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Semut: The Untold Story of a Secret Australian Operation in WWII Boreno 
offers a very fine account of Allied special operations in Sarawak, north-
western Borneo, in mid-1945. An anthropologist whose speciality is 
Borneo, Christine Helliwell, Semut’s author, provides deep insights into 
locals’ (principally Dayaks’) involvement in a series of Australian military 
operations referred to as Semut—a feat that no author has managed 
to achieve with such sophistication. Intended for a general readership, 
Semut is written in plain but engaging prose. While not an academic 
monograph, Semut does not eschew exploration of the complexity of 
military operations, Dayak cultures and the rich, if porous, source material 
available. If academics wish to write good history for a general readership, 
Semut represents the quality to which they should aspire.

Semut occurred towards the end of the Pacific War in what the Allies 
called the ‘South-West Pacific Area’. The operation was planned and 
executed by an Australian military intelligence organisation known as 
the Services Reconnaissance Department. This department was part of 
the Allied Intelligence Bureau, which, in turn, came under the purview 
of the American theatre commander General Douglas MacArthur’s 
General Headquarters in Manila. Yet the British Special Operations 
Executive exerted considerable influence over the Services Reconnaissance 
Department’s activities, and the Government of the United Kingdom had 
a special interest in Borneo. Prior to the Japanese invasion of Borneo in 
1942, the British and Dutch shared the island, with Sarawak and northern 
Borneo being controlled by the British and the remainder of the island 
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being Dutch territory. The tacit expectation that Semut’s operatives would 
lay the ground for the return of colonial governance existed alongside the 
operation’s stated objectives: the establishment of intelligence networks 
and raising of guerrilla forces to support a string of amphibious landings 
on Borneo’s coast carried out by the Australian 9th Division with Allied 
air and naval support.

Shortly after Semut commenced with the parachute dropping of operatives 
into Sarawak in March and April 1945, it morphed into three operations. 
This book principally examines Semut II and III, embracing operations in 
the Baram River valley and along Rejang River, respectively. Helliwell has 
relegated Semut I (operations around Brunei Bay and into former Dutch 
territory) to a projected second volume.

Semut is among the most socially and politically complex operations 
undertaken by Australian military forces during World War II. With the 
9th Division’s operations largely contained to the coastal areas, local support 
was crucial to the success of Semut’s operations further inland. Dayaks 
provided warriors, shelter, intelligence and counsel. Using guerrilla tactics, 
Semut’s operatives and their Dayak allies generally succeeded in pushing the 
Japanese out of territories that the latter loosely held. Civil administration 
added to the military challenges faced by Semut’s leaders. Semut II’s 
commander, Major Toby Carter, took this responsibility most seriously. 
This was partly because Carter, unlike the commanders of Semut I and III, 
possessed no adjunct responsible for civil affairs, but also due to the strong 
bonds that he developed with locals. Carter’s compassion for the Dayaks 
did not necessarily endear him to his superiors and, as Helliwell persuasively 
shows, he was probably sacked for his preoccupation with locals’ welfare.

Helliwell delves into the experiences of those who participated in the Semut 
operations. The personalities of Semut’s leaders, especially the self-effacing 
Carter and Semut I’s vainglorious commander Major Tom Harrrison, are 
richly rendered. Personal accounts (including oral histories conducted 
by Helliwell) are well used to draw out white operatives’ experiences of 
Borneo’s environment, combat and, of course, the Dayaks. While Semut’s 
leaders were selected partly because they had been employed in colonial 
Borneo, many operatives had no experience of Borneo or the Dayaks whose 
headhunting traditions gave them a fierce reputation among Europeans 
and Japanese. Helliwell demonstrates that Semut’s operatives generally 
came to appreciate the Dayaks’ resourcefulness, humour and hospitality.
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Semut’s greatest strength is how Helliwell, using a range of sources, 
carefully exposes Dayak subjectivities. Rejecting portrayals of the Dayaks 
as lost subjects desiring the return of European colonial administration, 
Helliwell suggests that pragmaticism explains why so many Dayak 
groups took the risk of supporting the Semut operations. Shrewd and 
spiritually potent chiefs and their advisers put probing questions to 
Semut’s leaders during many conferences in impressive longhouses. They 
wanted assurances that the Allies were powerful and willing to provide 
equipment and troops to oust the Japanese. The Dayaks knew that the 
Allies’ enemy was weakening. By 1945, Japanese forces on Borneo, while 
still a menacing presence, were isolated from the shrinking empire’s centre 
and hamstrung. Semut’s leaders authorised and encouraged the taking 
of Japanese heads. This tactic proved very effective in soliciting local 
support, although headhunting became difficult for operatives to control, 
with some zealous Dayaks (especially Ibans) taking the heads of civilians 
(mostly Chinese).

Headhunting receives special attention in Semut. Though enthusiasm 
for headhunting varied between Dayak groups, it was an important 
practice in British Borneo that had been prohibited by the previous 
colonial administration. Repugnant as this practice was to the Allies and 
(especially) the Japanese, the taking and smoking of an enemy’s head to 
adorn longhouses, Helliwell explains, was not act of hatred or disrespect 
for Dayak warriors but, rather, an activity designed to increase the spiritual 
and bodily health of the individual and their community. Helliwell 
occasionally attempted to favourably compare Dayak headhunting to the 
destructive effects of modern weaponry, which could obliterate bodies 
entirely, and the tendency of Allied troops to mutilate Japanese bodies, 
including the removal of heads. These comparisons, while apt, could 
have been further developed and strengthened through the incorporation 
of more recent scholarship on brutality on the battlefield in the Pacific 
War, such as the work of Peter Schrijvers, Lachlan Grant, Tarak Barkawi, 
Simon Harrison and Mark Johnson.1

1  Peter Schrijvers, Bloody Pacific: American Soldiers at War with Japan (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2010), doi.org/10.1057/9780230292307; Lachlan Grant, Australian Soldiers in Asia-
Pacific in World War II (Sydney: NewSouth Publishing, 2014); Tarak Barkawai, Soldiers of Empire: 
Indian British Armies in World War II (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), doi.
org/10.1017/9781316718612; Simon Harrison, Dark Trophies: Hunting and the Enemy Body in 
Modern War (New York: Bergaham Books, 2012), doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt9qchnf; Mark Johnston, 
Fighting the Enemy: Australian Soldiers and Their Adversaries in World War II (Port Melbourne: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000). 

http://doi.org/10.1057/9780230292307
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781316718612
http://doi.org/10.1017/9781316718612
http://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt9qchnf


ANU Historical Journal II, Number 3

164

Finally, Helliwell succeeds in evoking a sense of wonder at the Borneo of 
1945. The reader is guided through dense jungles that do not exist today 
and beautiful, sprawling longhouses that are long gone. Only a scholar 
with Helliwell’s experience could weave such ecological and social depth 
into an account of Allied military activities in Borneo during WWII.



This text is taken from ANU Historical Journal II: Number 3, 
published 2022 by ANU Press, The Australian National University, 

Canberra, Australia.


