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CONVOY TO LEYTE

IN  the early years of the war people were
thrilled by the exploits of Allied convoys.
Everyone read with interest of the convoys
that fought their way across the Atlantic and
the Mediterranean. Their deeds were what
could be termed in journalistic language
"headline stuff". Without a doubt the pas-
sages of many of these convoys will go down
in history as battles, as indeed they were. All
credit to those gallant ships that smashed their
way through to Malta, Murmansk and Hali-
fax. Yet in singing their praises one is apt to
forget, or minimize, the grim war in the
Pacific. This is the story of a convoy to the
central Philippines. It is chosen at random, in
order to show that the Pacific convoys had
their fair share of excitement.

We sailed from Hollandia at 1200 on Thurs-
day, the 9th November, 1944. Aboard our
ship, H.M.A.S.  Iestralia,  were almost the
complete staff of the Headquarters of the
United States Eighth Army. The Officer Com-
manding Troops, Lieutenant-Colonel Harris,
had under him seventy-nine officers and 874
men. In our holds were Soo tons of equip-
ment. It consisted of fifty vehicles, a lot of
office equipment cased up, furniture, stoves,
prefabricated huts, refrigerators, and all man-
ner of other things carried by an Army Head-
quarters. Aboard us were the staff officers up
to the rank of colonel. The generals and their
A.D.Cs flew to our destination in Lieutenant-

p*a

General Eichelberger's private Flying For-
tress. Actually this was the most senior crowd
of troops  Westralia  had ever carried. It is not
often a landing ship has to carry and land the
men who run an army. Previously we had
not even had a divisional headquarters on
board, and an army can be made up of thirty
or more divisions.

On clearing Humboldt Bay we were told
that the convoy was bound for Leyte. There
were a number of landing ships, and we had
an anti-submarine escort of a few U.S.N. de-
stroyers. Our senior officer was Rear-Admiral
Struble in the amphibious flagship  Mount
McKinley,  and his second-in-command was
Captain Jenkins, U.S.N., in the U.S.S.  Cres-
cent City.  Rear-Admiral Struble had com-
manded us in the first assault on Leyte nine-
teen days earlier.

About 1100 on Friday, the Loth Novem-
ber, headquarters at Hollandia radioed that
a Japanese fleet, which included cruisers and
destroyers, was 1351 miles north-west of us
in the Sulu Sea. It was steering a course
roughly north-east. Although this enemy force
constituted no direct threat to us, being about
forty-eight hours' steaming away for a fast
ship, we were very interested in it as it was
obviously on a converging course to ours.
There were transports with it, so its apparent
mission was either to evacuate or reinforce
the Japanese garrison in north-western Leyte.

21



:rte _

f

NWS

ROAD TO BRUNEI

"WHAT did the captain say? I was up top
when he spoke over the loudspeaker."

"Didn't say much."
"Well! What about telling us. We didn't

hear anything."
Non-committally someone announces, "Sec-

ond degree at o6oo tomorrow."
"For hell's sake just tell us the little he told

you. It's still news to us."
"He said the only thing we had to worry

about was suicide bombers, suicide torpedo
boats and shore batteries."

Arunta  sailed on undaunted. Windy and
cold the whole night through, morning
freshly bleak, the cold wind blowing from
the south where the force heads to cover the
operations of the minesweepers off Brunei
Bay. They are even now visible, stern to
landward, pushing their way through the
minefields, appearing like a row of spar buoys
strung around the coast for as far south as
the eye can see.

"Is that where they are going to do their
work?"

"Yes, they're sweeping there until Saturday,
when we do the bombardment."

The gunner's mate comes up on "X" deck
and is running his hand around in the muzzle
of the 4-inch guns. Rust is visible; corroding
over night when the muzzle covers had to be

off, though rain fell. Shortly afterwards "X"
guns' crews are sponging out.

Soon the sweepers are clearly visible. On
their right flank a boomship and a frigate.
The destroyer force circles sharply, passing
between the frigate and the main body of the
sweepers to  Arunta's  starboard. The cruisers
slacken speed, remaining within the perimeter
of the destroyers' wakes.

Beam on to the southerly breeze and a
large flag-hoist blowing out to port,  Arunta
stops her mad rush, turns gently to starboard,
and resumes with the rest of the force the
original form and direction of advance to-
wards the myriad minesweepers. The force
pushes past them steadily.

Thoughtful and quiet, the crew relaxes, read-
ing, dozing, talking a little, none animated, just
waiting for the events of the next few days
to unfold.

About 0930 Lieutenant Fielder spots air-
craft.

"Four aircraft-red nine-oh-angle of sight
five. Pass that to the bridge, phone number."

They have evidently been identified as
friendly, since no further notice is taken of
them.

A breath-taking complete turn wakes the
drowsy. Water is washing the deck in the
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BORNEO BOUND

CLIMAXING weeks and weeks of long and

tedious work entailing the most up-to-date
experience gained by our chiefs of staff, the
successful Allied landing at Tarakan just off
the Borneo coast provides even more
evidence of the results reaped by the Allies'
policy of taking nothing for granted, but
planning everything down to the meticulous
and minute details so that everything runs
with a clock-like precision.

Perhaps little is known of the events which
led up to that eventful hour when the troops
disembarked and landed on the beaches-of
the days at sea in convoy, and the exciting
little incidents that cropped up. For, in spite
of all the painstaking planning of detail, there
is always that element of doubt existing in
regard to the unexpected.

Even on the days when the troops had been
placed aboard the big transports which were
gathering at the departure point, exercises
were still held by the smaller landing craft
who practised manoeuvres continuously until
there could be no mistakes made. Day by day
the tension grew, and many things pointed
towards the departure day being soon. Seem-
ingly unnoticed, warships and landing craft
slipped into the bay and lay at anchorage, all
waiting for zero hour. When that hour did
come there was an even greater air of tension
in the atmosphere as the slim, sleek destroyers
moved out of harbour in single line ahead.
Outside they carried out a gunnery shoot at
a drogue target towed by aircraft, before
finally taking up their appointed screening
stations and waiting for the convoy of trans-
ports, cargo vessels, assault ships, specially
constructed landing vessels, tankers, tugs and
docks that comprised the invasion fleet.

During the days that followed many strange
incidents happened, and the unexpected was
rife. For instance, there was the rating who
took ill on board an Australian warship. Not
carrying a doctor herself, she made arrange-
ments for the operation to be performed by
a doctor aboard another R.A.N. ship. The
rating was transferred from one ship to the
the other by means of a breeches buoy, and

later that same night the doctor removed a
troublesome appendix, on completion of which
he flashed the thankful message: "Operation
successful-patient well."

Then there was the man who fell overboard
from one of the landing ships. As the vessels
were steaming in single line ahead, the man
was in dire peril of being run down by a
ship astern, but with the aid of a sea as calm
as the proverbial sheet of glass, plus swiftness
on the part of a destroyer which raced in and
picked him up, he was saved unhurt.

Daily, planes came over and dropped photo-
graphs by parachute-photos of the invasion
fleet's objective which had been taken only
a few minutes earlier and developed in the
plane and dropped to the convoy, where they
were handed by destroyer to the flagship,
thus supplying the officer in tactical command
of the force with the latest possible informa-
tion. This was necessary because of the
"changes in the landscape" that were being
wrought by the cruiser squadron which went
in and softened up the target area with the aid
of the air forces. Ballistic air data was also ob-
tained regularly while at sea, and the ships'
ack-ack batteries were kept constantly in-
formed on conditions above.

As the days went by and the objective be-
came closer, the invasion force practised
changing from cruising formation to ap-
proach formation, the latter being the forma-
tion in which they would attack the target.
This was exercised until there was no possi-
bility of doubt or mistake. As it turned out
there was no room for doubt, for, shortly after
the convoy had assumed approach formation,
blinding torrential rain set in, together with
thunder and lightning as can only be seen in
the tropics. Expert navigation and skill were
required to keep the convoy intact, but not
a ship slipped out of station, which was a
credit to their commanding officers and the
skilful handling of their craft under the
worst of conditions.

Approaching the target the fleet steamed
in with a covering screen of destroyers in
the van and cruisers hovering in the vicinity.
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BALIKPAPAN CONVOY

26th June.  Joined H.M.A.S.  Warrego  at the
assembly point for the convoy to attack Balik-
papan. From all corners of the harbour came
ships milling around in apparent confusion, but
as each reached the departure point at her
scheduled minute the long lines took on a
regular form. Stretching in columns over a
matter of miles are more than a hundred ships,
ships of conventional design and craft of the
various revolutionary types that the peculiar
needs of modern warfare demand. In the van,
their accustomed position for the re-conquest
of Japan's Greater East Asia, are H.M.A. ships
Manoora, Kanimbla  and  Westralia.

Warrego  in her role of survey ship will not
be called upon to undertake prior to the oper-
ation the hazardous hydrographic work which
she has performed in more than half a dozen
previous landings. The approaches to Balik-
papan, because of its commercial importance,
are well charted. The strategical importance
of Leyte and Lingayen gulfs, for example,
could not be foreseen by the hydrographer,
and extensive survey work under the noses of
the enemy was required to prevent disaster
from uncharted reefs and shoals.  Mango  and
Y.M.S.r96,  two U.S.N. ships attached to the
Australian survey group, however, have been
lent to the minesweeping flotilla which is now
clearing the approaches to the beach.  Mango,
with an R.A.N.V.R. surveyor on board, will
lay the buoys necessary to guide the assault
craft.

Ahead, astern and on each flank of the con-
voy is the screen of warships. One tends to
visualize convoying destroyers as sheep dogs

shepherding ships into line and scurrying all
over the sea. A good sheep dog does not waste
energy, and a destroyer does not waste fuel
by unnecessary speed. Each ship has her orders
and obeys them. Each destroyer has her own
sector to protect against submarine and air
attack. Forces are adequate, and none has too
much to do.

27th June.  It is strange to think that an enemy
stronghold is the destination of this convoy.
Nothing could seem more peaceful than these
lines of ships, some graceful, others waddling
at a slow and dignified speed. There is more
immediate interest in a ship which falls slightly
out of line than there is in the prospects of the
operation.

As for secrecy, there were Nips to watch
our departure and there were Nips on each
of the volcanic islands between which we
passed today. Perhaps our failure to give the
slightest sign of recognition of their presence
made them feel that they had lost face.

28th June.  Fortunately for the soldiers in the
landing craft the weather has been good. For-
tunately, not because soldiers should neces-
sarily be bad sailors, but because conditions
in the landing craft are very cramped. This
does not indicate a shortage of shipping for
the operation. The greater the concentration
of troops that can be poured ashore from one
craft, the quicker the initial assault can de-
velop, and thus each must be loaded to
capacity.

There might have been a "snooper" aircraft
to check our position today, but none came.
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THE R. A. N. AT BOUGAI NVI LLE

WE stood to attention as a pipe trilled and the
White Ensign was lowered from the flagstaff,
together with its trailing decommissioning
pennant.

I was witnessing the decommissioning of
one of those little-known naval shore estab-
lishments which are scattered around New
Guinea and the islands. In this case it was the
paying off of H.M.A.S.  Lusair,  Torokina,
Bougainville, in the Solomon Islands.

The name "Lusair" was derived from the
Solomons native name for the porpoise, which
they consider most sacred. Our depot differed
little from other such bases except for the
number of R.A.N. ships in the area, which
was larger than that of most other port direc-
torates.

We had been landed ashore in February
1945, from H.M.A.S.  Swan,  a few months
after the Aussies had fired their first shot on
Bougainville after taking over from the Ameri-
ican Marines.

We expected our stay to be a long one,
and we began to convert the American quar-
ters into an R.A.N. shore establishment, and
soon had a naval routine in full swing.

When the sun was shining the jungle was a
pretty little spot, but when it was raining it
was just the opposite. The ship's company
were mostly specialists in their various jobs,
all helping to keep the R.A.N. ships that came
into port supplied with whatever they needed.
There was the supply party, who, whenever
a corvette or frigate arrived, would send out
food supplies or ammunition for the ship's
next voyage. There were R.M.S. ratings wait-
ing on a call that would send them hurrying
away to where a Jap mine had been seen. At
the risk of their lives, they would deal with
the mine, coolly and efficiently, then return to
wait again.

Then there were the liaison officers who
were young lieutenants living wherever there
were Army brigades; they acted as "go-
betweens"  for  the two Services, and when a
gun emplacement on the coast became a par-
ticular nuisance to Army artillery, a corvette
would proceed with instructions from naval

intelligence officers-the "backroom" boys of
the Navy-and a bombardment would begin.
It was during one such incident that H.M.A.S.
Colac  was hit by a Jap shore battery.

Lusair  was a happy "ship", but life was by
no means comfortable. When a Jap commando
raiding party broke through the perimeter
around Torokina, "Clear Lower Deck" was
piped. We were told that we were to be
armed with rifles and to do guard duties for
seven hours every second night; we were to
patrol in twos through the surrounding jungle,
and generally to act as though we were sol-
diers. This was in addition to our regular jobs.
Men on watch carried their rifles during the
day-time, and it was usual to see a signalman
at work on his Aldis lamp, carrying a rifle or
Owen gun on his back. After a month it was
announced that the Japs had been cut off and
rounded up by the Papuan Infantry Bat-
talion. We were most thankful to the boongs,
and were not sorry to see the last of our rifles,
thanking our lucky stars we were not in the
Army.

Our numbers then increased, amounting to
ninety officers and men. More ships began to
arrive and the depot became a busy centre for
jeeps carrying officers from ships back and
forth from the N.O.I.C.'s headquarters where
many "conferences" were held.

Suddenly the war was over, and we saw the
proud  Diamantina  bringing in the Japanese
general to surrender. Jap prisoners, bowing and
scraping, became common sights along the
roads as they worked under their Australian
guards. The "powers that be" then decided
that our work was done. We saw the last
R.A.N. ship steam out of the harbour and, on
a troopship bound for home, we left as quietly
as we had come nine months previously.

Our stay had been short compared with
that of others ashore in the islands, but it had
been most eventful. Port directorates-such as
ours-are little known amongst ships afloat,
but they had done sterling work in keeping
communications going, and formed a neces-
sary cog in the wheel of the Royal Australian
Navy.

«F3692"

187



-

Pitjille Recreation Island, Admiralty Islands, 1945.

Akkaaik.

Transferring Stores at Sea. (Drawings by Sub-Lieutenant P. C. Forster, R.A.N.V.R.)
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General Tips

for searching and getting more from Archive CD Books products

• update to version 6 or later of Adobe Reader at www.adobe.com for the best searching capability.

• enter the MINIMUM number of characters needed to bring up the search results required

• use Adobe Reader to do some trial searches to try to identify the characters that may be misread. These can show
up in the extra text in the search results list. A few minutes trial will help you to avoid using characters that are
more prone to being misread, e.g. try entering "rederi" if you want "Frederick", but find that the letters "F" "c" and "k" 
are sometimes misread.

• use the "Match whole word" option to eliminate unnecessary items in your results list, e.g. to eliminate all the
blacksmiths and tinsmiths etc when you only want the name Smith

• use the "Match case" option when you want to eliminate all the occupations "smith" if you only want the name
"Smith"

• Don’t just search for names. Search the book for other names, places and subjects of interest:
• look for others of the same name

• look for others who lived in the same place or street

• who was the postmaster or police officer in the town?

• how often and at what time did the coach arrive in town?

• what churches were there and what time were services held?

• what other activities were there in the community?

• look for others who had the same occupation or other interests

All of this and more may be available in a seemingly mundane book such as a directory. Learn much of the background 
of life at the time, even if your ancestor is not listed there.
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