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Starting in 1942, around 1000 Australian sailors were trained in amphibious warfare. In May-July 1945, they
participated in the liberation of Borneo, primarily by providing landing craft crews, beach parties and signals teams for
amphibious landings at Tarakan, Brunei Bay and Balikpapan.
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The World War II naval beach commandos hold a
unique place in Australian naval history. From 1942 to
1945, around 1000 Royal Australian Navy (RAN) sailors
trained in amphibious warfare alongside their compatriots
from the army and air force, and large numbers of United
States (U.S.) servicemen. These sailors played an
instrumental role in the Operation OBOE landings in
Borneo at Tarakan, Brunei Bay and Balikpapan in 1945.
Training
In March 1942, the Australian government recognised
the importance of an amphibious capability in any effort to
drive the Japanese out of the Pacific. It began exploring
the requirements for combined operations training in
Australia. Two training centres were established before the
end of the year: the Combined Training Centre at Toorbul
Point (now Sandstone Point), on Moreton Bay, Queensland; and the Joint Overseas Operational Training School
at Port Stephens3, north of Newcastle, New South Wales.
With construction work progressing ashore at Port
Stephens, HMAS Assault was initially commissioned
aboard the armed merchant cruiser HMAS Westralia and
began providing instruction for landing craft crews, beach
parties (naval commandos) and combined operations
signals teams. Assault transferred ashore on 10 December
1942. An American Amphibious Training Group was
established nearby and the two facilities were combined as
the Amphibious Training Centre in February 1943 under
the overall command of the commander of the U.S. 7th
Amphibious Force, Rear Admiral Daniel E. Barbey USN.
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Editor’s note: This is an edited version of an article first published by the
Sea Power Centre – Australia on the Royal Australian Navy website at
https://www.navy.gov.au/history/feature-histories/ran-beach-commandos
(accessed 25 March 2020). It is republished here with permission so as
to provide further historical perspective to the paper on amphibious
warfare by Colonel Kim Gilfillan that we published in the December 2019
issue (Gilfillan 2019). A more detailed account of activities at HMAS
Assault by Institute naval historian Dennis Weatherall was published
recently (Weatherall 2020).
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Editor’s note: An aerial inspection in June 1942 showed Port Stephens,
containing only a small isolated fishing village, would be a safe haven
from Japanese submarines operating off Australia’s east coast and its
beaches had the attributes needed for amphibious training, including
ocean-fronting surf beaches with formidable defensive positions and bay
beaches with little surf, mangrove swamps and low hinterland.
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HMA Ships Kanimbla, Westralia and Manoora also were
converted into infantry landing ships (LSIs) during 1943.

Troops and landing craft crews training at HMAS Assault during
World War II [Source: Australian War Memorial catalogue number 304848]

Training at HMAS Assault was intense, covering every
aspect of landing operations on hostile shores. Sailors had
to partake in assault courses, instruction in various
weapons and explosives as well as hand-to-hand combat.
Former naval commando, Able Seaman Ted Jones,
recalled training with his unarmed combat instructor,
Lieutenant Donald Davidson: “Over and over again he
would impress upon us that we were being trained to fill a
commando role and in such a role we could quite easily
find ourselves in a position where we had to depend on our
hands, eyes and senses to prevent an enemy in hand-tohand combat from killing us … it was – kill or be killed –
and this was reality, not supposition” (Jones 1998).
The commandos also had to learn how to conduct inwater beach surveys which would often leave them
immersed fully clothed for hours on end, as well as
constructing makeshift metal ‘roadways’ on the beach
enabling the landing of vehicles as large as a tank.
Having trained some 20,000 U.S. soldiers and marines,
2000 Australian soldiers and 1000 sailors, the Amphibious
Training Centre closed in October 1943, although HMAS
Assault continued operating on a reduced basis.
Thereafter, all amphibious training facilities were based at
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Toorbul, which became the centre for amphibious activities
in the Southwest Pacific Area (SWPA). Most of the RAN’s
120 naval commandos as well as Kanimbla, Westralia and
Manoora, were transferred to Toorbul. In addition, shortly
after training at Port Stephens ceased, a detachment of
naval commandos proceeded to Cairns for training with
the army’s Australian Beach Group.
In December 1943, the RAN decided to raise a
dedicated naval commando unit. The Naval Beach
Commando was formed on
6 January 1944 under the
command of Principal Beachmaster, Commander Robert
S. Pearson RAN. By the end
of 1944, three additional
beach units had been raised
along with boat crews and
signal units. The title RAN
Beach Unit was adopted for
each and Commander Pearson became Senior Naval
Officer, Beach Unit. Although
Principal Beachmaster,
these highly trained, elite
Commander Robert S.
units were desperate to prove
Pearson RAN
their skills in action, they had
[Source: Royal Australian Navy]
to endure a long wait while
U.S. formations took priority during subsequent amphibious assaults across northern New Guinea4 and the
Philippines.
Operations
Tarakan – May 1945
The RAN naval commandos first saw action on 1 May
1945 during Operation OBOE I, the assault on Tarakan
Island off Borneo. Tarakan has an area of only 135km2,
and largely consists of mangrove swamps with a hilly,
forested centre. The port of Lingkas was selected for the
landing as it had the Island’s best beach, though hardly
ideal being 2km long by 90m wide and composed mainly
of soft mud up to three metres deep. Westralia and
Manoora formed part of the RAN contingent at Tarakan.
The LSIs carried Naval Beach Commando B,
comprising 14 officers and 107 ratings under the
command of Lieutenant Commander Bernard Morris
RANVR, five observers from Beach Commando D, as well
as units of the 9th Australian Division. Six telegraphists from
Naval Beach Signal Section D were also loaned to USS
Rocky Mount and later landed on Tarakan to replace
casualties.
The main invasion force entered Lingkas before dawn
on 1 May. A shore bombardment swept the area before the
landing craft thrust up onto the beach giving the
commandos a dry landing. Throughout the course of the

Editor’s Note: While not strictly a RAN Beach Unit operation, Lieutenant
Commander M. J. Band RANR, a former officer-in-charge of the naval
wing at the combined operations training centre at Toorbul Point,
displayed extraordinary heroism as the officer-in-charge of the U.S.Australian combined naval beach party which landed with the 9th
Australian Division at Japanese-occupied Finschhafen, New Guinea, on
22 September 1943, for which he was pothsumously awarded a U.S.
Navy Cross.

4

United Service 71 (2) June 2020

day and into the night, hundreds of tonnes of equipment
and personnel were disembarked from Westralia and
Manoora and the LSIs departed at around noon the
following day.
The beach commandos landed with the first wave of
each forward battalion. They carried out reconnaissance,
marked beaches, established and maintained signal
communications, organised and furthered the unloading of
landing craft, salvaged craft that became stranded, and
generally organised and conducted all the work on the
beaches (Gill 1968). This was no easy task as the jetties
were damaged and the tide had receded. All of the RAN’s
casualties during this operation were beach commandos –
telegraphists John Brady and William Ryan were killed and
a signalman wounded when a Beach Control Point came
under shellfire on 2 May. Lieutenant Commander Morris
continued to act as Port Director until relieved on 17 May.
Brunei Bay – June 1945
All three Australian LSIs took part in the amphibious
phase of Operation OBOE VI5, the assault on Brunei Bay
on 10 June 1945. Beach Commando A, under the
command of Lieutenant Commander Ron McKauge DSC
RANVR, was embarked on this occasion, once again in
company with units of the 9th Australian Division. This time
the naval commandos, numbering 20 officers and 157
ratings, were divided into three beach parties. The main
body of the assault group landed on Labuan Island,
dubbed Brown Beach, while a smaller force, from
Kanimbla, landed at Muara Island and Brunei Bluff – White
and Green Beaches respectively – which were some 32km
from the main assault. The selected beaches in Brunei
were wide and sandy, much better suited to amphibious
landings than those at Tarakan. The assault group entered
Brunei Bay before dawn and, in spite of the shore
bombardment, landing craft came under sporadic sniper
fire as they approached the shore. The snipers, however,
only succeeded in revealing their positions and were soon
stopped by Allied guns. The beach commandos were first
ashore at 0915 hours and little more than an hour later all
three beaches were secured without casualties. The
commandos again played a leading role during the assault
as well as in organising the follow-on Allied forces. General
Douglas MacArthur expressed his satisfaction to the
commandos, remarking: “The execution of the Brunei Bay
operations has been flawless … convey to your officers
and men the pride and gratification I feel in such a splendid
performance” (Jones 1998).
When the amphibious fleet departed, the beach
commandos stayed behind, employed in various duties
including patrol and survey. They were withdrawn on 27
June through the Australian Beach Group Camp on
Labuan Island.
Balikpapan – July 1945
The beach commandos’ final action in World War II was
during Operation OBOE II, the 7th Australian Division’s

Operation OBOE II had been postponed and Operations OBOE III, IV and
V had been cancelled. The objective of Operation OBOE VI had also been
changed. The result was that the OBOE operations proceeded out of
sequence.
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amphibious assault at Balikpapan. In addition to the army
contingent, the three LSIs embarked 17 officers and 150
ratings of Beach Commandos B and D, under the
command of the experienced Lieutenant Commander
Morris Klandasan. The southern end of Balikpapan Bay
was identified as the best landing site despite the relative
shallowness of the water and the strength of enemy
defences. Some 25km of coast was protected by a log
barricade and around 3500 Japanese and 6500 local
conscripts covered the beaches with automatic weapons.
Heavier installations farther inland provided defence-indepth. The Australian landing force also had to contend
with an extensive shallow-water minefield, laid originally by
the Allies, which took 16 days to make safe. Three
beaches, designated Red, Yellow and Green, were
selected for the landing.
The Balikpapan assault group arrived before dawn on
1 July and the beach parties started transferring to the
landing craft at 0710 hours. The shore bombardment
began 10 minutes earlier and, apart from a well protected
3-inch gun which did little but force the troops to take
cover, effectively destroyed the larger shore defences. The
beach commandos, as always, were first ashore at 0855
hours and although they suffered no casualties during the
landing, some of their mates in the 7th Division were not so
lucky.
The commandos in the first wave directed naval gunfire
and, by the time the third assault wave landed at 0903
hours, the Japanese mortars and pillboxes had been
destroyed. During the day, the beach parties directed the
landing of 10,500 troops, 700 vehicles and 1950 tons
(1980 tonnes) of stores over difficult beaches with more
than a metre of surf running (Gill 1968).
Conclusion
The assault at Balikpapan was the last amphibious
landing of the war. The Naval Beach Commando Units
were disbanded shortly afterwards. Their men were reassigned throughout the RAN, many remaining in the
SWPA and some returning to Australia.

They had gone about their job with a minimum of fuss
and a great deal of pride, and though their important role
is sometimes overlooked, their exemplary performance
was recognised by Rear Admiral Barbey, who reportedly
“chided his American commanding officers … for
persistently being outperformed by those Goddamn
‘Ossies’ in our speed of over-beach unloading, consistent
timing and very low landing craft damage”6. This was high
praise indeed for some of the RAN’s most unusual sailors7.
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Editor’s Note: The tasks undertaken by the RAN beach commandos
during World War II continue today as an essential component of the
Australian Defence Force’s amphibious operations doctrine and practice
(Gilfillan 2019). The RAN component of the Joint Pre-landing Force today
is manned mainly by RAN clearance divers, some of whom may be
commando-trained. It consists of a Naval Expeditionary Reconnaissance
Capability to clear the approaches of mines and other obstacles; and a
Naval Deployable Geospatial Survey Team to survey the approaches and
beach to confirm suitability for landing-craft operations. Land-based (on
and beyond the beach) reconnaissance and surveillance, however, are
now performed by a company of the 2nd Battalion, Royal Australian
Regiment (Amphibious). [Those RAN clearance divers who are are
posted to the 2nd Commando Regiment to contribute a specialist diving
capability to the Regiment’s anti-terrorism tactical assault group receive
commando training – see front cover.]
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