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ARMADALE SUB-BRANCH OFFICIAL NEWSLETTER 
 

1 Commerce Ave, Armadale, WA 6112 
PO Box 697, Armadale, WA 6992 

 
Ph: (08) 9497 1972 

 
email: secretary@armadalersl.com.au 

 
Website: www.armadalersl.com.au 

 
Social media: Facebook 

 
General Meetings:    Second Sunday of the month at 1030hrs 
 
Annual General Meeting:  Second Sunday of September  
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Committee Positions 

 
 

Armadale Sub-Branch Committee 

President Mr Ken Hepburn 

Vice President Mr Hans van de Velde 

Secretary  Ms Carol King 

Assistant Secretary Mr Mike Fairweather 

Treasurer Mrs Cheryl Cowie 

Assistant Treasurer Vacant 

Warden Mr Graeme Cowie 

Warden Mr Mick Quinn 

Membership Officer Mr Tom Rynn 

Committee Mr Bob Giles 

Committee Mr Keith Northcott 

Committee Mr Geoff Scott 

Advocate / Welfare Officer Mr Brent Errington 

Bar Manager Mr Mike Fairweather 
 

 

 

 

 

Advocate / Welfare 

 

Brent Errington “Erro” is available as follows:   

Operating out of RAAFA on Mondays and Fridays 

between 0900 – 1230hrs and also at 

Armadale RSL Sub-Branch between 1000-1400hrs on Thursdays 

Contact Details: Mobile: 0407 449 150 

 e-mail:  welfare2@armadalersl.com.au 
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Day Date Event Time 

Sunday 4th     Social Committee Meeting 1100 

Tuesday 6th Management Committee Meeting 1000 

Sunday 11th  General Meeting 1030 
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Hi Folks, 
 
The Sub-Branch is still open on Fridays and Sundays, do not 
be frightened to come in, even though there are trucks and 
buses going past our door due to the upgrade for the new 
Armadale Station. 
 
The Sub-Branch will be holding a luncheon on Saturday 24th 
of February 2024 for Armadale Police Rangers and the 1st 
Armadale Scout Group, to thank them for holding the ANZAC 
Overnight Vigil, the night prior to the Dawn Service on ANZAC 
Morning, which they have been proud to do for many years. 
 
We still have a strong membership of Service Members, but 
we have a lack of many attending the Sub-Branch.  It would 
be great if more attended, even if it is only on your birthday, to 
get your free birthday drink. 
 
   
Regards, 
 

Ken Hepburn 
President 

 
Returned Services League Armadale Sub-Branch 
Ph: (08) 9497 1972.   M: 0428 001 949 
 
 
email:   president@armadalersl.com.au 
Website:  www.armadalersl.com.au 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:president@armadalersl.com.au
http://www.armadalersl.com.au/
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The CAC Boomerang was a small single-engine monoplane fighter aircraft, designed 

with an emphasis on high manoeuvrability. It was the first combat aircraft designed and 

constructed in Australia 
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Hi Everyone, 

A busy start to the year.  We are going through a lot of stuff that has been 

“hiding” out in the storage shed for a number of years.  This involves 

scanning and electronically filing a lot of archived documentation which will 

be ongoing for a good part of 2024 I imagine.   

There are a number of items that we will actually dispose of however some 

things that are surplus to our requirements may be available for purchase 

and these will appear in the Sub-

Branch from time to time should 

members be interested.  

 Books which we are not 

requiring will be put out in the 

hall for approximately 10 days if 

members wish to take them at no 

cost. Any that are left over will be 

either thrown out or donated to 

charity.   

A warm welcome back to our 

President who had a sojourn to 

Canberra over Christmas break 

then took a couple of well-earned 

weeks off after that.  Thanks to Hans as Vice President for stepping into the 

breach. 

A reminder that Social Membership which was not renewed prior to 31st 

January has been cancelled.   If you have a Birthday coming up in February 

and wish to claim your complimentary drink, you may wish to consider 

submitting a Renewal form!!! 

   Carol King   

Sub-Branch Secretary 
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As at 27th January 2024: Service Members: 182    
  Affiliate Members: 52  
  Social Members: 86   
  Total: 320 

 
Membership is from 1st January to 31st December each year. 
Social Members who have not renewed membership for 2024 have been removed from 
the Membership list. 
 
Service and Affiliate Members who have not yet renewed membership are considered to 
be unfinancial and therefore not eligible to participate in Sub-Branch meetings or events 
until they do become financial.  
 
In accordance with National and State Constitutions the ‘cut-off’ date to become financial 
for the current year is ANZAC Week after which they are no longer deemed to be a 
member. 
 
Any doubts then please contact Membership Officer. 

 

Tom Rynn 
 
Tel:   0439 934 285 
E-mail:  tomrynn@bigpond.com  
 

 
 
 

mailto:tomrynn@bigpond.com
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February Service Members: 

  

Caldwell Mr Wayne 25/02 Dwyer  Mr  Neville  12/02 
Halliwell Mr Graham  14/02 Henderson  Mr  Keith 17/02 
Hepburn  Mr  Kenneth  17/02 Jones Mr Robert  13/02 
Kang Mr Damon 09/02 Kostin  Mr  John  25/02 
Mahoney  Mrs  Wendy  14/02 McGough  Mr  Victor  25/02 
Phillips Mr Leslie  17/02 Weekes Mr Garry 08/02 
Wellburn Mr Neil 26/02 
    

February Affiliate Members: 

 

Higham  Mr  Dale  23/02 Welch  Mrs  Margaret  20/02 
      

February Social Members: 

 

Fowler Mrs Marion 22/02 Rynn Mrs Glynes 15/02 
 
Unfinancial Social Members: 

 
Green Ms Khesan 05/02 Culbertson Ms Karen 04/02 
Darlington Mr Jim 17/02 Mcillrath Ms Fiona 08/02  
  

 
 

If  anyone has been missed off  the list, please advise 
Tom Rynn (Membership Officer)  

 

These members may collect a free drink of their choice 
during the month 

 

We hope you have a very special Birthday 
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Bar Manager’s Report 

 

 
G’day All,  
 
Everything is going well except we are still having 
difficulties obtaining Peroni and Cascade but hope this can 
be rectified soon. 
 
That’s about all for now, and thanks folks. 
 

Stormy…. 
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Byford Rail Extension - Update 

 
 

The METRONET Byford Rail Extension Project will see Church Avenue 

rebuilt between Commerce and Green avenues. The rebuild will remove 

old rail infrastructure with a new shared path running through. This 

section of Church Avenue will be closed to traffic for three months 

from 12 February 2024 and once the road is reopened, traffic will flow 

freely. To allow safe pedestrian access over the rail corridor during 

works, a temporary footpath has been built. 

 

 
Attorney: So the date of conception (of the baby) was 5th August? 
Witness: Yes. 
Attorney: And what were you doing at that time? 
Witness: Getting laid. 
 
 
Attorney: Now Doctor, isn’t it true that when a person dies in his 

sleep, he doesn’t know about it until the next morning? 
Witness: Did you actually pass the bar exam? 
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Air Force Pilots Revealed to us why You Can't Kill the A-10 Warthog 
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The Bombing of Rabaul - 1943 
 

 

Japanese transport ships in the harbour at Rabaul suffer hits and near misses from U.S. 
bombers 

 

During the Bombing of Rabaul, the Fifth Air Force mounted a 
concerted campaign to render the Japanese bastion in the South 
Pacific ineffective. 

 

In some historical circles, a mistaken impression has developed that the 
U.S. Navy’s Task Force 38 launched the aerial offensive on the 
Japanese stronghold at Rabaul, New Britain, that ultimately rendered 
the base useless.  This idea is probably due, at least in part, to the 
writings of historian Samuel Eliot Morison, who held the rank of rear 
admiral in the U.S. Navy and who wrote with a definite pro-Navy slant. 

Such, however, is not the case.  While the carrier strikes in November 
1943 were the first air action against the Japanese stronghold by 
Admiral William F. “Bull” Halsey’s South Pacific Area (SOPAC) forces, 
they were hardly the first attacks of the campaign, and they were far 
from the first against the complex. Japanese sailors, soldiers, and 
airmen stationed at Rabaul were no strangers to the sight of American 
aircraft over their bases.   
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In fact, the famous Navy air raid on November 11, 1943, had been 
preceded by several weeks of air strikes by heavy and medium 
bombers of General George C. Kenney’s Fifth Air Force.  Those raids 
were but the latest in a series of attacks that actually commenced in the 
spring of 1942, shortly after Japan occupied New Britain. 

A Picturesque Island City 

 

The city of Rabaul is located on the northeastern tip of New Britain, one 
of two islands—the other is New Ireland—that make up the Bismarck 
Archipelago.  It sits on the narrow St. Georges Channel, which divides 
the two islands.  Before it became the major Japanese forward base in 
the Southwest Pacific, Rabaul had been a picturesque island city 
located on the banks of one of the region’s largest natural harbors, a 
feature that brought it to the attention of military planners in both 
Washington and Tokyo as America and Japan geared up for war. 

Several weeks before the attack on Pearl Harbor signaled the beginning 
of open hostilities in the Pacific, the U.S. Army and Navy began 
preparations to establish a base there that could be used to oppose the 
Japanese threat to the Netherlands East Indies.  The U.S. Army Air 
Corps saw Rabaul’s two airfields as a potential refueling stop for military 
aircraft bound for the Philippines, and the Navy was interested in 
Simpson Harbor.  Unfortunately for the United States, in 1941 time was 
on Japan’s side. 

Quick Fortifications by Japan 

 
The Royal Australian Air Force maintained a base at Vunakanau 
Airfield, where a squadron of twin-engine Lockheed Hudson bombers 
and a few lightly armed Wirraway observation planes were stationed. 
Japanese carrier-based aircraft struck Rabaul for the first time on 
January 20, 1942.  The markedly inferior Wirraways were quickly 
dispatched, but not without a fight.  The Hudsons managed to escape 
before Japanese troops landed on January 23. 
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The sea stretched out beneath them, Japanese zeros swarm around a B-17 bomber 
during the assault on the Japanese stronghold of Rabaul in this painting by Jack Fellows 

 

Due to its position south of their main Pacific supply base at Truk Atoll 
in the Carolines, the Japanese quickly built up their presence at Rabaul, 
making it their advance base for the conquest of the Solomon Islands 
and Papua, New Guinea.  The natural harbor made an ideal port for 
transports and warships, while the two airfields served as bases for air 
operations in the Solomons and New Guinea.  Their efforts did not go 
unhampered, however.  Although the Allies had been driven out of the 
Philippines and the Netherlands East Indies, when General Douglas 
MacArthur arrived to take command of the Southwest Pacific Area of 
Operations (SWPA) in March 1942 he immediately drew the line in New 
Guinea. He further decided that offensive operations there were the 
best defence for Australia. 
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Sleeping on the Wings of Their Airplanes 
 

In early 1942, the only means of offensive operations in the region were 
the remnants of two squadrons of Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress heavy 
bombers belonging to the 19th Bombardment Group, which had been 
brought out of the Philippines, then reinforced with additional aircraft 
and personnel sent from the United States.  A second group, the 7th 
Bomb Group, operated out of Australia for a time but was suddenly 
diverted to India immediately after the fall of Java. 

The B-17s of the 19th Group began offensive operations from Australia 
on February 23, 1942, and flew about a dozen missions by April 1, of 
which half were directed against the Japanese installations around 
Rabaul.  The raids were small scale, consisting of an average of three 
airplanes, and were usually flown at night to avoid fighter interception. 
Just mounting a mission was a struggle in itself.  To fly to Rabaul, the 
bomber crews had to depart their base near Townsville and fly 600 
miles north to Port Moresby, where the bombers were refuelled and 
armed while the crews tried to grab some rest wherever they could. 
This usually meant sleeping on the wings of their airplanes, or under 
them if it rained. It rained often in New Guinea. 

Departing From Port Moresby 

 
The bombers would depart Moresby in the wee hours of the morning 
and cross the 13,000-foot Owen-Stanley Mountains, which were often 
covered by turbulent storm clouds, then continue across the Bismarck 
Sea and along the coast of New Britain to the target.  The initial raids 
were generally ineffective as far as doing serious damage, but they 
served as a good source of intelligence on Japanese strength at 
Rabaul. 

The only other Allied bombers in the theatre in early 1942 were several 
Lockheed Hudson light bombers operated by the Royal Australian Air 
Force.  The Hudsons were a military version of the Lodestar transport, 
but they offered very limited capabilities.  In March 1942, Major Paul I. 
“Pappy” Gunn entered the picture when he engineered the “transfer” of 
a dozen North American B-25 Mitchell bombers from the Netherlands 
East Indies Air Force to the 3rd Attack Group. 

 

https://warfarehistorynetwork.com/2021/10/08/the-boeing-b-17-flying-fortress-was-outdated-when-wwii-began/
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The 3rd had been operating Douglas A-24 Dauntless dive-bombers that 
had been on the way to the Philippines when the war broke out.  It was 
originally supposed to operate Douglas A-20 Havoc light bombers but, 
although the personnel were in Australia, their airplanes had yet to 
arrive.  The first B-25 mission was against Gasmata, a Japanese airfield 
on the southwestern end of New Britain.  A few days later, on March 25, 
V Bomber Command was further reinforced with the arrival of several 
Martin B-26 Marauders of the 22nd Bombardment Group. 
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The great Japanese supply depot and bastion at Rabaul on the island 
of New Britain was a major target for bombers of the U.S. Fifth Air 
Force, as well as America’s allies. 
 

Plagued With Supply Problems 

 
Although the B-17 had been designed for strategic bombing, the Flying 
Fortresses were plagued with maintenance and supply problems.  It 
was often impossible to scrape up enough airplanes for even a small-
scale mission.  Consequently, V Bomber Command assigned the newly 
arrived 22nd Group to missions against Rabaul until the B-17 force 
could be brought up to strength.  Beginning on April 6, 1942, the 22nd 
Group B-26s flew 16 missions with more than 80 sorties before medium 
bomber missions to Rabaul were discontinued. 

Although the B-26s were able to attack Lakunai and Vunakanau 
airfields as well as ships in the harbor and shore installations, they were 
operating at the very edge of their limits.  The distances involved 
required the installation of bomb bay fuel tanks, which reduced their 
bomb loads to four 500-pound bombs or 20 100-pounders.  Ordinarily, 
the bomb capacity of a B-26 was half that of a B-17, but the long-range 
fuel tanks halved it again. 

The whole idea of aerial bombing is to put as much high explosive onto 
a target as possible, but the B-26s’ limited bomb loads greatly reduced 
their effectiveness. 

Before the medium bombers were taken off the Rabaul run, their crews 
claimed hits on three transports, two merchant ships, and an aircraft 
carrier.  Marauder gunners claimed 16 Japanese fighters. In spite of 
fighter opposition and antiaircraft fire, B-26 losses were surprisingly low; 
only three Marauders were lost in combat between April 24 and July 24. 

The B-17s continued operations against Rabaul whenever enough 
airplanes could be patched together for a mission.  From April to June, 
the 19th Group flew 16 missions, a total of 60 sorties.  Like the B-26s, 
their results were mixed. Bad weather over the target often prevented 
accurate bombing and an effective assessment of the results.  Heavy 
bomber crews reported hits on at least two Japanese vessels and 
secondary fires on shore.  Both the B-17s and B-26s attacked from 
medium to high altitude, often bombing through layers of cloud. Their  
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numbers were very low, thanks largely to the strategic decision made 
by the U.S. and British governments to defeat Germany first. 

Most of the production of military aircraft, especially bombers, was 
allocated to units in training for operations in the European theatre.  An 
additional B-17 group, the 43rd, arrived in Australia in the late spring but 
wasn’t ready for combat for several weeks. 

A B-24 of the 5th Airforce flies over the Japanese airfield at Cape Cloucher, New Britain 

 

General Kenney Takes Command 

 
In late July, General Kenney arrived in Australia to take charge of the 
Allied air forces under MacArthur’s command, arriving only a week 
before the planned invasion of Tulagi and Guadalcanal by Pacific 
Ocean Area forces under Admiral Chester Nimitz.  The two islands 
were actually located in MacArthur’s theater, but he agreed to a 
westward shift of the boundary so they fell in the South Pacific Area and 
promised air support for the landings. 
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After a whirlwind inspection of the combat squadrons, MacArthur’s new 
air boss ordered a stand-down of combat operations during which 
maintenance crews would work day and night to get the heavy bombers 
ready for a big mission.  Kenney informed MacArthur that he had 
grounded all of the bombers but would have them ready in time to send 
16 B-17s against Vunakanau Airfield, where an estimated 150 
Japanese aircraft were based, to support the Marine landings that were 
to take place on August 7. 

Kenney officially took command of the Allied Air Forces on August 4. 
One of his first actions was to activate the Fifth Air Force, which had 
been authorized several months before but which had yet to be staffed. 
The move was designed to divide the American and Australian air 
forces into separate commands.  Two days later, true to Kenney’s word, 
V Bomber Command mounted a 16-airplane mission against Rabaul. 

Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Carmichael led the mission.  Unfortunately, 
one airplane crashed on takeoff and two others turned back due to 
mechanical problems.  Even though they were attacked by Japanese 
fighters while still some 40 to 50 miles from the target, the remaining 13 
B-17s went over Rabaul at 22,000 feet and dropped their bomb loads 
on the airfield.  The crews noted that Simpson Harbor was filled with 
ships and antiaircraft fire was heavy.  How effective the mission had 
been was impossible to tell, but the crews reported several hits on the 
target, and the B-17 gunners claimed seven kills. Radio intercepts 
indicated that damage to Japanese aircraft on the ground had been 
significant. 

Nine airplanes returned to Moresby in formation, and three others 
followed as stragglers.  Only one B-17 failed to return.  Captain Harl 
Pease’s airplane lost an engine while en route to the target, but the 
veteran pilot, who had flown with the 19th Bomb Group in the 
Philippines, continued on three.  Japanese fighters singled out the 
crippled bomber and pressed their attacks. 

Other crews saw Pease’s crew jettison a burning bomb bay tank, then 
watched in horror as the airplane burst into flames and fell toward the 
sea.  Pease and his crew had flown a reconnaissance mission the 
previous day from which they returned with an engine shut down.  The 
crew had worked for hours to get another airplane ready for combat and 
had not arrived at Moresby until midnight.   
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Pease was posthumously awarded the Medal of Honor, the first of 
several awarded to airmen for missions over Rabaul. 

A B-25 Mitchell of the 13th Air Force roars above burning Japanese oil installations in 
New Britain 

 

Keeping the Rabaul Raiders Flying 
 

One of the military problems for the American airmen attacking Rabaul 
was that no matter how many Japanese airplanes they destroyed in the 
air and on the ground, the enemy could replace them within a matter of 
days.  American replacement aircraft took weeks to reach the theatre, if 
they came at all.  Damage to Japanese airfield surfaces was easily 
repaired.  Even if a raid put an airfield out of action, the Japanese could 
have it operational again within hours—days at most—by simply filling 
in the bomb craters.  Bombing of ships from high altitude was generally 
hit and miss. 

Aircraft and aircrew replacements for the American squadrons were 
practically non-existent. Only the heavy bomber groups that had  
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originally been destined for the Philippines before the war were sent to 
Australia, and one of those was diverted to India.  Boeing B-17s were in 
particularly short supply since the former head of Air Force Combat 
Command, Lt. Gen. Carl Spaatz, was in the process of building up a 
massive heavy bomber force for operations out of England. This meant 
that whenever the 19th or 43rd Group lost an airplane and crew, 
replacements would not necessarily be coming.  There were no Allied 
fighters available in 1942 that had the range to fly all the way to Rabaul. 
SWAPA fighter groups were equipped with Bell P-39 Airacobras and 
Curtiss P-40 Tomahawks, neither of which had adequate high-altitude 
capabilities. 

To maintain an effective combat force, Fifth Air Force maintenance 
personnel resorted to cannibalization, removing parts from a sacrificial 
airplane to keep others flying.  If at all possible, teams of mechanics 
made their way into the jungle or to remote islands to remove as many 
parts as they could from the wreckage of aircraft that went down.  Fifth 
Air Force mechanics gained a reputation for their resourcefulness as 
they used every available part to keep their planes in the air.  They 
even became aircraft manufacturers, as they assembled parts from 
various wrecks to construct a single serviceable aircraft.  One of the 
most famous B-17s of the war was “Alexander the Swoose,” a B-17 that 
was assembled from parts of several wrecked Flying Fortresses. 

The Japanese were not plagued by the same problems as the 
Americans and Australians.  Rabaul lay close enough to the Japanese 
supply base at Truk that single-engine fighters could be delivered by air, 
and aircraft destroyed by Allied bombs could be easily replaced within a 
day or so.  Truk itself lay close enough to Japan that single-engine 
fighters could be flown in from the home islands.  American fighters and 
light bombers, when they were available, had to be disassembled and 
loaded on ships for an ocean voyage of several weeks, then had to be 
reassembled after they were off-loaded in Australia. 

From the time a new fighter left the factory for an American unit in 
Australia or New Guinea, nearly two months would have lapsed.  The 
process was even longer since newly arrived aircraft required 
considerable preparation before they entered combat.  Four-engine 
heavy bombers and medium bombers could be delivered by air when 
they were available. 
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Skipping Bombs 

 
Rabaul continued to be the major target for Fifth Air Force heavy 
bombers, although combat in New Guinea often required diversions to 
others. Most of the missions were flown at night, with the crews 
bombing under the light of flares.  For accuracy, V Bomber Command 
adopted a pathfinder concept in which one or two airplanes would go 
over the target in advance of the main formation and mark it with 
incendiary bombs.  The bombers would come over at altitudes ranging 
from 4,000 to 10,000 feet to drop their bombs.  They often dropped 
down to low altitude so their gunners could strafe the Japanese 
antiaircraft and searchlight crews.  A benefit of bombing from such low 
altitudes was that Fifth Air Force planes were able to achieve far greater 
accuracy than their counterparts in Europe, which were forced to drop 
their bombs from altitudes much higher than ever conceived in the pre-
war Army Air Corps. 

 

U.S. B-25 Mitchell bombers of the 13th Air Force wing their way above the Japanese 
bastion at Rabaul in March 1944. The major Japanese supply base and staging area 

was repeatedly bombed during the American offensive in the South Pacific 
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In early October, MacArthur’s forces began an airlifted assault on 
Japanese positions south of Buna on the north shore of the Lae 
Peninsula in New Guinea, while at the same time the Japanese started 
a new offensive on Guadalcanal.  On October 5, Fifth Air Force 
bombers began a three-week sustained bombing campaign on Rabaul 
in an effort to interrupt the flow of Japanese supplies to both New 
Guinea and Guadalcanal, where the Marines were having a difficult 
time. 

Missions were flown night and day, with formations generally in the 20- 
to 30-airplane range.  The crews noted that Simpson Harbor was filled 
with ships, leading the commander of the 63rd Bombardment 
Squadron, Major William Benn, to conclude that the time was ripe to try 
out a new method of attack he and some of his crews had been working 
on for several weeks. 

Benn had come to Australia as Kenney’s aide, but immediately after 
their arrival his boss relieved him of the assignment and gave him a 
squadron in the recently arrived 43rd Bombardment Group.  During 
their journey to Australia, the two men discussed the merits of skipping 
bombs across the water into the side of a ship, a method that the British 
had used with some success in the North Atlantic and that Navy fliers 
had experimented with before the war.  Whether Kenney became aware 
of it or not, Pappy Gunn, who was a firm believer in low-altitude attack, 
had skip-bombed a Japanese transport in Cebu Harbor with a B-25 
during the Royce Raid in early April. 

Benn and his men had been flying practice missions against an old 
wreck in the harbor at Moresby ever since he took command of the 
squadron in August.  On the night of October 23, Benn and selected 
crews from his squadron dropped down and went into Simpson Harbor 
at wave-top altitude.  Captain K.D. McCullar skipped a bomb into the 
side of a Japanese destroyer.  Other pilots claimed hits that threw 
smoke and debris into the air.  Postwar evaluation of Japanese records 
revealed no reports of any ships being lost that night, but the flight 
crews believed otherwise. 
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90th Bombardment Group’s Liberators 

 
Prior to October 1942, the only heavy bombers in the theatre were B-
17s, but that changed when the 90th Bombardment Group arrived with 
a complement of Consolidated B-24D Liberators.  A 1940 design, the 
Liberator was developed to replace the B-17, which had failed to live up 
to expectations as a long-range bomber.  Incorporating advanced 
aeronautical engineering techniques, the B-24 was considerably faster 
and could carry a larger payload over a much greater distance than its 
predecessor, features that made it the ideal heavy bomber for Pacific 
use. 

The lighter B-17s were able to operate at higher altitudes, but this 
feature was not particularly important in the Pacific where range was 
the primary issue.  Unfortunately, cracks were discovered in the nose 
landing gear of several of the airplanes, and the bombers were 
grounded until they could all be inspected and repaired.  The first 
Liberator missions in mid-November were directed against Rabaul, but 
the results indicated that the crews were in need of additional training. 

On the first mission, one airplane crashed on takeoff and smashed into 
two other B-24s.  Ten airplanes got off, and two actually reached 
Rabaul; their bombs set fire to a cargo ship.  But two B-17s turned up 
missing after the mission, including that of the group commander, Lt. 
Col. Art Meehan. Kenney temporarily removed the group from 
operational status and put it back into training to sharpen the crewmen’s 
skills.  His decision paid off in spades.  The 90th Group would go on to 
become one of the most successful bomber groups of the entire war. 

Interdicting the flow of Japanese supplies to New Guinea and the 
Solomons had become the main goal of the Fifth Air Force, a mission 
that was proving extremely frustrating.  When intelligence reports 
indicated that Simpson Harbor was full of ships, Kenney ordered a 
maximum effort on January 5.  His orders stipulated that the heavy 
bombers should attack at dawn when the Japanese would still be 
sleeping.  But V Bomber Command commander Brig. Gen. Ken Walker 
preferred a midday attack on the grounds that the bombers might have 
trouble assembling during darkness, even though the Japanese were 
known to mount air patrols during the day. 
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Walker elected to ignore Kenney’s instructions and made a noon attack, 
flying into a hornet’s nest.  A 12-plane formation made up of six B-17s 
and six B-24s hit the target and reported hits on 10 ships.  But fighter 
opposition was intense and the flak was heavy.  Two Flying Fortresses 
were shot down, including the one carrying General Walker. Kenney’s 
orders had also stipulated that Walker was not to go on the mission. 
Kenney was severely distressed when Walker was reported missing, 
but when searchers discovered a B-17 on a reef he told MacArthur he 
was going to severely reprimand the young general for his disobedience 
and put him on leave in Australia.  MacArthur responded that if Walker 
did not come back, he was going to recommend him for the Medal of 
Honor.  Walker did not come back. 

 
 

Japanese transport ships in the harbor at Rabaul suffer hits and near misses from U.S. 
bombers 
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Pappy Gunn’s Modified Bombers 

 

During the fall and winter of 1942, Pappy Gunn was developing the 
weapon that would enable the Fifth Air Force to begin successfully 
interdicting Japanese shipping and knocking out ground installations. 
Gunn’s developments had actually entered combat in September 1942 
when a squadron of modified Douglas A-20 gunships began low-altitude 
attacks in support of Australian troops fighting the Japanese on the 
Kokoda Track in New Guinea. 

The modified A-20s, each featuring a quartet of .50-caliber machine 
guns in the nose with two others installed on the sides of the fuselage, 
quickly proved to be highly effective in the ground attack role.  The A-
20s also held promise for skip bombing attacks on shipping, but they 
lacked the range to go to Rabaul.  Gunn had actually conceived the 
idea of modifying B-25s earlier in the year, before the A-20s arrived in 
Australia, but permission for the modification had been denied due to 
the lack of available airframes. 

Kenney saw modified B-25s as “Commerce Destroyers,” heavily armed 
gunships that would swoop in low on skip bombing attacks against 
ships.  In October 1942, with more B-25s in the theatre and with the A-
20s having proved the concept, he gave Gunn permission to go ahead 
with the modification and to initially convert enough airplanes to equip a 
squadron.  If they proved effective, others would be similarly converted. 
They did. 

Gunn’s modification put a package of six .50-caliber machine guns in 
the nose of the B-25s, with two more mounted on either side of the 
fuselage for a total of 10 forward-firing guns.  The combined firepower 
could rip a hole in the side of a barge or small transport, and it 
demoralized the Japanese gunners on the decks of transports and even 
warships. 

During the first week of March, Gunn’s modified B-25s and A-20s 
demonstrated just how effective low-flying bombers could be against 
Japanese shipping when they practically wiped out a convoy just 
outside the harbor at Lae using skip bombing.  Their success led 
Kenney to authorize the conversion of more than 175 other Mitchells to 
the gunship role by September 1943. The 3rd Bombardment Group, 
more popularly known as the 3rd Attack Group, operated both A-20s 
and B-25s, and its pilots soon became expert at low-altitude attack. 
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The package of .50-caliber machine guns in the nose and skip bombing 
techniques were not the only aspects of the gunships that made them 
such effective weapons.  Before the war, General Kenney himself had 
developed small 27-pound fragmentation bombs designed to float to 
earth beneath parachutes.  The parafrag bombs were very effective 
against parked aircraft.  Another innovation was the “Kenney Cocktail,” 
a 100-pound bomb casing loaded with white phosphorous. Upon 
impact, the casing was designed to break open, spreading burning 
phosphorous over a wide area, setting fires and causing severe injury to 
anyone who happened to be caught by the burning mess.  With the 
conversion of the A-20s and B-25s, Kenney’s Fifth Air Force was finally 
able to successfully interdict Japanese shipping between Rabaul and 
Lae, and the parafrag bombs were effective against airfields.  But 
neutralizing Rabaul itself was still his major concern. 

The end of 1942 saw another new development that would help the 
Allies in their efforts to gain air superiority in SWAPA as the Lockheed 
P-38 Lightning fighter made its appearance in the skies over New 
Guinea.  The twin-engine P-38 was a remarkable fighter that would 
account for the destruction of more than 10,000 Japanese aircraft by 
the end of the war.  The Lighting’s turbocharged engines allowed it to 
reach high altitudes, and it offered considerably longer range, enough to 
reach Rabaul from forward airfields in New Guinea.  Another significant 
development took place later in the year as the medium bombers of the 
22nd Bombardment Group were replaced by long-range B-24s. 
Liberators also replaced the B-17s in the 43rd Bombardment Group, 
bringing V Bomber Command heavy bomber strength to three full 
groups of long-range B-24s. 

A Pacific Bombing Raid of Unprecedented Scale 

 

Prior to mid-September 1943, Rabaul had been beyond the effective 
range of the modified B-25s.  When Lae and the Markham Valley fell 
into Allied hands, Fifth Air Force established forward staging bases that 
put the B-25s much closer to the important Japanese supply base. 
Meanwhile, Admiral William F. Halsey’s SOPAC forces were advancing 
northwestward through the Solomons from Guadalcanal and 
preparations were being made to combine the two areas of operation 
under MacArthur’s command. 
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A U.S. Marine Corps dive-bomber scores a direct hit on a Japanese oil tanker near 
Rabaul in July of 1944 

 
MacArthur, who had operational control over the Solomons and the 
Bismarck Archipelago, concluded (with the encouragement of General 
Kenney) that instead of fighting a costly battle to capture Rabaul, the 
installation should be bypassed and “left to dry on the vine.”  Its surface 
lines of supply would be cut off by the Navy while the city itself was 
neutralized by air attack, a decision with which Halsey concurred. 

Once Halsey’s forces were in bomber range of the city, they would 
assume responsibility for the campaign against Rabaul and Fifth Air 
Force would be relieved to devote its attention to targets in New Guinea 
and western New Britain.  Until the South Pacific forces had moved far 
enough north that Rabaul was in range of their air forces, Fifth Air Force 
would mount an air campaign against the airfields and supply bases as 
well as any ships in the harbor. 

Aerial reconnaissance photographs indicated that Japanese fighter 
strength at Rabaul had risen dramatically to almost 150 aircraft between  
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October 1 and October 11, so Kenney ordered the Fifth Air Force to 
mount an attack to take them out.  On October 12, V Bomber Command 
launched the largest aerial attack so far in the Pacific War.  The attack 
plan was twofold: three groups of modified B-25 strafers, a total of 107 
airplanes, would go in low and hit the airfields at Rapopo and 
Vunakanau in a strafing and parafrag bomb attack.  They would be 
followed by seven squadrons of B-24s, which would drop their bombs 
on the ships in Simpson Harbor.  The distances involved limited the 
fighter escorts to P-38s since the other fighter type now active in the 
theatre, the Republic P-47 Thunderbolt, lacked the range to go all the 
way to Rabaul. 

Major John P. Henebry led 40 B-25s of the 3rd Attack Group over 
Rapopo in three vees of 12 to 15 airplanes each, with about a mile 
between the formations.  The low-flying B-25 pilots opened fire on the 
antiaircraft guns, then swooped over the rows of parked airplanes and 
covered them with tiny but deadly parachute bombs.  Dust and smoke 
obscured the airfield after the attack, but the men of the 3rd estimated 
that they had destroyed between 15 and 25 airplanes on the ground 
while group gunners claimed three air-to-air kills.  Colonel Clint True led 
the other 67 strafers in an attack on Vanakanau.  Later estimates of 
more than 100 Japanese airplanes destroyed in the ground attacks 
were believed to be conservative. 

In spite of the low-altitude attacks, Japanese fighters were in the air 
when the Liberators came over the target.  The Allied fighter escort was 
comparatively small, made up of only 28 P-38s, and its job was to keep 
the Japanese fighters off the 90th Bombardment Group B-24s. Only two 
Liberators were lost.  The bombers claimed a remarkable number of 
hits.  The 65th Squadron reported 48 hits out of 48 bombs dropped! V 
Bomber Command claimed three transports, three destroyers, and 113 
other vessels sunk.  The U.S. Navy would dispute these claims, 
although Navy historian Samuel Eliot Morison would qualify the dispute 
by stating that Japanese loss reports may not have been entirely 
accurate, especially since they did not record losses of smaller vessels. 
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Raymond H. Wilkins’ Medal of Honor 

 

Bad weather developed over New Britain and prevented further attacks 
until October 18.  The weather was still bad enough that day to force 
the P-38s to turn back and the B-24s to divert to other targets, but the 
B-25s dropped down to the wavetops and went beneath the weather.  
In spite of fierce fighter attacks, the unescorted Mitchells sank three 
Japanese ships and destroyed or damaged approximately 50 planes on 
the ground. 

Attacks on the airfields continued over the next several days when 
weather permitted.  The low-level attacks were directed at the airfields, 
but the Fifth Air Force brain trust was waiting for just the right 
opportunity to send the B-25s after Japanese shipping at Rabaul.  It 
was not until November 2 that weather conditions finally allowed the 
attack. Reconnaissance photographs revealed seven destroyers, a 
tender, and 20 merchant vessels in the harbor. 

The V Bomber Command managed to launch 80 B-25s for an afternoon 
attack under the protection of an equal number of fighters. Half of the B-
25s were scheduled to hit the antiaircraft guns around the harbor and 
the airfields while Major Jock Henebry’s 3rd Attack Group, the veteran 
skip bombers who had won the Battle of the Bismarck Sea, went after 
the ships in the harbor. 

 
Members of an RAAF squadron leave their mark on a 2000-pound “daisy cutter” to be 

dropped on the Lakunai Aerodome in Rabaul. 
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The Japanese warships fought back with a vengeance both with their 
antiaircraft guns and heavy naval ordnance, which they fired into the 
water to cause waterspouts in an effort to knock the low-flying bombers 
into the water before they got into strafing range.  Two destroyers were 
on the approach path into the harbor, and the narrow slot made them 
difficult to attack.  Automatic weapons fire from their guns forced the 
bomber formation to break up into single and two-ship elements. 

Henebry strafed and bombed a freighter, then his Mitchell was hit by fire 
from a cruiser.  Captain Charles W. Howe skipped a bomb into the side 
of another freighter, which sank immediately.  Henebry came out of the 
harbor in a badly damaged airplane but managed to make it to an 
advanced airfield on a friendly island.  His friend Chuck Howe followed 
and landed to give the crew of the stricken B-25 a ride home. 

Major Raymond H. Wilkins, commander of the 8th Bombardment 
Squadron, continued strafing and skip bombing even after his airplane 
had been badly shot up.  After skip bombing a transport, Wilkins was 
leading his squadron out of the harbor when his airplane was struck by 
fire from the same cruiser that hit Henebry’s airplane.  The B-25 went 
into the water, killing the crew.  Wilkins was awarded the Medal of 
Honor for his actions; it was the third to go to a V Bomber Command 
member for action over Rabaul. 

The Navy and Marines Target Rabaul  

 

Up to this point, the Fifth Air Force had been bearing the burden of 
attacking Rabaul alone since none of the SOPAC forces were yet in 
range. On November 4, Fifth Air Force reconnaissance aircraft detected 
a Japanese task force of five cruisers and nine destroyers steaming 
south toward Rabaul.  Apparently, they were on their way to oppose the 
Allied landings at Empress Augusta Bay, where U.S. troops had gone 
ashore three days before. 

The Navy’s Task Force 38 had only recently reached the South Pacific, 
and the carriers Princeton and Saratoga were in a position to mount 
attacks in opposition to the Japanese advance.  On November 5, Fifth 
Air Force B-24s hit shore positions while 97 U.S. Navy carrier planes 
went after Japanese shipping in Simpson Harbor.  Not a single ship was 
sunk, but the dive-bombers and torpedo planes managed to inflict 
enough damage on the cruisers that they were forced to withdraw for 
repairs. 
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Navy carrier planes struck Rabaul again on November 11.  Admiral 
Halsey requested that the Fifth Air Force B-25s hit the airfields in 
advance of the carrier attacks, but bad weather forced them to turn 
back.  The carrier planes attacked in a light rain and managed to sink 
one destroyer and inflict damage on several others and a pair of 
cruisers. 

The November 5 attack ended V Bomber Command’s two-year effort 
against Rabaul. Previous plans had called for MacArthur’s forces to 
focus their attention on driving the Japanese out of New Guinea and 
gaining control of western New Britain once Admiral Halsey’s South 
Pacific Forces had captured Bougainville.  The plans stipulated that as 
soon as AIRSOLOMONS aircraft were in range of Rabaul they would 
assume responsibility for the target, while V Bomber Command would 
turn its attention elsewhere.  Now that Halsey’s forces were in range of 
Rabaul, it was their turn. 

 
 

Explosions rock a Japanese airfield near Rabaul. U.S. B-25s and P-38s of the 5th Air 
Force hammered the site in an effort to put the airfield out of commission 
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COMAIRSOLS was a dual command made up of Army and Marine 
Corps squadrons, along with some New Zealand units.  By late 1943, 
AIRSOLOMONS was under the command of U.S. Marine Corps Maj. 
Gen. Ralph Mitchell, who had just replaced Army Air Forces Maj. Gen. 
Nathan Twining upon his transfer to the Mediterranean.  Mitchell’s 
command included the Army’s Thirteenth Air Force and the 1st Marine 
Air Wing, along with a number of U.S. Navy fighter, dive bomber and 
torpedo bomber squadrons operating a variety of aircraft.  They 
included F4U Corsair, F6F Hellcat, P-38, P-39 and P-40 fighters, SBD 
and TBF single-engine bombers, and B-25 medium bombers and B-24 
heavies. 

Some Liberators were operated by Navy and Marine squadrons, but 
most were assigned to the Army’s 5th and 307th Bombardment Groups. 
Some of the P-40s were in four New Zealand squadrons.  New 
Zealanders also operated a squadron of Lockheed Ventura bombers. 
Army, Marine, Navy, and New Zealand aircraft operated together in the 
same formations. 

It was not until December 17 that Mitchell’s command was able to 
mount a mission against Rabaul.  Marine Major Gregory Boyington led 
a fighter sweep of 76 airplanes over the stronghold, but the Japanese 
failed to rise to meet them in large numbers.  They were more 
successful a week later on December 23 when AIRSOLS fighters 
claimed 30 Japanese fighters.  Bombing missions were spasmodic, in 
part due to the weather. 

During January, advanced bases were put into operation closer to 
Rabaul, allowing an increase in the strength of the assaulting forces. 
During the second week of January, B-25s from the 42nd Bombardment 
Group flew their first mission over Rabaul from their new base in the 
Russell Islands.  They would fly 11 more missions before the month 
was out, operating as medium bombers since Thirteenth Air Force had 
yet to convert large numbers of its B-25s into strafers. 

Japanese opposition was intense, much greater than that previously 
encountered by SOPAC aircrews as they moved northwestward 
through the Solomons.  The AIRSOLS crews were experiencing what 
Fifth Air Force crews had been enduring for almost two years.  Rabaul 
was the most heavily defended target in the Southwest Pacific; the 
Japanese had turned it into a practically impregnable fortress with large 
concentrations of antiaircraft guns. They attempted to maintain a 
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standing fighter force of 100 to 200 planes, flying replacements down 
from Truk to supplement those lost in the air and to ground attack.  The 
Japanese fighter pilots were not rookies, as the Marines learned on 
January 3 when their leading ace, Major Gregory “Pappy” Boyington, 
and his wingman were both lost over Rabaul.  Boyington was captured 
and spent the remainder of the war in a Japanese prison camp. 

“Dry on the Vine and Wither Away” 

 

Fortunately, the Allies had something that the Japanese did not—
strength in numbers and rising superiority in aircraft, both in quality and 
production.  American fighter pilots had gained considerable experience 
and were now able to beat the Japanese in the air.  By early 1944, 
American aircraft production had risen to unprecedented levels while 
thousands of young airmen were coming out of the flight schools and 
undergoing training conducted by veterans of the Pacific War. 

Allied advances in Europe combined with the victory in North Africa to 
free up some Army air units for duty in the Pacific. Production of B-24 
Liberators was unprecedented, and the Army Air Forces began making 
allowances for Fifth and Thirteenth Air Force squadrons, where they 
replaced war-weary B-17s and early model B-24s.  Although the U.S. 
Navy’s carrier forces had been rendered impotent after the battles of 
Midway and Santa Cruz in 1942, new boats had come out of the 
shipyards and had been equipped with full complements of fighters, 
dive-bombers and torpedo bombers.  U.S. Navy task forces equipped 
with fast Essex-class carriers were setting sail out of San Diego and 
Pearl Harbor for fast-moving strikes on Japanese positions all through 
the Central Pacific. 

In mid-February, carrier aircraft struck Truk for the first time. Although 
Nimitz originally intended to invade and occupy Truk, the decision was 
made to bypass it. Within a few weeks, Seventh Air Force had 
established heavy bomber bases on Kwajalein, which had been 
captured by U.S. forces in February. Kwajalein placed Truk within range 
of VII Bomber Command Liberators, and attacks began.  Thirteenth Air 
Force Liberators joined with the Seventh bombers and the 
neutralization of Truk began. 

The commencement of air raids on Truk signaled the demise of Rabaul. 
Without a dependable rear-area base to back it up with supplies and 
reinforcements for the air squadrons stationed there, Rabaul was 
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practically out of the war.  Admiral Halsey’s South Pacific Command 
declared victory at Rabaul in mid-February.  Air strikes would continue 
against the surviving Japanese forces for some time, but they had been 
left to “dry on the vine and wither away” as MacArthur’s forces 
continued their move northward toward the Philippines, and ultimately 
Japan. 

 

of the  
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The 7th Panzer-Division in France, 1940. This is one of those photos that start to 

make you grasp and understand statistics and industrial might. Columns of tanks, 

trucks, and motorcycles for as far as the eye can see and beyond that countless 

miles more 
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