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BEERSHEBA 
AND ITS MYTHS

It is time to put this 
deservedly famous 

charge into its 
historical context

A DIVIDED 
AUSTRALIA
Th e intense confl ict 
over conscription 

during the
First World War

THE MOST 
DANGEROUS 

BATTLE
At Passchendaele, Haig 
endangered the Allies’ 

cause almost fatally
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THE TRAGEDY OF 
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KAIAPIT 
CAPTURE

A brilliant action by 
Australian commandos 

in New Guinea, 1943

WITH THE 
DAYAKS

Behind the lines in 
Borneo: a small force 

prepared the way

AUSTRALIAN 
GUERRILLAS 

IN ITALY
Escaped prisoners 

continued the fi ght
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WHO ARE WARTIME 
READERS?

The majority of Wartime readers are well-educated,  
between 35 and 64 years old, and live in NSW, VIC and QLD.  

They are loyal subscribers, who have subscribed for four years or more.

93% 
OF READERS 

KEEP AND FILE 
THEIR COPY OF 

WARTIME

65% 
DON’T 

PURCHASE 
ANY OTHER 

MILITARY 
MAGAZINE

40% 
SPEND MORE 
THAN  TWO 

HOURS 
READING  

THEIR COPY OF 
WARTIME

53% 
HAVE  A 

BACKGROUND 
IN THE 

MILITARY

52% 
HAVE 

VISITED THE 
AUSTRALIAN 

WAR 
MEMORIAL IN 

THE PAST TWO 
YEARS

ABOUT 
WARTIME

Wartime is the military history magazine of 
the Australian War Memorial and a must-

have for anyone with an interest in history. 

Published quarterly, the 76-page magazine 
is devoted to the Australian experience 

of war; military history; and the effects of 
war on society. All features are written by 

eminent historians and deal fully and frankly 
with both the distressing and the lighter 

sides of war. 

Each issue delivers many stories of courage 
and survival of both service personnel and 

civilians, illustrated throughout by incredible 
images from the AWM archives.
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JUNGLE WARFARE: NEW GUINEA

The battle for Shaggy Ridge was one of the Australian  
7th Division’s great achievements in the New Guinea  

campaign of 1943–44. 

BY LACHLAN GRANT

The eyes of each of them have 
the look of men who have 
been to hell. Each photograph 

is a portrait of a survivor. Some 
carry physical wounds, captured by 
the camera and there for all to see. 
But others carry scars not at once 
obvious, the look of exhaustion and 
the “thousand-yard stare” of soldiers 
emotionally detached after the 
traumatic experience of combat. They 
had endured a vicious encounter on 21 
January 1944 during the 7th Division’s 
campaign in New Guinea; an official 
photographer happened to be on hand 
in the aftermath of battle. Hell for these 
men had been a feature called Prothero 
on Shaggy Ridge in the Finisterre 
Range (a name that literally means 
“the ends of the earth”). At Shaggy 
Ridge, the veteran division spent four 
months slogging it out against the well-
entrenched Japanese 78th Regiment 
before achieving a hard-fought victory.   

The 7th Division’s campaign in the 
Markham–Ramu valleys is among its 
less prominent of the Second World 
War, despite featuring one of the most 
successful commando operations 
of the war (see Wartime Issue 81) 
and the prolonged, bitter, close-knit 

fighting to capture Shaggy Ridge. The 
1943 operations in New Guinea have 
the distinction of constituting the 
largest single offensive by a combined 
Australian military force (see Issue 64). 
It included five divisions and a great 
proportion of the Royal Australian Air 
Force and the Royal Australian Navy. 
In January 1943, the Japanese were 
defeated when they attacked the gold 
mining town of Wau and its airstrip. 
In March, a Japanese convoy carrying 
reinforcements was destroyed in the 
Bismarck Sea by the Australian and US 
air forces. During September, Salamaua 
was captured, followed by the airstrip 
at Nadzab, and then the administrative 
centre of Lae on 16 September. 

Following the capture of Lae it was 
determined that the 7th Division 
would advance up the Markham River 
valley and into the Ramu Valley – the 
flat valleys being prime locations for 
new radar stations and airstrips – and 
then cross the Finisterre Range to the 
sea; there the 7th would meet up with 
the Allied advance along the Huon 
Peninsula coastline. All this time, the 
7th Division would have to take second 
place for resources, as priority was given 
to the 9th Division’s coastal advance. 

ON THE PRECIPICE THREE 
GREAT 

BATTLES
General William Slim’s reforms of the  
14th Army took it on the long road to 

victory in Burma and India. 

BY JAMES HOLLAND

An hour north of the centre of 
Kolkata (formerly Calcutta) lies 
Barrackpore, once an entirely 

separate cantonment on the banks of the 
mighty Hooghly River, but now just one 
of many suburbs. Here, the legacy of the 
Raj and British colonial power appears: 
what was once Government House and a 
Viceroy’s Palace, but which in 1943 was 
British Eastern Army Headquarters. The 
acting Officer Commanding of Eastern 
Army at the time was Lieutenant-
General William Slim, a senior officer 
who had somehow survived the carnage 
of the previous 18 months. He was 
now spending the monsoon season 
at Barrackpore working on a plan to 
completely turn around British fortunes 
in the war against Imperial Japan in 
south-east Asia.  

Whatever Slim may have thought of 
the house, he never liked its location. 
It was, for him, too close to Calcutta, 
too hemmed in. However, the months 
he spent here in 1943 were of vital 
importance as he worked on his master 
plan. Until then, British fortunes 
against Japan had been disastrous. 
They had been forced out of Malaya 

forward stockpiles, by early 1944 this 
situation was improving.

The second problem was illness. 
Malaria, typhoid, dysentery, blood 
poisoning and dengue fever were 
rampant. In the autumn of 1943, men 
in Fourteenth Army were falling sick at 
a rate of 12,000 every day. By imposing 
draconian measures to ensure the men 
took malaria pills and by setting up 
forward treatment units, the health 
of the army was also soon improving. 

The third was training. Every single 
man needed to learn how to fight, and 
to use the jungle to his advantage, 
not fear it. Rigorous patrolling 
was introduced, improved skills in 
camouflage were taught, and a more 
asymmetrical approach to fighting the 
Japanese was encouraged. It was also 
drummed into every man that there 
could be no more retreats. 

The final challenge, and possibly 
Slim’s toughest, was to improve 
morale. The men called themselves the 
Forgotten Army and in their minds had 
built up the Japanese into supermen 
whose cruelty and barbarism were 
understandably feared. Low morale 
was endemic.

Having identified the problems and 
how to resolve them, Slim needed the 
authority to do so. Fortunately, there 
were other changes afoot. In October 
1943, a new Allied command had been 
created to unite British forces, as well as 
including American and Chinese. South-
East Asia Command (SEAC) also gained 
a fresh-faced Supreme Commander in 
Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten. At 
43, he was young, and despite sitting 
on the Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee, 
was inexperienced at high command. 
Yet there was no doubting his charisma, 
energy and vision, and he immediately 
won over the difficult US commander 
in the theatre, General Joe Stilwell, as 
well as Chinese Generalissimo Chiang 
Kai-shek.

On 22 October 1943, Mountbatten flew 
into Barrackpore from China, to meet 
Slim for the first time. Mountbatten 
immediately made him permanent 
army commander. At Slim’s suggestion 
it would have a new name: Fourteenth 
Army, to underline that this was a fresh 
start. Slim, with Mountbatten’s support, 
soon began instigating his changes. By 
improving conditions, training and 
health, and by preaching a simple 
message of strong resolve, and bringing 
in a number of more experienced 
commanders, Fourteenth Army  

and Singapore, then Burma too, the 
defeated army streaming back over the 
border into India. With the fall of these 
three territories, Britain had suffered a 
terrible defeat and lost access to vital 
resources. In early 1943, the Eastern 
Army had attacked back into Burma – 
in the Arakan region in the north-west 
of the country – a campaign that had 
proved equally disastrous and ended 
in failure. The army commander had 
been sacked and Slim given temporary 
command in his place.

Over the summer of 1943, Slim began 
tackling what he viewed as the four big 
failings of the British so far. First was 
the problem of logistics. Burma was 
one of the most inhospitable places 
in the world in which to fight, and the 
front stretched some 700 miles from 
India’s Bengal coast to the Chinese 
border. There was little infrastructure, 
the distances were vast, and getting 
supplies to the front was made more 
difficult by the multi-ethnic nature of 
the troops, who among them required 
no less than 30 different ration scales. 
By cutting through red tape, building 
new roads and passes, and building up 
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