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It is sweet to dance to violins

When Love and Life are fair:

To dance to flutes, to dance to lutes

Is delicate and rare:

But it is not sweet with nimble feet

To dance upon the air!

Oscar Wilde, The Ballad of Reading Gaol




PROLOGUE

2 A.M., 3 MAY 1942, ALBERT PARK, 
MELBOURNE

Ivy was cold and tired. It was two o’clock in the morning and she was alone, waiting for the tram. Three hours ago, she had caught one from the other side of the city to visit John, the man she thought she might spend her future with.

Now, though, she huddled in the shop doorway across the road from the beach. There would be a tram arriving sometime in the next twenty or thirty minutes, and while she was still cold and tired, she would also soon be home and warm.

•

His name was Eddie and he, too, was cold and tired, and a little bit annoyed. He was an American, a soldier in the US Army, but he was also a long way from his home in New York City. The day had started more promisingly. His duties at the army camp were over by mid-morning and, by lunchtime, he had showered and dressed up, and was drinking with a group of other servicemen at an old hotel across the road from the beach by mid-afternoon. They had eaten – he thought it might have been fish and chips – before continuing to drink in the hotel and then across the broad esplanade on the low beach wall.

Eddie recalled that two of his new buddies had gone off to find more beer, leaving him alone with Patricia, an Australian girl who had been drinking with them and who now insisted that he call her Pat, but not Pattie. They had kissed a couple of times, but she wasn’t his type and when the others returned, they had given him a bottle of beer and headed off into the dark.

He didn’t mind being alone, as it gave him time to think about things. About his mother, in particular, and how she would be coping with her wayward sons with only her daughter, Helen, to help. His mother had problems in her head and needed him there. Both his brothers also had problems in their heads, but there was not much he could, or would, do about that. One was already locked up and the other probably would be soon. That would leave his sister-in-law footloose and fancy-free. Eddie had been there, but was not yet ready to go there again.

And so Eddie threw the empty beer bottle onto the sand, listening for the soft thud as it landed. He fixed his uniform, tucking in the tie and adjusting the overseas cap on his head before crossing the darkened road towards the tram terminus that he knew was somewhere around here.

•

Eddie sensed there was someone in the alcove before he actually saw the figure in the shadow.

‘Jeez, ma’am, you sure gave me a fright,’ was the best he could come up with.

‘I’m sorry,’ came the reply in broad Australian. ‘I’m just waiting for the next tram and thought it would be a bit warmer in here.’

As his eyes adjusted and the woman stepped a little forward, Eddie saw that she was well dressed and several years older than him. She seemed wary, rather than alarmed, at meeting a man, and, to provide some reassurance, he enquired about her handbag, which seemed large and also looked to be specially tailored. She said that, yes, she had bought it especially for its size and utility; in her work, she often had to carry many different things.

‘And what work would that be?’ asked Eddie.

‘Sorry,’ was the reply this time. ‘The name’s Ivy and I am a lady’s companion. I live with an older lady, and I take her shopping, on outings to the city, and generally just assist her with her life.’

Eddie smiled and then explained how he had met up with but then lost a group of other soldiers and some Aussie dames. It was getting very cold and, if she didn’t mind, he asked if he could stand with her in the alcove as they waited for the next tram. There was more than enough room for two, Ivy said, and stood towards the side away from the beach.

Eddie stepped into the alcove and smiled at Ivy. As he did so, he casually draped his right arm across her shoulders.


1.

HE’S COMING SOUTH!

Sometime in early 1942, the Australian government began to print and distribute large numbers of a new patriotic war poster. At the top was printed, ‘He’s Coming South’, and written across the bottom was, ‘It’s fight, work or perish.’ Between the printing and the writing was a stylised painting of a Japanese soldier, tommy-gun in hand, with a Japanese flag as a backdrop. Like a colossus, the soldier was astride the South Seas. One foot was out of the picture, presumably planted firmly somewhere in China. The front foot was about to land in the centre of Western Australia. It was not a subtle poster: the Japanese were coming and Australia had just three options – fight, work or perish.

•

Until 8 December 1941, the war that Prime Minister Robert Menzies had taken Australia into in September 1939 had made a relatively limited impact on Australian society. There had been an initial rush of young and not-so-young men volunteering for active service but, as with World War I, the fighting took place overseas. Japan’s entry into the war changed that.

Prime Minister John Curtin – who replaced Robert Menzies in October 1941 – had been desperately trying to bring all Australian ground forces home to protect the country from a possible Japanese invasion. He was doing so in the face of some determined opposition from Winston Churchill and the British War Cabinet. It was a fight which Curtin would win, but that victory came at a cost, stretching the Imperial bonds to breaking point. Britain could not and would not protect Australia, so Curtin turned his country towards the United States and asked for assistance. They are coming south, Curtin said, and we don’t think we can stop them. Will you help?

Australia, and Melbourne in particular, did not really seem to know how to deal with the possibility that the country could become a war zone. The closest that most Australians had been to the realities of war was from the comfortable seats of their local picture theatre. There, they could see both the horrors of the London Blitz and the heroics of the Battle of Britain interspersed with footage of wiry diggers in foxholes and pillboxes at Tobruk, or our sun-bronzed infantrymen climbing a palm tree on a pristine beach ‘somewhere in Malaya’.

It was not as if nothing had changed physically though. The major cities of the south-east of the continent gradually moved to something approximating a war footing. As well as posters warning about the inexorable advance of the Japanese hordes, federal and state governments introduced and encouraged a range of more practical measures. Air-raid shelters for both public and private buildings were constructed, plate-glass display windows were taped against possible bomb and shell blast, and tens of thousands of sandbags were filled and stacked. Slit trenches for use during air raids scarred playgrounds and there was serious talk of evacuating all women and children from urban centres – certain targets for bombers – to the comparative safety of the countryside.

And then there was the brownout, which was enacted in all the coastal capital cities. A total blackout was neither necessary nor practical, and a brownout would save energy while engendering both a sense of sacrifice and some discipline in the civilian population. In Melbourne, street lamps were screened and in some places every second light globe was removed. Those who wanted to take it further took out the other globes and painted up to ninety per cent of their surface area black before returning them to their sockets. Motor vehicle headlights were to be covered, with just a thin section left clear to provide a kind of pinhole light. To compensate for the dangers caused by the lack of vehicular illumination, the speed limit for all motor cars and trucks was reduced to thirty-five kilometres an hour.

Public transport was not overlooked in planning the brownout. Hoods were provided for all tram headlights, while their interior lights could be turned off completely when the trams were moving. Tram conductors in Melbourne were given special ticket bags containing a small interior light which enabled them to identify coins and notes. Elsewhere, dimmer lights were installed in all railway carriages and all lights at railway stations were screened.

In Melbourne, there were a number of unforeseen consequences to the brownout. At the beginning of 1942, Victoria Police officials were complaining bitterly and publicly that the new regulations were receiving little more than lip service and that drivers of motor vehicles, in particular, seemed to think that brownout measures, including speed restrictions, applied to everyone but themselves.

More worrying for some was what appeared to be an imminent breakdown in public morality. At the outbreak of war, Melbourne, like the other capital cities, had become a magnet for young people. For young men from regional and rural Victoria, it was where they went to enlist in the services or where they took their initial tests and training. If you were successful in all of this, Melbourne then became where you tried to go on weekend leave, to either catch up with your family or to carry on with your mates. For young women, Melbourne was where jobs and other possibilities were. With so many young men in the services and so much work to be done, there were opportunities for almost everybody and almost everything.

An essentially staid and conservative Melbourne political establishment struggled to cope with the stresses and pressures that the young people’s war brought. One of the early flashpoints was the perceived abuse of alcohol and consequent problems with street offences. The Victorian premier, Albert Dunstan, was so concerned that he asked the Chief Secretary, Henry Bailey, for a police report on excessive drinking in Melbourne. A preliminary report was delivered to the premier three days later. Among its statistics were figures which showed that 128 arrests were made in the City of Melbourne over the first weekend of March 1942. The equivalent figures for the corresponding weekends in 1938 and 1939 were 63 and 44 arrests.

It was all stuff and nonsense. Young men and women who have volunteered to fight – and possibly die – for their country rightly expect to be treated with at least a modicum of respect. And young men and women who are earning as much in a week as their parents earned in a month expect to be able to spend that money when and how they choose. This was the real cause of many of the issues which so perplexed Victoria’s senior politicians in early 1942.

For those who wanted to drink, there were plenty of opportunities. In the state’s hotels, trading hours were from 10 a.m. until 6 p.m. All alcohol served prior to closing time had to be consumed on the premises, leading to the infamous ‘six o’clock swill’ – the unedifying spectacle of grown men ordering several drinks just before closing time and then trying to down them all in a fifteen-minute sprint. Licensed clubs were at least a little more discreet. They were generally allowed to serve alcohol with meals until 8 p.m., and after that time could sometimes be prevailed upon to serve champagne in fine bone china tea cups.

On Sundays, the hotels were, in theory, closed to all but bona fide travellers. The generally accepted definition of such a traveller was someone who had travelled at least eighty kilometres that day. If nothing else, this gave young people the opportunity to both study geography and learn the distances between towns.

Most nights of the week during the early brownout months of 1942 the city centre of Melbourne and parts of certain inner suburbs were thronged with people. Picture theatres were so popular that their opening times were staggered to allow dedicated filmgoers to progress from one cinema to another.

It was the hotels, though, that drew the biggest crowds, followed at a distance by the clubs and cabarets that sprang up to cater for the men and women in uniform. From early 1942, some of those men in uniform really stood out from the rest. Their uniforms were better, their wallets were bigger and their accents were broader. But – officially at least – they did not exist until 19 March, when Prime Minister Curtin stated, ‘It is gratifying to be able to announce that there are substantial American forces in Australia …’

•

Within a few weeks of the opening of the Pacific War in 1941, and well before the fall of Singapore in February 1942, there were a number of American servicemen in Australia, although the government chose to keep their presence in this country a secret. At the same time as the attack on Pearl Harbor and the invasion of Malaya, substantial Japanese forces attacked the Philippines, then an American protectorate. This other surprise attack destroyed most of the US combat aircraft stationed there, while substantial numbers of Japanese troops also gained a foothold on the main island of Luzon.

The destruction of a significant part of the US Navy’s Pacific Fleet at Pearl Harbor, coupled with the loss of most of their air force on the ground in the Philippines, had an immediate impact on American strategy. In the changed circumstances, and facing a rampaging Japanese Navy and Army, US military planners looked for a safe and stable location from which they could both supply the Philippines and build up the men and equipment they knew would be necessary to push the Japanese all the way back to their home islands. Australia, being a large and friendly nation, was the logical and obvious choice for this.

Staff for both planning and operational logistics arrived in Australia in December 1941, but it was not until early in the new year that Americans in any numbers arrived Down Under as part of the new US strategy. The first arrival of large numbers came in what was known as the Pensacola Convoy of combat ships and transport vessels that arrived in Brisbane on 22 December 1941.

The USS Pensacola was a heavy cruiser and in December 1941 it was escorting a convoy containing army units destined for service in the Philippines. Midway across the Pacific the flotilla was redirected – reportedly on the direct orders of President Roosevelt himself. After a refuelling stop at Suva, the convoy proceeded directly to Brisbane where its four transport vessels were unloaded. The 4600 servicemen those ships carried included infantrymen, artillerymen and air force ground-support units.

The troops in the Pensacola Convoy were under the command of Brigadier General Julian Barnes, who assumed command of all US troops in the Australian theatre upon his arrival in Brisbane. Barnes was succeeded by Lieutenant General George Brett, who arrived in Australia on 28 December. Barnes remained with Brett as his chief of staff, accompanying him to Java before they returned to Melbourne where Brett established his headquarters.

With the establishment of this headquarters, combat and support troops began to pour into Australia. Two more convoys filled with troops arrived on 1 February 1942, one sailing into Brisbane and the other into Melbourne. The second was known as the Mariposa Convoy, after the pre-war luxury liner that carried most of the troops; it and a second transport, the Calvin Coolidge, were escorted across the Pacific by the heavy cruiser USS Phoenix. After a two-week voyage from San Francisco, 4550 American servicemen disembarked at Port Melbourne and marched, via Dandenong Road, to their temporary camp at Caulfield Racecourse. One of those who marched was US Private No. 32 007 434, Edward Joseph Leonski of New York City.

•

As bizarre as it may now seem, in early 1942 the average Australian probably knew as much about the Trobriand Islands as they did about the United States of America. Australia was part of the British Empire, and while this may have brought benefits, it also brought restrictions. Because there was fierce competition for world markets, the United States and Great Britain were as often in a competitive relationship as they were in a cooperative one. There were implications for Australia in all of this.

In the early 1930s, the United States had small consulates in Melbourne, Adelaide and Newcastle and a Consulate-General in Sydney. Australia had only a Trade Commissioner in the United States and he was based in New York rather than Washington. All Australian diplomatic issues were handled on Australia’s behalf by the British Ambassador in Washington. This somewhat convoluted form of international representation and diplomatic interaction meant that Australia often viewed America – and American priorities – through the prism of British interests.

Throughout the 1930s, there was a general dissatisfaction with the United States felt across Australia, primarily because of an unfavourable balance of trade and a belief that the Great Depression had been a direct result of American fiscal policies. By contrast, in the early 1930s, Japan was regarded as a good and reliable trading partner, especially important for its annual purchase of Australian wool. The relationship between the two countries had soured towards the end of the decade but for many years the Japanese had seemed to be better friends of Australia than the Americans.

Most Australians who laid claim to some knowledge of Americans probably gained that knowledge directly from Hollywood or indirectly from newspaper and magazine articles about Hollywood. Cinema attendance was at its peak, America’s movie industry was churning out hundreds and hundreds of films each year and Australia was enthralled. The lives of Clark Gable and Carole Lombard were scrutinised more closely than those of prominent Australians like Joseph and Enid Lyons, and locals who had only limited knowledge of Squizzy Taylor could recite the life and crimes of Al Capone.

In early 1942, the Japanese were coming but the Americans were already here. The peaceful invasion had started.

•

For an invasion it was. By February 1942, the American war planners were in the process of diverting two full infantry divisions, the major part of the 5th Air Force, anti-aircraft units, tank battalions, surface vessels, submarines and a wide variety of support units to Australia. The 41st Infantry Division would arrive in Melbourne in early April and would be followed almost immediately by the 32nd, which would initially be based in South Australia.

On 21 January 1942, Australia had agreed to a US Navy proposal to establish an ‘Anzac’ naval area covering Australia, New Zealand, Fiji and New Caledonia. Fleet units would primarily operate out of Brisbane, drawing thousands of Australian and American servicemen there.

For sound strategic and tactical reasons, US Army Headquarters was established in Melbourne at Victoria Barracks on St Kilda Road, just on the other side of the Yarra River from the city centre. Although those headquarters would later be relocated to Brisbane, for the first six months of 1942, Melbourne was the nerve centre for the prosecution of the Pacific War. Estimates of the total numbers despatched to Australia vary quite widely, but by March 1942 there were probably 30 000 American servicemen in Australia, a figure that grew to 120 000 by November of that year. The numbers would peak in mid-1943 when there were in excess of 200 000 based in Australia, meaning nearly three per cent of the nation’s population was American. While Melbourne
was hosting US Army headquarters, there were never fewer than 15 000 in and around the city.

The invasion was initially a visual affair. Australians all over were used to seeing soldiers, but not soldiers like these. Physically, most of them looked like our soldiers – young and white – but everything else about them seemed different and alien. The Australian Army, for instance, had pretty much two basic uniforms, summer and winter, and both had changed only marginally since the landing at Gallipoli. Drab khaki colours, poorly designed and cut and usually uncomfortable to wear, they made the Australians look like country cousins alongside the smartly tailored dress suits and work uniforms of the Americans, with their colour coordination, overseas caps and bright braid and badges.

For the rest of her life, one young Melburnian woman would always recall the ‘otherness’ that the American soldiers represented: ‘There are so many things that are different from now, and men had buttoned flies, all army uniforms had buttoned flies, and then along came the Yanks and they had zippers – and you found yourself trying not to look.’

There were several other things equally obvious about the Americans. One was that they possessed a ‘can do’ culture which emphasised getting things done with a minimum of fuss and red tape. Australians were genuinely amazed at the speed with which the Americans could get things done. Open parkland would become a new army camp, complete with facilities that Australians could only dream of, in a few short weeks. Equivalent works by Australian contractors could take up to a year to complete.

It was also obvious that the Americans were paid more than their Australian counterparts, and that they were prepared to spend what they earned. At all levels of service, beginning with the lowest private, an American soldier was paid at a rate that was approximately double that of their Australian equivalent. It was a differential that increased with rank, and it was a difference accentuated by an exchange rate that was favourable to the American dollar. Even if they ran out of those dollars, the Americans had access – through their PX (Post Exchange) canteens – to a range of goods that most Australians could neither find nor afford. As a medium of exchange, in Melbourne’s pubs and clubs, American soldiers began to sell off cigarettes, chocolates and stockings they had purchased.

A long way from home, those soldiers also wanted to be entertained. Astute picture theatre proprietors in Melbourne added ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ to ‘God Save the King’ when opening their film sessions, while a variety of entertainment venues opened specifically to address an almost insatiable American desire to go out and do something. In Melbourne, local girls were recruited to act as hostesses at special dances organised for American servicemen. They were known as ‘Victory Belles’, and they wore small silver bells with their first names engraved on them.

It was this desire for entertainment, for something to do before heading off to battle, which led to the first of what would be several clashes between the visiting Americans and the country and society that was hosting them. Some of these clashes would be philosophical, while others had a distinctly physical bent. The first major clash of philosophies was over Sundays and what could or could not take place on the Sabbath in Melbourne. American authorities, concerned about morale, wanted entertainment of all sorts allowed. The Victorian Council of Churches fought hard against this, applying real pressure to the government, but eventually agreed to a loosening of the regulations which forbade most forms of public entertainment being offered on Sundays. ‘Entertainment’ would be allowed, but all activities were to be in keeping with the dignity of the day. There was to be no profiteering involved either.

A second flashpoint was the Americans’ treatment of Australian women or, more accurately, how that treatment was perceived by Australian men. The pejorative phrase, ‘over-paid, over-sexed and over here’ was probably coined by a young Australian in an ill-fitting uniform watching through an open doorway or window as laughing young Australian women danced the night away with good-looking Americans in their fancy tailored uniforms. The relationship between Australian women and American servicemen would cause tensions at several levels wherever and whenever there were significant numbers of both present.

Compared to the general stoicism and reserve of many Australian men, most Americans were regarded as outgoing and fun to be with. ‘The Americans were so much more attentive … very attentive, very considerate and apparently very loving,’ and, ‘The Americans grinned broadly and brought a new dimension of manly courtesy towards women. Flowers and chocolates were not yet in the standard courting armament of the young Australian male.’

There was always an air of ambivalence about what was happening, elements of jealousy disguised as genuine moral concerns, with a sometimes overwhelming belief that many Australian women were powerless in the face of the personal charm – and silk stockings and chocolate – that the average US soldier could bring to bear on his selected female target. Coupled with this was a degree of resentment that America and its soldiers had stood by for two years while British and Imperial troops stood alone against the might of Nazi Germany.

A number of anecdotes reveal these underlying tensions. Many American officers thought that Australian women were promiscuous, one offering the following observation: ‘American soldiers never meet the higher type of Australian girl because our men have carried on in such a way that to be seen with an American uniform … practically identifies a girl as a whore.’ A somewhat contrary view was espoused in one of the many stories that circulated at the time. ‘What do you think of us stealing your girls?’ an American asked a digger recently returned from the Middle East. ‘Aw, you didn’t steal them,’ came the drawled response. ‘You just sorted them out for us.’

•

As the massing of American forces in Australia continued, it became clear to all that the build-up was one of the preliminary moves for a massive response to the Japanese onslaught. The only things missing were a strategy and a leader. Both arrived in the person of General Douglas MacArthur.

The jury of history is probably still out on the enigmatic figure that was Douglas MacArthur. A vainglorious man constantly seeking private reassurance, the public figure was almost larger than life. A tall, somewhat stooped man in his late middle age, the General MacArthur of February 1942 appeared to be floundering in the Philippines, where he was in command of all American and Filipino forces.

However, his President and Commander-in-Chief, Franklin Roosevelt, saw something in MacArthur that many others consistently overlooked. Roosevelt recognised that MacArthur was a man of destiny. Roosevelt saw a man with a fine military record, but moreover saw a man whose ambition would continue to drive him on long after the Philippines campaign was gone and forgotten. He also recognised that MacArthur was a master of the relatively new art of public relations. His plain uniform, a battered cap and a corncob pipe all spoke of a man of the people, an image MacArthur reinforced every time he interacted with someone from the media. A decision was made. MacArthur was ordered to leave the Philippines to take up a new position in Melbourne, Australia. He would take command of all Allied forces in the South West Pacific Area.

A measure of the man can be taken by charting his escape from Corregidor to Australia. It was not without danger: a Patrol Torpedo Boat dash to the southern Philippines, followed by a suspenseful flight aboard a B-17 Flying Fortress through skies controlled by the Japanese, before a final touchdown at Darwin, at the northern extremity of the world’s largest island.

MacArthur had been ordered to escape taking only essential personnel with him. This included his much-photographed (and much younger) wife, Jean, and their little boy, Arthur. It also included little Arthur’s Chinese nanny, several of MacArthur’s Filipino cronies and – perhaps – some important deposits from the Philippines’ National Treasury. High-ranking officers, technical specialists and intelligence officers with detailed and important knowledge of the Japanese were left behind.

Until their arrival, there had been a formal media ban on the reporting of the presence of US servicemen in Australia, a ban that was respected despite their obvious presence in Melbourne, Brisbane, Darwin and Townsville. With MacArthur’s spectacular and successful escape to Australia, Curtin himself lifted the ban, announcing both the presence – but not the number – of
American troops in Australia as well as MacArthur’s safe arrival to take up his command role in Melbourne.

When the MacArthurs arrived at Melbourne’s Spencer Street station on the morning of 21 March 1942, 6000 Melburnians gave the general and his family a hero’s welcome, recognising that the ‘great fight for civilization’ now had a worthy leader in the south. Three hundred and sixty spit-polished American soldiers formed an honour guard for the general and his family, and Douglas MacArthur was formally welcomed to the country by the deputy prime minister, Frank Forde, as he stepped, waving to the crowd, from the train.

The MacArthurs remained in Melbourne for four months as the general and his aides plotted the campaign to destroy the stranglehold the Japanese had established over South-East Asia and on into the South-Western Pacific. In those months, they were treated like royalty, and behaved accordingly. The family took over a suite in the Menzies Hotel, then regarded as Melbourne’s finest, and had a grand piano installed so that Mrs MacArthur could practise the scales. General MacArthur, and sometimes his wife, travelled around Melbourne in a black limousine with number plate, ‘USA 1’; it was applauded everywhere it went, irrespective of whether or not it was occupied.

The general and his wife enlivened the social scene and generally made good copy for the Australian newspapers. For most of those four months, the MacArthurs were the most famous Americans in Australia. They only really had one serious challenger.
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