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Taem blong faet: 

Camp Guadal

The Pacific War
After China lost the First Sino-Japanese War (1894–95), between 1895 
and 1945, Taiwan became Japan’s first overseas territory, with Korea added 
in 1910. When World War I broke out, Australia captured German New 
Guinea and Japan captured German Micronesia. After the war, Japan 
was awarded Micronesia and Australia received control of north-east 
New Guinea, both of which were League of Nations Class C Mandated 
Territories. Japan began to expand militarily, conquering Manchuria in 
1931, the next year developing military defences in Chuuk (Truk) in the 
Caroline Islands, and in 1933 walking out of the League of Nations after 
censure. Chuuk had the best anchorage in Micronesia and Dublon Island 
in Chuuk Lagoon became Japan’s Pearl Harbor for its fleet—a strategic 
base from which to cast covetous eyes on South-East Asia. In 1937, Japan 
invaded coastal China, initiating war in the Pacific region. 

When World War II began, Japan was an ally of the Axis powers Germany 
and Italy. With the capture of South-East Asia in mind, on 7 December 
1941, Japan made a pre-emptive strike on Pearl Harbor, the American 
military base in Hawai`i, bringing the United States into the war. 
The action destroyed the US Pacific Fleet and the largest US military base 
beyond the American mainland. 
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Map 2.1 The main Japanese bases in the Bismarck and Solomon 
archipelagos, between 1942 and 1945.
Source: Public domain file provided by the US Government. By derivative version 
Angelus, in the public domain (commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid= 15311575). 

http://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=15311575
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Between May 1942 and early 1943, the Japanese and the Americans (and 
their allies) fought one of the deciding battles of World War II in the 
Pacific, to gain control of Guadalcanal and its airfield, along with Tulagi 
and Gavutu harbours. Guadalcanal and Milne Bay, on the south-east 
New Guinea mainland, were the southern limits of the Japanese advance. 
The Battle for Guadalcanal was crucial in deciding the result of the war 
in the Pacific. It was about control of an airfield established on Levers’ 
Lungga coconut plantation. In the Pacific, it was primarily a sea war, and 
whoever controlled the ocean was able to assure supply to their land bases. 
The Americans learnt that to control the ocean they had also to control 
the air above. This was a new kind of warfare and explains the importance 
of what became Henderson Airfield. Whoever held the airfield could 
launch attacks on enemy ships and aircraft hundreds of kilometres away.1

Along with the Battles of Buna-Gona and Milne Bay in Australian Papua, 
which ended six months of Japanese occupation of sections of south-east 
New Guinea, the victory on Guadalcanal was the first milestone in the 
American advance north towards Tokyo. The Japanese were no longer 
on the offensive and thereafter had to adopt a defensive strategy right 
through to their surrender in August 1945. The difference was that in 
the central Solomon Islands, the Japanese Navy suffered crushing and 
irreplaceable losses in a series of sea battles. This helped make the Battle 
for Guadalcanal an important Allied victory.

The Australian evacuation of Rabaul on New Britain, the largest town in 
the islands off eastern New Guinea, began on 11 December 1941. The 
Japanese first bombed Rabaul on 4 January 1942 and, by 23 January, 
the town had fallen.2 They wanted to control Rabaul because it had the 
best harbour in the islands off New Guinea, had enough flat land for 
airfields, and was only 1,029 kilometres from Chuuk, their largest base 
in the central Pacific. At the same time, although the British attempted 
to defend the Malay Peninsula from the Japanese advance, Singapore fell 
on 15 February—the largest surrender of British-led military personnel in 
history. The war then moved south. 

1  The distance depends on the type of aircraft, the number of engines, the weight of the bomb 
load and the fuel, how difficult the target might be to find, climatic conditions along the way, and 
the type of target. For instance, ships at sea are much more difficult targets than a land base like an 
airfield. A 370-kilometre range would be correct for single-engine planes flying out of Henderson 
Airfield hunting ships early in the war. Later in the war, when US planes had multiple engines, the 
distance could be stretched to 550 kilometres. My thanks to war historian Peter Williams for his 
valuable advice on these figures, and generally with this chapter.
2  Aplin 1980; Stone 1995.
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Map 2.2 The north coast of Guadalcanal during World War II, from the 
Metapona River to Visale.
The map shows the first American landing at Red Beach and the progression 
of American fighting in 1942 and 1943, the sites of Japanese wreckage left along 
the coast, and the final Japanese evacuation at Cape Esperance. The position 
of present-day Honiara is indicated.
Source: Based on the map in BSIP (1960). Cartography by Vincent Verheyen. 

With Chuuk and Rabaul under their control, next, the Japanese constructed 
an airfield on Buka Island, which was contiguous with north Bougainville. 
The Guadalcanal Plains were a suitable site for extending their air network. 
The Japanese strategy was to create a semicircle of smaller airbases south of 
Rabaul to prevent their New Britain base being bombed. The Allied fight 
to remove the Japanese from New Guinea and Solomon Islands was under 
the control of General Douglas MacArthur, Supreme Commander of the 
Southwest Pacific Area, who was based in Brisbane. MacArthur’s strategy 
was to isolate Rabaul, not to directly attack the garrison, which remained 
under Japanese control until late in the war. The Japanese planned to take 
control of Port Moresby (which failed) and Milne Bay (from where they 
retreated). Holding Guadalcanal was also part of the Japanese plan. With 
Buka and Bougainville secured between 9 March and 5 April 1942, it was 
a short hop to the Shortland Islands in the far north of the BSIP, which fell 
to the Japanese on 30 March. The Japanese constructed further airfields on 
Bougainville at Bonis Peninsula, Kahill, and Keita. As we shall see later in 
the chapter, construction of another airfield, at Buin in south Bougainville, 
aided their attack on the Allies on Guadalcanal. The British evacuation of 
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the Tulagi enclave—Tulagi, Makambo, Gavutu-Tanambogo, and Bungana 
islands, and Taroaniara on Ngela Sule—and the Anglican base at Siota in 
Mboli Passage, began in late 1941, and the process continued during the 
early months of 1942 as Japanese planes began to bomb and strafe the 
islands. After heavy air raids on 1 and 2 May, Tulagi fell and, by 4 May, 
was totally under Japanese control.3 While this occurred, attacks were 
monitored and reported on by an Allied network of Coastwatchers and 
indigenous Scouts.

The Americans, forced on to the defensive, were determined to keep 
open the lines of communication with Australia. It was imperative that 
Allied shipping be able to travel freely between America and Australia, 
which required a string of Allied bases across the southern Pacific. The 
Americans already held Hawai`i and American Samoa. An airfield was 
hastily constructed on New Caledonia, along with other bases in the New 
Hebrides Condominium. When Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, Commander 
of the US Pacific Fleet, ordered a counteroffensive, Guadalcanal became 
crucial to these plans. 

The Japanese called Guadalcanal Ga Tō or Gadarukanaru, and their 
codename for their airfield was ‘RXI’. The Americans used ‘Cactus’ as 
their codename for Guadalcanal and ‘Operation Watchtower’ as the 
codename for the plan to retake Guadalcanal and Tulagi. The ‘Cactus 
Air Force’ was later the nickname of the American planes based at 
the captured and renamed Henderson Airfield. ‘Tokyo Express’ was the 
American nickname for the Japanese supply ships and aircraft attacking 
Guadalcanal. ‘Camp Guadal’ was the American name for the military 
camp that became Honiara. Solomon Islanders called the war taem blong 
faet: the time of the fighting. 

Coastwatchers and Scouts
Once war began in Europe, and the Japanese advance continued through 
Asia, the British began to prepare the BSIP for invasion. The policy was 
fivefold: create a small defence force; evacuate the expatriate population; 
destroy anything that could be useful to the Japanese; maintain a skeleton 
administrative staff at Auki on Malaita, and then in the hills inland; and 
create a unique small organisation called the Coastwatchers. 

3  Moore 2019: 373–413.
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Plate 2.1 Coastwatcher Martin Clemens and members of the Solomon 
Islands Defence Force, August 1942.
Standing, left to right: Daniel Pule, Martin Clemens, and Andrew Langabaea. 
Seated, left to right: Olorere, Gumu, Chaparuka, and Chaku.
Source: USNARA. 

The Coastwatchers (the Coast Watch Organisation) were Allied military 
intelligence operatives on Pacific Islands. The organisation consisted of 
military officers, planters, government officers, and missionaries. In the 
BSIP, recruitment of Coastwatchers began in October 1939, although 
the final round of recruitments was not until 1941. The members were 
Australians, British, New Zealanders, and Solomon Islanders who went 
into hiding once the Japanese invasion began. Along with the Solomon 
Islander Scouts, the Coastwatchers were part of a secret communication 
system to monitor enemy shipping and planes for the Allies. They 
also rescued Allied personnel if they became stranded after plane and 
ship disasters. There were around 100 European Coastwatchers in 
the South Pacific. Many were stationed in eastern New Guinea, along 
with 23 Coastwatcher bases in the Solomon archipelago, including 
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two on Bougainville.4 It is difficult to count the number of individual 
Coastwatchers; some were official Coastwatchers with military rank, while 
others were civilians. Their activities were crucial to alert the Allied forces 
of approaching Japanese air and sea movements. The coded Coastwatcher 
call sign was ‘Ferdinand’, after the 1936 children’s story about a fictional 
bull that preferred to smell flowers than fight in the ring. This drove home 
the point that Coastwatchers and Scouts were there to observe, not to take 
defensive or offensive action. 

These teams performed magnificently throughout the war and 
were a  constant thorn in the side of the Japanese. Coastwatchers on 
Bougainville, along with their colleagues in the protectorate, supplied 
information on Japanese planes flying the 1,040 kilometres south from 
Rabaul to attack Tulagi and Guadalcanal. The distinction between 
Coastwatchers and Scouts is artificial, based on military rank and colonial 
authority. For instance, Sergeant Major Jacob Vuza, the chief of Martin 
Clemens’s Scouts on Guadalcanal, proved to be tough and efficient. The 
Scouts were the majority, and some of the Coastwatchers were mixed-
race Solomon Islanders. The European Coastwatchers could never have 
survived without their Scouts. 

The Coastwatchers and Scouts sometimes had to reposition their bases 
to avoid capture. This was never easy as their tele-radios were heavy and 
required a team of carriers to move them. The Bougainville Coastwatchers, 
W.J. (Jack) Read in the north and Paul Mason in the south, were crucial. 
A glance at a map shows why. Planes flying from Kavieng in New Ireland 
to Lungga on Guadalcanal passed over Read’s base at Porapora in the 
central mountains. Read’s reports were 30 minutes ahead of those from 
Mason at Buin, and an hour or more ahead of the bases further south. 
Planes flying from Rabaul to Lungga passed directly over Mason at Buin. 
The Japanese bombers and Zeros from Kavieng could be counted with 
certainty at Porapora while their formations were still at low altitude and 
Read could also see flights coming from Rabaul.5 The Coastwatchers 
provided notice of imminent attack for the troops on the ground and 
for ships, and enabled fighter aircraft to be scrambled to intercept 
the Japanese planes. Forty-five minutes was all that was needed to get 
American fighters into the air and in position at 7,600 to 9,100 metres, 

4  Lord 1977; Horton 1970; Clemens 2004; Feldt 1946; Feuer 1992; Lee 2019; Trench 1956a, 
1956b, 1956c.
5  Lee 2019: 217.
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enabling them to attack the lower-flying Japanese bombers from above. 
Without the Coastwatchers, hundreds of US aircraft on Guadalcanal 
would have been destroyed on the ground. The Bougainville reports, 
along with others from Coastwatchers further south, saved innumerable 
Allied lives. 

There were several BSIP-based Coastwatchers north of Guadalcanal. 
Henry Josselyn, a government officer, and John Keenan were based on 
Vella Lavella and Rendova islands. D.C. (Dick) Horton, another district 
officer, spent time on Rendova with Josselyn.6 Donald G. Kennedy, who 
had been the Ngela and Isabel district officer, established a base at Mahaga 
on Isabel from which to observe Thousand Ships Bay and New Georgia 
Sound. He also set up a secondary base on Rennell Island, and later moved 
from Isabel to Seghe on New Georgia.7 Bill Bennett, a mixed-race Solomon 
Islander, served on New Georgia as Kennedy’s second-in-command. 
Hugh Wheatley, also a mixed-race Solomon Islander, trained as a Native 
Medical Practitioner (NMP), was based at Isabel, and then sent to the 
Shortlands, where he was captured and killed.8 Harry Wickham, another 
mixed-race Solomon Islander, trader, and plantation manager at Marovo 
Lagoon, was a successful Coastwatcher on New Georgia.9 Alexander 
(Nick) Waddell and Carden Seton were on Choiseul, the latter owning 
a plantation there. Waddell was a government officer. Geoffrey Kuper 
(another mixed-race Solomon Islander NMP) was on Isabel at Tataba, 
and Mogao near Suavana. Royal Australian Air Force Flying Officer J.A. 
Corrigan, Albert M. (Andy) Andresen (Royal Australian Naval Volunteer 
Reserve), and planter Frederick Ashton (‘Snowy’) Rhoades, also served 
at Mogao during 1943.10 Michael Forster, the district officer at Kirakira 
on Makira, remained at his post all through the war and was part of the 
network, even though there were no Japanese on the island. He had little 
to report. Ruby Olive Boye, married to Samuel S. Boye, manager of the 
Vanikoro Kauri Timber Company on Vanikolo, was the only female 
Coastwatcher. She was the link with Port Vila early on when the radio 
at the temporary BSIP headquarters on Malaita was out of action. Those 
north of Guadalcanal were able to give warning of the arrival of new waves 
of Japanese torpedo and dive-bombers. 

6  Clemens 2004: 42.
7  Butcher 2012: 5, 59.
8  Clemens 2004: 42.
9  Kwai 2017: 18.
10  White 1988: 150.
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Initially, there were three Coastwatcher bases on Guadalcanal. Martin 
Clemens operated one at Aola, where he was still trying to perform district 
officer duties. Lieutenant Don Macfarlan, a naval liaison officer, was first 
based on Tulagi, and then operated from a base inland from Berande 
plantation near Tasimboko, Guadalcanal. Veteran BSIP entrepreneur 
Kenneth Hay worked with Macfarlan. When the Japanese took Tulagi, 
Macfarlan shifted his base to Gold Ridge, high in the mountains, looking 
down on the north coast. Hay followed, transporting his supplies cross-
country using a truck and carriers. Hay had been given the keys to the 
warehouse of Burns Philp (BP) on Makambo Island opposite Tulagi. Over 
several months, he had shifted large amounts of supplies to Guadalcanal, 
including alcohol. At Gold Ridge, Macfarlan first met Andresen, a miner 
turned Coastwatcher who had lived in the Solomons for 25 years. The 
north-west base in the mountains behind Visale was operated by ‘Snowy’ 
Rhoades from Lavoro (Lavuro) plantation further around the coast. He 
later moved to an upstream area beside Hylavo River. Lief Schroeder, an 
elderly trader, was first based on Savo, using a patched-up old tele-radio. 
He joined Rhoades soon after the Japanese arrived. The pair remained at 
the western end of the island until September 1942, close to the Japanese. 

Even though they had greater range than the US aircraft, the Japanese planes 
were fully stretched over the distance from Rabaul and could remain for only 
a few minutes over their target areas. Fully laden Mitsubishi G4M ‘Betty’ 
bombers had a range of about 2,300 kilometres. Rabaul to Guadalcanal and 
return was 2,084 kilometres and they needed spare fuel as a safety margin 
in case they had to manoeuvre around bad weather or Allied aircraft or 
ships. The margin was even lower for planes returning to Kavieng. The 
best and most direct route was straight down the Solomon archipelago and 
through The Slot (Map 2.1), even with the disadvantage of being spotted 
by Coastwatchers.11 As soon as a Japanese airfield was established at Buin in 
southern Bougainville (in October 1942), Zero fighters stationed there had 
short-range access to Guadalcanal.12 The bombers out of Rabaul or Kavieng 

11  The Slot is the passage of water between the double line of islands in the north of the 
protectorate. The Japanese twin-engine Mitsubishi G4M ‘Betty’ bombers had a greater range than 
the early US aircraft, plus the target was an easy-to-find large island. The Japanese fighters, bombers, 
and reconnaissance planes all had a much longer range than the US aircraft—double in most cases. 
Information from Peter Williams.
12  Before October 1942 and the opening of Buin Airfield, only half the Japanese fighters had 
sufficient range to make return flights between Rabaul and Guadalcanal, which limited their ability 
to strike Guadalcanal. Once Buin was in use, they could base their short-range fighters there to 
supplement the fighters coming from Rabaul. Information from Peter Williams.
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tended to pick up their Zero fighter escorts over Buka, 320 kilometres closer 
to Guadalcanal, and then flew down Bougainville, heading south. The 
Coastwatchers reported on their tele-radios as the formations of 40 to 60 
planes passed over their hidden observation posts. Initially, they reported to 
Vanikolo, Port Moresby, and Townsville. Once the Americans were in control 
of Henderson Airfield, messages were passed to Lieutenant Commander 
Hugh Mackenzie, a deputy supervising intelligence officer in the Royal 
Australian Navy, who was based there. The Japanese bombers passed 
over Bougainville mid-morning, attacking Tulagi and Guadalcanal just 
before midday. Once they were ensconced on Guadalcanal, the Americans 
could counterattack. Then, in the early afternoon, the Coastwatchers saw 
the often-depleted fleets of Japanese planes straggle home. Planes unable 
to reach Rabaul landed at Buin or Buka or crash-landed. Each evening, 
Mackenzie provided a score on the attacks. Sometimes the Japanese 
bombers lost all their Zero fighter escorts. After late August, there were also 
night-time Japanese flights over Guadalcanal, which were intended more 
to demoralise and stop the Americans sleeping than to inflict damage. The 
Americans nicknamed their night visitors ‘Washing Machine Charlie’ and 
‘Louie the Louse’. Some of these were long-distance flights from Rabaul, 
although cruisers also carried seaplanes and, by August, there was a Japanese 
seaplane base in the Shortland Islands.13

One final point needs to be made. The real skill in maintaining the 
Coastwatcher bases came from the Scouts, who knew how to operate 
successfully in jungle terrain. Even though the ‘official’ Coastwatchers—
the Europeans and a few mixed-race Solomon Islanders—had better 
knowledge of radio technology and an overall understanding of the 
war, they were totally dependent on their Scouts. After the war, various 
Coastwatchers wrote quite romanticised accounts of their success, seldom 
naming or fully acknowledging their Scouts. To Solomon Islanders, jungle 
was advantageous territory in which they excelled. At conferences in the 
1980s, Solomon Islands war heroes like Sir Jacob Vouza and Bill Bennett 
were quite ambivalent in their attitudes to the authoritarian European 
Coastwatchers who often used harsh discipline.14

13  Feuer 1992: 66, 67, 69, 94.
14  Laracy and White 1988; White et al. 1988a.
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The Japanese on Guadalcanal
An astounding 30,000 Japanese died in the effort to hold on to 
Guadalcanal. The Americans were more numerous, better supplied, and 
had a much lower death rate. The Japanese Navy had superior weapons 
to the Americans, their aircraft had a better range, and their army had 
some excellent large guns. They had also perfected night land travel 
and warfare. In the fight for Guadalcanal, the Japanese controlled the 
land and sea at night and the Americans controlled the land during the 
day. The Japanese forces were tenacious and imbued with a moral code 
(bushido: ‘the way of the warrior’) that meant they never gave up and 
were willing to die for their emperor. The battles raged back and forth, 
and it was quite possible the Japanese could have won the long Battle for 
Guadalcanal. There were five crucial differences between the Allies and 
the Japanese that enabled American success in the Pacific. The first was 
the work of the Coastwatchers and Scouts. The second was the use of 
Atabrine (Mepacrine) to suppress malaria; the Japanese only had access to 
Quinate (based on quinine), which was less effective. The third were the 
shorter American supply lines from Australia; Brisbane is 2,131 kilometres 
from Honiara and 2,092 kilometres from Port Moresby. There were also 
American airfields around Townsville and on the Atherton Tableland. The 
Americans rested their Solomons-based troops in New Zealand (and their 
New Guinea-based troops in Queensland) before sending them back into 
battle. The Japanese supply line was overstretched as they did not have 
total control of South-East Asia. Japan was 4,600 kilometres away, and 
they could not rest their troops adequately. The fourth difference was 
that the American economy was bigger and better resourced, enabling 
seemingly unending war supplies. The fifth was the imperative American 
strategy to keep control of southern supply routes and never allow 
Australia to be cut off from the Allies.

During their first three weeks in control, the Japanese confined their 
occupation of the central Solomons to Tulagi; then, on 27 May, they 
made their initial inspection of the area around Tenaru and Lungga on 
Guadalcanal. Over the next two weeks, they became a constant presence 
along the coast, looting plantations and butchering cattle to take back 
to Tulagi. The choice of Lungga as the site of the airfield is credited 
to Captain Shigetoshi Miyazaki, commander of the seaplanes from 
the Yokohama Air Group based at Tulagi. He was responsible for the 
establishment of Honiara, as the Japanese and Allied military camps were 
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based around the airfield. On 8 June, the Japanese began to erect tents at 
Lungga. Their occupation of the coast of Guadalcanal began in earnest 
on 19 June when a destroyer arrived and began landing supplies and 
men. Admiral Shigeyoshi Inoue, commander of the Japanese 4th Fleet 
and advocate of naval aviation, toured the area. After building a camp 
and a small wharf at Kukum, they began to clear large areas of coconut 
palms and long grass. At Gold Ridge, the Coastwatchers and the gold 
prospectors watched, puzzled. On 6 July, a 12-ship convoy arrived and 
disgorged heavy equipment: 100 trucks, generators, an ice-plant, tractors, 
road rollers, rails, small locomotives, and hopper wagons.15 

Plate 2.2 The partly completed Japanese airfield and dispersal area at 
Lungga, 7 July 1942, which later became Henderson Airfield.
The U-shaped revetments in the centre are for protection against strafing attacks.
Source: USNARA.

The Japanese plan was now clear to the Coastwatchers: they were building 
an airfield from which to attack Allied shipping in the Pacific and as a 
base for activities in nearby Australian Papua, as well as a platform from 
which to attack Allied bases on Espiritu Santo in the New Hebrides and 

15  Innes 2017: 96; Frank 1990: 31.
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further south. The South Pacific bases were vital to maintaining Australia’s 
communications with the United States, and ultimately the security of 
northern Australia.16 A Japanese photograph from 7 July indicates the 
area of coconut palms on Levers’ Lungga plantation to be cleared for the 
airfield.17 From that day, American priorities in the South Pacific changed. 
Task One, as it was called, had been to regain control of Tulagi and the 
adjacent seaplane base at Gavutu-Tanambogo. The events of early 7 July 
meant Task One was reoriented to stopping the Japanese from building 
their airfield on Guadalcanal. Tulagi and the seaplane base became 
lesser concerns. 

The Japanese landed 492 troops and 2,269 Korean labourers: the 84th 
Guard Unit under Lieutenant Akira Tanabe, formerly part of the Kure 
3rd Special Landing Force; and the 11th and 13th Construction Units 
led by Lieutenant Commander Norinaga Okamura and Captain Kanae 
Monzen.18 The number of Japanese on Guadalcanal was unclear to the 
Allies. On Malaita, Resident Commissioner William Marchant received 
reports via Coastwatcher Clemens that there were 700 Japanese based at 
Kukum, others at Visale, and another 500 on the Weather Coast, spread 
between Lambi and Marau Sound. The report noted large quantities of 
stores in dumps spread from Lungga to Tenaru and that coconut palms had 
been cleared. Local labour was conscripted to assist with the construction. 
Machine guns and heavy guns were being installed along the shore.19 
Later, the initial estimates of Japanese numbers were revised down. The 
Allies thought there was a large force of Japanese on Guadalcanal, when 
in fact the military numbers in the Honiara area were low, bolstered by 
the Korean labourers working on the airfield. Monzen, in charge of the 
Lungga construction operation, had good reason to be pleased when, by 
6 August, the airfield was almost complete. Okamura had overall control 
and, with Monzen, was proudly expecting two staff officers from Rabaul 
the next day to discuss deploying planes to Guadalcanal. The Japanese 
and Koreans were celebrating that night and were not expecting the US 
landing early the next morning at Red Beach (then codenamed Beach 
Red), about 5 kilometres from the airfield. 

16  SINA BSIP 5/IV/1, William S. Marchant 1942–43, Diary for 2 January 1942 to 6 May 1943, 
transcribed by J. French, Aide-de-Camp to the High Commissioner, 29 December 1962, Diary entry 
for 20 June 1942.
17  Innes 2017: 97–98.
18  Smith 2000: 34.
19  SINA BSIP 5/IV/1, Marchant 1942–43, 16 July 1942.
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Watching from Gold Ridge
The Coastwatchers were not the only expatriates to remain in the 
protectorate during the war, although they stayed the course, while others 
left later in the war. Marist Catholics remained at Visale, Tangarare, 
Avuavu, and Marau Sound, and Reverend Leslie Stibbard and Frederick 
Rowley remained at the Anglican school at Maravovo. Four missionaries 
were killed. Mistakenly, they believed the Japanese would respect their 
neutral religious status.20 One planter who stayed was the elderly Clarry 
Hart, who had served as a nongovernment member of the BSIP Advisory 
Council. Determinedly, he remained on his Kakau Bay plantation 
(between Rere and Marau Sound) in the early years of the war, and then 
helped with the Solomon Islands Labour Corps.21 

The Coastwatchers at Gold Ridge (Map 0.2) in the mountains inland 
from Honiara were military officers, although there were civilians with 
them at the facilities of the Guadalcanal Sluicing and Dredging Company. 
Gold prospector Fred Campbell (police commandant and district officer 
in the 1910s, and then a plantation owner on Makira) was nearby with 
his two sons, Jack and Pat, as were Bert Freshwater, A. Wilmot, and Andy 
Andresen.22 The prospectors continued to search for gold, maintaining 
an uneasy relationship with the official Coastwatchers, who were not 
supposed to be responsible for civilians. The numbers were swelled by 
Macfarlan’s Scouts, Hay’s servants, and 30 labourers employed by the 
Campbells. The Gold Ridge community was known to the Japanese, 
who sent patrols, forcing the Coastwatchers and prospectors to evacuate 
further inland. They continued to use Gold Ridge as the best site from 
which to watch the Japanese building the airfield.23

Coastal Guale fled into the mountains away from the fighting, and some 
helped the Coastwatchers or joined the Solomon Islands Labour Corps. 
Others did not. The Coastwatchers could not blindly rely on the Guale. 
Some of the villagers at Tasimboko and Visale (east and west of the 
airfield) were pro-Japanese. 

20  PIM, November 1942, 19.
21  Golden 1993: 117–18, 181–82.
22  ibid., 183–85, 309.
23  Lord 1977: 29–35.
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The Americans on Guadalcanal
By late July 1942, the Americans had decided to make their first land 
offensive in World War II: an attack on the Japanese in the Tulagi enclave 
and on Guadalcanal. The BSIP came within the region under the control 
of General MacArthur, although he delegated his authority over the 
protectorate to Admiral Nimitz, who was in command of forces in the 
Central and South Pacific. The manoeuvre required a large American 
military force and the only unit immediately available was the 1st Marine 
Division. Some of the marines were still at sea in a move from North 
Carolina to Wellington, New Zealand, and the 7th Marines had been 
detached to garrison Samoa—another strategic area between Australia 
and the United States. In compensation, Major General Alexander 
A. Vandegrift had been given temporary control over the 2nd Marine 
Division, the crack 1st Raider Battalion, and the 3rd Defense Battalion. 
The United States also faced a lack of shipping, although on 22 July, 
Vandegrift was able to muster 80 ships and almost 12,000 troops for 
a rehearsal in Fijian waters for the amphibious invasion.24 

The Japanese drive to capture Port Moresby, across New Guinea and by 
sea, was first thwarted by the Battle of the Coral Sea (7–8 May 1942) and 
weakened again at the Battle of Midway (3–6 June 1942), which halted 
the main Japanese offensive and reversed the strategic situation in the 
Pacific. The Battle of Midway was relevant because the Japanese Navy lost 
four aircraft carriers there (half their carrier fleet), which, had they been 
available, might have made the Americans reconsider the risk involved 
in capturing Guadalcanal. Without their losses at Midway, the Japanese 
could have prevailed over the Americans on Guadalcanal.

Gaining complete control of Guadalcanal took five months and cost 
7,400 American lives. A fleet of American and Australian naval ships 
carrying Vandegrift’s marines, commanded by Rear Admiral Kelly Turner, 
set sail from Fiji. Miraculously, the fleet, including the Australian heavy 
cruisers Australia and HMAS Canberra, and the light cruiser HMAS 
Hobart, escaped detection. The ships were aided by heavy cloud and rain, 
cloaking their approach. The fleet’s path north was designed to look like 
a convoy heading for Australia, until it reached just south of Rennell 
Island, where they turned their bows towards Guadalcanal. Once the fleet 

24  Smith 2000: 1–4; Table 1, p. 15.
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reached Cape Esperance at the north-western tip of Guadalcanal, it split 
into two, with one section sailing around Savo to Tulagi, and the other 
moving along northern Guadalcanal. Three days of attacks commenced at 
dawn on 7 August. They bombarded the Japanese garrison on Tulagi, and 
the 1st Marine Division went ashore, securing Tulagi the next day. The 
Japanese seaplane base at Gavutu-Tanambogo fell to the Americans just 
before midnight on the same day. Early on 7 August, the marines landed 
on Guadalcanal east of Lungga Point, at Red Beach between Alligator and 
Tenavatu creeks. 

It is difficult to imagine how the young marines felt while waiting on 
ships and in barges off Guadalcanal; many were only 18 to 20 years old, 
and they knew the death rates were expected to be high. The troops 
landed, supported by firepower from three cruisers and four destroyers, 
and subsequently by bombardment from the 75  mm howitzers of the 
11th Marines. Dive-bombers swept in from the fleet’s aircraft carriers—
USS Saratoga, USS Enterprise, and USS Wasp—which had taken up 
a  covering position to the south. The marines followed up later in the 
day with an attack using 105 mm howitzers as they landed. By 8 pm, 
10,800 troops had gone ashore without opposition and, on the afternoon 
of the second day, they had taken control of the Japanese airfield. Over 
one month, from 7 July to 7 August, Guadalcanal’s population doubled, 
increasing by two-thirds of its 1941 indigenous levels on just one day, 
7 August.25 The watchers up at Gold Ridge had an extraordinary view of 
the proceedings. 

The Japanese were caught unprepared and ignominiously retreated. 
As soon as Vice-Admiral Gunichi Mikawa, who was in charge of the 8th 
Japanese Fleet at Rabaul, heard of the major Allied attack, he ordered 
a counterattack. On the same day, he dispatched all his submarines and 
warships (five heavy and two light cruisers, and a destroyer) plus 27 high-
level two-engine, and 17 Zero fighters. Mikawa suspended much of the 
fighting on New Guinea to concentrate on the Solomons. Coastwatchers 
Mason and Read on Bougainville watched the planes pass over and sent 
messages on their tele-radios. The resulting naval and air battles were 
crucial in turning back the Japanese southern advance into the Pacific, 
through New Guinea and to Australia. Early on the morning of 9 August, 
Mikawa’s fleet steamed down The Slot to Tulagi and Guadalcanal, inflicting 
heavy damage in the Battle of Savo Island. The cruisers USS  Astoria, 

25  BSIP NS, 22 May 1967.
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USS Vincennes, USS Quincy, and HMAS Canberra were sunk, and 
the USS Chicago was badly damaged. Luckily, the marines’ transports 
were not attacked, although Admiral Turner’s American fleet retreated, 
failing to land many of the marines’ essential supplies. Strangely, Allied 
communications did not warn all the fleet of the approaching Japanese 
ships and their planes.26 

The almost completed 1,151-metre runway was under Allied control by 
4 pm on 7 August. Two days later, the US 1st Marine Engineer Battalion 
took over work on the airstrip, using Japanese equipment, because their 
own had not yet been landed. There was little initial opposition from the 
Japanese and Koreans, who had retreated to the surrounding hills, into 
the upper reaches of the Mataniko River, and west of Point Cruz. The 
Japanese had constructed fortifications and foxholes (small pits used as 
defensive positions) on the ridges overlooking the airfield, which they 
used to attack the American efforts. 

Charles Widdy, pre-war manager of Levers in the Solomons, arrived 
with the ships as one the Americans’ local guides. He contacted the 
Coastwatchers at Gold Ridge. Martin Clemens, the only British official 
on Guadalcanal, marched his men down to meet Widdy, Lieutenant 
Commander Hugh Mackenzie, and finally Major General Vandegrift. Two 
government officers, Henry Josselyn and Dick Horton, had also arrived 
back with the fleet as honorary lieutenants, guides, and liaison officers 
for the marines.27 The retreat of the American fleet left the marines short 
of equipment and with only 14 days of food supplies. They did not have 
radio communications for the first three days, until a captured powerful 
Japanese shortwave radio was made operational.28

The first US plane to land at what became Henderson Airfield was 
a  Catalina piloted by Lieutenant W.S. Sampson on 12 August; just to 
have the honour, he lied that his seaplane was damaged and could not 
land on water.29 On 17 August, Vandegrift was able to announce that 
the airstrip was open to fighters and bombers. Three days later, 20 F4F 
Grumman ‘Wildcat’ fighters and 12 dive-bombers from USS Long Island 
landed. On 22 and 27 August, 14 P-400 fighter aircraft from the US Air 
Force 67th Squadron arrived as reinforcements. The planes pounded the 

26  Horton 1970: 83; Smith 2000: 17.
27  Lord 1979: 35–55, 37–39.
28  Horton 1970: 83; Smith 2000: 17.
29  Innes 2017: 100–3.
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Japanese all along the north coast of Guadalcanal. The Americans landed 
mountains of supplies and built defences along the shore from the mouth 
of the Alligator Creek to Kukum. Heavy fighting took place all along the 
north Guadalcanal coast. 

Plate 2.3 American troops advancing through the site of the burnt-out 
Horahi village on the Mataniko River, November 1942.
Source: USNARA. 

Plate 2.4 American troops at the mouth of the Mataniko River in 1943.
The remains of Japanese tanks destroyed in October 1942 are visible along the 
beach and sandbar.
Source: USNARA. 
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Plate 2.5 The Mataniko River footbridge built by the Americans in 1942.
Source: USNARA. 

The Allied fight against the Japanese
The American and Japanese troops were mainly young and faced not 
only  fighting and fear of the unknown, but also the trials of life on 
a  mountainous and swampy tropical island. They suffered from war 
injuries, malaria, dengue fever, dysentery, gastroenteritis, infected 
cuts that festered into major sores and ulcers, foot (or jungle) rot from 
wearing constantly wet boots, heat stroke, exhaustion, malnutrition, and 
psychological trauma. The Japanese were more exposed to malaria than the 
Americans, which may have affected their ability to retake the airfield.30 
As mentioned above, the availability of Atabrine to the Americans as 
a malaria suppressant was a distinct advantage. The long battle to control 
Guadalcanal and Tulagi cannot be told fully here. Many books have been 
written that do it justice. The gaps in the literature lie in the limited 
amount of writing in English detailing the Japanese side of the story, and 
Solomon Islander involvement.31 

30  Mason 2004: 83–86.
31  See Kwai 2017: 8–11. Frank (1990) contains information based on Japanese sources.
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Both the Japanese and the Allies brought in reinforcements and supplies 
by sea. Between August and November, the Japanese attempted to 
recapture Henderson Airfield, receiving constant reinforcements and 
supplies dropped along the Guadalcanal coast on both sides of present-
day Honiara. These attempts led to naval battles in Iron Bottom Sound as 
the Japanese fleet covered the arrival of transport ships carrying troops and 
supplies. All moves to recapture the airfield failed. In phase two, between 
December 1942 and early February 1943, the Japanese realised they could 
not recapture the airfield, so they decided to withdraw, slowly and quietly. 
By January, the Americans had forced the Japanese west towards Cape 
Esperance, unaware of the Japanese evacuation plan, which led to their 
complete withdrawal by the evening of 8 February. 

Some of the best surviving 1940s aerial views of what is now Honiara 
were taken in mid-August 1942 at 3,261 metres by the daily B-17 
Flying Fortress reconnaissance missions. Point Cruz and the Mataniko 
River feature in many of them. The site of Horahi village can be seen 
in a clearing near the coast just west of the mouth of the river. It was 
burnt down soon after by American marines pursuing Japanese troops. 
The coast and the river were fringed with low undergrowth, and most of 
the stony hills behind were clear of vegetation, other than kunai or blady 
grass (Imperata cylindrical ).

The air attacks were monotonous and ferocious. The naval battles were 
horrific. Over several months, the surrounds of the Mataniko River were 
a  ‘no-man’s land’ between the Japanese and the American forces. Tulagi 
and Gavutu eventually became an Allied base for PT boats and seaplanes, 
and a safe harbour for Allied ships. Later in the war, there were 6,500 US 
troops stationed in the Ngela Group, and many more on Guadalcanal.32 
Iron Bottom Sound was the name given to the waters between Guadalcanal, 
Savo, and Ngela islands, its deep bottom strewn with ships and planes, 
plus the many wrecks along the coasts (Map 2.3). Around 70 ships were 
sunk (60 of them in Iron Bottom Sound) and 1,000 aircraft were lost. The 
Japanese were victorious in the short Battle of Savo Island on 8–9 August, 
during which the Allies lost four heavy cruisers and a destroyer, and another 
heavy cruiser and two destroyers were damaged—one of the worst defeats 
ever suffered by the US Navy in wartime. More than 1,000 American 
sailors died. Two Japanese heavy cruisers were also badly damaged. This was 
followed by further major sea battles: the Battle of the Eastern Solomons 

32  Cline and Michel 2002: 225; Horton 1970: 86.
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(24–25 August), the Battle of Cape Esperance (11–12 October), the Battle 
of Santa Cruz (25–27 October), the Naval Battle of Guadalcanal (12–15 
November), the Battle of Tassafaronga (30 November), and the Battle of 
Rennell Island (29–30 January 1943). The Naval Battle of Guadalcanal 
(really two battles fought at night with a night in between) was even more 
severe than the Battle of Savo Island, with 1,700 American sailors killed and 
10 ships lost or badly damaged.33 

Map 2.3 Iron Bottom Sound between Guadalcanal, Savo, and the Ngela 
(Florida) islands, showing the sites of some of the Japanese, American, 
and Australian ships sunk there.
Source: Creative Commons by User: W. Wolny, Upload from German Wikipedia 
by user:Vvulto, CC BY-SA 3.0 (en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ironbottom_Sound#/media/
File:Wrecks_in_the_Ironbottom_Sound.jpg).

Although there was no adjacent sheltered harbour, large American ships 
with front-opening cargo doors unloaded directly on to the beaches, and 
there was room to build new airfields. The Japanese fought to regain control 
of Guadalcanal and its airfield. Right from 7 August, the Americans had 
to face Japanese raiders in Mitsubishi G4M ‘Betty’ medium bombers and 
Aichi ‘Val’ dive-bombers, escorted by Zero fighters flying out of Rabaul and 
Buka. The Japanese long-range Zeros were faster and more manoeuvrable 

33  Ballard 1993; Hornfischer 2011: 435–36. Innes (2017: 8–15) provides a neat summary of these 
battles. I have also used Frank (1990), and information from Peter Williams in my calculations.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ironbottom_Sound#/media/File:Wrecks_in_the_Ironbottom_Sound.jpg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ironbottom_Sound#/media/File:Wrecks_in_the_Ironbottom_Sound.jpg


HONIARA

84

than the equivalent American planes. Because the marines had only short-
range radar, they had no way of knowing when the Japanese planes were 
coming, except through the Coastwatchers. Short of supplies, initially, 
the marines could only create a defensive perimeter, which enabled the 
Japanese to regroup to the west. The Americans fortified Lungga Point 
Beach but could do little else. 

The Goettge Patrol incident illustrates how little the Americans knew 
about the bushido culture of the Japanese military and the tenacity of 
their forces. Captain Kanae Monzem had ordered his 13th Construction 
Unit to withdraw to the ridges west of the Mataniko. They had little food 
and relied on raiding sweet potato gardens and collecting coconuts. The 
Americans seemed to have believed—foolishly—that the Japanese might 
surrender. With this in mind, Vandegrift authorised Lieutenant Colonel 
Frank Goettge from the 1st Marine Division to mount a 25-man patrol 
into Japanese-held territory. They landed between Point Cruz and Horahi 
village (on the west side of the mouth of the Mataniko, now the site of 
the United Church) on the night of 12 August, only to be repulsed by 
a Japanese force on Vavaea Ridge. The Japanese picked off the marines one 
by one, until by dawn the next day only four were still alive. Three were 
shot dead while running to hide in the jungle; one survived by swimming 
back to Lungga Point—a remarkable feat. Horahi village was destroyed on 
19 August when American marines began a second assault, during which 65 
Japanese were killed. The Goettge Patrol is well recorded—even lauded—
in the American histories of Guadalcanal, even though it was a disastrous 
underestimation of the Japanese. The Mataniko River area remained the 
scene of major fighting between September and December.34 

The Japanese also misinterpreted the Americans. Tokyo headquarters 
underestimated the size of the Allied force and its intentions, believing 
the Americans were not capable of mounting a full-scale counteroffensive 
so quickly. Captain Monzen established his defences along the Mataniko, 
while another group, of 113 men, led by Lieutenant Tatsunosuke 
Takahashi, was landed from the destroyer Oite and dug in at Tassafaronga 
Point to the west, establishing a front along the Bonegie River. Tokyo 
sent Colonel Kiyoano Ichiki’s elite detachment to the Solomons.35 On 
16 August, the First Echelon (917 men in the 28th Infantry Regiment) 
and the Yokosuka 5th Special Naval Landing Force were on their way 

34  Smith 2000: 36–42.
35  ibid., 29–36.
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to Guadalcanal in a convoy controlled by Rear Admiral Raizo Tanaka. 
Ichiki had been an instructor at the Imperial Army’s Infantry School and 
was an expert infantry tactician. His troops went ashore at Taivu Point 
on 19  August, then headed for Tetere. Intelligence sources alerted the 
American troops that Ichiki was on his way.36 

Clemens’ Scouts provided information on Japanese numbers and positions. 
Japanese ships shelled Lungga Point, then resupplied Kadomae’s troops 
stationed at Kakabona, which became the major Japanese supply and 
headquarters area, until it was captured by the Americans in January 1943. 
What occurred became known as the Battle of Tenaru River—misnamed, 
as the body of water was Ilu River (Alligator Creek) near Henderson 
Airfield. Ichiki decided to approach along the beach on the night of 
20 August, then planned for his men to fan out and seize the airfield, while 
also creating a base on the Lungga River. He was contemptuous of the US 
Marines, expecting an easy victory. By the morning, many of his men 
were dead, their bodies embedded in the sand at the mouth of Alligator 
Creek. During the day, the marines used M3A1 Stuart light ‘Honey’ 
tanks, against which the Ichiki detachment’s grenades and mortars were 
no match. About 4.30 pm, Ichiki and his senior officers, having sustained 
huge losses, buried the regimental colours, and committed suicide. The 
survivors—128 men, including those left on guard at the landing base—
retreated to Taivu Point. Ichiki’s Second Echelon (about 1,100 men) was 
held back until later in August.37 

This was the battle in which Jacob Vouza was captured. An ex-Armed 
Constabulary Sergeant Major, and then a Scout, he was recognised by 
one of the officers (Ishimoto, who had lived on Tulagi before the war) and 
tortured for information about the US troops. Vouza was tied, clubbed, and 
bayoneted, then taken with his captors when they attacked the marines at 
Lungga River. He managed to escape and reported to the Americans what 
he knew of the Japanese strength and positions. Although he was near 
death, he eventually recovered. His bravery was lauded by the Americans 
and the British and is still remembered by Solomon Islanders.38 General 
Vandegrift awarded him the Silver Star Medal and made him a Sergeant 
Major of the US Marine Corps—the first of his many honours, which 
included the British George Medal for gallantry, and a knighthood.39 

36  ibid., 221; Frank 1990: 143–48.
37  Frank 1990: 154–58.
38  Moore 2013c: entry on Vouza.
39  Frank 1990: 153–54; Kwai 2017: 25.
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More US supplies arrived on 21 August, and the American marine 
garrison at Lungga Point was reinforced with 1,100 troops from Tulagi, 
lifting their number to 12,000. The Japanese underestimated American 
numbers at between 7,000 and 8,000.40 The Americans had to contend 
with constant bombardment of the airstrip from Japanese artillery in the 
surrounding hills. Nevertheless, the Seabees (the 6th Naval Construction 
Battalion) worked on the airfield, lengthening the runway to 1,158 metres, 
and widening it to 46 metres. The Seabees also began work on Fighter I 
Airfield nearby. In its first years, it was muddy and not favoured by pilots. 
Once improved, the airfield remained in use until 1945.41 An American 
carrier force arrived, which led to the Battle of the Eastern Solomons, 
the first aircraft carrier–based battle of the campaign since the Battle of 
the Coral Sea, which was augmented by an air attack from Henderson. 
Tanaka’s force was defeated and the convoy of transports bringing troops 
to Guadalcanal was delayed.42 

Plate 2.6 The Mataniko River vehicle bridge built by the Americans, 1943.
Source: USNARA. 

40  Frank 1990: 145.
41  Jersey 2008: 219.
42  Smith 2000: 77–82.
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Plate 2.7 The 11th Marines firing a 155 mm gun.
Source: USNARA. 

Plate 2.8 When Solomon Islanders saw the scale of the American 
landing on Guadalcanal in 1942, it was almost beyond comprehension.
Source: USNARA.
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Plate 2.9 The American supply base at the mouth of the Lungga River, 
on the edge of what is now Honiara, 1940s.
Source: Lieutenant Robert Porter, Signal Corps photograph, in Peter Flahavin 
Collection.

Plate 2.10 Americans and Solomon Islanders from the Solomon Islands 
Defence Force on Kakabona Beach, 25 January 1943.
Source: USNARA. 
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The final days of August were full of warfare. The Japanese sent Major 
General Kiyotake Kawaguchi and his elite detachment of 4,700 men to 
Guadalcanal. They landed at Taivu Point between 28 and 30 August. The 
Japanese 11th Air Fleet renewed its assault on Henderson Airfield and, at 
the same time, Vandegrift redoubled his efforts to destroy Japanese forces 
between the Mataniko and Kakabona rivers. In turn, in early September, 
the Japanese sent barges of troops south from the Shortlands to build up 
their base at Taivu Point.43 The newly christened Kumar (Bear) Battalion 
advanced on Henderson Airfield and the Lungga base, moving first to 
Koli Point, within sight of Lungga Point, ready to attack on 12 September, 
from inland but supported from the air and sea.44 

The Americans, aware of the enemy build-up, landed to the east at 
Tasimboko to force the Japanese back, using Colonel Merritt A. (‘Red 
Mike’) Edson’s 1st Raider Battalion. Kawaguchi marched 3,000 men 
through the thick jungle, using compasses to navigate, heading for the 
ridges behind Henderson Airfield. Troops on both sides suffered from great 
physical and mental strain. The Americans spent 11 and 12 September 
digging in, creating foxholes. The Japanese slowly advanced. 

The Battle of Edson’s (or Bloody) Ridge (Map 2.2) was the largest clash 
so far between the Japanese and the Americans on Guadalcanal. As usual, 
just before lunch, on 12 September, ‘Betty’ bombers arrived over Lungga 
Point, causing damage. Next, Kawaguchi’s troops emerged from the 
jungle on the southern side of the airfield, beginning their attack, which 
continued until 14 September. The Japanese failed to retake the airfield. 
Had they been able to hold on, they could have turned their firepower 
on to the airfield, closing the American air base. They lost 800 men, 
and the Americans lost 104, with 278 wounded. War historian Michael 
Smith’s assessment is that the Japanese could have won the battle and 
had sufficient reserve troops to hold the airfield. The Americans were 
lucky. They had superior firepower, although they did not have the troop 
numbers to match the Japanese. Kawaguchi’s men literally limped off, 
carrying their wounded, into the Mataniko Valley to recuperate. Starving 
and dejected, they then moved west to Kakabona, which they reached on 
19 September.45 

43  ibid., 82–109.
44  ibid., 110–18.
45  ibid., 161–91.
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At this stage, the US Marines received 4,262 reinforcements, which 
enabled them to hold their positions.46 On 16 September, the 3rd 
Battalion 2nd Marine Regiment arrived on Guadalcanal from Tulagi, and 
two days later the 1st Marine Division was joined by the 3rd Infantry 
Battalion 7th Marine Regiment. In October, the 164th Infantry Regiment 
of the Army’s American Division landed on Guadalcanal—the first major 
army unit to join the marines. Some of the marine units departed. This 
increase in troop numbers enabled the Americans to complete their 
defensive perimeter and to mount decisive attacks. There was constant 
heavy fighting along the beaches and in the foothills, and Japanese aircraft 
and ships prevented the Americans from landing cargo. The Americans’ 
supplies of aviation fuel were running critically low. 

The Japanese were shattered by their September failure at Bloody Ridge. 
Although they outnumbered the Americans two to one, they had been 
defeated. Next, the Japanese landed 4,000 men and a company of 
tanks (a dozen) at Tassafaronga on the north-west coast, intending to 
force their way across the sandbar at the mouth of the Mataniko and 
east to Henderson. Although an advance headquarters was established 
at Kakabona on 6 October, access by the main group of reinforcements 
waiting in the Shortland Islands was slowed by an American blockade. 
Lieutenant General Masao Muruyama, commander of the 2nd Division, 
replaced Major General Kawaguchi. In the early morning of 14 October, 
two Japanese battleships shelled Henderson Airfield, closing the runway, 
which enabled the Japanese to land reinforcements. The Americans 
managed to make the airfield operational again by the next day. On 
23 October, the Japanese infantry attacked again, under cover of heavy 
artillery fire, with troops and tanks crossing the sandbars at the mouth of 
the Mataniko. The next day, the Japanese circled east from inland, crossed 
the Lungga River, and moved towards the airfield. This second Battle 
of the Mataniko ended on 27 October. The Japanese outperformed the 
Americans, who were defeated. Both sides were battered, with men dead, 
wounded, and traumatised.

Another naval battle occurred on 26 and 27 October, close to the Santa 
Cruz Islands. American and Japanese fleets launched air strikes against 
each other. The Japanese fleet was bigger, with two large and two light 
aircraft carriers. The American fleet included two large aircraft carriers, 

46  Mason 2004: 33.
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the USS Hornet and USS Enterprise. American losses were substantial. 
Although the lengthy land battle continued, by 29 October, the dishevelled 
Japanese 17th Army retreated west to Kakabona and the Shoji Butai (the 
230th Infantry Regiment) withdrew east to Koli Point. The Americans 
had won the battle and were able to hold their ground, with Japanese losses 
estimated at 2,000 men.47 In early November, the Americans attacked 
the Japanese again, pushing them west from Kakabona to Poha River. 
More Japanese landed at Metapono River (west of Koli Point; Map 2.2) 
in early November. They were attacked by the US Raider Battalion, with 
the battle fought through to the end of the month.48 The area between the 
Mataniko River and White River was a devastated battlefield. Wrecked 
Japanese tanks were scattered about the mouth of the Mataniko, which 
the Americans called ‘the river of death’.

Up to November, the Japanese had landed around 36,000 troops on 
Guadalcanal, against 44,000 American troops. The figures are a little 
misleading as the Americans were also operating from Tulagi and moving 
troops back and forth. During November, the Americans’ eastern 
perimeter was extended as far as Koli Point, and their western flank edged 
slowly beyond the Mataniko. The Japanese used Cape Esperance (Visale) 
as their resupply base, dropping off cargo and fresh troops at night, and 
evacuating their wounded. Further Japanese reinforcements were on 
their way in mid-November: 11 transport and cargo ships escorted by 
12 destroyers. Sighted by American aircraft when they were about 240 
kilometres north of Guadalcanal, they were bombed throughout the day. 
Nine transport ships were hit and seven sunk at sea. Only four reached 
the Guadalcanal coast, under cover of darkness. The American aircraft 
continued to attack and, by morning, the four remaining transports were 
all burning on the coast. The Americans estimated that of the 10,000 
Japanese troop reinforcements, only 4,000 survived to land. Maps 2.2 and 
2.3 show the sites of the wrecks. The Battle of Tassafaronga was fought on 
30 November. An American cruiser and destroyer taskforce encountered 
eight Japanese destroyers midway between Savo Island and Tassafaronga 
on Guadalcanal. All four American heavy cruisers were critically damaged, 
and one sank, although a light cruiser and six destroyers escaped damage. 
The Japanese lost one destroyer. It was a major American defeat. 

47  Jersey 2008: 248–93.
48  Merillat 2010: 217–27.
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The Japanese arrivals on Guadalcanal in November were the last major 
attempt at reinforcements. From then on, the Japanese continued to fight 
the Americans in a hard land war, which they slowly lost. The defeat 
in November left them quieter and on the back foot. Both sides were 
suffering from lack of supplies, and exhaustion. Their clothes were in 
tatters, boots were constantly wet, and socks rotted. Accounts written 
after the events are often too sanitised. Herbert Merillat, who was directly 
involved, more accurately describes the ‘stench of bodies rotting quickly 
in the sun on a tropical battlefield’, the loneliness, and the fear of ‘battle-
hardened veterans barely out of their teens’.49 

This is when phase two of the Guadalcanal campaign began. The Japanese 
had difficulties maintaining their supply chain out of Rabaul, which 
left them short of ammunition, food, and medical equipment. They 
realised they could not regain control of the airfield and chose a defensive 
strategy to hold on to the area to the west and south (inland). The American 
supply lines were also under strain. The Japanese infantry was now dug in 
high on Mt Austen and its ridges and gullies (Map 2.2)—a combination 
of  rocky ground and jungle. They had constructed interlocking well-
armed ‘pillbox’ defences. During December, when Mt Austen was under 
siege, there were major changes to the American forces. The 1st Marine 
Division was replaced with the 2nd Marine Division, together with two 
army units, the 35th Infantry Regiment of the 25th Division, and the 
27th  Infantry Regiment. Supplies improved and the Solomon Islands 
Labour Corps was formed to handle the unloading, movement, and 
storage. At the same time, the Japanese numbers were dwindling. On 
18 December, the Americans began to attack the Japanese positions around 
Mt Austen, locating the most heavily fortified position on 24 December, 
just west of the summit, which was captured on 3 January 1943. Then 
they drove the Japanese up the coast, finally capturing Kakabona and 
reaching Poha River two days later, on 25 January. What they did not 
know was that on 12 December the Japanese began to consider leaving 
Guadalcanal and, on 26 December, the Tokyo headquarters took the 
decision to evacuate.50 

49  ibid., 236, 237.
50  Information provided by Peter Williams.
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Plate 2.11 Solomon Islands Labour Corps unloading fuel drums at 
Lungga Beach, March 1943.
Source: USNARA. 

Plate 2.12 Solomon Islands Labour Corps unloading cartons of beer 
at Camp Guadal, 29 January 1944.
Source: USNARA.
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The Americans were uncertain of the Japanese plans and suspected they 
might land more reinforcements for another attempt on Henderson 
Airfield. In January, they began to pursue the Japanese to their base at 
Cape Esperance in the north-west, and around to Beaufort Bay. They 
also dropped pamphlets advising surrender. The Japanese maintained 
their weakening hold on Mt Austen, until ordered to withdraw on 
14 January 1943. A small rump remained, intending to never surrender. 
In late January, fighting occurred at the Bonegie and Mamara rivers as the 
Japanese moved west. The Americans, aware that a Japanese armada was 
gathering at Rabaul, suspected another attack was brewing, not realising 
it was for a withdrawal from Guadalcanal.51 The Naval Battle of Rennell 
Island occurred on 29 and 30 January. An American cruiser and destroyer 
taskforce with two escort aircraft carriers was covering troop movements 
to Guadalcanal. The Japanese planes attacked, crippling an American 
cruiser, which was sunk by torpedoes while under tow, and two destroyers 
were damaged. 

Fighting on Guadalcanal continued through late January and early 
February, masking the withdrawal of the remaining 10,660 Japanese on 
Guadalcanal, who quietly slipped away, and were all gone by 8 February, 
retreating to New Georgia, Buin in southern Bougainville, and Rabaul.52 
Although there were still naval and air battles in the Solomons, the land 
battle for control of Guadalcanal—the turning point of the war in the 
Pacific—was over. Occasional Japanese air raids on Guadalcanal continued 
until the middle of 1943. 

Solomon Islanders during the war
Annie Kwai’s book on Solomon Islanders during the war gives a 
detailed picture of their involvement, mostly as Scouts and labourers. 
Her conclusion is: 

Islanders were not bystanders in the war but active participants. 
They were recruited as guides for military patrols, they infiltrated, 
observed and reported on the Japanese, they rescued personnel; 
they were the primary (and often the only) communication link 
between coastwatchers, they provided the manpower that kept the 

51  Jersey 2008: 350–83.
52  ibid., 384–401.
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logistic side of the campaign moving and they actively engaged 
in combat in several different units and modes of fighting. These 
varied contributions significantly aided the Allied victory in the 
Pacific. Local recollections make it clear that the dangers endured 
by Solomon Islanders were no less than those faced by foreign 
troops. Islanders displayed great courage, and many showed great 
strength and skill in difficult circumstances. Despite the hardships 
and losses endured, Solomon Islanders overwhelmingly remained 
true to the Allied cause until the end of the war in 1945.53 

The intense fighting on and around Guadalcanal involved 100,000 
foreign soldiers, sailors, and airmen, and continued for six months on 
the sea, in the air, and on the land. The Guale could only watch—some 
of their men conscripted on both sides. Villagers moved inland, trying to 
stay away from the fighting. By avoiding the Japanese, they seem largely to 
have escaped the atrocities that occurred in other parts of island Melanesia 
and on New Guinea, including the sexual exploitation of women and 
the spread of venereal diseases. The total indigenous population of the 
BSIP during the war years was around 100,000, about 15,620 of them 
on Guadalcanal.54 

Solomon Islanders served as casual labourers for the Japanese and the 
Allies, as part of the small British Defence Force and the larger Labour 
Corps, and as South Pacific Scouts attached to a Fijian guerilla company.55 
As soon as they established a footing on Guadalcanal, the Americans began 
to employ Solomon Islander males to help unload supplies at Lungga. 
Around 400, mainly from Guadalcanal, were involved early on, under 
the supervision of district officer turned Coastwatcher Martin Clemens. 
The Solomon Islands Labour Corps was established by proclamation of 
the military governor (the rebadged resident commissioner’s position) 
on 30  November 1942. Within two months, there were 1,450 
members—1,100 at Lungga and 350 at Tulagi. Recruitment accelerated 
during December 1942 and January 1943, mainly from Guadalcanal and 
Malaita. As the war moved north, recruitment extended to the Russell 
Islands and Isabel. By mid-1944, there were 3,700 members. While most 
worked unloading supplies at the wharves, a few drove trucks, graders, 
and bulldozers.56 

53  Kwai 2017: 49.
54  BSIP 1970: Table IC, p. 4.
55  Kwai 2017: 33–35.
56  White et al. 1988b: 128–29; Gegeo 1991; Lawson n.d. [c. 2000s]: 10.
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The Solomon Islands Defence Force (SIDF) consisted of 800 men, 
initially drawn from members or ex-members of the Armed Constabulary. 
Divided into small groups, they were assigned to American, New Zealand, 
and Fijian units. They acquitted themselves well and were responsible 
for killing 350 Japanese and taking 43 as prisoners, for a loss of seven 
SIDF men within the Solomons. Some of them travelled with American 
detachments; two, Selo and Leon, are buried at Bitapaka war cemetery 
outside Kokopo on New Britain. 

Annie Kwai has raised questions about the motivations of the loyalty 
of Solomon Islanders during the war: 

Indigenous wartime involvement was inspired by various factors, 
some pushing through perceived duty or responsibility and some 
pulling through attraction. There was a sense of familiarity and 
obligation toward the longstanding British colonial administration, 
so despite Japanese propaganda casting themselves as anti-colonial 
liberators, when Japanese troops invaded the Solomons they were 
immediately regarded as outsiders and ‘enemies’. But the war was 
also a very new and exciting event that fuelled the curiosity of local 
men and prompted them to take part. The easy abundance of food 
in labour camps at Lunga and elsewhere was another draw, and the 
attraction of paid wages lured men from their villages. There was 
also a sense of prestige attained from joining ranks with the Allied 
soldiers and sailors as fellow warriors. 

But there were more coercive factors that drove local participation 
that shouldn’t be ignored. Some Coastwatchers imposed harsh 
punishments upon mere suspicion of any sympathy for or 
collaboration with Japanese troops … Punishments imposed 
by some Coastwatchers included severe beatings [that were] 
unrealistic for the ‘crime’ committed. This was done with the 
intention to instil fear in the minds of locals, in order to deter 
contact of any sort with Japanese troops.57 

While this harshness is true, the rules of war applied, and most 
Coastwatchers were military officers, regardless of their pre-war 
occupations.

57  Putz 2018.
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Plate 2.13 Solomon Islands Labour Corps unwinding copper wire for the 
telephone system, Camp Guadal, June 1943.
Source: USNARA. 

Plate 2.14 Captain William M. Quiglay, Commander of the Naval Base at 
Camp Guadal, 22 August 1942, driving the last spike into the ‘Guadalcanal–
Bougainville–Tokyo Express’ railway, which was built in three days by the 
American Seabees.
He is watched by men from the SIDF. The man on the far right is wearing his 
sergeant’s stripes on a band on his left arm.
Source: USNARA. 
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Plate 2.15 Major J.J. Mather paying members of the Solomon Islands 
Labour Corps at Camp Guadal, 28 January 1942, while being filmed for 
US publicity.
Source: USNARA. 

The number of Guale and other Solomon Islanders who died from war 
causes is unknown but may have been a few thousand. Along the north 
coast of Guadalcanal, gardens, villages, and ancestral sacred sites were 
destroyed. Those living near fighting zones were forced to flee inland to 
areas where they had kinship links, where they often had to subsist on 
wild foods, just as they would during a natural disaster. The fighting on 
Guadalcanal ended after six months and, once away from the north coast, 
the Guale were relatively safe. 

There is another aspect of the war that Solomon Islanders may never 
have realised. Although much has been made of Solomon Islanders’ 
relationships with the American troops, particularly African Americans, 
and the spirit of camaraderie that developed (which had never occurred 
with the British), their living quarters were kept segregated from the 
Americans. Solomon Islanders were seen as malaria-carriers who could 
increase infection rates among the troops, which coincided with British 
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desires to keep Solomon Islanders ‘in their place’. Given that African 
Americans were also segregated from white troops, and that the British 
wanted to maintain pre-war authority structures, there were probably 
multiple reasons for the separation. The result was that, in 1944, Labour 
Corps camps were moved further away from American camps.58 The 
British had great misgivings over the generosity of the Americans—in 
friendship, working conditions, higher wages, and the way in which 
soldiers gave out gratuities in cash and kind. 

The Labour Corps was created to provide a manual labour force to assist 
the Allies. It was housed in military-like camps and subject to discipline. 
Despite lack of safety and deaths suffered during Japanese bombing, most 
members stayed and were responsible for unloading at the wharves and 
beaches and transhipping to warehouses. They benefited from American 
generosity, were amazed by the huge stockpiles of supplies available, and 
by the friendliness they encountered. They worked and ate, drank soft 
drink and beer, and smoked tailor-made cigarettes alongside Americans, 
and talked to them as they had never been able to do with the pre-war 
British ‘masters’. The African-American troops were part of segregated 
construction battalions, although to Solomon Islanders they appeared 
to be the equals of the white troops. The Americans played their 1940s 
music to the Solomon Islanders in the Labour Corps, introducing them 
to country and western, bluegrass, Tin Pan Alley songs, and tunes from 
musicals. They also taught them how to jive. The war also introduced the 
ukulele and the guitar, which eventually led to the string band popular 
music scene from the 1950s.59 It was a subversive experience that led to 
post-war changes and had an influence on the formation of Maasina Rule, 
the post-war proto-nationalist movement described in the Introduction 
to this book.60 

The Solomon Islanders called Americans ‘Joe’, with the name entering 
Pijin English in the phrase ‘iumi Joe, ia’, which roughly translates as 
‘we can do this’ or ‘we can do anything’.61 It was a favourite phrase of 
Solomon Mamaloni, the country’s first chief minister and second prime 
minister. 

58  Mason 2004: 86–89.
59  Webb 2005: 289–90.
60  Akin 2013.
61  Information provided by Christopher Chevalier.
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Plate 2.16 A US Marine wearing a Japanese sword and water bottle, and 
three members of the SIDF, at Camp Guadal on 28 December 1942.
Source: USNARA. 

Plate 2.17 Three US Marines and a Seabee sharing a drink with members of 
the Solomon Islands Labour Corps at Camp Guadalcanal in August 1943.
Source: USNARA. 
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Plate 2.18 A US Marine and two Solomon Islanders listening to a 
gramophone. The man on the right is holding a Japanese bayonet.
Source: USNARA. 

Plate 2.19 Solomon Islanders taking communion at Camp Guadal, 
Easter 1943.
Source: USNARA. 
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The Americans used herbicides to clear large areas of vegetation on the 
coast that then remained useless until the chemicals lost potency.62 After 
the war, there was no financial compensation, although there were benefits. 
Some of the European residents collected scrap metal for resale, and the 
local people were also able to help themselves to leftover materials: metal 
pipes, Marston matting,63 buildings, roofing iron, tools, other equipment, 
and food. Such largesse had never been available in pre-war days, and to 
this extent they did receive compensation indirectly from the Americans, 
but not from the British. In 1976, I spent three months living in Ambe 
village in east Fataleka on Malaita with Ishmael Itea and his family in their 
large house. The roof was galvanised ripple-iron that Itea, a member of 
the wartime Labour Corps, had salvaged from Honiara and brought back 
to Malaita. It easily survived the next 30 years. 

Judith Bennett provided a thoughtful description of the effect of the war 
on northern Guadalcanal: 

The war was like an extended cyclone. It came like a fury, 
causing upheaval. Then the armies departed and only the rusting, 
abandoned wrecks and Marston matting reminded people of the 
tumult of battle and the busy routines of the airfields and camps. 
The forests were stripped in a few places, but natural regeneration 
soon closed the gaps and covered most of the eroded paths of 
tractors and trucks. It was only where the forest was not able or 
not permitted to re-assert itself that cleared areas remain. On 
Guadalcanal, between the Mataniko river and Kukum and south 
to Mt Austen, post-war urbanization has meant that the forest is 
gone.64 

There is now little sign that Honiara was once a battlefield. Modern 
travellers land at Honiara International Airport—Henderson Field 
without realising that a Japanese officer chose the site. They travel along 
Kukum Highway to the Mataniko River and Point Cruz, little knowing 
that thousands of men died there. Modern residents of Naha 3 have no 
idea that after the Battle for Henderson Field in October 1942, Second 
Lieutenant Mitchell Paige made a desperate stand on the ridges of their 
suburb against the Japanese after they had killed all other marines in his 
machine-gun section. His own gun was destroyed, after which he moved 

62  Mason 2004: 56–59.
63  These strong steel mats measured about 1.8 metres by 0.91 metres, with holes in them. There 
were flanges on one side and slots on the other to clip into. They were mainly used to surface airfields.
64  Bennett 1987: 127–28.
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from gun to gun in a withering solo attack until reinforcements arrived. 
Next, he led a bayonet charge that drove the Japanese back and stopped 
them breaking through the American lines. He received a Medal of 
Honor. And locals and visitors who spend their Sundays swimming at 
Bonegie, and stop on the way home to buy grilled chicken on the roadside 
at Kakabona, do not understand that these areas were all battlefields. 

Plate 2.20 Guadalcanal women pose with a US Marines recruitment 
poster in 1944. Very few of the war photographs depict women.
Source: SINM, Bob Archibald Collection. 

Camp Guadal
Retaking Tulagi, and Guadalcanal with its airfield, was crucial to the South 
Pacific theatre of operations under Vice-Admiral Robert L. Ghormley, 
and ultimately Admiral Nimitz and General MacArthur. The Japanese 
had intended to make Guadalcanal a major training and equipment 
base for their operations as far north as Iwo Jima (between Japan and 
the Mariana Islands) and Okinawa (Japan’s southernmost prefecture). 
The airfield on Guadalcanal was a crucial part of the Japanese strategy. 
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Rather than try to capture northern Australia, the Japanese attempted to 
cut the supply line, which would also have weakened the Allied war effort 
under General MacArthur in the south-west Pacific theatre of operations, 
which was centred on Australia and New Guinea. In the same way, the 
five airfields the Americans constructed on Guadalcanal were integral to 
their strategy. Camp Guadal became a huge air force and army base. Late 
in the war, some of the airfields could take the four-engine Boeing B-17 
bombers. Where earlier the Japanese had the advantage of being able to 
send bombers south from Rabaul, the Americans could also send their big 
bombers, each loaded with 1,000 kilograms of bombs, to islands as far 
north as New Britain. 

Plate 2.21 Unloading trucks at the lagoon at the mouth of the 
Lungga River.
Source: USNARA. 

After the Japanese withdrew from Guadalcanal, between mid and late 
1943, the Allies managed to retake Isabel and most of Western District 
(Rendova, New Georgia, Vella Lavella, and Mono), although other large 
Japanese bases remained in the Shortland Islands and on Bougainville 
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and Buka.65 Guadalcanal became a staging base for further operations 
in the central and northern Solomons, with successive landings made 
northwards towards the Japanese base at Rabaul. Once the Japanese were 
removed from around Henderson Airfield, the Americans set up their 
main base at Lungga, with the huge 1st Marine Division spread over the 
former Levers plantations. 

The Americans rebuilt and extended the original Japanese airfield and, 
by the end of the war, had built another four substantial airfields and two 
crash strips east of present-day Honiara. There were also three railway 
lines: the original temporary narrow-gauge line taken over from the 
Japanese and used by the Americans to excavate tunnels; the main railway, 
the ‘Guadalcanal–Bougainville–Tokyo Express’, connecting Kukum 
docks to the warehouses; and a short marine railway at Kukum docks. 
From January 1943, Camp Guadal began to change from a fighting zone 
to the second-largest base in the South Pacific, through which everything 
needed to retake Bougainville passed. Roads and railways were extended, 
and bridges were built over rivers. There were several hospitals, a telephone 
system, and a local radio station. Three hundred and twenty kilometres 
of sealed roads were built, with the beachfront arterial road nicknamed 
the ‘Burma Highway’.66 Thousands of buildings were erected—none 
intended to last more than a few years, although a few have survived, such 
was the quality of the materials and the skill in construction. There were 
water treatment plants, bakeries, laundries, movie theatres, a newspaper 
(the Island Times), as well as iceworks to keep food supplies chilled, Coca-
Cola cold, and ice-cream frozen. There were huge gardens around Camp 
Guadal to provide fruit and vegetables for the troops. By August 1944, the 
gardens were producing 600 tons of vegetables a month. Two years later, 
there were 333 hectares of American food gardens in Solomon Islands. 
After the Americans departed, these returned to the wild, although 
they still provided some food. Large amounts of local timber were cut 
and used. There were six logging operations on the Guadalcanal Plains. 
Judith Bennett records that almost 255,000 cubic metres of timber was 
harvested on Guadalcanal during the war years, most of it passing through 
sawmills at Tenaru and Ilu. Some of the bridges on the Guadalcanal Plains 
were constructed from large kauri logs imported from New Zealand.67 

65  BSIP AR 1951–52: 45–46.
66  PIM, September 1943, 6.
67  Mason 2004: 45, 54–56; Bowman 1946: 421–23, 427; Hadlow 2004; Bennett 2000: 122–24.
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Solomon Islanders and other personnel constructed a beautiful chapel 
from local materials, next to a large cemetery, east of the mouth of the 
Lungga River.68

Map 2.2 includes the positions of the five airfields. In November 1942, 
the expanded Japanese airfield was named Henderson Airfield after 
US Marine Air Corps Major Lofton R. Henderson, who the previous 
June had crash-dived his plane on to a Japanese warship in the Battle 
of Midway—a strategic move that opened the way for the campaign to 
retake Guadalcanal. The beaches around the mouth of the Lungga River 
were used as the main area to land supplies, with huge front-opening 
ships disgorging directly on to the beach. Now, Henderson is the only 
airfield, although older residents will tell you about Fighter II Airfield at 
Kukum on the eastern side of Honiara, which is now the site of the golf 
club and Ranadi industrial estate. The other three have been forgotten. 
Henderson Airfield was the middle airfield. Fighter I Airfield was further 
inland, also known as the ‘Cow Pasture’ from its early swampy days. 
There was a crash strip inland from Fighter I Airfield, to which damaged 
aircraft were diverted on their return from missions. Further east along the 
coast between the Metapona and Naumbu rivers there were another two 
airfields and a second crash strip, called Koli (after the point) and Carney 
airfields,69 built to take long-distance bombers. These two airfields were 
also known as Bomber II Field (Maps 2.2 and 2.4).70 They hosted several 
US Army Air Forces command organisations and fighter squadrons, along 
with US Navy PBY-4 Catalina squadrons.71 Henderson and Fighter II 
were solidly decked with crushed coral, as well as Marston matting, which 
was also used to cover the other three. 

68  The building team was supervised by BSIP personnel, assisted by officers and men of the US 
military, primarily the 1st Platoon 45th QM (GR) Company, 46th Naval Construction Battalion, Mica 
Engineer Depot, 472nd Engineer Heavy Maintenance Company, and the 362 Engineer Regiment. 
The chapel was constructed in two months from local materials and dedicated on 12 September 1943, 
presented to the Americans by Jason, a leader in the Labour Corps. The surrounding cemetery was 
begun on 12 August 1942. By the time it was decommissioned, it held 3,407 bodies: 3,340 Americans, 
nine Allied servicemen, and 58 Japanese. After World War II, the American bodies were disinterred and 
taken back to the United States for burial or cremation. The Anglican and Catholic cathedrals were 
destroyed during the war, which for some years left the chapel as the largest church in the islands. The 
chapel was on the west side of what is now Lungga Beach Road. This is partly based on information 
provided by Martin Hadlow, 22 March 2019.
69  Captain J.V. Carney of the US Navy Civil Engineer Corps was Commanding Officer of Naval 
Construction Battalion 14 (Seabees). He was killed on 16 December 1942 while flying aboard 
a Douglas SBD Dauntless dive-bomber.
70  Tedder 2008: 188. Information from Alan Lindley, Adelaide, 30 June 2011.
71  Tedder 2008: 188.
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Plate 2.22 Fighter I Airfield in the foreground, Henderson Airfield in the 
middle, and Fighter II Airfield in the far distance, abutting the coast, 1943.
Guadalcanal, with its five major airfields, became one of the largest clusters of air 
power in the Pacific.
Source: USNARA. 

While the fighting was still at a peak, in late August 1942, Martin Clemens 
was instructed by Resident Commissioner Marchant to resume his duties 
as district officer for Guadalcanal. On 3 September, Marchant was flown 
to Tulagi and Lungga to consult with the American commanders, with the 
aim of re-establishing civilian government. Marchant returned to Lungga 
on 12 September, ready to travel to Suva for a 25 September conference 
with High Commissioner Sir Philip Mitchell on the future of the BSIP 
administration.72 

72  SINA BSIP F1/1, Military Administration HC Sir Philip F. Mitchell to Secretary of State, and 
Ambassador to Washington, Sir John Dill, 25 September 1942; Secretary of State to WPHC HC 
Mitchell, 3 October 1942; Courts (Constitution and Powers) Proclamation 1942.
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Map 2.4 The Carney and Koli airfield complex was the largest of the 
American airfields on Guadalcanal.
The two airfields and a crash strip were built inland from Koli Point.
Source: USNARA. 

Mitchell refused a recommendation from the Secretary of State for 
the Colonies that Marchant be made a temporary WPHC special 
commissioner. Instead, from 5 October, he was given increased legal 
powers and the higher title of military governor, with the rank of lieutenant 
colonel. Marchant travelled from Suva to Nouméa and Brisbane, then 
on to Sydney, where he consulted with Frederick (‘Pop’) Johnson 
and Eustace Sandars at the temporary BSIP office. By 3 November, 
Marchant was back on Guadalcanal, arranging for administration to 
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begin again on Tulagi. A  series of new regulations was passed to cope 
with the different circumstances of the war years.73 Marchant returned 
to Lungga on 2 December, this time accompanied by Mitchell, enabling 
accommodations to be worked out between the Allied forces and the 
BSIP Government.74 The Solomon Islands Labour Corps was formed—
its officers all pre-war residents, although it was financed and maintained 
by the Americans.75 In late 1942, Alexander (‘Spearline’) Wilson, Charles 
Bengough, Michael Forster and Dr Nathaniel Critchlow were made 
WPHC special commissioners to strengthen British authority. Mitchell 
returned in January 1943, mainly to discuss the Labour Corps, which 
was subdivided to include a Service Battalion.76 Marchant, who was often 
in poor health because of injuries sustained in World War I, had worked 
hard during the war and endured privations on Malaita. Ill and totally 
exhausted, he spent several days in Tulagi hospital at the end of March and 
early April. He left for Suva at the end of April, ordered out on medical 
grounds. He was replaced with Owen Cyril Noel, previously a district 
commissioner in Uganda, who arrived on 16 October 1943 and served 
until 1950. David C.C. Trench acted in the position in the intervening 
months, and later whenever Noel was absent.77 

The area from Point Cruz to Kukum Beach became Camp Guadal, 
a  supply and transit base for the Americans. A road extended on both 
sides, 32 kilometres to the east and 10 kilometres to the west—the first 
extensive road system in Solomon Islands. The British decision not 
to rebuild on Tulagi was made late in 1945, and the temporary BSIP 
headquarters at Camp Guadal began to expand. Honiara had begun. 

73  SINA BSIP F1/1, HC Mitchell to BSIP RC W.S. Marchant, minute 5 October 1942; BSIP 5/
IV/1, Marchant 1942–43, 3, 25 September to 4 November 1942.
74  Clemens 2004: 204, 221.
75  List of members of the Solomon Islands Labour Corps in Laracy and White 1988: 117–37. 
See also White et al. 1988a.
76  SINA BSIP 1 F43/60, Frederick J. Bentley, acting DO, Malaita District, 4 August 1946, to 
Secretary to the Government.
77  BSIP 5/IV/1, Marchant 1942–43, 2 February, 27–31 March to 7 April 1943; SINA BSIP 
F1/1, HC Mitchell to RC W.S. Marchant, telegram, 14 December 1942; University of Queensland, 
Fryer Memorial Library [hereinafter UQ FML, Wilson Papers], Alexander H. and Jessie Wilson, 
1930s–1950s, Papers and photographs of Alexander and Jessie Wilson, including material from their 
daughter Andrea Gordon Bannatyne, Marchant to A.H. Wilson, 28 April 1943.
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Plate 2.23 One of the movie theatres at Camp Guadal during the 
war years.
Source: USNARA. 

Memorials to the dead
Sometimes when I travel around Honiara, I wonder whether the ghosts 
of the war dead are still there. Tens of thousands of Japanese died on 
Guadalcanal, and the US Marine Corps air arm shot down 427 Japanese 
planes, the crews of which were not counted in the numbers of dead on 
Guadalcanal. The usual figures given are that the Japanese landed 40,000 
men on Guadalcanal, 24,000 of whom died, with thousands more dead in 
sea battles.78 The true number of Japanese deaths may be many thousands 
higher. The American statistics are easier to calculate, but even they vary 
depending on the origin and author. Historian Stanley Jersey suggested 
that America landed 65,000 Marine Corps, army, navy, and air force 
personnel on Guadalcanal, and that 6,088 died in combat, around 3,000 
were wounded, and many others died from malaria and other tropical 
diseases.79 Some were captured and never heard of again. Richard Frank’s 
1990 book on Guadalcanal is considered the most accurate. Frank says 
26,000 Japanese died on land, 3,000 at sea, and 1,200 in the air. Few of 
the Japanese dead were taken home, although since the war there have 
been many Japanese expeditions to retrieve skeletons and cremate the 
remains. There are still 7,000 to 10,000 Japanese dead unaccounted for 

78  Information from Peter Flahavin, 1 June 2015. See also Innes 2017: 57.
79  Jersey 2008: 402–3.
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on Guadalcanal. By Frank’s estimates, the Americans lost 2,000 dead on 
land, 5,000 at sea, and 400 in the air. The total number of wounded 
and sick would have been many thousands.80 The number of indigenous 
inhabitants of Guadalcanal who died during the fighting in 1942 is 
unclear. The 1941 population estimate of 15,620 had fallen to 13,787 
in 1944.81 

In 1978 in the Mendana Hotel garden bar, I met an American dressed 
in expensive white clothes, his long sleeves held together with gold-coin 
cufflinks. He asked me to take his photograph with the same camera he had 
used as a soldier on Guadalcanal in 1942. He told me he was a Hollywood 
animal trainer, which I doubted, until he showed me a photo of himself 
with his arms around a lion and a tiger. He had come a long way since 
the war, but like all the soldiers had never forgotten the comrades he left 
behind. Many books have been written. Movies have been made, such as 
The Thin Red Line (1998), a semifictional account of part of the Battle 
for Guadalcanal. Tourists come to visit the war sites and the memorials. 

There are five Honiara war memorials, and a memorial grove of trees at 
Honiara International Airport—Henderson Field, plus plaques at the 
airport and at Tenaru, and other small memorial sites. The oldest memorial 
is the small cenotaph next to Central Police Station, built in 1959 and 
used for general commemorations. This site now also houses a Japanese 
memorial originally erected at Bloody Ridge in 1993 for the members of 
the Japanese 124th Infantry Regiment who fought there. Difficult to access, 
it was moved to the cenotaph grounds in the 2010s. In June 2017, a RAMSI 
memorial was added to the cenotaph site to mark the Pacific Islands Forum 
initiative (2003–17). The second-oldest memorial site, for the Japanese, 
was constructed at Mt Austen (the Allies’ Hill 35) in 1984. The third 
oldest was built by the Americans at Skyline Ridge, which was dedicated 
in 1992. Both the American and the Japanese memorials are stark white 
compounds that look moodily over the battlefields. Allied soldiers, sailors, 
and airmen from Australia, New Zealand, Fiji, and Tonga, and Solomon 
Islands labourers, members of the SIDF, and Scouts are commemorated 
through a monument at Rove, where a 1990 statue of Sir Jacob Vuza looks 
down vigilantly. On 7 August 2017, the 75th anniversary of the American 
landing on Guadalcanal was marked by ceremonies and the declaration of 
Bloody Ridge as a national park. 

80  Frank 1990: 613–14.
81  BSIP 1970: Table IC, p. 4.
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Plate 2.24 Jacob Vouza and members of the SIDF, 25 January 1944.
The presentation plaque reads: ‘To the United States Navy with appreciation from 
the people of the British Solomon Islands, Guadalcanal, 1943.’
Source: SINM, Bob Archibald Album. 

Plate 2.25 In 1990, this statue of 
former policeman, Scout, and war 
hero Sir Jacob Vouza was added to 
the war memorial at Rove Police 
Headquarters.
Photograph from 2016.
Source: Daniel Evans Collection.

In the 2010s, war commemorations 
in Solomon Islands shifted focus 
to include remembrance of local 
participation. Another memorial, 
‘Pride of Our Nation’, specifically 
for the Coastwatchers and Scouts, 
was erected at Point Cruz in 2011, 
in Commonwealth Street adjacent 
to the local shipping wharves. 
The sculpture was the work of 
local artist Frank Haikiu and the 
memorial was built locally. Since 
2020, the magnificent towering 
Solomon Islands flagpole erected 
at the end of the street close to the 
Ports Authority has augmented 
the memorial and created a special 
enclave. Solomon Islanders arriving 
or leaving for the provinces on 
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interisland ships can read about and recognise with pride the efforts of 
their wantoks from taem blong faet. There is a sense of local ownership of 
‘Pride of Our Nation’ that is missing from the other memorials. As Annie 
Kwai suggests: 

Monument building is part of this awareness, and is a significant 
symbol of unity within a broader contemporary Solomon Islands 
society. This sense of unity was initiated by our ancestors during 
the difficult times of the war and grew throughout the journey to 
political independence. It is one of the pillars of our patriotism to 
our country. Islanders’ war memorials, in this regard, are symbolic 
of a unified sense of nationhood, and gratitude to those who laid 
the foundations for Solomon Islands sovereignty.82 

Theses memorials are sad markers of the enormous waste of human life 
that created what is now Honiara. 

Plate 2.26 The Solomons Scouts and Coastwatchers Memorial in 
Commonwealth Avenue, Honiara, erected in 2011.
Source: Clive Moore Collection.

82  Putz 2018.
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