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a squadron of tanks and a medium battery were available on the island, corps 
policy dictated that these were withheld from use in the south until late March.244 
While there may have been sound reasons for this policy,245 and these assets did 
arrive just in time for the critical battles, this did little to help the brigade’s units 
in the first two months of their deployment. Inadequate air support was another 
of Field’s concerns, forcing him to raise the matter formally in early April.246 The 
divisional report on operations later noted that the 7th Brigade had suffered from 
inadequate allocation of air support during the majority of its campaign in the 
south. By way of comparison, in the period from late April to late June, the 15th 
Brigade was supported by 2262 aircraft sorties, while between February and April 
the 7th Brigade received only 394 sorties.247 Although this disparity was caused 
partly by the arrival of more aircraft, even before this occurred Field estimated that 
the brigade was receiving only sixty airstrike sorties a month out of possible total 
of 868.248 The overall result of these problems was a feeling in the brigade that it 
had been inadequately supported, as evidenced by an entry in Matthews’ diary:

24 Bn [15th Brigade] moved fwd with 2 ½ Btys arty, airforce, 6 tanks and flame throwers 
also hy arty… We could have been at Kahile by now if we had that much. It makes me 
sore to think we had to use man power to get our kills.249

Wider Implications
The breakdown in morale in the 9th and 61st Battalions raises the obvious question 
of whether these were isolated incidents, produced by a unique and complex 
set of factors, or were in fact more commonplace on Bougainville. There are no 
obvious indications of large-scale problems in the 3rd Division’s and II Corps’ 
official records of this period. Yet a number of factors are suggestive of underlying 
problems. A draft copy of the division’s legal branch report on the campaign noted 
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‘A number of refusals to go on patrol were also encountered’.250 In late April, II 
Corps released an administrative instruction on self-inflicted wounds, directing 
that ‘Where a wound or injury which is sustained by a member at a time when 
he is in action is of such a nature that it could have been self-inflicted’ it was 
to be investigated under the supervision of the relevant unit CO.251 Savige also 
released a directive entitled ‘Man Management – Prevention and Handling of 
Battle and Long Service Fatigue’. It appears that this was produced in early May, 
just after the 7th Brigade’s relief in the south.252 This in itself suggests that the 
problems in the brigade did not go unnoticed at the corps level. The directive 
highlighted that ‘During recent months heavy wastage has been suffered in the 
loss of leaders, from Battalion Commanders to Section Leaders, from mental and 
physical deterioration due to operational fatigue’. It noted that ‘conditions in jungle 
warfare first attack the mental outlook of troops’, and instructed that dedicated 
rest areas be established in the forward areas. It also ordered ‘Frequent inter Coy 
and inter Battalion relief in forward areas to the fullest extent which operations 
permit’.253 The Bougainville campaign involved simultaneous offensives in the 
north, central and southern sectors and involved two independent brigades, as 
well as the 3rd Division. Given that these were all militia formations and had 
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similar compositions to the 7th Brigade in terms of military demographics, it is 
not improbable that other instances of collective combat fatigue and failures in 
morale occurred. There is some evidence that this is true, but further research is 
required.254 Concerns about junior leadership, in particular, were not confined to 
the 7th Brigade. Brigadier Simpson, Monaghan’s replacement as commander of the 
29th Brigade, noted in his final operational report that the majority of his junior 
officers had ‘limited tactical knowledge’, required special supervision because of 
their ‘lack of self confidence and stability’ and that the ‘standard of the average 
officer, including some of field rank, was below that which might reasonably have 
been expected’.255

Two broader questions are raised. The first is whether the fact that the 7th 
Brigade was a militia formation made it more susceptible to morale and battle 
fatigue problems than AIF formations. The comparative fighting effectiveness of 
the militia and the AIF was a source of heated debate throughout most of the 
Second World War.256 Field obviously believed that with the right leadership 
there would be no difference. Commenting on reports of low morale and malarial 
problems in the 6th Division (AIF), he stated: ‘All this is a matter of discipline 
and we have substantially proved it here’.257 However, Dexter became scathing 
about the general fighting spirit of his militia troops and even McKinna believed 
that ‘the X numbers [AIF volunteers] … were the best soldiers. The casualties 
among X numbers were far higher than among militiamen’.258 If this is the case 
the difference in numbers of AIF volunteers between the 61st Battalion and its 
sister battalions might go some small way towards explaining its deterioration. 
Even Gavin Long, the most impartial of observers, wrote: ‘AIF units contained a 
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higher proportion of forceful leaders both in the ranks and among the officers, 
and there was probably a greater dash and aggressiveness in the AIF units’.259 He 
added that:

the fact that AIF units were regarded as being senior and superior to militia ones was 
not concealed. For example, promising commanding officers who had led militia battal-
ions for a year or more were transferred to AIF battalions as though such a transfer 
were a promotion.

He further noted: ‘It was generally agreed that, as a rule, in mixed units the 
volunteers were the better soldiers’.260

A conclusive answer to the relative fighting worth of these two groups, and 
their relative vulnerability to battle fatigue, is beyond the scope of this study. 
However, if Long’s observations are accepted, and the old adage that there are 
‘no bad units, only bad officers’ is applied, it does suggest that the Army policy of 
sending experienced AIF officers to command militia battalions was insufficient. 
Aside from its commander and three infantry battalion commanders, the 7th 
Brigade had essentially no other experienced AIF infantry commanders in its 
ranks, at least at the officer level. While COs were unquestionably critical, jungle 
warfare required equally competent company commanders, junior officers and 
NCOs. Given that it was militia formations who, by a quirk of fate, ended up in 
the biggest campaign fought by Australians in 1945, the Army, as a whole, might 
have been better served by the more liberal provision of experienced AIF leaders, 
of all ranks, to militia units. High quality NCOs and junior officers, in particular, 
were needed to form and sustain the primary groups required to successfully 
resist battle fatigue.261 The requirement for a more measured rotation of personnel, 
in reverse, was also true. A small but generally older and more senior core of 
militia leaders spent almost their entire wartime careers in one battalion. Whether 
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this was an entirely healthy trend is questionable, and a personnel system that 
enforced a greater two way movement between the AIF and the militia might 
have been beneficial.

The second question concerns the extent to which the story of combat morale 
and battle fatigue in the 9th, 25th and 61st Battalions reflected other systemic 
problems in the AMF. Long believed that the Army was ‘in many respects, at 
the peak of its efficiency’ by 1945.262 But in many ways the Army was more an 
organisation that had reached a peak and was commencing a gradual decline. 
By July Australia was maintaining seven infantry divisions, six of which were 
in action—a higher number than at any other time during the war.263 The long 
years of war since 1939 had taken their toll. Simpson noted: ‘It is realised, that as 
war progresses, so, after a certain time the peak quality of manpower in an Army 
commences to show signs of deterioration’.264 As Pratten has remarked, by 1945 
the AMF was ‘facing a potential command crisis’ as it attempted to spread its 
increasingly tired cohort of experienced regimental leaders across an organisation 
that was bigger than the nation could sustain.265 Perhaps this explains the absence 
of experienced AIF leaders in the 7th Brigade. Some doubt must also be placed on 
the effectiveness of the training regime that was charged with preparing for battle 
the emerging junior leaders, who increasingly had no previous combat experience. 
Half of the lieutenants in the 7th Brigade joined their units in 1944, most without 
the benefit of any combat experience, and junior leadership problems do seem 
to have been a contributing factor to morale problems within the formation. On 
the other hand, perhaps this simply demonstrated that there were limits to what 
training could reasonably be expected to achieve in preparing junior leaders for 
the realities of combat. Given the complexity of these issues, perhaps the only 
thing that can be said with any confidence is that the AMF was indeed fortunate 
that it was not required for the invasion of mainland Japan in 1946.
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Conclusion 

Previous studies of the combat morale and battle fatigue problems expe-
rienced in the 7th Brigade during its campaign on Bougainville have 
explained these mainly in terms of leadership at the CO level, or by general 

discussion of combat fatigue. The two central themes that emerge from this study 
are similar—the critical part of leadership in maintaining combat morale, and 
the fact that the stresses of the battlefield inevitably took their toll and had to 
be managed accordingly. However, critical factors can be obscured unless these 
themes are examined in all their complexity.

The different fates of each of the battalions in the 7th Brigade were strongly 
influenced by their respective COs, something that validates just about everything 
that has ever been written about command at the regimental level. However, 
leadership influences also operated at other levels and, while it is tempting to 
think of COs as omniscient, this ignores the fact that their leadership, on its own, 
was not enough. Jungle warfare, in particular, required high-quality leadership 
at the company and platoon levels and there were evident problems with this in 
the brigade. COs established and maintained esprit de corps, linking wider Army 
purposes to the identity of the unit. The junior battalion leaders established and 
maintained the primary group cohesion required to keep men motivated to fight. 
It was very difficult for one to work without the other. The differences in support 
that the COs of the 9th and 61st Battalions received from their 2ICs might also 
have been a factor. The relationship between leaders above the unit level was also 
important. Matthews and McKinna enjoyed Brigadier Field’s confidence and 
support. This was not so evident in his relationship with Dexter. Commanders 
were responsible for monitoring morale and battle fatigue. It has been argued that 
one of the other important leadership failures in the campaign was Field’s slow 
appreciation of just how badly demoralised and fatigued the 61st Battalion had 
become. In essence, for whatever reason, it took him too long to understand the 
severity of the problem. Perhaps this was partly Dexter’s fault, but the fact that 
he actually had to write his letter of 19 March is symptomatic of Field’s failure to 
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read the signs. Even when the 61st was relieved it is arguable whether Field did 
enough to allow it to be reconstituted, although enemy action certainly made this 
difficult. The fact that the battalion was the last unit relieved in the brigade, more 
than three and a half months after it had started operations in the south, smacked 
more of neglect than personnel management.

In fairness to Field, what this study also demonstrates is that measuring combat 
fatigue is actually a very difficult art. Reliance on statistics alone was not enough. 
The realities of combat on Bougainville meant that from the time the brigade’s units 
crossed the Jaba River the countdown to breakdown had commenced, regardless 
of how many contacts with the enemy occurred. How quickly this countdown 
approached a critical level was based on a myriad of factors, including the quality 
of unit leadership, difficulty of terrain, sense of achievement, ability to obtain rest, 
number of tasks allocated and the intensity and frequency of combat. In this sense 
the story of the 7th Brigade on Bougainville really is a tale of three battalions with 
very different campaign experiences.

The 61st Battalion missed out on action in the central sector and the benefits 
that this provided to its sister battalions, and commenced operations in the south 
early. Its war was one of constant patrols and frequent, but comparatively low 
intensity, contacts. The battalion’s decline in morale and accumulation of battle 
fatigue was gradual and not acted upon until too late. When it was relieved, enemy 
action meant that it was not able to gain proper rest. Even after this, its long period 
conducting rear security was not sufficient to revive its collective will. The 9th 
Battalion, in comparison, scored early success in the central sector and began 
operations in the south later. The decline in its collective stock of courage was 
actually rather rapid, but this was mitigated by a CO who adjusted his approach 
and, perhaps more importantly, by a fortnight of proper rest. Significantly, this 
occurred before its problems had reached breaking point. For the remainder of 
its campaign the countdown continued, but at a rate that allowed it to remain 
effective until its relief. The 25th Battalion enjoyed a spectacular victory in the 
central sector and commenced operations in the south at the same time as the 
9th. The available sources do not allow close examination of the real state of its 
morale, but a number of points can be made. It was fortunate at being allocated 
the coastal flank of the advance and seems to have remained fresher than the 
other two battalions during the first half of the campaign. During the second half 
it was involved in a series of high-intensity company and battalions actions that 
probably saw its stock of courage rapidly worn down. Its subsequent rapid relief 
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and return to Torokina supports this assessment. Thus measuring morale and 
combat fatigue was a complex business, with no ready templates, and necessitated 
constant vigilance. Most importantly, if judgements were mistaken they could not 
readily be rectified.

A number of other factors could impact on morale and fatigue. An unrealistic 
appraisal by superior headquarters of the difficulty of the tasks given to subordi-
nate formations and units could obviously place considerable stress on morale and 
make battle fatigue more likely. There is evidence that this was the case for the 7th 
Brigade, which for all intents and purposes was the first formation to undertake 
protracted operations in the south. Orders placing limits on the number of troops 
that could be employed for certain tasks risked placing too much burden on those 
so employed. Field argued strongly for the use of two battalions in the inland sector 
but was overruled. This forced the relief of the 9th Battalion and left its tasks to the 
61st Battalion, which was unlikely to have helped the latter’s cohesion at a critical 
time. The limited offensive support and fire support assets made available to the 
brigade, particularly during the first stage of its campaign, is also an indication that 
the difficulties associated with its tasks were not appreciated at the higher levels. 
Other intangibles played a part, such as how perceptions of leave inequalities were 
managed. Finally, simple chance must be said to have impacted on events. If the 
61st Battalion had been closer to the coast and selected for early rest, instead of the 
9th Battalion, the tale of three battalions might have been very different.

This study raises a host of other questions about whether the collective failures 
of morale within the 7th Brigade were evident elsewhere on Bougainville, whether 
militia units were more prone to morale and battle fatigue pressures than their 
counterparts in the AIF, and whether the problems encountered in southern 
Bougainville between January and May 1945 were signs of more significant 
underlying weaknesses in the wider Army. It suggests that a personnel policy that 
provided more experienced AIF leaders, of all ranks, to the militia and enforced 
the movement of militia officers outside of their original battalions might have 
been beneficial. It also suggests problems in the training regime used to prepare 
junior leaders lacking the benefits of battle experience for their duties.

It is fair to ask whether this tale is nothing more than an interesting story, 
which occurred over half a century ago under conditions not likely to be repeated, 
or if it has relevance to the present. The 61st Battalion’s experience of war on 
Bougainville could be said to share much in common with current deployments—
long periods of operating in complex terrain against a largely unseen enemy, where 
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the experience of combat is not of big battles but instead numerous small actions. 
In this age of the ‘Long War’, the way in which the combat fatigue induced by this 
type of environment gradually wore down morale in the 61st Battalion, over a 
prolonged period, is of particular importance. As the 7th Brigade found, training 
leaders to maintain morale and manage battle fatigue under these circumstances 
is not an easy task.

Finally, this study suggests that attempts to generalise about collective failures 
in combat morale and the results of battle fatigue reaching critical levels are 
flawed. Tolstoy commences Anna Karenina with the wise observation that ‘All 
happy families resemble one another, each unhappy family is unhappy in its own 
way’.266 The same applies for military units with combat morale and battle fatigue 
problems—each must be studied with due regard for the individual circumstances 
and complexities that combined to break the primary group and esprit de corps 
bonds required for success in combat. Evidence of such problems is not, however, 
likely to be found in any official history. This is unfortunate as it does nothing to 
help future Australian soldiers to appreciate, and train for, the morale and battle 
fatigue pressures inflicted by war.

266	 Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1980, p. 1.
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