra on 19 December 1941, p.9.

4--AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 397. Lazzarini to Curtin.
Defence of Australia and Adjacent Areas - Appreciation of Chiefs of
Staff, 17.12.41; b AA ACT CRS 1608. Item AO 39/1/3 Pt.I. Lazzarini to
Curtin, Evacuation, 15.1.42.
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on the vital areas. On 8 January, the Defence Committee affirmed that,
S b

of all civil defence measures, evacuation had the lowest priority. On

10 January, Lazzarini advised the War Cabinet that undue emphasis was

being placed on evacuation by the States. Any evacuation from coastal

areas should take place only after consultation with the local Military

Command. It was Government policy to confine evacuation measures 'to

areas contiguous to target areas' preferably to safer areas in the city

concerned, and in populous areas, to the evacuation of young children. 5c:-

Lazzarini requested that the views of the Defence Committee be

sought on evacuation policy, with regard to the existing war situation.
6

Examining the question the Defence Committee concluded that 'the

evacuation of industry on any scale that would be worthwhile' was

impracticable. They agreed that new industries and destructable stores

should be duplicated inland. The wholesale evacuation of the civil

population was neither 'feasible' nor 'desirable' and 'should be strongly

discouraged in the interests of the people themselves and ... of the
70-

fighting forces'. Cabinet agreed with these provisional conclusions. '
1:3

The Queensland Government, after conferring with Army authorities,

on 25 January declared that the coastal belt extending North from Bowen

and continuing around the Gulf of Carpentaria to Burketown an immediate

danger area. Evacuation censuses were ordered for the Bowen to Burketown

coastal region, and for the Bowen to Coolangatta (11) region. 2,750

women and children were moved from Cairns, 2,500 from Innisfail, 5,000

from Townsville.
8

The State reaction to the fall of Rabaul on 23 January

5A-Hasluck, The Government and the People, 1942-1945, p.642NA ACT CRS
A 1608. Item AO 39/1/3 Pt.I. War Cabinet Agendum 14/1942. Evacuation.
10.1.42;cAA ACT CRS A 2670. Item 56/1942. War Cabinet Secretariat.
Evacuation of Plant and Civilians from New South Wales. 5th January 1942.

6. AA ACT CRS A 1608. Item AO 39/1/3. Pt.I. Lazzarini to Curtin.
Evacuation. 15.1.42.

7Ct. AA ACT CRS A 2670. War Cabinet Secretariat. Minute by Defence Committee
of Meeting, Thursday 22nd January 1942. No.20/1942. Evacuation of
Essential Industry and Civil Population from Coastal Areas of New
South Wales 22.1.42 -,13ibid., War Cabinet Agendum 56/1942. Evacuation
of Essential Industry and Civil Population from vulnerable areas 29.1.42;
AA ACT CRS A 2670. War Cabinet Secretariat. War Cabinet Minute (1794)
Agendum 56/1942. Evacuation of Essential Industry and Civil Population
from vulnerable areas 29.1.42.

8. AWN 54. 243/6/145. Measures for Defence of Civilian Population 1944.
§ 35. Queensland. Evacuation plan for Queensland.
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waswas a harbinger of things to come, even though, for the moment it accorded

in spirit with Federal policy of not evacuating civilians except in

consultation with the Army. Labor policy, then, differed little from

that accepted by the Menzies-Fadden Governments.

On 4 February a conference of State Premiers with Advisory War

Council members agreed that there was to be no wholesale evacuation of

the civilian population. Evacuation was to take place only after

consultation with local Military commands. The recommendations of the

Defence Committee regarding the relocation and evacuation of coastal

industries were to be followed. Also considered were problems arising

out of special arrangements necessary to meet the contingency of military

operations in Australia, notably civilian evacuation from operational

areas as directed by the military, and the destruction of civilian

property of value to the enemy. In operational areas security would

continue to be maintained, and general administration, including
60,

administration of justice, would be continued. Yet, contrary to later

testimony by J.J. Dedman, Minister for War Organisation and Industry,

that the Advisory War Council had made it clear 'plans for civilian

evacuation of potential battle areas were not to be taken as plans for

military abandonment of territory', the plan for the destruction of

civilian property of use to the enemy suggests military abandonment was

intended if necessary.

Decision on the limited evacuation permissible was to be made by

State Governments after consultation with the GOC of the Command or

military district concerned. Such evacuation plans were to be prepared

in advance. Appropriate ARP measures were to be taken for coastal

factories unable to be evacuated and for newly-established factories

categorised as vital. These areas of limited evacuation had yet to be

defined. Curtin promised the Premiers the matter would be investigated

so they could initiate appropriate planning. 9c4

9. (1-AA ACT CRS A 2670. Item 56/1942. War Cabinet Secretariat Supplement
No.1 to Agendum No.56/1942. Evacuation of Essential Industry and
Civilian Population from Vulnerable Areas 3.2.42;1›AA ACT CRS A 2670.
Item 56/1942. Defence Department. War Cabinet Secretariat War
Cabinet Minute (1860) Agendum 56/1942. Supplement No.l. Evacuation
of Essential Industry and Divilian Population 4.2.42 - War Cabinet
and Advisory War Council. Discussions with Premiers of the States.
Resolutions on Evacuation of Civilian Population and Evacuation of
Industry 4.2.42;cJ.J. Dedman, 'The Brisbane Line', Australian Outlook,

xxii (1968), p.146;dAWM 54. 243/6/114. A File of Dept. Army. A/g.
Secretary Dept. Home Security to Secretary, Dept. of Army. 7.2.42.
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The policy decisions arrived at in the 4 February Conference do not

appear to have been accepted wholeheartedly by the Queensland Government,

though it ceased henceforth officially to encourage evacuation.
10

The fall of Singapore on 15 February prompted Cabinet next day, to

examine instructions that needed to be drawn up for the implementation

of a scorched earth policy, using guidelines laid down by the United

Kingdom Ministry of Economic Welfare. The Department of Home Security

publicised policy on evacuation as decided on at the Premiers' Civil

Defence Conference. Civilians were exhorted not to flee their homes or

block roads, as this would hinder military operations. Among the specific

instructions issued they were enjoined, when ordered, to put cars, lorries

and motor bicycles out of action. If encountering small advance parties

of the enemy in areas not under enemy control, they were to take whatever

action necessary to protect self, family and home.

Local authorities in Queensland resented the Commonwealth's

refusal to appreciate their local problems and strongly believed that

'existing policy sacrificed the State for the security of the industrial

centres of the Southern States'. While actions taken by the civil

authorities, such as the voluntary evacuation of women, children,

invalids and the aged from possible danger areas, were within the confines

of Federal evacuation policy, special problems peculiar to Queensland,

of de-centralization of population across wide areas of settlement, lack

of communications, lack of areas to which evacuees could be directed,

and the presence of large numbers of aliens in particular areas and

districts, notably the canefields in North Queensland required special

consideration and planning. Because of these problems there was a degree

of hesitancy in planning a 'scorched earth' policy. The authorities

worked on an assumption that certain towns and districts would ultimately

10. AWM 54. 243/6/145. Measures for Defence of Civilian Population 1944.
Queensland § 35. Evacuation Plan for Queensland.

11.iLAWM 54. 243/6/123. Denial of Resources to the Enemy. Direction re
Guidance in Formation of Detailed Plans December 1942-September
1942. Sec. of State Dominion Affairs to P.M's Dept. 16/401/554.
Circular Z. No.14. 29.1.42;6ibid., SM 2927. To all Commands from
DM0 and plans. Scorched Earth Policy. 16.2.42; MS 5194. Scullin
Papers. Commonwealth Home Security Handbook. Notes for the guidance
of police and air-raid wardens. Advising the public in the event of
invasion. Canberra. February 1942. NLA.
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be evacuated, with 'scorched earth' being implemented by police and ARP

workers. The Army complained that 'the close connection between the

Evacuation and Scorched Earth policies was not always appreciated'.

They feared that until evacuation policy was defined and implemented

'scorched earth' policy would be 'totally ineffective'. The situation

was compounded by 'ineffective liaison between military and civil

bodies ...'.
12

Curtin, replying to a request from the relieving Premier, Frank

Cooper, on 7 March for all the available manpower in Queensland to be used

in 'the construction and equipment of adequate defence lines', advised

'strenuous efforts' were being made to give the State 'the best possible

protection from enemy action', taking into account its lengthy coastline

and area, the Commonwealth's commitment to the protection of centres of

industry and population and strategic points in other States, and the

need to maintain the AIF abroad. Having regard to these limiting factors,

he asked Cooper to indicate specifically 'what extra defence tasks' he

considered 'could reasonably and advantageously be undertaken'.

Cooper on 24 March wanted further anti-aircraft protection as a

matter of urgency for Horn Island, Thursday Island, Coen and Cairns, all

of which had aerodromes the Japanese could use as stepping stones for

aerial attack on the South. Townsville's fortifications required

improvement and additional anti-aircraft protection, as did shipyards

and munitions factories in Maryborough and Brisbane. Other improvements,

primarily connected with transport facilities, were sought for Brisbane,

Rockhampton and Townsville regions.

Sinclair, the Secretary for the Army Department was prepared to

provide eight heavy anti-aircraft guns for Brisbane and one for Townsville

and to improve inland defence roads. Nevertheless, he advised Shedden

Present resources of equipment will not permit any
provision for these localities without reducing the
limited cover provided for the most important points.

He added,

Supplies available in the past have been quite inadequate
to meet the Commonwealth's increasing demand for AA
protection and dispersal of our limited resources can	 131,
only result in aggravating the weakness of our position.

12. AWM 54. 504/1/1/. Public Safety and Orders. Civil and Military
Authorities. 4.3.1942. Eastern Command, pp.1-7; Northern Command,
pp.1-3; General Conclusions, pp.1-3.

13. AA CRS 816. 14/301/238. Defence of queens land, 1942. Curtin to
Cooper 7.3.42; /A ibid., Sinclair to Shedden 17.4.42-Fibid., Curtin
to Cooper 15.5.42.
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Not until late May was Cooper advised of the Federal decisions. Curtin's

procrastination, along with the eventual Commonwealth response, probably

reinforced the Queensland view that the Commonwealth, and the politicians

in the South were neglecting the North, in favour of the southern

industrial areas. Such an attitude provided fuel for the idea of a

Brisbane Line.

Stronger evidence was provided for the Western Australian Labor

Party, of a similar intent for the Northwest. There had been a plan to

evacuate stock from the Gerladton district, or failing this, to poison
14-0-

them. When Broome, Derby and Wyndham were bombed on 7 March, worries

about the prospect of invasion increased. An Army order for the

evacuation of 350 coloureds from Broome, most of mixed race and some

of Asiatic origin, to the Beagle Bay Catholic Mission, did little to
i d-+

dampen such fears. By 24 March, most of Broome's civil population had

been evacuated. H.I.J. Willcock, the Western Australian Premier, sought

Curtin's advice on the closing down of public utilities and local

governing authorities in the town. At a meeting the following day Labor

politicians from Northwestern electorates and the General President and

General Secretary of the State ALP met to discuss the region's defence.

They had earlier met with the GOC Western Command, Major-General

E.C.P. Plant, and had attempted to persuade him to despatch troops to

Broome. Plant was not prepared to send troops any further than the

Moore River, 65 miles north of Perth. The politicians accused the Army

of lack of preparedness. Bitterly, Plant retorted that they themselves

had never done anything to help the Army and were partly responsible

for the poor defence situation in Western Australia. This misunderstanding

later led to an allegation that it was intended to defend only that part

of Western Australia south of the Moore River. The claim was to play

its part in the establishment of a Brisbane Line myth.

While not referring specifically to Plant, the Labor politicians

cabled Curtin, complaining of Plant's attitude. They believed that

'without adequate fighter protection' or 'suitable defence' two thirds

of the State was being offered to the enemy. This, in itself, threatened

Perth. If, as Western Command suggested, the northwest was undefendable,

they queried whether they should advise the civilian population, including

the Volunteer Defence Corps, to evacuate. Immediate provision of
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fighter planes to the Northwest was sought. They informed Curtin, too,

that a proposed journey to the Northwest by Herbert Johnson, the member

for Kalgoorlie, had been delayed because no plane was available. 14-g

Curtin had not replied to the Western Australian cable by IS April,

when Major-General H. Gordon Bennett arrived in Perth to take up command

of the newly organised III Corps. That day, the State politicians met

with Bennett, 'to express their concern and offer practical help and

discuss their ideas of this part of the country which they considered

extremely important for the whole defence of Australia'. They concluded

that the Northwest could be defended, urged yet again the provision of

fighter planes for the protection of waterways, ports and vital areas,

the lengthening of landing grounds away from the coast, and the rendering

of all main roads in the Northwest serviceable to likely troop movements) ; '-

Possibly Bennett had this meeting in mind when he later claimed that

throughout Australia, and in Western Australia in particular, 'there was

an atmosphere of uneasiness ..."because of the fuss about the Brisbane
15 b

Line'.

When Curtin received these suggestions from his Western Australian

colleagues, he raised the matter, on 16 April, at an Advisory War Council

meeting attended by the Chiefs of Staff. They advised him 'it would not

be possible to provide adequate defence for the Northwest'. Curtin delayed

replying to Willcock until 30 April. He referred to steps undertaken

for the air defence of Western Australia. Inaccurately, given the view

of the Chiefs of Staff, he told the Premier that in the making of military

dispositions for the defence of Australia as a whole, 'the claims of

Northwest Australia will not be overlooked'.
15
 Curtin's long silence

14."-AWM 54. 183/5/13. GeraZdton District. Possi -fility of Enemy Action.
Plans for protection of Civilians. Resume of meeting held at the
Office of Elder Smith and Co. Ltd on Thursday 12 February, 1942.
c.12.2.42;‘AWM 54. 243/6/148. Measures for Defence of Civilian
Population 1944. g 30-31. Northwest AreaAA ACT CRS A 1608. AO
39/1/3. H.I.J. Willcock, Premier of W.A. to J. Curtin, Prime Minister,
27.10.43;dAA M 1416 Curtin Papers. Telegram W.A. Premier to Curtin,
24.3.42;1 AA ACT CRS A 1608. 27/1/1. Defence of :Jorthwest Australia.
Copy of telegram (partly in code) dated at Perth 25.3.42, addressed
to the Prime Minister, Canberra, 25.3.42; H. Johnson did not make
his tour of the Northwest until July 1942. He later claimed in
Parliament that on that journey he had discovered the existence of
the Moore River Line.

15.4AA ACT CRS AA 1608 27/1/1. Defence of Northwest Australia. Wilicock
to Curtin. Cablegram 1. 14991. 15.4.42;bML MSS 207/A/Z. Bennett
Papers. f.167-8;c.AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 458. Extract
from Advisory War Council Minute (899) Canberra. 16.4.42. Report by
Chiefs of Staff Operations w/e 11.4.42; ,iAA ACT CRS A 1608. 27/1/1.
Defence of Northwest Australia. P.M's Dept. Curtin to Wilicock

30.4.42.
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on arrangements for the defence of the Northwest suggests he knew the

region was indefensible. Ultimately politicians of all three parties, 	 -

however reluctantly, accepted that view, but, for reasons of politics

and morale did not so inform the Western Australian Government. Curtin

himself must have felt particularly vulnerable, should it become public

knowledge that the Northwest was considered indefensible, because of his

own slender majority in the seat of Fremantle. Another grain of truth

was added to the 'Brisbane Line' claims that would soon be made by

Eddie Ward.

The policy in force for Queensland and Western Australia contrasted

strongly with that designed for New South Wales and Victoria. Eastern

Command recognised evacuation was an impossibility. The New South Wales

Labor Government, under William McKell, agreed with the civil defence

guidelines laid down by War Cabinet on 4 February, 1942. A general

framework had been established for war effort co-ordination and national

. emergency services, to ensure the continued operation of civil essential
services and auxiliary services. Measures had been taken to overcome

difficulties in the provision and distribution of civilian supplies in

the event of an emergency. Plans were being formulated for the

implementation of a 'scorched earth' policy, with the responsibility for

demolition already settled, and detailed plans for the destruction of

plant and material being formulated. Steps were being taken to control

stock evacuation, in contrast to Queensland where indecision seems to

have prevailed. Liaison between civil and military authorities in New

South Wales, unlike that in Queensland, was 'effective', though in

certain individual civil activities there was some lack of close

co-operation. 16

On the other hand, this state of affairs gave credibility to Eddie

Ward's later claims that there was no intention to defend North Queensland,

should it be invaded. But the general lack of planning in Queensland,

for civilian and stock evacuation, and for the institution of a scorched

earth policy was partly a result of there being more officers in New

South Wales available to draw up plans. Staff were present there because

the vital south-east industrial region was the target of an invasion

force.

*

16. AWM 54. 524/1/1. Public Safety and Orders. Civil and Military
Author ties. 4.3.2942 - Eastern Command, pp.1-7; Northern Command,

p .3.
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On 9 March, regulations were gazetted giving the Army complete

control of civilians in areas it decided to evacuate, and power to

implement a full 'scorched earth' policy in areas attacked by the enemy.

Total denial policy was one of 'the complete and total removal or

destruction of everything likely to maintain or assist the enemy in his

operations', while partial denial posited that certain essential services,

together with food supplies, would be left intact to enable the population

to live. All other services would be destroyed or removed to a safe
b

area. The Navy, too, by 10 March, had worked out a policy on the

immobilization of vessels 'to implement and effect a denial policy in

respect of vessels of all types'. Similar plans, in co-operation with

the Army, had already been laid down by the RAAF.
17

Some preliminary work was done on plans for stock evacuation, but

this was not generalized until July 1942. So confused was this situation

that stock was evacuated from the northern New South Wales coastal region

without either State or Federal authority. Both Governments disclaimed

responsibility. In Queensland there were similar reactions to the threat

of invasion. When Lae collapsed on 8 March, schools in North Queensland

were closed, and Cairns, - population 11,993 - and Townsville - population

25,875 - each lost between five and seven thousand residents. By the end

of the month 1,000 of the 2,500 houses and flats in Cairns had fallen
6

vacant with a subsequent business downturn. There were rumours that

Townsville was going to be evacuated .
18

Both the evacuation of Townsville and the confusion over stock

evacuation in Northern New South Wales were raised by the Opposition

during the Advisory War Council meeting on 24 March. A general discussion

17.,k, AWM 54. 243/6/148. Measures for the Defence of the Civilian Population
1°44. Section II. Denial of Resources to the Enemy, p.29;bDaily
Telegramh 10.3.42;cAWM 54. 243/6/148. Measures for the Defence of
the Civilian Population 1944. Section II. Denial of Resources to
the Enemy, pp.31-32.

18ADaily Telegraph 29.3.42; L AA ACT CRS 816. 37/301/199. Report on
Civilian Morale in North Queensland 1 April 1943; e-AA ACT CRS A 5954.
Shedden Papers. Box 397. Advisory War Council Minute (860) Home
Security Measures 24.3.42. Population figures for Cairns and Townsville
are drawn from the 'Population of principal urban incorporated areas,
Australia, 30th June, 1933', in Official Yearbook of the Commonwealth
of Australia, No.34, 1941, Canberra, 1942.

is
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arose about the necessity for greater Commonwealth control and direction

of State plans. Curtin once more referred to the principles about

evacuation laid down by Commonwealth and State Ministers on 4 February.

The next day Lazzarini discovered from Army authorities that no

evacuation of Townsville had been ordered. He made a public statement

to that effect and exhorted the people of Townsville to keep in mind

Federal policy on evacuation to 'stand firm and carry on, keep your head

clear and your mouth shut'. The Country Party member for Richmond,

J. Anthony , questioned the policy of 'scorched earth' in the Parliament on

27 March, and predicted confusion in north coast towns should such a

policy be implemented. 
19c._

In conjunction with Spender, Anthony appears to have been attempting

to make political capital out of the issue. The denial of resources

policy was about to be submitted to War Cabinet. A directive by the

Defence Committee defined both total and partial denial, delegation of

powers, general principles, the responsibilities of the individual forces,

liaison and execution of a 'scorched earth' policy. When the policy came

before the Advisory War Council in mid-April, the Council recommended

that the directive be held back, pending further discussion with the
2041-

newly arrived General Douglas MacArthur. Cabinet followed the Advisory

War Council recommendation.
206

Spender, meantime, when advised at a Council meeting on 13 April

that the Commonwealth was very limited in its ability to control the

States' action on evacuation policy, because the States had been vested

with the power to deal entirely with matters touching the life and

property of civilians, suggested that Federal policy should be related
la-

to proposed State action. He made the same criticism of proposed
21h

'scorched earth' arrangements.	 But the issue was a damp squib.

Its political importance lay in the future, when the Brisbane

Line controversy arose. The charges later made by Eddie Ward that there

19?-Ibid.;4. AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 397. Home Security
Measures. Observations of Minister for Home Security on Matters
raised in Advisory War Council 24.3.42;4:AA/ACT CRS ! 5954. Shedden
Papers. Box 397. Extract from Hansard, 'Pull'. House of Representatives
27 March 1942.

20.cL AWM 54. 243/6/148. Measures for the Defence of Civilia72 1^I:ulation
1944, II. Denial of Resources to the Enemy, pp.29-3406AA ACT CRS
A 2671. 182/1942. War Cabinet Agendum No.182/1942. 'Denial of
Resources to the Enemy'.

2l.-AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 397. Advisory War Council
Minute (907). Agendum No.27/I942. Home Security Measures 13.4.42;

b Lazzarini to Shedden 6.4.42.
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was a plan under Menzies and Fadden to abandon the inhabitants of

Northern Australia to the Japanese without firing a shot were, in the

light of events and policies described above, patently false.

The fact remained, that, in conjunction with the strategy of

defending vital areas, Labor's Federal evacuation policy was, with the

exception of target areas and places contiguous to those areas, one of

no evacuation of civilians. Planning for a denial of resources policy

was well advanced in the vital south-east industrial regions, but

woefully neglected in Queensland and the Northwest. Partly this was

because of a shortage of officers to do the planning. Nevertheless,

there was a strategy for concentrating on the defence of the south-east

areas, as many in the North clearly realised. There was little intention

except under an emergency, of evacuating civilians. And little had

been done to implement a scorched earth policy. By omission, it

appeared, on the surface, if not in reality, that there was no intention

to defend those parts of Australia north of Brisbane. Responsibility

for this state of affairs was shared by all Federal parties. Labor's,

and Ward's trick, especially was to play on the fears this situation

engendered, and, to a great extent successfully lay the blame for its

existence on the Menzies-Fadden Governments.
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CHAPTER 6

THE AMERICAN PRESENCE. MARCH 1942 - AUGUST 1942

On 22 February, 1942, General Douglas MacArthur was instructed

that President Roosevelt intended to appoint him as Commander of the

Australian Area.
la_
 MacArthur, sixty two years old, had had a long and

distinguished military career. Much of it had been served in the

Philippines. In 1936 after six years as Chief of Staff in Washington

he had returned there as head of the United States Military Mission.

He became a Field Marshal in the Filipino Army, no longer on active

service with the United States Army. Recalled to active service in

1941, by July that year he had been made United States Far East

Commander. He commanded the American and Filipino forces against the

Japanese onslaught on the islands in December 1941 to March 1942,

leading the retreat from Bataan to Corregidor Fortress, where the

American Army lay under siege and impending defeat. For several weeks

he resisted Roosevelt's offer of the Australian posting, reluctant to

leave his men behind on Corregidor Rock to certain capture.
1

At this stage American military defence of the Pacific was the

responsibility of General George Brett, who had arrived in Australia

in January. As Deputy Commander of Allied Forces in the Southwest

Pacific, on 26 February, in consultation with the Australian and New

Zealand Chiefs of Staff, he reviewed the military situation in the

Pacific. Independently of presidential approaches to MacArthur, he

recommended the establishment of an Anzac area under an American

commander. Curtin accepted Brett's recommendation that all of the

continental limits of Australia should be part of that area.
2

J.J. Dedman, a member of the Labor War Cabinet argued in an

article published in the 1960s, that Curtin's acceptance of the Brett

recommendation showed that the Curtin Government took the initiative

la Bell, Unequa:	 p.95;(3W. Manchester, American Caesar : Douglas
:::. 30-1964, Boston, 1978, passim.

2. Horner, Higil Command, p.180; Bell, op.cit., p.95.



116

for proposing a strategy for war in the Pacific, and that the Labor

Government had not put in place any strategy 'based on the continental

defence of Australia'. Such decisions were made three weeks before

MacArthur's arrival in Australia. Determined after the event to prove

there was no Brisbane Line under Labor, Dedman had deliberately

misconstrued the meaning of the Anzac proposal, which was meant to do

little more than sec.7:-,1'1 tiehR � (f communication between the United

States, Australia and New Zealand, and prevent the southward movement

of the Japanese from Rabaul and Timor down the West Coast of Australia.

Very little of consequence had been done by 27 February to defend

seriously the northern parts of the continent at the time Brett's

proposal was put before War Cabinet and the Advisory War Council. The

planning did existxWas of a haphazard nature. Dadman's argument was

special pleading, (.See J.J. Dedman, 'The Brisbane Line', Australian

Outlook, Vol. 22, August 1968.)

Brett was convinced that the main threat to Australia would come

from the Northwest. His assumption was reinforced by the bombing of

Broome in early March. Both General Julian Barnes, Brett's deputy,

and Brett, cabled Washington that 'a successful defence of Australia ...

was questionable' {without strong reinforcements from the United States'.

Brett's view of a threat to the west was not supported by the

Australian Chiefs of Staff.
3
 Rowell, in a covering note to an appreciation

dealing with the defence of the proposed Anzac area supported the call

for forces from Australia, New Zealand, and 'in a large measure from

the United States'.

He did not see Darwin being used as 'a stepping stone to the

invasion of Australia', but surmised the Japanese would want to prevent

its use as 'a springboard and Naval base for the eventual launching of

the combined offensive against Japan'. He admitted the port had no

naval defences, few resources for air defence, and limited field defence

• against land attack, and that its garrison was unlikely to be - further

reinforced.L&Rowell forecast Darwin would be attacked in April, and

3. AA ACT CRS A 2684 Agendum 143/1942. Item 905. Probable immediate
Japanese Moves in the proposed new Anzac Area, Curtin to War
Cabinet 9.3.42.

4
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the east coast of Australia in May, if New Caledonia fell in mid-April."

This assessment reflected Australian thinking that the main thrust of

the Japanese attack or invasion would be towards the vital east coast.

Brett, at a Chiefs of Staff Committee meeting on 16 March queried

what joint plans existed between the Australians and the Americans in

the event of an attack on Darwin, Broome and the Gulf of Carpentaria.

He asked about the position of the 'next defensive line or line of

counter attack, that would be held if troops had to be extricated from

Darwin, because of an attack on the Northwest coast'.
5
 This was the

first reference by either an American or Australian to lines of defence.

Before this request was complied with, Douglas•MacArthur arrived

at Bachelor Field in the Northern Territory, with his wife, son, and

staff, on 17 March. Brett, learning of MacArthur's arrival, telephoned

Curtin to inform him MacArthur had assumed command of all United States

forces in Australia. He proposed MacArthur be made Supreme Commander

of all Allied Forces in the Southwest Pacific Area, to which Cabinet

immediately agreed.

Not until he had reached Adelaide, on his way to Melbourne, did

Brigadier-General R.J. Marshall, one of the staff brought from Bataan,

give MacArthur a report on the state of American forces in Australia.

These consisted of 25,000 American troops mostly in air-corps, anti-

aircraft and base units. There were 260 American planes, mostly

unserviceable. Because of the critical war situation MacArthur could

expect his army to be limited to the 41st and 32nd Divisions, the bulk

of which had not yet arrived in Australia.
6

Twenty years later, MacArthur asserted that at this point he was

told of the Brisbane Line. According to him the Australian Chiefs of

Staff

had traced a line generally along the Darling River,
from Brisbane, midway up the eastern shoreline to
Adelaide on the south coast ... Such a plan ... involved
the sacrifice of three-quarters or more of the continent,
the great northern and western reaches of the land.

4.L%-lbid., Appreciation by COS 5.3.42. esp. pp.1-2 and 5.
LHorner, Crisis of Command, p.46.

5. AWM 54. 243/6/119. Brett to COS and Cdr. Anzac Force 16.3.42.
6.aGavin Long, MacArthur as Military Commander, Sydney, 1969, p.81.
LIbid., pp.85-86.
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Behind this so-called Brisbane Line were the four
or five most important cities and the large
proportion of the population ... As the areas to
the north fell to the enemy, detailed plans were
made to withdraw from New Guinea and lay desolate
the land above the Brisbane Line. Industrial plants
and utilities in the Northern Territory would be
dynamited, military facilities would be levelled,
port installations rendered useless and
irreparable .7

In fact his recollection of this supposed Brisbane Line was a

conflation of the vital area strategy proposed by Mackay and Sturdee

from December 1941 to March 1942, which he could not have learnt of

until 20 March at the earliest, and of the denial of resources directive

submitted by the Defence Committee to the War Cabinet, which he and

General Thomas Blarney did not see until 1 April.

There was an appreciation prepared by the United States Forces

in Australia (USFIA) based on the assumption that the Japanese would

mount an offensive against the Australian continent before the combined

/resources of Australia and the United States in the area 	 be

materially increased. It argued that among the defensive positions

needed to be organised and held were one 'In the east. Along the general

line west from Maryborough in Queensland' and another 'In the west along

a general line north of the line Lawlers-Mt Magnet-Geraldton'.
8
 This

American line of defence and counter-attack was the only plan approximating

MacArthur's supposed Brisbane Line in existence between 17 and 20 March

(See Figure 10). There is no evidence indicating MacArthur was advised

of the USFIA appreciation. But its existence suggests that if he was

told of a Brisbane Line on 18/19 March, the plan he was advised of was

an American, not an Australian plan.

Some American generals were told of the 4 February memorandum on

20 March, the day MacArthur arrived in Melbourne to the relief and

acclaim of the Australian Government and people. Vasey and Mackay, after

7. MacArthur, Reminiscences, p.152.
8. USFIA Appreciation, cited in Horner, Crisis of Command, p.48; the

Japanese, in fact, on 7 March 1942 rejected any plan to invade
Australia on account of the difficulties of the task. These included
Australian will to resist, geographic conditions, logistical
problem, and affect on overall Japanese strategy in the South East
Asian area. See Hatton Tokushiro, Dai To-a Senso Zenshi. Tokyo,
1953, Part III, p.292.
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informal discussions with the generals, sent them a copy of it. In a note

attached to the memorandum Vasey stressed this was 'our present plan; but

as more troops become available we shall continually revise it'.
9
 The 18

March Advisory War Council directive did not appear to have as yet been

gassed on to Mackay. MacArthur was not, at this stage, informed of

Australian home defence strategies. At no point within days of his

arrival did he make any statement referring to the Brisbane Line, though

his office was to claim in 1943 that he had made such a statement at

this time.

On 24 March, Mackay conferred with MacArthur in Melbourne. Their

lengthy meeting covered the Pacific situation. Mackay possibly told

MacArthur of his plan for the defence of south-east Australia. 10 This

was the first occasion the American general could have learnt of any

plan approximating a so-called Brisbane Line. While he mayAustralian

have pointed out the potential improvements to the defence of the

Southwest Pacific region through the United States contribution, and his

intention to mount an offensive to Australia's north he probably also

took note of the military soundness of the strategy for defending

vital areas.

The hopes fuelled by potential American reinforcements and the

return of two AIF Divisions from the Middle East, due in April, convinced

Mackay the time had come to tell Forde that conditions had changed in

regard to his previous proposal not to defend Queensland and Tasmania

except for Townsville. A more northerly policy was warranted.

Intelligence indicated, because of the inconsiderable Japanese presence

in New Guinea, the Japanese were unlikely to adopt, in the first instance

the strategy of an attack in strength on the vital Newcastle-Sydney area.

Now the GOC in C Home Forces posited that the enemy might attempt to

establish a base in North Queensland, whence they could bomb Sydney and

Newcastle. The only likely contingency of an enemy landing in the region

9. AWN 54. 243/6/60. 'Copy of an extract from 93 Journal. Relative
to a defined area in Australia (Brisbane to Melbourne) representing
the vital area to be held by our limited forces in February, 1942.
Includes memorandum from GOC Home Forces (GEN. MACKAY) to the
Minister for the Army 4.2.42, relinquishing of certain areas of
Australia to the enemy.'

10. Chapman, cp.cit., p.262; p.264.
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was at either Cairns or Townsville. Mackay wanted to maintain troops

at their present strength in Brisbane, and post a division, unavailable

the previous February, but soon to be available because of Australian

and U.S. reinforcements from overseas, at Townsville.
11

Possibly Mackay's thinking had been influenced by his talk with

MacArthur on 24 March. At this stage his new plan for a more northerly

policy was non operational. Mackay, belatedly realising the political

repercussions for him of his 4 February memo, given its unacceptability

to Forde, may have been covering himself. Soon the idea of fighting

the battle for Australia in 'Queensland would, temporarily, become the

dominant strategy. Mackay's -memorandum was the first record of such

a strategy.

MacArthur's impression of Australia's military situation was

that it

had become almost desperate. Its forces were weak to
an extreme and Japanese invasion was momentarily
expected. The bulk of its ground troops were in the
Middle East while the United States had only one
division present and that but partially trained. Its
air force was equipped with almost obsolete planes
and was lacking not only in engines and in spare
parts but in personnel. Its navy had no carriers
or battleships.12

With these deficiencies United States planning had little option but to

fall in with the strategies already devised by the Australian High

Command. Neither MacArthur's rhetoric, aimed at re-assuring the

politicians, nor Mackay's hopes that somehow the Americans might come

to the nation's rescue could conceal the reality that the North, to a

great extent remained indefensible.

Blarney first met MacArthur personally on 31 March. Both men were

agreed on the need for an offensive once it was ensured 'that the
3 a-

defence of the vital areas was secured'. On 3 April Roosevelt ordered
MacArthur to 'hold the key military regions of Australia as bases for
offensive action against Japan, and in order to check the Japanese

11. AWM 3 DRL. 6850/128. Mackay Papers. Mackay to Forde 26.3.42.
12. MacArthur, op.cit., p.152. The MacArthurian impression accords

with Australian viewpoints passed on to the Australian Legation
in Washington, and presumably passed on to American officials: see
for example, AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 571. Report
to Australian Legation Washington 20/21.3.42 dated 25.3.42;
Similar American views had been expressed about the paucity of
Australian defences by Brett and Barnes in early March, as we
have seen.
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advance towards Australia and its essential lines of communication'.

These instructions were to be followed 'in consonance with the basic

strategy policy of the Governments concerned' 
.13b 

The Washington directive

gave MacArthur no alternative but to follow the vital area strategy drawn

up by the Australian Chiefs of Staff. Certainly MacArthur did not, as he

later claimed, abandon 'the "Brisbane Line" concept and [decide] the

battle for Australia should be fought in New Guinea'. All planning up

to the end of March 1942, was predicated on keeping the vital south-

eastern industrial areas secure from the Japanese. Insofar as planning

changed at all after MacArthur's arrival from the original strategy of

defending the vital areas, it changed to a strategy of meeting the enemy

north of Brisbane, on Australian soil, and thus preventing the

establishment of air bases Which could be used to bomb the south-eastern

cities.

The Battle for Australia, April-July 1942 

By 9 April Blarney, in his capacity as C in C AMF, had finalised

the details of his re-organisation of the militia. Mackay was given

command of the Second Army, formerly Eastern and Southern Commands,

Bennett of III Corps in Western Australia, and Lavarack the First Army,

formerly Northern Command. They did not officially take up their

positions until 15 April.
14

The very next day, 10 April, Blaney issued his first operational

instruction to Lavarack, by way of Vasey, in effect now Deputy Chief

of General Staff. That instruction stated 'The retention of the area

NEWCASTLE MELBOURNE is vital to the continuance of our war effort'.

Because of Japanese commitments in the Netherlands East Indies and

Burma, Blamey did not think the vital area would be subject to attack

on a major scale. Any major attack on the vital area he saw as 'an

extremely hazardous affair' because of the growing air and naval strength

13A:Blamey Memoirs, cited in Horner, High Command, p.180Roosevelt's
instruction is cited in Horner, Crisis of Command, p.64;efor
evidence that MacArthur's strategy had to accord with the basic
strategy of the Government concerned, see Dedman, 'The Brisbane
Line', p.153. My underlining throughout.

14. Chapman, o.cit., p.264. Mackay, as well as having charge of the
local forces for New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia and
Tasmania had one US Division under his dharge. Bennett had one
division and the local forces in :estern Australia. Lavarack had
six divisions and one motor division, organised as two Army Corps.
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in the region. This consisted of Task Force 17 - a US naval force of one

carrier, three heavy cruisers and about eight destroyers; the Anzac

squadron, of one Australian and one American cruiser, two New Zealand

cruisers and two American destroyers, primarily committed to escort duty,

three Fighter Squadrons, two Heavy Bomber Squadrons and three Dive Bomber

st.Squadrons,all from the United States, plus First Line RAAF Squadrons.'

He forecast to Lavarack a probable attempt to capture Moresby

followed by a landing on the north east coast. Lavarack's task was to

defend Brisbane 'as its occupation by the enemy would give him suitable

aerodromes for land-based aircraft' within striking distance of Newcastle

and Sydney. Because of its port facilities, its likely use as a submarine

base, its importance as an area operations centre and alternative line

of communication from the south to Darwin, Townsville had to be defended.

It was not possible to hold the coastline from Townsville to Brisbane

with the available resources of one division for Southern Queensland.

Once resources were available it was intended to hold more progressively

northward. The First Army had to defend Thursday Island with its

existing garrison, defend Townsville with its garrison of one division,

and defend the east coast from Brisbane to the Army's southern boundary,

the New South Wales Victorian border.15c

This operational instruction was in effect an affirmation of the

Mackay plan, concentrating on the defence of Brisbane and Townsville.

Nevertheless Blarney's ADC, Norman Carlyon, has insisted that Blarney

himself had nothing to do with the 'Brisbane Line'. Carlyon was wrong,

since the instruction to Lavarack was operational, and far more than a

'worst case' possibility, considering the Japanese were entrenched in

northern New Guinea and looking to the south.
16

Rather, it accorded

with the shift in defensive strategy of protecting the vital south-

eastern areas in Queensland by preventing the establishment of enemy

bases. Later, when it was labelled the 'Brisbane Line', Blarney was to

151Blamey's instructions to Lavarack are derived from AWM 54. 243/6/121.
General Headquarters Operation instructions Nos.1-42 (incomplete).
The Defence of Australia, April 1942-March 1943. GHQ Operation
Instruction No .1. 10.4.42. b For details of the Anzac Squadron see
H.G. Gill, Royal Australian Navy, 1939-1942. Canberram 1957, p.598;

c For resources of one division in Southern Queensland see Hasluck,
The Government and the Peorle, 1942-1945, Blarney to MacArthur, 2.9.42
cited pp.194-195.

16. See J. Hetherington, Blarney. Controversial Soldier. Canberra, 1973,
p.304; and N. Carlyon, I Remember Blarney, South Melbourne, 1980, p.89
for the arguments that Blarney was never connected with the Brisbane
Line.
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go to extraordinary lengths to distance himself from the implications of

this strategy.

Blarney, on 18 April had been appointed Commander-in-Chief Allied

Land Forces, SWPA. With his appointment the Military Board, was abolished

and Lieutenant-General Sturdee became, as Chief of General Staff, one of

Blarney's principal staff officers. Vasey succeeded Rowell as Deputy

Chief of General Staff, following Mackay's shift to GOC Second Army. 17

On 20 April, the Joint Staff met and concluded that the most likely

course the Japanese would take would be the occupation of Port Moresby in

conjunction with an attack on North Queensland. At the same time Army

Headquarters informed Major-General Herring that the loss of Darwin would

'give the enemy control of the whole sea North of Australia'. It was

impossible to deny the whole of the coastline east and west of Darwin

to the enemy. Herring was enjoined to prevent Darwin's seizure and

occupation. But it was recognised he would not be able to meet an invasion

'in great force'. In that event he was to dispose his troops to ensure

they were not immobilised in Darwin port. He was, if the task of meeting

the enemy was beyond his capacity to destroy 'all stores and equipment

and other items likely to be of use to the enemy'.
13 6

So, despite the 13 March Cabinet Instruction to hold Darwin, Darwin

was to be abandoned if the fortunes of war required it. The operational

instruction issued to Herring was signed by 11asey, Deputy Chief of

General Staff, who was now on Blarney's staff. Blarney was aware of the

instruction, and no doubt approved it. So far as Darwin was concerned,

then, the so-called 'Brisbane Line', as it pertained to the port's

abandonment, was operative! By 22 April, the Joint Staff had included

Darwin as a likely Japanese objective. MacArthur's Headquarters

received further information that the scheduled attack on Moresby had

been postponed until between 28 April and 3 May.
19/0

Chamberlin, MacArthur's HQ head had become so disturbed at the

possibility of an attack on the north-east coast of Queensland, that he

17. AWM 3 DRL 6763. Rowell Papers. Extract from 'Co-operation with
allies in'Time of War'.

IS.a..Horner, Crisis of Command, p.78; l'AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers.
Box 1300. Appendix A, Blarney to Curtin 28.1.44. (Includes GHQ Operation
Instruction No.4. R.N.L. Hopkins to Comd. 6 Divn. 20.4.42; See also,
AWM 54 243/6/121, GHQ Op. Inst. Nos.2-42. Defence of. Australia.
April 2942-March 1943_ GHQ Op. Inst. No.4.

190-Horner, Crisis of Command, p.78; h David Wilde, 'Curtin and the
Secret War in Australia 1941-42'. B.A.(Hons) Thesis. Flinders
University, 1980, p.29.
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suggested a conference with Admiral Leahy, Brett and Blarney, who were

respectively responsible for sea, air and land forces in the Southwest

Pacific Area, to discuss his co-ordinated plan for defence of the region

against attack, plan A. There was no conference, though all three

commanders saw copies of the plan.
20

Based on the assumption of a possible Japanese sea and air attack

on the north-east coast of Australia, between Brisbane and Townsville,

simultaneous with landing operations at Port Moresby, the plan dealt

with sea, air and land defence against the Japanese force. Extensive

naval and air reconnaissance over the threatened region, with the American

Navy as the first line of defence, was proposed. A striking force of

bombers was held in reserve, centred around Townsville, especially to

intercept carriers directed against the Northeast coast, or troop

convoys against Moresby. Hostile air attacks on the mainland were to

be faced with fighter aircraft and anti-aircraft artillery. Blarney, with

the forces under his command, had to prevent landings on the northeast

coast of Australia or on the Southwest coast of New Guinea. He would

assume supreme command of all three forces in the event of landing

attacks .
21

At Moresby, the Commander was instructed on 27 April, if it was

beyond his capacity to meet the enemy, to abandon the port and institute
aQ ck-

a partial scorched earth policy. So both at Moresby and on the mainland

at Darwin and in North Queensland there was the expectation that naval

and air forces would not be able to hold off a Japanese attack. United

States and Australian land forces, the latter recently augmented by the
,L

returned AIF, would be compelled to fall back on a policy of abandonment. 2 '

MacArthur warned Curtin of the prospect and expressed dissatisfaction

that he did not have sufficient forces to hold off a Japanese thrust.

At MacArthur's urging Curtin desperately but unsuccessfully sought
22

further reinforcements from Churchill.

20. AWM 54 243/6/61. Copy of Extract from G3 Journal, 25 April 1942.
To the Chief of Staff. Subject. Co-ordination of Defence in
preparation for possible attack on Northeast Coast of Australia
1942. Chamberlin to Sutherland 24.4.42.

21. AWM 3 DRL 6643. Blarney Papers. Operational Reports 43.4. GHQ SWPA.
Operation Instructions No.2, 24.4.42. This operational Instruction
has been dated 25.4.42.

22.(x.AA ACT CRS A 5954• Shedden Papers. Box 1300. Appendix A. Blarney to
Curtin 28.1.44(includes Telegram to Milcommand Moresby from GHQ
Melbourne 27.4.42Dedman, 'The Brisbane Line', p.154,‹Long,
MacArthur, p.98, fin 1.
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By 1 May, MacArthur officially warned Blarney of the danger to the

mainland. Presenting a brave public face, Blamey proclaimed that the

allies were in a much better position to defend against the Japanese

than had previously been the case. General Milford, the Commander at

Townsville, was alerted that an early attack on Port Moresby was

expected and might be followed by

a landing on the north-east coast with a view to
progressive advance southwards covered by land-
based aircraft.2-)

Such a threat appeared about to eventuate on 5 May with the

commencement of the Battle for the Coral Sea, in which the Japanese

fleet, bound for Moresby, was engaged by a combined Australian-American

force.

In Brisbane there was panicky consideration about the evacuation

of civilians and stock. Only towns from Cooktown to Proserpine were

to be evacuated, but not other coastal areas. There was only limited

time for evacuation to take place, and when that time had expired

evacuation would cease. Otherwise roads would be 'operationally of

little value'. Dumps of petrol placed along the evacuation routes were

to be destroyed by the last personnel to leave the area. Some stock

had been moved from the far north, and a plan for large-scale movement

of stock was being prepared. Stock would be destroyed if this did not

eventuate. Orders for evacuation would come from Army Headquarters.25

The limited extent of the evacuation was in accord with Federal policy,

as laid down on 4 February. It could not have been heartening to the

Queensland Government and probably reinforced the impression that war

on Queensland soil meant the abandonment of civilians and institution

of a partial denial policy. It was fertile soil for the concept of a

Brisbane Line.

In the Battle for the Coral Sea, MacArthur's role was negligible.

He had made available to Nimitz's Task Force 17 two Australian destroyers
2

and the heavy cruiser U.S.S. Chicago. The American fleet carrier

Lexington was sunk and the Yorktown severely damaged, while the Japanese

23. Cited in Horner, Crisis of Command, pp.79-80.
24. E. Holt,olitics is People, Sydney, 1969, pp.133-134.
25. AWM 54. 183/5/14. Detailed Plan of evacuation of civilians,

Townsville Area, July 1943. Maj. Gen. Goase, GS First Aust. Army
to York Force 24.7.43. Appendix A to G (0) 1176 of 24.7.43, dated
6.5.43.
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lost a light carrier and suffered severe damage to their fleet carrier,

Shokaku. Sixty-six American planes were lost to the Japanese seventy-
26 6

seven. By the afternoon of 8 May, Curtin finally admitted to the

Parliament the battle was taking place.
26 c

In the Northern Territory, a Japanese landing was considered
q-7as-

imminent. Lavarack, Bennett and Mackay were issued instructions outlining

the principles directly affecting defence of the coastline by Blarney's

Deputy Chief of Staff, Vasey, in which Blarney concurred. The defence of

'such vulnerable areas as Sydney and Newcastle' was stressed. This, on

the basis of past planning, inferred Brisbane and Townsville in

Queensland, and Fremantle and Perth in Western Australia. In particularly

vulnerable areas coast-watchers were supported by garrison battalions.

Changes in the disposition of troops necessitated by the instruction were

to be implemented 'at the earliest possible moment'. For all the talk

of the defence of the north, at crisis point, the strategy for defending

vulnerable areas remained the operable strategy. Areas outside the

vulnerable areas had to depend on little but militia units concentrated

at the rear of beaches, ready to strike the enemy as soon as they had

landed.
27L

In Western Australia, Bennett had been instructed to arrange for

the local defence of aerodromes in Northwest Australia. He was not to

use the field-forces stationed in the Fremantle-Perth area for this task.

If local forces in the Northwest could not deal with enemy encroachments,

'all aerodromes and stores, equipment and other items likely to be of

use to the enemy' were to be demolished or destroyed - a policy of

abandonment which closely paralleled Ward's later Brisbane Line

allegations.
28

MacArthur fully realised the hopelessness of Australia's

situation. He radioed Roosevelt,

26.(1-Dedman, 'The Brisbane Line', p.155; h.C.F. Turner, 'The Crisis of
Japanese Strategy, January-June, 1942', Royal Military College
Historical Journal, Vol.1, March 1972, p.13;cHolt, op.cit., pp.133-134.

27.4,,AWM 54 243/6/121 GHQ Operation Instructions Nos.1-43. Defence of
Australia April 1942,March 194*AWM 3 DRL 6645. Blarney Papers.
48.51. Defence of Mainland Australia SM 8205 Vasey to First and
Second Army, 3 Aust. Corps. 8.5.42, initialed and ticked by Blarney.

28. AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Appendix A. Blarney to Curtin
28.1.44 includes Vasey to III Corps. GHQ Opposition instruction
No.10. Defence of Western Australia. 2.5.42.
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a preliminary move is now under way probably initially
against New Guinea and the line of communication between
the United States and Australia ... If serious enemy
pressure were applied against Australia ... the situation
would be extremely precarious. The extent of territory
to be defended is so vast and the communications facilities
are so poor that the enemv moving freely by water, has
a preponderant advantage.-

From the forces currently available to him, and from the plans of the

Australian High Command, there was no possibility of defending Australia

in its northernmost reaches or in New Guinea, as he later claimed. The

force in Moresby was no more capable of coping with an invasion than

were those on the mainland. He was as much a supporter, willing or not,

of the so-called Brisbane Line as were Blarney, Sturdee, Mackay and Vasey.

With the outcome of the Coral Sea Battle still unknown in Australia,

on 11 May MacArthur reviewed the appreciations drawn up by the Chiefs

of Staff on 27 February. He agreed completely with the strategy these

envisaged, one, it will be recalled, based on defending the vital areas

Only with the estimate for 25 divisions if there was inadequate air

and naval cover did he disagree. Convinced the Japanese would mount

another offensive in the Southwest Pacific area likely to threaten the

mainland, he urged on Curtin the need to open a second front against

them. Australia needed to be developed as a 'defensive bastion'.

Otherwise, 'all the elements that have produced disaster in the Western
2 oc-

Pacific since the beginning of the war' would be repeated. With the

threat of invasion of the continent still possible, MacArthur was in

agreement with defence being concentrated in the vital regions, a far

cry from his later claim that he was exhorting the battle for Australia

be fought in New Guinea.

News that the Coral Sea battle had resulted in there being only

two operational U.S. carriers in the Pacific, with heavy losses also

being inflicted on the Japanese, reached Australia the next day. The
C zou-n

War Cabinet and Advisory War 	 - appear to have greeted the tidings

with dismay. Blarney attempted, with the Chiefs of Staff present, to

hearten the War Cabinet and the Advisory War Council with the advice

that he was reinforcing Townsville by one brigade, and increaSing its

anti--aircraft defences. An AIF Brigade was being transferred to

Brisbane, and he intended to transfer the 3rd AMF Division from Brisbane

29. Manchester, American Caesar, MacArthur quoted, pp.291-292.
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to Western Australia. 30 
c-

The next day, 14 May, the 32nd US Division and the remainder of

the 41st US Division finally arrived in Australia, bringing the total

strength of US personnel in the country to 60,822 Army and 20.495 Air

Corps and anti-aircraft units. S1 Curtin, influenced by MacArthur's

prognostications of doom, cabled Roosevelt that Australia's

successful defence was ... of vital importance. If
the Japanese obtained a foothold there, it would
be too late to send assistance; the country would
be ravaged and its people decimated,

to no avail. MacArthur consequently had little choice but to continue

with the established plan of defending the mainland, and holding Moresby,

even though this might prove impossible.

The lack of necessary military information, of a unified command

of air and ground forces, and of a firm evacuation policy for civilians

in North Queensland at the time of the Coral Sea Battle perturbed

Lavarack in Queensland. He believed even a partial evacuation would

take a week and should not be delayed until military operations were

imminent. Forgan-Smith heard of Lavarack wanting the order of evacuation

to be the responsibility of the local commander, not to be hindered for

non-military reasons. Perturbed, he cabled Curtin for War Cabinet's

views on them. He himself saw the Lavarack proposals as a contradiction

of the Federal instruction to State Premiers on 4 February that

evacuation of civil population was neither feasible nor desirable and

needed to be discouraged. He further warned that if Townsville was

evacuated, 'a general evacuation from the north would inevitably result' .32L

After Blarney had toured Brisbane, Rockhampton, Townsville and

Charters Towers, and had seen the wisdom of Lavarack's recommendations ,3 2 e.

National Security Regulations were promulgateh cpmpowering army, corps

and divisional Commanders to order evacuation. The order was not to

be used without Blamey's authority.
32,2-

But Forgan-Smith's initial

30.3-MacArthur, quoted in Horner, Crisis of Command, p.84;LHorner, Crisis
of Cormand, p.85;cAA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 537.
Review of W.A. and defence position of COS to War Cabinet and
Advisory War Council 26.1.42 - 3.12.43.

31. D. McCarthy, Southwest Pacific Area - The First Year, Canberra,
1981, p.33.

32AAWM 3 DRL 6643. Blarney Papers. 48.51. Defence of Australian Mainland.
Lavarack to Blarney, 19.5.42, 21.5.41, 22.5.42;bAA ACT CRS A 1608.
AO. 39/1/3. Evacuation of Civilians from Defence Area Policy.
Telegram Forgan-Smith to Curtin. W381. Brisbane 67.5.5. 21.5.42.

c/Did., Teleprinter Forde to Blarney. 27 .5.42XAWM 3 DRL 6643. Blarney
Papers. C in C Diary, 29.5.42, p.206;-R-AWM 54 183/5/14. Detailed Plan
of Evacuation of Civilians, Townsville Area. Major-General Boase to
York Force. 24.7.43.
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reaction, and his fear evacuation from Townsville would signal a mass

flight from the north was symptomatic of that climate of opinion that

would so easily accept allegations of the existence of a Brisbane Line.

On 31 May, three Japanese midget submarines were launched from

larger submarines outside Sydney Heads. Two were stopped at the harbour

entrance: one fouled in a boom net, and the other sunk by the RAN. The

third successfully entered the harbour but failed in its attack on the

United States heavy cruiser Chicago. A torpedo which struck the harbour

floor sank the Zuttabul ferry, used as a naval training ship, with

subsequent loss of life. The raid reinforced Australian uncertainty

about possible Japanese naval moves. But in the northern Pacific, at

the battle of Midway Island, from 4 to 7 June the Japanese lost four

carriers and a cruiser, with another badly damaged. Two thousand, two

hundred Japanese sailors died, 234 aircraft and the cream of Japan's

naval aviators were lost. Midway was Japan's first major naval defeat;

'it put an end to the long period of Japanese offensive action, and

restored the balance of Naval power in the Pacific'.
33

MacArthur, after

Midway, told Curtin Australia's defence position was ensured.
34

Japanese
35-.

shell-fire on Sydney and . Newcastle on 7/8 June did little to disperse

the feeling Australia was still under threat. Both Curtin and Forde

insisted Australia could still fall to the enemy, The Japanese momentum

had not ceased. Darwin was still in a perilously dangerous position.

Lae and Salamaua were being heavily fortified by the Japanese and they

were constructing fighter strips to Bougainville and Guadalcanal. The

development of airfields in the Solomons meant they were ready to bomb

supply lines between the United States and Australia and amass landing

barges for an attack on Australia. Strategically, they had the option

of attacking Darwin or taking Moresby by land. `'5e

On 17 June 1942 Blarney and Mackay gave the press a background

briefing, where journalists were forbidden to take notes, -"rheir aim was

to raise army discipline and morale they bemoaned the low standard of

disciplint.the lack of fitness of the newly-raised militia 'for duty

33. Has luck, The Government and the People, 1942-1945, pp.172-173 for
submarine attack on Sydney Harbour; p.167 for Midlay. For another
description of Midway, and its significance for the overall Pacific
naval situation see Costello, op.cit.,pp.283-309, esp. pp.307-309.

34. Horner, Crisis of Command, pp.94-95.
35. 4-Hasluck,The Government and the People, 1942-1945, p.173;1Horner,

Crisis of Command, pp.94-95;cManchester, op.cit., pp.295-296. The
Telegraph, 8.1.1946 revealed that the American victory at

Midway had caused three Japanese carriers supporting a 200 bomber
air-raid and submarine attack on Sydney to be diverted. The raid
on Sydney had been planned for July or August 1942.

-9
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as soldiers' and their inability 'to stand the strain and constant

hardship of war'. An account of the press conference, written from

memory, was given to Eddie Ward.
36

He would use it as grist for his

Brisbane Line allegations.

In Western Australia Bennett had for some time been urging an

increase in the forces under his command, and for a role in the tropical

warfare to come. Blarney forbade him to post a detachment in the

Roeburne-Port Hedland area in the Northwest, since to dispose his force

over widely separated areas would leave him open to defeat in detail.

Nor would MacArthur, whose thoughts were concentrated on a plan for an

offensive against Rabaul, and the ultimate regaining of the Philippines,

despatch any troops from the eastern seaboard.
37

The strategy in

Western Australia remained a vital area strategy, focusing on the

defence of Perth, Fremantle and Albany. There was no adequate defence

for the Northwest. This later became a point of contention between

Curtin, MacArthur and the Australian General Staff.

On 17 June, too, the Japanese decided they would take Moresby by

land. Events in Queensland seemed to indicate to Queenslanders the

North would not be defended properly.

In Mackay and Rockhampton, the VDC were to engage in delaying

tactics against an invader, until a superior force arrived. Failing

that, they were instructed to carry out demolition of vital installations,

block roads, and engage in guerilla warfare. It was assumed they would

be operating primarily in enemy-held territory where little serious
3

attempt had been made to withstand the invader. In general, Army forces

were concentrated around Townsville, Brisbane and Southern Queensland.

Troops in Brisbane were not fully equipped and lacked armoured support

With the major concentration of troops in Southern Queensland, and the

despatch of some of the newly-arrived U.S. 31st Division to the

Newcastle-Sydney area, it appeared the defence of the North had a low

prioritf. While there was no specific line above Brisbane, the

disposition of troops and the proposed destination of evacuees - 'the

36. MS 2396/7/126-7. Ward Papers. Typed account written from memory.
Blarney Conference. 17.6.42. NLA.

37. ML MSS 807/3. Bennett Papers. ff 231, 235. Blarney to Bennett,
19.6.42 and 23.6.42 resp.
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area from Coolangatta to Redcliff ... 25 to 75 miles east and south-east

of Brisbane' 
38 

created the impression such a line might exist.

The impression was false, since the military offensive being slowly

mounted in New Guinea, with an Allied force, including two Australian

brigades establishing themselves at Milne Bay, in south-east New Guinea,3 
c.-

meant that mainland defence was becoming less relevant. Even with the

flow of equipment arriving from the United States, plans for the

development of an Air Force, and increased domestic munitions production,

there were insufficient ancillary organisations for home defence,

especially 'in regard to anti-aircraft and other artillery units'.

Manpcwer for the Army was reduced by both Air Force requirements and need

for workers for war production. Home forces, Blarney told Curtin, would

be reduced by one or possibly two infantry divisions.
39b

At the end of June, while not as much in danger of invasion as it

had appeared in March 1942, Australia still did not have sufficient

troops for mainland defence. MacArthur's Americans were earmarked for

the proposed Rabaul offensive. The vital industrial areas of the south-

east and south-west were not secure from air attack. Re-organisation

of the home army, with priority given to armoured vehicles, was dependent

still on the arrival of material from overseas, and even then was not up

to war requirements. Apart from being organised for a more efficient

use of manpower, the home defence situation, as opposed to preparations

for an offensive, had improved but little from the early days of 1942.

This situation did not escape the notice of some Australian generals.

The Invader moves South

In early July the United States Joint Chiefs of Staff directed

MacArthur's forces in the Southwest Pacific Area, to seize and occupy

the Solomons, Lae, Salamaua, and the North-east coast of New Guinea,

then Rabaul, New Ireland and New Britain. Blarney, at a conference with
.)

his commanders in Melbourne on 6 July was momentarily enthusiastic.) 
4.

38. For Mackay and Rockhampton seekAWM 54 243/6/117. VDC Qld 13 Bn. Op.
Plans. Plans for the distribution of VDC Units Under Command No.13.
Bn. Defence of Obstacles, Defence and protection from Sabotage of
VP's, coast observation, beach defence, Demolition of vital Road Passes,
Landing Grounds and Wireless Installations etc. (for Rockhampton) and
V 326.42. Operational Tasks. VDC Mackay 28.6.42 (for Mackay) ;LFor
Brisbane, movement of troops south, see Horner, Crisis of Command,
pp.91-92; c-'for evacuation destinations around Brisbane see AWM 54.
183/5/14, cited above; Appendix F to G (0) 1176 of 24.7.43, containing
copy of Mr Halligan's Report to Dept. Army. 12.6.42.

39F- Long, MacArthur, p.103; bAWM 3 DRL 6643. Blarney Papers. 23.1. Australian
War Effort, Blarney to Curtin 29.6.42.

.9
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swept along by MacArthur's egocentric vision. Other Australian generals

were more hard headed, and not so easily persuaded by the American

determination to take the offensive. MacArthur would not be thwarted,

putting it to Curtin that passive defence would lead to defeat. He

threatened Curtin he would resign his commission 'unless the concept of

the Brisbane Line was scrapped'. Curtin yielded. But some of the

Australian General Staff plunged into despair, certain the American

offensive would mean the loss of the vital south-eastern areas.40

The dispute between MacArthur and the Australian High Command

coincided with. Blamey's decision to appoint Lieutenant-General Sturdee,

the Chief of General Staff, as Military Attache to the United States.

Sturdee was reluctant to accept the posting to Washington, preferring

a field command with the AIF, and only did so at Blamey's and Curtin's

urging, with the guarantee he would be recalled at the end of one year!

Though he recognised the need to defend Australia in New Guinea,

and had himself instituted measures to that effect, he may have also

opposed the downgrading of the vital area strategy. The coincidence of

his Washington appointment, necessary though it was for a highly

qualified general to represent Australia's interests at the highest

Jevel now that the US Joint Chiefs of StaffAaere making decisions that

vitally affected Australia's security, may have meant at least one general

likely to thwart MacArthur's will as now out of the way. By 10 September,

1942 Sturdee had taken up his appointment as head of the Australian

military mission in Washington. He was not to return for several years,
41

and was conveniently absent when the Brisbane Line controversy erupted

in 1943.

MacArthur's first plan was to establish a base at Buna. Pleased

at the rate at which equipment was now arriving in Australia, and hopeful

at the chances of success of his offensive, he felt that the AMF 'with

a little more training to season them', would make a powerful fighting

force. But on 21 and 22 July the Japanese forestalled the American
4-2.0„

general by themselves taking Buna and nearby Gona (see Figure 11).

40 ,Horner, Crisis of Canmand, p.96; & Manchester, op.cit., p.296.
41 Buckley, 'Sturdee', op.cit., p.36;6Horner, Crisis of Command, p.99;

Unfortunately Sturdee destroyed most of his personal papers. His
exact role in the Brisbane Line controversy must therefore remain
unclear, and his opposition or otherwise to the United States July
offensive, speculative.
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These new advances perhars dimmed Curtin's optimism about the planned

offensive after warnings from his generals about the risk to the mainland.

Nevertheless on 23 July he informed reporters 'he would be willing to

take risks with Australia in order to drive the Japanese out of the
426

MacArthur moved his headquarters to Brisbane to be closer to the

enemy. By the next week, the Japanese had established themselves in

Kokoda. The Daily Telegraph reported that recruiting had reached
saturation point, which implied that insufficient troops were available

to cope with the enemy advance through New Guinea. Privately, Forde

told journalists that competing manpower needs were being completely

reviewed. He assured them: 'To keep Australia secure from attack the

army would not be reduced by one man and more would be needed because

of the lack of aircraft and naval strength' 
.43

The idea of taking risks

to 'drive the Japanese out of the war' was rapidly dissipating as the

enemy thrust closer to Australian shores.

On the one hand, the Government needed to inspire the people to

greater effort for war production to meet partly the needs of the

offensive. But this could not best be achieved by scaremongering.

That, in itself was counter-productive, for, through stressing the fear

of Japan in order to intensify the war effort, the nation became pre-

occupied with problems of home defence, thus partly nullifying the

attempts of Curtin and others to back offensive action.

On 30 July, Blamey and MacArthur issued their directive 'for

guidance in the formulation of detailed plans for denial of resources

to the enemy'. It gave priority to concentrating on the coastal areas

which could not adequately be protected by troops and were directly
44- 44-

endangered. Queensland and Western Australia were given as examples.

Under the pressure of the Japanese advance in New Guinea, it seemed both

Blarney and MacArthur were pondering whether both states might have to be

partly abandoned in the event of a successful Japanese landing in force.

MacArthur, p.103; MS F.T. Smith Papers. No.11. 17.7.42 and
No.13, 23.7.42. NLA.

45. MS 4675, F.T. Smith Papers. No.15. 29.7.42. NLA.

war'.
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Reinforcements of one division less a brigade were sent to Western

Australia, the two United States Divisions proceeded to Queensland, and
44-c_

an infantry brigade was released to South East New Guinea. Off the

record, after Japanese forces had dug in at Buna and further air raids

had taken place on Darwin, Moresby and Port Hedland, Blarney admitted

the raids might be a prelude to action. He told reporters the enemy's

position was 'very strong'. Among the courses open to them was the

continuation of their southward advance. But their intentions were

unknown.
44
4

Curtin and the Advisory War Council received news of a projected

campaign against the Japanese in the Solomons. Billy Hughes, the Deputy

Leader of the Opposition, and leader of the UAP, issued a public warning

that 'If Japan is to hold what she has won, she must attempt a major

invasion of Australia'. The rapidity of the Japanese advance, from

Hong Kong through to Buna and Gona, and the progress down the Kokoda

Trail 'must have deep significance for the people of Australia, for every

day Japan draws near to our vital centres'. MacArthur and the Australian

generals he decried for having taken the offensive 'too little and too

late', affected by a spirit of the defensive.

Curtin reacted by attacking the records of Hughes, Menzies and

Spender in the prosecution of the war. A minor censorship controversy

ensued when Hughes' speech was banned from distribution to overseas

newspapers.
45.6

 Not only did Curtin believe Hughes was giving warning of

44 -AWN 54 243/6/148. Measures for the Defence of Civilian Population,
1944. Section 2. Denial of Resources to the Enemy, p.33;bAWM 54
243/6/123. Denial of Resources to the Enemy. Directive for guidance
in formation of detailed plans. December 1941-September 1942, p.4;

cA101 54 243/6/154. Australian War Time Activities. Information for
LIK Government. Pt.3. November 1941-July 1942. Cablegram to Secretary
of State for Dominion Affairs, 4.8.42; dAWI1 3 DRL 6643. Blarney Papers.
C in C Diary, 4.8.42. Intriguingly, Blamey had access to Magic
Information which had been available to MacArthur from 20 July 1942,
that Australia was not, in fact in danger of invasion. Of course he
could not convey this information to the press. Also, it is an
indication that he, like Curtin, did not have complete confidence
in the work of American cryptographers, changing his opinion of
Japanese intentions according to the progress of New Guinea campaign,
and preferred to play it safe, given his responsibilities both as
C in C AMF, and C in C Allied Land Forces SWPA. Moreover the Japanese
might always alter their plans with little notice.

45.0-Daily Telegraph 6.8.42;LHasluck, The Goverment and the People,
1942-1945, pp.659-660.
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the coming Solomons campaign, but he may have been concerned, given

electoral sensibilities in the North, that the old man had implied both

Opposition and Government policy was to see the vital south-east area

as the main target for invasion, and hence concentrate defences there.

The ploy of attacking the Menzies-Fadden defence record became the norm

in Labor tactics, reaching its apogee in the Brisbane Line controversy.

Yet the fears Hughes had raised were real. On 20 August Brisbane
c440,

had its first air raid scare, a false alarm. On 25 August, the battle
4.6 4)

of Milne Bay began, ferociously fought into September. In Tasmania the

Army feared heavy sea-borne raids. Responding to the directive for

guidelines for institution of a denial policy, they selected Hobart,

Launceston, Burnie and Devonport as the most likely targets. Of these,

only Hobart ;.._as defensible. Despite the immense difficulty of covering

civilian evacuation there, the Hobart Field Force would attempt the task.

Partial denial would be immediately implemented, and plans drawn up for

total denial. Launceston would be destroyed completely if it could not

be held. Coastal areas would be evacuated and total denial policy

implemented.
46c...

 Here were shades of Eddie Ward's later cries of

abandonment, but under Curtin, not his hated Menzies-Fadden coalition.

March 1942 saw changes in strategic thinking about the defence of

Australia that throw considerable light on the Brisbane Line story.

Australian thinking centred still on the defence of the vital south-

eastern industrial areas, and, in the west, on the Perth-Fremantle-

Albany area. The impending return of the AIF and promised US Divisions

meant that, in Queensland, Townsville at least could be defended.

But the evolution of joint war plans between the American Staff

who had arrived in early 1942, and the Australian General Staff revealed

a fundamental tactical difference between the different armies. The

Americans were apt to plan along the concept of lines of defence, while

the Australians adhered to the principle of defending the vital industrial

areas. Insofar as there was a 'Brisbane Line' existing at the date of

46ppendix I, Joyce Fisher, 'Civil Defence Organisation' in Has luck,
The Government and the People, 1942-1945, p.653;11aFor Milne Bay,
Manchester, op.cit., p.296;cFor Tasmanian plans see AWM 54 243/6/1S.
12 Aust.Inf.Bde. Op. Inst. Nos.6-8, 10 and 11. Tasmania 1942.
12 Aust.Inf.Bde. Op. Inst. No.11. 31.8.42 and AWM 54 243/6/2.
Demolitions and Denial of Resources to the Enemy. Tasmania Force
1942. Second Aust. Army. Demolition Policy. 13.8.42.
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General MacArthur's arrival in March 1942, that line was an American line,

not an Australian one. MacArthur, in flight from the Philippines, was

single-mindedly determined he would return to those islands. He too was

adamant in the use of the east coast of Australia as an offensive base

against the Japanese, though the resources for such an offensive were,

at the time, far beyond his capacity.

March too saw the appointment of General Blarney as Commander-in-

Chief of the AMF, and in April, of the Allied Land Forces. Blarney

accepted the necessity of the strategy for defending the vital areas, even

though this meant that much of the north and north-west could not be

adequately defended. Insofar as he did this, he' was a proponent of the

so-called 'Brisbane Line' strategy as enunciated in the Mackay

memorandum, notwithstanding later denials that he was associated with it.

Regardless of earlier protests by Frank Forde, the Labor Minister

for the Army, and the instructions of the Advisory War Council on

18 March, 1942, the vital area strategy remained operational. Blarney,

though, may have thought it wise to ensure that Mackay, who had upset

the politicians with his suggestions that that part of Queensland north

of Brisbane might have to be abandoned temporarily to the enemy, was

given a command where plans for the defence of Queensland were not his

responsibility.

Not until July 1942 did MacArthur look to the defence of Australia

in New Guinea. During the period of crisis from March to June 1942,

the defence of Australia would take place in north-east Queensland, on

the assumption that the region was a Japanese objective, and because

MacArthur did not have trained troops available to do otherwise. At

the same time, it was realised neither Moresby or Darwin could necessarily

be held. They were, if the worst came to the worst, to be abandoned and

a scorched earth policy instituted.

Even as the offensive was mooted that July, some Australian generals

had doubts about the grandiose American scheme. One of these may have

been Sturdee, an architect of the strategy for concentration of troops

in vital areas. Conveniently he was scheduled to be posted as Australian

military attache to Washington. He would barely be concerned with the

Brisbane Line story again. The action of politicians, and Blarney,

against those involved in drawing up a politically unpalatable strategy

would continue when the controversy reached its height in 1943.
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Blarney, as MacArthur tried to gain support for an offensive against

Rabaul in June, adhered to the policy of defending the vital areas in the

West, virtually ordering Gordon Bennett not to look to the defence of the

northwest. Queensland politicians, meanwhile, strove to ensure that

Lavarack, the Commander of the Second Army, did not evacuate civilians

from Townsville for operational purposes. Such a course they saw as

tantamount to abandonment of the north. Yet that course may have fed

rumours a Brisbane Line, a suspicion of Queenslanders since the late

1930's, did in fact, exist. It was fertile grounds for Eddie Ward's

later allegations.

The Japanese advance on Kokoda, after successes at Buna and Gona,

in July, refueled fears of invasion. At the same time plans for a policy

of denial of resources to the enemy - scorched earth - were finalised,

with Queensland and Western Australia designated as regions where it

was most likely to be implemented. This possibly assisted the creation

of an impression, that if the worst did come, those states were to be

sacrificed for the good of the south-east.

Ultimately, there were three factors, all misunderstood, contributing

to such an idea: The strategy for concentration of troops in vital

areas; the Federal Government's policy of non evacuation of civilians;

the policy for denial of resources to the enemy. Evacuation, though,

was a double-edged sword. The Government was damned if they did

evacuate - abandonment of territory - and damned if they did not -

abandonment of civilians.

The groundwork was laid for claims of the existence of a Brisbane

Line, instituted by the Curtin Labor Government, not the Menzies-Fadden

Governments. Yet in all the three policies, the Opposition had

assented. The irony was that neither party had taken up the American

strategy of defensive lines.
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CHAPTER 7

THE BRISBANE LINE BECOMES POLITICAL 

E.M. Hanlon, the Queensland Minister for Health and Home Affairs,

on 9 September 1943 reminded the State Parliament that 'Right up until

Japan came into the war the northern defence line of Australia was right

here, just north of Brisbane'. Eddie Ward, the fiery Minister for

Labour and National Services, made a note of the speech.
1

He was not aware, however, that Hanlon was referring to the Defence

Sub-Committee Line of February 1936. It is not known whether Hanlon's

September 1942 statement came to the attention of that line's most likely

creator, Sir Frederick Shedden, the Secretary of the Department of

Defence Co-ordination; but it is unlikely that Shedden, throughout the

course of controversy, was not unaware of the danger to his own position,

politically, should that particular piece of planning see the light of

day. Subsequently, Shedden worked assiduously to obfuscate the existence

of that plan. As further details of the so-called Brisbane Line emerged,

partly through the advice Shedden himself gave to Curtin, the Shedden

plan was cast further and further into the background. So successful

was Shedden in this, that the Defence Sub-Committee plan, drawn up

under his secretaryship, never became an issue in the controversy.

The Controversy Begins

For leaders of nations at war, the course of the war itself becomes

a thing to be used for political advantage. Military set-backs can

themselves threaten a Government's tenure in office. By 18 September

1942, John Curtin was faced with the possibility that the Americans would

be defeated in the Solomons campaign. The Americans themselves 'were

1. MS 2396/13/105. Ward Papers. Handwritten Note 9.9.42. NLA. Ward
during the Brisbane Line controversy collected most reported
Statements on the Brisbane Line. Several of these predate his public
involvement from October, 1942. Therefore it is not possible to
determine if the Hanlon statement of 9 September, kept by Ward,
indicates Ward's first interest in the question. Certainly, Hanlon's
May 1939 statement at the ALP Federal Conference indicates he was
the author of the Brisbane Line story. His claim that it was taken
up by Ward if clearly correct.
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finding it difficult to hang on' in Guadalcanal. Nobody needed to be told

that the defeat of American forces in Guadalcanal would release Japanese

troops for action in New Guinea. Momentary panic, spurred on by

MacArthur, had resulted in Curtin and Blarney relieving General Rowell
26

of his command in New Guinea. Within Australia, the Defence Committee

were considering plans to resist a possible Japanese invasion by means

of denial of power resources and scorched earth policy. Stock and

destructible stores had been moved inland from the coastal area most

vulnerable to attack. Vital areas were prepared for evacuation resulting

either from raids or a major invasion of the south-east coast. Naval

defences, because of the American commitment at Guadalcanal, appeared

non-existent. The RAAF was depleted. 2 Australia had been thrust once

more onto the defensive.

Politics demanded that blame for this situation be sheeted home

somewhere other than to Curtin's Labor Government. Frank Forde, the

deputy leader and Minister for the Army, had, probably from his current

and Percy Spender's previous adviser, Major Howe, obtained details of

the Maryborough Plan. Curtin admitted to the press on 19 September

that planning for an offensive in the Pacific had begun, but these plans

had to be 'thrashed out'. 'He didn't think the Jap could take [Port

Moresby] but they might'. Troops could not be got there to reinforce

the threatened garrison, nor could they be supplied. But 'the important

point was that we were now defending Australia 2,000 miles north of

where the past government planned'.

Two days later at another press conference, still on the defensive

about the bleak war situation in the Pacific, Curtin emphasised that the

line for the defence of Australia was not at Maryborough, as it had been

under Menzies and Fadden, but in the north of Australia, where air-strips

and aerodromes capable of carrying heavy bombers had been developed.3

2r.,-MS 4675. F.T. Smith Papers. No.14. 14.9.42.13 For an excellent account
of the MacArthur-Curtin-Blamey-Rowell crisis in New Guinea see Horner,
Crisis of Commend, passimS-For details of scorched earth, stock
evacuation, etc. see AWM 54 243/6/148. Measures for Defence of
Civilian Population 1944, § 8 and AWM 54 183/8/11. Second Army
Operational Instructions. Appendix B.

3. For Curtin's revelations of the Maryborough Plan see MS 4675.
F.T. Smith Papers. No.25. 17.9.42 and No.26, 21.9.42. NLA.
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Curtin, in effect, had given his imprimatur to the concept soon to be

used by Ward, that the Menzies Government, in the face of the danger of

a Japanese invasion, had intended to evacuate the north and leave it

defenceless.

Howe, possibly at Forde's instigation, visited Ward at his office

in Sydney. He told him of the existence of a military plan that would

involve the people of North Queensland and Western Australia 'being left

to the mercy of an invader'. These plans, Howe alleged, had been drawn

up under the Menzies-Fadden Governments. Howe was confused. Possibly

he was referring to the instructions for denial issued the previous

month, plans implemented under the Curtin Government. Ward may have

been very much aware that, if he made use of Howe's allegations, he would

in fact be exposing Labor plans, not UAP-UCP plans publicly. He told

his wife Edie, that evening, 'This is a very serious thing in our lives.

I may lose my job over this. I may even lose my seat'.
4

Meanwhile, Allied Land Forces GHQ, on 26 September, estimated

that to establish strategic security for their East Asian Co-prosperity

Sphere, and to develop resources to maintain prolonged hostilities,

Japan would complete their occupation of New Guinea, occupy Darwin and

then the north-east coast of Australia. The same day, Australian forces
0,

took the offensive on the Kokoda Trail. On 30 September the Australian

Chiefs of Staff prepared an appreciation noting the possibility of a

diversionary attack on North-Western Australia, unless the Japanese were
Sb

contained in the New Guinea-Solomons area. Their point of view conflicted

with that of General MacArthur, who was intent on the Papuan offensive

begun on 1 October. Shown the appreciation MacArthur criticised it as

over-emphasising 'the defence principle, especially with reference to

the Australian continent itself'. This reflected his lack of concern

for the defence of the northwest.
5

c

4. For Ward's obtaining of information about a policy of abandonment see
Spratt, op.cit., p.96. Howe would be Forde's informant about the
Maryborough Plan, as we shall see. Ward himself never revealed the
identity of his informant. Indeed, in later years, he appears to have
embarked on a process of disinformation to hide Howe's identity,
telling Don Whitington, a journalist with the fa-,:1y Telegraph, that
Howe was anything but a Labor sympathiser. This, as we shall see, was
false. Curtin's attitude to Howe in 1943 when Forde suggested him for
promotion indicates that Howe, in likely collusion with Forde, was
Ward's informant.

5f14.-MS 4675. F.T. Smith Papers. No.26. 21.9.42. NLA;i1Chiefs of Staff
Appreciation 30.9.42 in Hudson and Stokes (eds), DAW, Vol. VI, p.119;
For MacArthur's Papuan offensive see Long, MacArthur, p.110;

A AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 1300. MacArthur to Curtin,
6.10.42 in Strategic Plans for the defence of Australia following the
ArrivaZ of General MacArthur.
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Curtin, though, shared the apprehension of the Australian Chiefs

of Staff. He told pressmen the same day MacArthur made his comments ., that

the Japanese, using Timor as a base might go into the Indian Ocean, 'or

attack the northwest coast of Australia'. The next day, 7 October, he

informed a secret session of Parliament that in July it had been

discovered that Japan had intended to invade Australia on 15 September,

from the West, but the victories in the Coral Sea and at Midway had for

the moment prevented this. This information was erroneous, based on

plans sent from the Chinese Military Council in Chungking which outlined

an attempt to make a feint on Darwin, drawing Australian and American

forces northward, while the main enemy attack would take place near

Fremantle. Hence the Japanese would advance eastward, presumably across

the Nullarbor. These plans were probably forgeries. They scheduled

their attack not for September, but 15 June. Nevertheless Curtin and

Army Intelligence gave them credence.
66.

The greater fear arose from the critical situation in the Solomons.

MacArthur forecast 'possible disaster' there for United States troops,

placing 'the entire SWPA ... in the greatest danger'. Roosevelt himself
hinted the battle for Guadalcanal had reached a stage where the island

was possibly not permanently tenable.
-7a
 In this climate, Eddie Ward, on

20 October, 1942, at a Labor meeting in Hobart, asked

how many people were aware that the Government found,
when it came to power, that plans were in existence
to evacuate valuable portions of Northern Australia
without firing a shot.

The statement came to the attention of few on the mainland.
76

6.'1-MS 4675. F.T. Smith Papers. No.29. 6.10.42. NLA; 6AWM 54 423/6/1
A 179, pp.23-25. (This document contains a number of translations
of captured Japanese documents, including the one described above.)
Curtin seems to have accepted 15 September as the date of the purported
Japanese invasion, though the document clearly demonstrates the
invasion was most likely scheduled for June. Curtin's acceptance of
the plan's veracity was on a par with his acceptance of the Maryborough
Plan. In both cases political opportunity dictated that he assume
the dubious documents were genuine.

7ix.For MacArthur's fears for the Solomons etc. see Long, MacArthur,
p.111, esp. MacArthur to Marshall 16.10.42, cited;;For Ward's first
Statement on the Brisbane Line, see AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers.
Box 568. The Brisbane Line. Statements by Mr Ward on the Brisbane
Line. n.d.
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From Tasmania Ward went to Victoria, arriving at Preston Town Hall

on the night of the twenty sixth, to speak in the Victorian State

election campaign. Someone within the Labor party had approached him

in the intervening week and gently advised him that disclosures such as

he had made in Hobart were prejudicial to national security. Ward took

little notice of the warning. 	 The Federal Labor Government was under

considerable .pressure from the Opposition to concede to a National

Government. It was suggested the voter should elect either Independents
g

or the best men in each party to form this Government. Ward trenchantly

opposed the idea, partly because of his dislike and distrust of anti-

Labor parties, and also because, on a Federal level, he was regarded

with such hatred by the conservative parties that few if any of their

number would have been willing to admit him to the front bench had they

a voice in the election of ministers. Ward's second allegation, at

Preston, was set in the context of the rejection of such a call. He

told his audience he

regarded the possibility of a coalition with the
Opposition as being nothing short of tragic, in
view of the fact that when the present Government
took over there had been a plan in existence,
formulated by these 'patriots' for the abandonment
of an important part of Northern Australia without
firing a single shot.°6

The following day, journalists besieged Opposition leaders for

comment. Ward's statement, Hughes fumed, was 'utterly without foundation

... a wicked invention'. He signaled that the co-operation accorded

the Government through Opposition participation in the Advisory War

Council might not always be forthcoming unless Curtin curbed Ward's

'rebellious extravagances'. Hughes reminded the public of the

inconvenient fact of history that the outbreak of the Pacific War and

subsequent threat of invasion by Japan occurred after the Labor Party

came to power, implying any plans to counter Japanese invasion or attack

on Australia were the Curtin Government's responsibility. Finally, he

asserted Ward's allegation was an admission to a deliberate offence

against national security, for which ordinary citizens would be swiftly
94

punished by the appropriate authorities. Menzies dismissed the

8. For Opposition calls for a National Government this October, see
Hasluck, The Government an y.. the People, 1942-1045, p.369; For
Ward's allegation AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 568.
The Brisbane Line. Statements by Mr Ward on the Brisbane Line. n.d.
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allegations to reporters as 'a figment of Mr Ward's exuberant imagination'

and observed that in his time as Prime Minister 'military strategy and

the disposition of troops were dealt with by experts ... and he hoped

they still were' .

From the outset Ward threatened the fragile unity that bound Labor

and the conservative parties together through the Advisory War Council.

Menzies was the first politician to link the questions of home defence

strategy and troop dispositions inherent in Ward's allegations to the

military, and to designate responsibility to the generals. He neither

directly admitted nor denied the existence of a plan to evacuate and/or

abandon the northern parts of the continent. In the wider application

he opened up one of the central questions of the Brisbane Line controversy,

namely, who bore responsibility for the strategy not to defend certain

parts of Northern Australia, the politicians or the generals.

Fadden proceeded in the same vein on 29 October, pointing out that

ail the defence plans and strategy of the previous
Government were considered by the Advisory War
Council which had included leading members of the
Labor Party among them Mr Curtin and ... Mr Forde.

He emphasised Ward had never been a member of the Advisory War Council,

nor was he a member of the War Cabinet. Hence he was ignorant of
I C

military plans, but strutted as 'a military strategist and critic'.

Fadden's point was veiled, in the interests of national security. But

he implied the existence of some kind of strategy that did neglect the

north. That strategy, of course, was that of defending those vital

areas which were primarily in the south-east.

In less than ten days the political debate had progressed from

the allegations of abandonment made by Ward, to denial from the Opposition

of the charges, through to allusion to advice on strategy from military

experts which was known to all parties. The latter situation was not

without a deal of truth. Ward was not perturbed, but feigned incredulity

that if the military strategists had devised a plan of abandonment, it

had been done 'without the connivance and approval of the then Government'.

9.0-For Hughes' response to Ward's allegations see MS 2396/13/66. Ward
Papers. SZ4H, 28.10.42. NLA. b For Menzies' responses, MS 2396/13/29.
Ward Papers. Typed Extract from the SIE, 27.10.42. NLA.
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He could not resist a snipe at Menzies, who when replying to Ward's

earlier claims, had pointed out Labor was attempting to take credit for

much of the work his Government had done. He instanced his Government's

record in acquiring Beaufort bombers, and Labor's claim for credit in

the build-up of their numbers. Ward took up the challenge on who was

responsible for war preparedness, alleging Menzies had in fact acquired

only three Beauforts while in office. 10c

Conscription and the Brisbane Line 

On the campaign trail in Victoria, Ward addressed a record crowd

at Wonthaggi on Sunday 5 November. He was, he told them, dissatisfied

he had not been able to get sufficient coverage in the press to refute

Opposition responses to his charge there had been a plan to abandon

part of Northern Australia to the enemy in the event of invasion under

the previous Government. The press did not want people to know about

this plan, nor that under it, the Menzies-Fadden Governments by

evacuating Northern Australia, were going to give the enemy J a footing

in Australia, to let him prepare aerodromes to bomb and attack our

southern areas'.
11

With this claim Ward got his desired press coverage.

Belatedly, the Opposition realised, regardless of the accuracy

of Ward's claims, 'he and his Labour [sic] party were on a winner ...
i .2.

so long as enough people believed them'. The following week, during an

Advisory War Council meeting, they attempted to persuade Curtin to

contain his unruly colleague. Menzies pointed out that Ward's charges

could not be answered without a complete exposition of military plans,

which in the interests of national security was clearly an impossible

course. Both Hughes and John McEwen, the former Minister for Air,

emphasised that Ward's statement was incorrect. Hughes repeated his
c-12c,,

caution, obviously referring to the institution of the vitaljstrategy,

Federal evacuation policy, and denial of resources policy, that the

responsibility for any such plans, if they existed, could only be borne

10. For Fadden's response and Ward's rejoinder, see resp4- MS 2396/13/124.
Ward Papers. Typed Note. SMH 29.10.42 NLA andbAA ACT CRS A 5954.
Shedden Papers. Box 568. Me Brisbane Line. Statements by Mr Ward
on the Brisbane Line, n.d.; c-for Beauforts also see MS 2396/13/29.
Typed Extract from SMH, 27.10.42, NLA.

11. MS 1533. Hughes Papers. Brisbane Line File. Press cutting, dated
5.11.42, NLA.
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by the Curtin Government, as previous Governments had not been in office

when Japan entered the war. Curtin himself was amenable, agreeing that

Ward should not have made the statement. He claimed he had sent Ward

a telegram, and would see him on the matter. McEwen was the most

suspicious of the Opposition members, complaining that his attempt to

refute Ward's allegation that under the Menzies-Fadden Government only

three Beaufort bombers had been available had been censored, because he

had quoted the number of aircraft available at the time. Ward, on the
i

other hand, had not been subject to censorship.
12

There is no evidence that Curtin had telegrammed Ward, or, at this

point, asked to see him about his allegations. Possibly he was fobbing

off Opposition protests, aware of the potential political use of Ward's

allegations. He did have more pressing reasons not to discipline Ward.

In New Guinea the Australians were pressing on towards Buna and Sanananda.

The Sanananda campaign was pinned down at Soputa, with depleted forces.

The commitment of US forces at Guadalcanal and the shattering of the

Japanese fleet in the Pacific on 15 September were harbingers of eventual

Allied victory. Yet, though two Australian units remained in Northern

New Guinea, it was becoming increasingly clear the area in which

Australian militia would be required to serve had to be extended. This

was emphasised by the need for troops in the islands to the North of

Australia. Such an extension of service could only be done through

conscription .
13

Curtin's decision to extend the area of service for the militia

outside Australia and New Guinea is attributable to many factors. Some

of these concern us, as they cast light on his softness towards Ward.

On 17 November, not wanting to split the party on the issue of conscription

as Hughes had done in 1916, Curtin proposed to a special Federal

Conference that the Defence Act be extended to include in the definition

of Australian Territory adjoining areas vital to national security.

Conference, pragmatically behind Curtin, referred the matter back to

12 G- Spender, Politics and a Man, Sydney, 1972, p.204;4AA ACT CRS A 5954.
Shedden Papers. Box 568. The Brisbane Line. Advisory War Council
Minute 1102. 12.11.42. In fact, no censorship had occurred of the
McEwen reply to Ward. The press had imposed its own self-censorship.

13. For the situation in New Guinea, the effect of the Guadalcanal
campaign, etc. see Long, MacArthur, pp.112, 115-116 and
C.A. Hughes, cp.cit., p.124.
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State branches. This tactical move placed the anti-conscriptionist

forces in the-party at a decided disadvantage, since Curtin had time now

to manoeuvre to change opposition into support. It left the anti-

conscriptionist forces, Eddie Ward among them, embittered.
146

On his own initiative, at a press briefing the day before Cabinet

was to meet to consider the Militia Bill, Curtin himself bolstered Ward's

allegations. Using information that the Tocumwal air base on the

Victorian border, built by the Menzies Government for repair and refitting

of planes, was now 'comparatively useless', he again hinted that under

Menzies 'the defence of Australia [was based] on a line far south of the

present defence area' 
.15

His motives were obscure. The cost of Tocumwal,

later to become a minor political issue, had not yet become public. On

the one hand, he appeared to be giving credence to the accuracy of

Ward's charges, and encouragement to the press to follow the issue if

it arose.

At the 24 November Cabinet meeting, as expected, Curtin found

himself facing a long and bitter debate on conscription. By twenty-four

votes to twelve, Curtin won the vote. But shaken by the hostility of

his colleagues, he broke down and wept at the end of counting. Ward's

bitter opposition on conscription enjoined Curtin to silence on Ward's

allegations about plans of the Menzies-Fadden Government to abandon the

north of Australia. A further rift in the party, at this time, certain

to be propelled by Ward, should Curtin try to silence him, was highly

undesirable. Defence considerations demanded the Militia Bill get

through the House with as little disruption as possible. Apart from

opposition from the Labor side, there were those in the UAP and Country

Party who demanded, not the limited service Labor proposed, but unlimited

use of the militia. 
l6

14 ?)For a full account of the conscription debate see Hasluck, The
Government and the People, 1942-1945, pp.326-353. Also see Peter

Love, Labor at War : Australian Labor Party and Conscription, 1942-40.
B.A. Hons. Thesis, LatrobeiaFor the effect on the left-wing of the
ALP see Hughes, op.cit., p.124.

15. For Curtin on Tocumwal see MS 4675, F.T. Smith Papers. No.35. 23.11.42.
15u-For accounts of the 24.11.42 Cabinet meeting refer to Spratt, op.cit.,

p.94 and N.E. Lee, John Curtin, Saviour of Australia, Melbourne, 1983,
p.122. The latter book is high hagiographic but does contain some
useful primary source material.L . For opposition attitudes towards

conscription see Hasluck, The Government and the People, 1942-1945,
pp.338 and 534.
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On 10 December, Arthur Calwell, member for Port Melbourne, supported

an amendment condemning conscription. The debate continued the next day,

when Ward brought his allegation of a northern defence line into the

Parliament. He linked the plan to abandon the whole of northern Australia

with the defence preparedness of the Menzies Government, blaming that

unpreparedness for the plan's existence. Then, indirectly, a cut-and-

thrust at Curtin: 'Shortly after the entry of Japan into the war,' the

Australian High Command had proposed a plan to abandon 'the whole of

north Australia from Queensland to Western Australia'.
haut

Hughes demanded to know if Ward was claiming the plan-and been

brought up before the Advisory War Council, well aware it had not.

Neatly Ward side-stepped, answering 'No ... it was in the knowledge of

the Council that such a plan existed'. 'The High Command had said it

would be impossible to have defended large and important areas of North

Australia ... We have changed all that by a voluntary method' . 17

Obviously Ward had learnt of General Mackay's 4 February 1942

memorandum. The end of conscription was more important to him than

keeping his party at a distance from the damaging allegations he had

made against Hughes, Menzies and Fadden. Hereafter though, he quietened,

mindful of the possible electoral damage to Labor. There were months of

silence on the issue.

Encouragement came in the New Year to Ward, with a letter from the

Victorian Branch of the Australian Railways Union. J.J. Brown, the

State Secretary, told Ward the Union had proposed to support his action

in disclosing the proposed plan to evacuate 'the Northwestern portion of

Australia', which would enable the Japanese to land without resistance.

The Union had further resolved to make every effort to ascertain who had

been responsible for issuing instructions to Major-General Plant, Gordon

Bennett's predecessor, to retire 'within 60 miles of Perth'. Ward was

intrigued, and passed the letter on to Curtin for consideration.

Curtin's immediate response was to draft a letter to warn Ward

it was

undesirable for security reasons to make questions of
strategical policy the subject of public discussion
as it is impossible either to criticize or justify
strategical decisions without the disclosure of
information which may be of value to the enemy.

17. Commonwealth Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 172, 11.12.42, p.1813.
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It was the closest he ever came to cautioning Ward, as requested by the

Opposition, but he did not send the letter. Seizing on the Union's

reference to evacuation, he later informed Ward in February that during

the regime of the previous Government, Japan had not entered the war so

the question of evacuation had not arisen.

The obvious explanation of Curtin's response to Ward, was that he

was perturbed at the potential dangers to national security should Ward

continue to raise questions of strategical policy. But politics too,

was a factor. Labor had authorised the implementation of the strategy

to give priority of defence to the vital south-east and south-western

areas, had formulated a policy that the only kind of evacuation of

civilians to take place in threatened areas was that of essential

evacuation, and had prepared partial and total denial policy. As Hughes

had pointed out, the allegations Ward was making pertained to Labor

actions, not to policies put in place by the Opposition. Ward's

allegations could easily rebound on the Government, as they had so

nearly done on the previous December.

MacArthur

On 4 January 1943, though they had by then decided to abandon

Papua and Guadalcanal, the Japanese Imperial Headquarters strongly

reinforced Lae and Salamaua in Northern New Guinea and built up forces

in Timor, Java and Sumatra. Blarney, on 17 January in a radio broadcast

warned against complacency following the Japanese withdrawal from Papua.

He still believed the Japanese might be making an all-out invasion attempt

to prevent Australia from becoming too strong an allied base from which

the Japanese forces might be destroyed.
196

 He was satisfied that the

defence of the Eastern seaboard was secured by the offensives in New

Guinea. The First .andSecond Armies were ready to be brought to

function at their full scale should the Japanese make an unexpected

recovery. A garrison was maintained at Darwin and another under Bennett

in Western Australia to meet possible invasion threats. And it was

in the west, the danger was thought most likely.
20

18-AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 568. Ward to Brown, General
Sec. ARU 11.1.43;i)Draft letter (not sent) Curtin to Ward, Early
February 1943-;;, Curtin to Ward. 18.2.43; For the Moore River Line
see Chapter 4.

19c,Long, MacArthur, p.117;bFor Blarney, see Daily Telegraph, 18.1.43.
20. For Blamey's disposition see AWM 3 DRL 6643. Blaney Papers. 23.7.

Re-organisation AMF. Dated 3.1.43.
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Both Bennett and Rowell were apprehensive that the build-up in

Timor might be followed by a Japanese offensive in Northwest Australia.

This impression was reinforced by continual Japanese aerial activity

across the Northwest. Bennett protested to Blarney about drawing on

brigades from his command to remedy the troop shortage in New Guinea. 215

Spender told the Advisory War Council on 2 February that he thought

the north and north-east could be held, but not the Northwest if there

was a large-scale invasion. The Chiefs of the Naval and Air Staff

hastened to reassure him that the Japanese build up of troops on the

outer fringe of the islands around Australia-Timor-Java-Sumatra did
2.a A-

not signify an invasion. Ward, outside the Parliament, thundered that

Australia had to be protected from invasion.
22 L

Curtin revealed to journalists on 2 March that there was an

intense build-up of enemy shipping near Rabaul and evidence of Japanese

withdrawal from the Solomons. As proof of enemy intentions he produced

a map of the Japanese plan for the occupation of Perth and Albany, and,

now he claimed, Darwin.
23

News that a sixteen-ship Japanese convoy heading for Lae had been
tea.

destroyed, ending enemy hopes of reinforcing southern New Guinea, may

have had the effect of focussing Government attention in a serious

fashion on the potential plight of the Northwest and the North. Major-

General A.S. Allen, who had had experience against the Japanese along

the Kokoda Trail, was appointed Commander, Northern Territory Force.

He was to defend Darwin and to take command of all Services should the

Japanese move against the port .
241,

Within a week, news of a Japanese naval force of 'AT LEAST TWO

BATTLESHIPS, ONE AIRCRAFT CARRIER, TWO HEAVY CRUISERS AND DESTROYER

ESCORT' passing through the Lombok Strait, east of Java toward the Indian

Ocean made Curtin's exposition of a Western Australian invasion look as

21A.For Bennett see ML MSS 807/3. f. 393.E 	 Rowell's views see
AWM 3 DRL 6763. Rowell Papers. The Pacific Theatre, January, 1943.
Rowell thought Japanese moves could also be defensive.

22,,AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 537. S.W. Pacific Operations -
Criticism, Censorship, Review, PublicaT;ions etc. AWC MINUTE 1132.
Review of Operations. 2.2.43, for Spender;/ for Ward, AA ACT CRS
A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 568. Bris -bane Line. Statements by
Minister for Labour and National Service. (4.2.43.)

23. MS 4675. F.T. Smith Papers. No.58. 2.3.43. NLA; See also AWM 54
426/6/1 A 179, pp.23-25.

24.0, Long, MacArthur, pp.117-118;i0AWM 3 DRL 4142. Maj. Gen. A.S. Allen
Papers Draft letter April 1944.
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if it were coming true. Blarney drew up instructions for Bennett, via

Northcott, the Chief of General Staff, to concentrate on the defence of
SA-

the Perth-Fremantle-Albany area. But the next day, 10 March, the

supposed Japanese approach was assessed as a false alarm.
25i.

A large-scale bombing of Darwin on 15 March heightened War Cabinet

concern about the threat to the mainland from Japanese concentrations

in the North. At a meeting of the War Cabinet the following day, Curtin

sought reassurance from General MacArthur by secraphone. MacArthur told

Curtin he did not have sufficient strength to meet all possible enemy

moves in the north-east and eastern sectors as well as in the northwest.

He added that Generals Kenney and Sutherland, in Washington for the

ELKTON conference, had been instructed to ask for naval forces to cover

the northwestern end of Torres Strait, and a corps of troops and 1,000

to 1,500 planes. His generals were asking for forces to defend what

was already held, not for an offensive against Rabaul or Tokyo.
26

MacArthur was lying to Curtin. In fact, he envisaged seizing

airfields in New Georgia, in New Britain and in Bougainville, isolating

Rabaul by the capture of Kavieng, and finally, the capture of Rabaul,
7cv.

from whence he could return to the Philippines, and on to Tokyo. At

the ELKTON conference, the US Joint Chiefs of Staff were severely

limiting these objectives. Appeals from Australia concentrating on

the defence of the Northwest of the continent were not a complication

MacArthur needed.
27i,

The strategy of concentrating defence in the north-east and

eastern sectors, and in New Guinea, meant the Northwest of Australia

might have to be sacrificed to the Japanese. This did not escape Curtin

or the Australian Army. In May 1943 General Wynter, for example,

remarked that MacArthur's strategy at this period was one of abandoning

Northwest Australia because it had no effective defence force.
286

25:-'--AWM 54 3 DRL 6643. Blaney Papers 48-51. Defence of Mainland Australia.
Northcott to Blarney. 8.3.43;6 Undated Unaddressed Note with docs.
pertaining to possible Japanese naval invasion WA, 8/10.3.43,
Northcott to Blarney G 13051, p.3.43; 1 CGS from C in C X21 10.3.43.

26cLAA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers. Box 524. Operations at Darwin 1943.
War Cabinet Minute 2690. 16.3.43;13AA ACT CRS A 5954. Shedden Papers.
Box 524. Notes of Advice conveyed to the Prime Minister by General
MacArthur during a secraphone conversation 11.45 a.m. on 16th March
1943, regarding air raid on Darwin, 15.3.43, 16.3.43.

27J,4-Long, MacArthur, pp.124-125; 11Horner, Crisis of Command, p.96.
28P,MS 4675. F.T. Smith Papers. No.59. 17.3.43;AWM 54 577/7/32.

Documents and notes used in writing Vol. V (Army) SWPA. First Year.
Interview with Wynter, 22.5.43.
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The day after Curtin had spoken to MacArthur, a U.S. Army clerk

prepared a transcript for him to deliver at a press conference called for
2'1°-

17 March. That day, at his own press conference, Curtin told journalists

the Supreme Commander was of the opinion 'we could not, with the material

available fight in the north and the northwest at the same time ... All

our strength has been taken from West Australia and sent north' . 29 b

MacArthur, meanwhile, released a statement to a carefully selected

gaggle of journalists, at least one of whom, George Johnston, of the

Argun, had himself advocated that the battle for Australia should be

fought in New Guinea. It read in part:

Here there was a conception that the islands to the
north, the Darwin area and upper Queensland might be
overrun by the enemy, but a defence line would be
established in [sic] what was known as the 'Brisbane
Line'. To me that was entirely unsatisfactory. That
defeatist attitude was wrong. I conceived the Battle
for Australia in the strategic islands to the north.
The enemy had at that time as his objective the
cutting of communication between Australia and the
United States ... As a consequence the Northwest sector
was not his real objective, but to confuse the situation
he attacked various places in the Northwest ... my
conception was to push the bomber line forward and to
move ground troops up to take up the slack from the
so-called 'Brisbane Line'. Within a reasonable period
we had Queensland and the Northwest under fair control. _o
New Guinea was quite evidently the coming battleground.'
(See Figure 12.)

The transcript clearly was a riposte to concern which Curtin had

expressed to him on the sixteenth about the defence of the northwest.

By raising the 'Brisbane Line' - his own dramatic description -

supposedly advocated by the Australian High Command from February to

March 1942, he was, in fact, threatening to pressure Curtin politically

should he continue to press for the adoption of a strategy primarily

concentrating on continental defence.

Curtin, meanwhile, cabled Churchill and Roosevelt using the

information he had two days before acquired from MacArthur, on the

strength of Japanese bases through the Netherlands East Indies,

295,Spratt, op.cit., pp.97-98;LMS 4675. F.T. Smith Papers. No.59.
17.3.43.

30. MS 1538. Hughes Papers. Brisbane Line file. Press conference 16.8.43;
MacArthur's publicists seem to have been well aware of the likely
impact on the electorate of the term, 'Brisbane Line'. Indeed, by
admitting it was a 'so-called' Line, they acknowledged the term was
their own invention, not one of the Australian Army.
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II--
Figure at.	 MacArthur's Brisbane Line.

18.3.43.
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Portuguese Timor, New Guinea, Rabaul, the Northern Solomons and the

Marshalls. Contrary to MacArthur's concept of a push towards Rabaul,

Curtin was primarily concerned at having sufficient strength

to ensure air superiority along the whole line of
contact with the enemy and at other vulnerable
points in our coastline, especially in the West.

He stressed that the protection of Fremantle, 'that vital base', was

'Of particular importance'.
31

He did not mention that it was also his

own electorate.

As Curtin cabled England and America reports of MacArthur's previous

day's press conference appeared in the major metropolitan dailies. The

best known account was Johnston's in the Melbourne Argus. A lengthy

report, the article stressed the need for a 'bomber line north of

Australia', and lauded the concept of a plan not based on defence on

the continent, but from New Guinea. The implied alternative was to

have a plan in terms of abandoning a third of our
continent to the enemy hordes and defending it
against him almost from the outskirts of our
northernmost capital [i.e. Brisbane].

Johnston brought the label 'Brisbane Line' into the political vocabulary.

He later denied he was the originator of the te 	 correctly, as it was1111 ,

dreamt up by MacArthur's office, the previous day. 32

Resentment simmered within the Australian General Staff against
3 3

MacArthur's allegations of a defeatist policy. The dangers for Army

careers inherent in the charge became immediately apparent in the
L7

parliamentary Question Time Sthe afternoon of 18 March, when Arthur

Calwell sought a secret statement from Curtin to the joint Houses

concerning the defence of the Commonwealth. He particularly wanted to

know what action was taken against those responsible for such a policy,

and whether they were still associated with Army administration.

Possibly Calwell had in mind Mackay's transfer to the First Army,

where he had no responsibility for the defence of Queensland, and

Sturdee's posting overseas as Australian military attache to the United

States. His implied threat had even more serious connotations for

31. Curtin to Churchill and Roosevelt 18.3.43 in Hudson and Stokes
(eds), DAFT), Vol. VI, pp.298-299.

32. G. Johnston, 'Eventful Year in Southwest Pacific. Island Moves by
Japan Countered' in Argus 18.3.43; General Sir Iven Mackay was
responsible for attributing to Johnston the coining of the term,
the Brisbane Line. This was characteristic of Mackay, who had an
intense dislike of war correspondents. At one time during the Middle
East campaign he had referred to them as 'scum'. For details of
this attribution see Chapman, op.cit., p.284.
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Blamey, already unpopular with Labor men, whose strategy for defence of

the North of the continent differed only in detail from the plans proposed

by Mackay and Sturdee. The search for a political scapegoat among the

military had begun. But for the moment Curtin begged the question,

reassuring Calwell that since the outbreak of the Pacific War the

Labor Government

has exerted every effort, in the closest co-operation
with, and with the guidance of the High Command, to
ensure that Australia will be held and that the enemy
will be resisted.

He did not deny the existence of a plan analogous to a 'Brisbane Line',

but stated simply that he would not review in the House 'the arguments

for and against war strategy eighteen months or two years ago'. Cleverly,

he had suggested that if such plans did exist, they were war plans

devised in September and March 1941, by the Menzies and Fadden Governments.i'

The repercussions of his statement for relations with the Australian

Opposition suddenly became clear to MacArthur. On the nineteenth he

contacted Curtin and told him a colonel on his staff was responsible

for the statement. If it was raised again in Parliament he would deny

it. He had no wish to become embroiled in a political controversy in

Australia, where he was already viewed with suspicion by Menzies and

his colleagues because of his closeness to Curtin.
34

Eddie Ward, meanwhile, was arming himself to raise the issue of

the press reports on the 'Brisbane Line' that night. Hearing this,

Curtin called Ward to his office and told him of the conversation he

had had with MacArthur earlier in the day. The General's statement, he

advised Ward, was 'not untrue'. But it would be better if Ward saved

his allegations for an election campaign. Should he make them during

a public meeting outside Parliament, Curtin could claim he was not aware

of what had been said.
35

The groundwork for the political tactics of

the Brisbane Line controversy had been laid. Ward waited for the

Western Australian elections in May 1943.

33. For an example of Army resentment to MacArthur's Brisbane Line
Statement see AWM 34 577/7/32. Long Notes. Long to Mackay, 4.6.43;
For the Calwell-Curtin parliamentary exchange see Commonwealth
Parliamentary Debates, Vol. 184, 18.3.43, pp.1967-1968.

34. For MacArthur's advice to Curtin he would deny the Brisbane Line
statement see Spratt, op.cit., p.99.

35. For Curtin and Ward plotting over the Brisbane Line, ibid., pp.99-
100, where Ward's account of this crucial interview can be found.
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Apart from the political advantage to be seized from MacArthur's

Brisbane Line statement, the General's roadside had little immediate

effect on Curtin. He continued to press for additional strength for

the Southwest Pacific area from Britain, but his importuning was met

with suspicion by the U.K. Chiefs of Staff. Possibly his cries for

reinforcement of the Northwest coast of Australia created the impression

that additional forces allocated to MacArthur might not be used in an

offensive aimed at the capture of Rabaul. It took MacArthur to set

them straight. But the impasse over war planning between Curtin and

MacArthur remained unresolved.
36

The Australian 'Brisbane Line' was the one described in the 1936

Defence Sub-Committee report as 'just north of Brisbane'. Probably to

Shedden's relief, it never re-surfaced. When Eddie Ward, Labor's

Minister for Labour and National Service, began to make allegations in

October 1942 of a plan under the Menzies and Fadden Government to

abandon the North of Australia to the Japanese, he was not referring to

any military line of defence, but to a scorched earth policy and

decision not to evacuate civilians, which had, in fact been devised

by his own party.

There was alleged to be in existence a plan drawn up under the

Menzies-Fadden Government, which did involve abandoning parts of

Australia north of a line drawn from Maryborough in Queensland to

Geraldton in Western Australia, or alternatively, Adelaide in South

Australia. This plan appears to have been a concoction of one of Forde's

advisers, Major Howe, cloudy in detail. If considered in telffls of
strategy, it can have only been Howe's fabrication. Curtin, privately,

used it to compare the improvement in Australia's home defence strategy

and preparedness under Labor with the situation as it had stood under

the UAP-Country Party coalition.

36. For Curtin's further moves regarding the defence of the Northwest
see Bruce to Curtin, Cablegram 64A 23.3.43 in Hudson and Stokes (eds),
DAFP, Vol. VI, p.304; Curtin to Churchill, Cablegram Johan 62,
30.3.43 in ibid., p.30S and Curtin to Bruce, Cablegram 47, 29.3.43
in ibid., p.311.
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Eddie Ward thought in terms of short term political gains, deciding

first to use the information, garbled though , it was, that he had about

home defence strategy, in the context of the Victorian State elections.

But, in the course of that use his argument momentarily turned to one

of the broader issues that emerged from the real controversy in 1943 -

Australia's lack of defence preparedness under the Menzies-Fadden

Governments of AprilCto October 1941.

Greater passions were aroused by Curtin's jockeying to have the

Labor party accept conscription for limited service overseas. With such

passions Ward momentarily threw caution to the winds, revealing the

existence of plans devised under his own Government to defend only a

part of the east coast of Australia. But caution asserted itself over

folly, and he stepped back from the political brink to which he was

taking his own party. Yet not before he had made it obvious that

political advantage over his hated conservative enemies was likely to

take precedence over national security.

Opposition reaction to Ward's allegations in late 1942 was in

the main gentlemanly, perhaps because Spender in particular saw the

electoral dangers for the coalition, should the fiery Labor politician's

charges be given general credence.

The threat to Australia's northwest seemed imminent since the

increase of enemy troops in Timor and other islands to Australia's North
7,1 ror T-

i n January 1943. The Pacific wash a holding war, with the United States

deteimined to beat Germany first. This was unacceptable to Curtin, who

petitioned for more troops from the United States to defend his own State.

This request was unacceptable to General MacArthur, already at odds

with Australian generals' preoccupations about the defence of their

homeland. For his own reasons, and to thwart Curtin, the general revealed

the existence of an alleged Brisbane Line.

Arthur Calwell called immediately for scapegoats, though there

were no public scapegoats as yet. And Eddie Ward prepared himself once

more for the battle. Curtin curtailed him, with a promise, implying

support, and a hint, that a Brisbane Line, such as MacArthur claimed,

might exist. Ward was prepared to wait for the opportune moment

before again raising his controversial allegations.
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