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“It’s very hard to explain what mateship is.
You just Rnow when someone is going
through good times or bad times. When they
need your courage, when you need their
courage. That's what mateship is.”

By Shawn Bett
Our Lady of the Sacred Heart Catholic College



“Old Mate! In the qusty old weather,
when our hopes and troubles were new),
In the years spent in wearing out leather,
I found you unselfish and true —

I have gathered these verses together,
For the sake of our friendship and you.”

To an Old Mate, by Henry Lawson

Study Question:

How did the attacks on Pearl Harbour in 1941 and on Darwin in 1942 affect the
relationship between Australia and the United States of America?




Mateship

Set in World War I1’s Pacific Theatre, the bombings on Pearl Harbour in 1941 then Darwin
in 1942, developed a powerful and enduring relationship between Australia and the United
States of America. Firstly, these two attacks contained many parallels that led the two nations
to ally in pursuance of a shared enemy. Secondly, the first interactions between Australians
and Americans on Australian soil, while socially dysfunctional, blossomed the relationship
into a victorious alliance in Aboriginal activism. Thirdly, the relationship left a momentous
and evolving legacy that can be seen today. Born in the wounds of each nation, the
relationship between Australia and the United States has been extremely beneficial, bringing
new cultural identity and security in the Pacific, tracing back to the memory of the attacks.

On December 71" 1941, 360 Japanese bombers attacked Pearl Harbour, a U.S. base on Oahu
Island, Hawaii. In the surprise attack, 2,403 soldiers and civilians were killed, with another
1,178 Americans left wounded.! 164 planes were destroyed, and six battleships and three
destroyers were sunk, with a further number heavily-damaged.? Following the Japanese’
swift advancements in South-East Asia by early-1942, U.S. troops had begun to arrive in
Australia.® On the 19" February 1942, Darwin Harbour, a vital Australian military and
naval-base, was bombarded by two air-raids. The Japanese dropped 683 bombs compared to
Pearl Harbour’s 271, sinking nine-ships, killing 235 people, and wounding a further 300 to
400 people. * The devastation concluded on the 12" December 1942, with Japan’s 64" and
final air-raid on Darwin.®
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The two bombings had key similarities; both were surprising military-strikes by Japan that
had destructive effects on human life and military property, and both crippled pivotal defence
bases for the two impacted nations. However, there is one vital difference between the two
bombings. Americans stationed in Darwin on the 19" gave their greatest efforts to save the
lives of Australians. In the first-raid, ten American P-40 Kitty-hawks were Darwin’s only
aerial-defence against 188 Japanese aircraft.® Of the day’s 235 causalities, 114 were
American-troops.’ Furthermore, eighty-eight were killed in the sinking of the harbour’s
largest warship; the American USS Preary.® Through the Americans’ sacrifices, the attacks
on Pearl Harbour and Darwin invigorated the relationship between Australia and America.

Following the Americans’ arrival on Australian-soil, the relationship rapidly expanded into
an alliance of dysfunctionality and activism. By 1943, 150,000 Americans were stationed in
Australia, primarily in Queensland.® Around this time-period, Australia was considered an
“insular” nation; many of its citizens considered themselves “British”, and many had not
travelled overseas.'® Consequently, friction was inevitable between Australians and
Americans. American-troops had attractive uniforms, charming manners, and luxury goods
including Nylon stockings, chocolates and cigarettes; all of which Australian-soldiers did not
have.! This was due to the higher rate of pay received by American troops. Based on rank,
American soldiers had almost, if not, double the pay as their Australian counterparts.'? All of
these factors made Americans more appealing to Australian women, exemplified by the
following quote: “The first time | ever saw a man carrying a bunch of flowers was the
Americans.”* Subsequently, violent conflicts manifested between Australian and American
men, including the Battle of Brisbane on 17" November 1942, and the murders of US-Private
Edward Leoniski in May 1942. From all of these factors, it is clearly irrefutable that jealousy
and animosity for the American neighbours grew in some Australian men, leading to
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dysfunctionality in the US-Australian alliance. In a
sense however, the social disputes paved the path for
Aboriginal activism. While there were many incidents
between Australians and Americans, it is also
acknowledged that an equally-large number enjoyed
friendly relations, including the African-Americans
and the Indigenous population; two underprivileged
groups of the time. Aborigines and White-Australians
had conflicts due to the attitudes persisted by the
White Australia Policy.** Similarly, African-
Americans still fell under Jim Crow laws in Australia
and New Guinea, evident by the fact that over 8000
troops worked in segregated forces by late-1942.1°
Inevitably, African-Americans expressed sympathy
with Indigenous peoples, setting the pathway for Figure 5: Pansy Hickey (right), with
activism. “They made us feel like we were friends "”ds‘l’l”m“"lq:;’;sg :}f""cem"”
someone....they said lovely words of endearment that

the Australian man didn’t....and it was really nice.”*® The impact of African-American troops
on Aboriginals was fully realised in the 1960s, a pivotal-era wherein Aboriginal people
achieved citizenship, equal pay, defeated assimilation, and gained back their rights to their
land.'” This directly parallels with America’s Civil Rights Movement, wherein African-
Americans fought for social justice through peaceful protests and freedom rides; the latter
inspiring the 1965 Aboriginal Freedom-Rides.*® The fact that both Aboriginals and African-
Americans, while separated by thousands of kilometres of Pacific water, achieved essentially
the same goals in the same era is striking. From this, it can be determined that the relationship
between Australians and Americans created the opportunity for change of civil rights and
multiculturalism in both nations; a legacy that lives on today.

The story of the relationship between Australia and America did not end in World War Il;
rather, it became more fulfilling as time passed. While the presence of American-servicemen
influenced the rise of Indigenous-Australian activism, they also greatly impacted Australia’s
cultural scene. New ideas in Australian fashion, manufactured-goods, domestic-technology,
language, music, food, and consumerism were created; all of which survive today.*® America
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has also gained remarkable benefits from its relationship with Australia. The conclusion of
World War 11, by the atomic bombings on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, did not diminish
the threat of other global terrors. In response, America, Australia, and separately, New
Zealand, formalised the ANZUS Treaty in 1951. This agreement, designed for the security of
the Pacific and endures to this day, has seen Australia allied with America in every major
military conflict since World War I1; a title no other country can claim.?’ The September 11%"
2001 terrorist attacks, which eclipsed Pearl Harbour as America’s most traumatic event,
caused Australia’s first invocation of the treaty.(? 22 This perfectly echoes America’s
support for Australia in World War 11, wherein after Darwin’s bombing, Australia was left
vulnerable to the incoming Japanese forces. Similarly, the September 11 attacks shattered the
myth of America’s invisibility. However, it was through the help of a mate, in the darkest
times, that they were able to pull through, survive, and prosper. | believe that this is a true
inspiration and a quintessential example of how two nations, while seemingly so different,
can overcome the odds and stand together in the face of tragedy.

The relationship between Australia and the United States, born in the bombings of Pearl
Harbour and Darwin, symbolises the ever-evolving but never-changing support the two
nations provide to one another in a growing world.
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