


Japanese air operations
in New Guinea

rom February 1942 until July 1944, a war of attrition was fought by the air forces of
F the United States, Australia and Japan in Papua, New Guinea, the Bismarck Archi-
pelago and the Solomon Islands. The air campaign in the South Pacific lasted a little
over half the war but was nevertheless of extreme importance to its outcome. This is
because it was around the island of New Guinea that the Japanese forces were first
stopped, worn down and finally pushed back. This chapter concentrates on the major
strategic and operational issues faced by the Japanese, focusing on Japanese air opera-

tions over the main island of New Guinea.

The first phase of the Japanese air campaign over New Guinea was the navy’s offensive
against Port Moresby, from May until October 1942. Next, from early 1943 until June,
the Japanese army filled in for the navy (whose air forces were increasingly committed
to the Solomons campaign) and fought a campaign that was intended to be offensive but
became increasingly defensive in nature. The third phase was a short period in the sum-
mer of 1943 in which the Japanese army assigned a more positive role to its air forces in
New Guinea, only to see the bulk of that force destroyed in a single air attack. Finally,
the Japanese army air forces fought an unglamorous defensive campaign for approxi-
mately a year, from the summer of 1943 until their army was pushed out of New Guinea

and the war itself shifted to the Marianas and the Philippines.

Occupation of Rabaul and the start of air operations against Port Moresby
When the Japanese army and navy developed plans for a war with the United States and
Great Britain in 1941, the islands of the Bismarck Archipelago, particularly New Britain,
were included in their target list from early on. This was because Japanese planners saw
Rabaul on New Britain, with its excellent natural harbour, as a potential threat to Truk
Island in the Carolines — 1,100 kilometres to the north and the site of the Japanese
navy’s most important base in the central Pacific Ocean. Japanese control of New Britain

and the surrounding islands was therefore necessary to protect the base at Truk.

On 5 November 1941, the army’s South Seas Force was assigned the task of seizing

Guam and then the airfields in the Bismarck Islands. The navy’s special landing forces
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were to take over the occupation of Guam, after which they would cooperate with the
army in occupying Rabaul. The navy’s 4th Fleet, based in Truk, would be responsible for
supporting both the Guam and the Rabaul-Bismarck Archipelago operations. On 22
January 1942 the special landing forces assaulted Rabaul by sea and, with the support of

both land-based and carrier-based aircraft, the town was quickly captured.

While these operations were being carried out, the Japanese army and navy, faced with
the unexpectedly rapid success of their operations in the Philippines, Malaya and the
Netherlands East Indies, had to decide upon their next steps. After an invasion of Aus-
tralia was ruled out because it would have required excessive resources, the navy high
command ordered the 4th Fleet, with the 11th Air Fleet, to assault Lae and Salamaua in

New Guinea, Port Moresby in Papua, and the Solomon Islands.

Zero fighters of the Chitose Air Corps moved to Rabaul on 31 January 1942. On 2 and 5
February, Kawanishi Type 97 “Mavis” flying boats of the Yokohama Air Corps bombed
Port Moresby for the first time, and the air war over New Guinea was under way. On 9
February, Gasmata (on New Britain’s southern coast) was occupied, and work begun on
an airstrip. To carry out further operations, the 4th Air Corps was created and headquar-
tered in Rabaul, with a nominal strength of 27 fighters and 27 bombers. On 24 February,
the 4th Air Corps began bombing Port Moresby.

On 7 March 1942, the Japanese high command decided upon the second stage of opera-
tions, which focused on the continuation of major offensives. As part of this new strat-
egy, the decision was made to continue the advance in the Solomons and New Guinea
area, with the aim of eventually cutting off the supply route between the United States
and Australia. Lae and Salamaua on the north-eastern New Guinea coast were occupied
on 8 March. Two days later, the Tainan Air Corps sent eleven of its Zero fighters to Lae,

which became an exceedingly busy advanced airbase.

Until the end of July 1942, the naval air units based at Rabaul and Lae conducted
intensive flying missions over the Owen Stanley Range to attack Port Moresby and
other Allied bases on the New Guinea mainland. Japanese fighter units were also kept
busy intercepting Allied air attacks on Japanese bases. Although the Australians and
Americans often lost more aircraft in individual air battles, Allied air strength did not
diminish significantly. On the other hand, the Japanese, although suffering fewer losses,
saw a slow decline in the quality of their forces as highly-trained and experienced pilots

were lost and replaced by increasingly less experienced ones. This period was, therefore,
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somewhat of a stalemate, with neither side achieving air superiority and the Japanese

failing to drive the Allied air forces out of New Guinea.

The commitment of army air forces to the South Pacific

The next stage in Japanese air operations over New Guinea involved the deployment of
Japanese army air forces in the region. After the Americans landed on Guadalcanal
Island in the Solomons on 7 August 1942, the Japanese air forces based in Rabaul were
forced to make increasingly greater efforts in the Solomons, while continuing their
campaign against New Guinea. The air battle in the Solomons was fought principally by
naval aircraft and, as this commitment grew, the Japanese army’s air forces would play a

greater role over New Guinea.

On 11 November Hattori Takushiro, of the Army General Staff, called for the deploy-
ment of army air forces to the region in order to regain air superiority. With estimates of
future American air power projecting 24,500 US air force and navy first-line planes
operating in the South Pacific by December 1943, it was now recognised that the most

urgent need facing Japan was to increase air power.

Faced with looming defeat on Guadalcanal, and with setbacks in their drive on Port
Moresby from the withdrawal of Japanese forces from Kokoda, the Japanese military
finally decided to commit some of its air forces to the South Pacific. On 18 November an
Army—navy central agreement on operations in the South Pacific Area was signed, and
the 6th Air Division was committed to the New Guinea front. In accordance with the
agreement, 60 Nakajima Type 1 “Oscar” fighters of the 11th Sentai (air group) reached
Rabaul via Truk on 18 December, and almost immediately became involved in air de-
fence operations. By the end of the month they were flying missions against targets such
as Buna on mainland New Guinea. On 29 December, army heavy bomber units were

ordered to deploy from Burma to New Guinea.

On 4 January 1943 the army and navy high commands ordered that operations on New
Guinea be continued. The purpose of Japan’s operations in the South Pacific was to
“secure a position of superiority”. Lae, Salamaua, Wewak and Madang on New Guinea
were to be strengthened or occupied, and the area north of the Owen Stanleys was to be
secured so that it could function as a base for operations aimed at Port Moresby. The
Japanese then had 164 army and 190 navy aircraft on their bases at Rabaul and the
surrounding area. Thereafter, Japanese air operations over New Guinea were conducted

principally by the army, operating out of Wewak and other bases.
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Further commitment and destruction of army air forces

On 25 March 1943, in recognition of the importance of the New Guinea front to Japan’s
war efforts, a revised Army—navy central agreement was concluded. This resulted in a
substantial commitment to the defence of Lae and Salamaua and the strengthening of
bases along the northern New Guinea coast, while a delaying operation would be fought
in the Solomons. The assault on Port Moresby, while officially still a long-term objective,

was, for all practical purposes, abandoned.

Reflecting this revised strategy, the army decided to strengthen its air forces in the New
Guinea area. The 68th and 7Sth Sentai of the 14th Air Brigade, flying the Kawasaki Type
3 “Tony” fighter, arrived in Rabaul in late April and were duly deployed to New Guinea.
The 13th Sentai, flying the Kawasaki Type 2 “Toryu” twin-engine fighter and the 24th

Sentai, flying the venerable “Oscar” began arriving in Rabaul in late May.

The situation changed further when the Japanese discovered that the Allies were con-
structing airfields in the New Guinea highlands, at Mount Hagen and Bena Bena, which
would threaten the Japanese airfields at Madang and Wewak. Ground operations to
meet these new threats were immediately planned. To provide further support the 7th
Air Division, which was formed in late January 1943, was deployed to Wewak on 19

June.

While the actual deployment of these air units was delayed due to the insufficient readi-
ness of bases in New Guinea, army air strength — at least on paper — was steadily rein-
forced during this period. The army made another organisational change during this
period, when it created the 4th Air Army to exercise overall command over the 6th and
7th Air Divisions. The new air army was formed in mid-June, and its headquarters had

deployed to Rabaul by 10 August.

Eventually about a quarter of the army’s air forces would be committed to the South
Pacific. Considering that most of these units were the best that the army had, and would
be subjected to losses of approximately 50 per cent per month, this was indeed a major

commitment by the army.

The major 7th Air Division units deployed to New Guinea in July 1943 at this time were
the 59th Sentai (fighters), 5th Sentai, 7th Sentai (heavy bombers) and 61st Sentai (heavy
bombers). Meanwhile, on 9 July, the 6th Air Division also moved its headquarters to
Wewak.
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With these new deployments, it seemed that the army air forces had overcome the growing
disparity between the Japanese and the Allied air forces. However, in mid-June, the
army finally had to face reality, and agreed upon an Outline for operations guidance in
the New Guinea Area with the operations section of the navy high command, which
called for a holding strategy in New Guinea. While this meant that the assault on Port
Moresby was finally and formally shelved, the army air forces in New Guinea still had
the task of neutralising the Allied airbases at Mount Hagen, Bena Bena, Wau, Salamaua
and other places. In addition, they had to defend their own airbases, and provide fighter

escort for convoys attempting to supply the ]apanese garrisons on New Guinea.

Defensive tasks sapped much of the Japanese army’s air strength on New Guinea. In
fact, by this time the army air forces were fighting a largely defensive campaign. Out of
1,308 sorties flown in July 1943, 494 were convoy escort, 84 were intercept and 190 were
ground support. Such missions meant that fewer aircraft and pilots were available for
mounting air attacks on Allied airbases, even though such air attacks were necessary to

regain air superiority.

In early August 1943, the 4th Air Army had an operational strength of 130 aircraft. This
was just one-third the 4th Air Army’s nominal strength, and represented an operational
rate of only 50 per cent approximately, due to widespread illness among the aircrews

along with, of course, the lack of aircraft replacements.

Nevertheless, the Japanese attempted to carry out their plan to regain air superiority.
On 12 August, the 4th Air Army began to carry out air raids on the Allied airbases at
Hagen, Bena Bena, Wau, Salamaua and elsewhere. This effort came to naught, however,
when on 17 August 1943 Allied air armadas mounted a surprise air attack on Wewak, the
Japanese army’s principal airbase on New Guinea. Over 100 Japanese aircraft were de-
stroyed, and the 4th Air Army was reduced to an operational strength of just over 30

planes.

The major cause for the scale of the defeat, as stressed by Sth Area Army, was said to be
lack of preparation, particularly the lack of sufficient aircraft shelters, and an inadequate
warning system. The Japanese were still relying almost completely on a visual warning
system, which did not provide enough time for aircraft on the ground to either scramble
or be hidden. This problem was exacerbated by the primitive condition of the airfields,

which did not allow quick scrambling of a large number of aircraft.
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Yet another major cause stressed by the 4th Air Army was the fact that all of its aircraft
had been located in front-line airbases, such as Wewak. The 4th Air Army, along with the
6th and 7th Air Divisions, had wanted to deploy its units more in depth (instead of
placing all its strength on the front line), with a certain number of aircraft based at
airfields further to the rear. However, both the army high command and the Sth Area
Army had insisted that as many aircraft as possible be based at airfields at the front, to

make them easier to use in operations.

The end of the Japanese air forces in New Guinea

After the debacle at Wewak, the army tried to rebuild, while at the same time,
strengthening its airbase at Hollandia, in order to provide more depth to the Wewak
position. The Allies, however, would not wait while these efforts were being made. In
September, the Allies pushed the Japanese back from their positions at Lae and Salamaua,
and on 22 September they landed near Finschhafen, on the north-eastern coast of New
Guinea. In late September the Japanese army air forces had only 60 or 70 operational

aircraft, even though they had two air divisions, the 6th and 7th, in the area.

Faced with these developments, the Japanese high command was finally forced to make
a major strategic change. On 15 September 1943 the concept of the Absolute national
defence zone was adopted as policy, under which a delaying action would be continued
in the South Pacific while a new line of defence was prepared along the Marianas—
Carolines—Philippines arc. Counter-offensives would follow and, if the situation permit-

ted, offensive operations in New Guinea would be resumed in mid-1944 or later.

On 30 September the army and navy high commands adopted new strategies based
upon the new concept. The 6th Air Division, using what few planes it had, continued its
mostly defensive operations out of Wewak. When the Allies landed at Saidor on 2 Janu-
ary 1944, thereby sealing off the Dampier Strait, the 4th Air Army launched an all-out
counter-attack. By this time, however, it had less than 100 operational aircraft, and was
able to fly only 160 sorties in all on five separate missions. Not only did this have a
negligible effect on the Allied landing force, but mission losses took the 4th Air Army

down to less than 50 operational planes.

The Japanese navy also launched attacks against the Saidor invasion force, since the loss
of the Dampier Strait would mean that Rabaul and New Guinea would be isolated.

Japanese air forces in the New Guinea—Solomons area had become desperate by
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mid-January, with only 100 planes operational across the entire region.

In order to improve its position, the army high command decided at the end of January
1944 to move the 4th Air Army’s centre of operations further westward than Hollandia.
The high command also decided at this time to temporarily reinforce the 4th Air Army
with 2nd Area Army fighter and bomber units. While they would remain under 2nd

Area Army control, these units were to “cooperate” with the 8th Area Army.

In the meantime, the Japanese navy’s air force was finally knocked out of both New
Guinea and the Solomons. On 17 February 1944, US navy carriers launched a massive
raid on the key Japanese base in the central Pacific, Truk Island, destroying over 200
Japanese aircraft and inflicting heavy damage. Since Truk was now directly threatened,
the Japanese navy had to replace its air losses with the only air forces available, which
were those at Rabaul. Three days after the attack, all of the remaining naval aircraft of
the Japanese 2nd Air Flotilla at Rabaul were flown to Truk, and the Japanese naval air

arm’s presence in the New Guinea—Solomons area came to an end.

On 25 March 1944, the 4th Air Army was transferred to the 2nd Area Army, and its
headquarters arrived in Hollandia. As an airbase, however, Hollandia was still not ad-
equately prepared. Facilities were still not ready, and radar and other warning and intel-
ligence networks were only being prepared. Hollandia was as vulnerable as Wewak had
been but, by the end of March, the Japanese army had managed to assemble approxi-

mately 300 aircraft there. Of these, however, only about 150 were operational.

In an eerie repeat of the earlier disaster at Wewak, the bulk of Japanese aircraft at
Hollandia were wiped out in an air raid carried out over two days, 30-31 March 1944.
Over 150 planes were destroyed on the ground. This time, the Japanese were not given
any time to recover. On 22 April 1944, the Americans landed near Hollandia. The per-
sonnel of the 6th Air Division, including its remaining pilots, were forced to leave the
100 remaining aircraft and retreat overland to the west, arriving in Sarmi by early May.

The division was never reconstructed, ultimately being disbanded in August 1944.

This left the 7th Air Division, operating at this time primarily out of bases in the East
Indies. But this force, too, was severely depleted. On 25 May 1944, it had an operational
strength of only 87 aircraft. When the Americans landed on Biak Island two days later,
the 7th Air Division tried to provide air support for the defenders, but since it had so few

aircraft — most of which had to be used for convoy escort and air defence missions — it
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was unable to do so effectively. By early July the Biak garrison had been wiped out. This
was to be the last major action in which Japanese air forces operated over New Guinea.
Thereafter, the major action in the Pacific would shift to the Marianas, Palaus and then
the Philippines, and what remained of the Japanese army and navy air forces was com-
mitted to these areas. The air war in New Guinea was effectively over, having ended in

an Allied victory.
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