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ADVANCED LAND HEADQUARTERS AT ST LUCIA DURING WWII 

Marilyn England 2008, St Lucia History Group 

During the latter years of the 1930s events in Europe and Asia indicated the possibility of another war 

and, on 26 September 1941, the Canberra Times announced the promotion of Sir Thomas Blamey as 

General commanding Allied Land Forces in the South West Pacific.
1
 During WWII Brisbane became 

the centre of operations for the fight to stop the Japanese invasion of Australia. The St Lucia 

University was the headquarters where General Blamey directed Australia’s part in these operations 

and the Forgan Smith building and the Steele buildings housed the Advanced Land Headquarters of 

the Allied Defence Forces from 1 August 1942 to 31 December 1944.
2
                     

 

Forgan Smith Building and Steele Building 1944. Photo courtesy Peter Brown slhg 

Despite the Mayne family having supplied money in 1926 for the University Board to purchase land 

at St Lucia to build a new Queensland University, for the best part of the 1930s a Farm School was 

still operating at St Lucia to teach farming skills to wayward boys. However, by 1938 the construction 

of the new University was well under way. 

In 1939 war was declared in Europe and in December 1941 Japanese aircraft attacked the American 

Navy at Pearl Harbour. The war in the Pacific had begun. There is no doubt the Japanese thought they 

would over-run Australia, just as they had defeated Singapore and anyone else who stood in their 

way. They had even printed their own money for use once they landed and at that time it appeared 

that nothing could stop them. 

By the end of February 1942 the Australian government considered the country to be in grave danger 

of invasion by the Japanese forces, and with good reason.  The Japanese navy had destroyed most of 

                                                           
1
 The Canberra Times, Friday 26 September, 1941 
2
 Moore, Clive, The Forgan Smith Building, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 2009. P.18. 
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the American fleet at Pearl Harbour in December, and in the same month sank the two warships, 

Prince of Wales and Repulse that the British had sent against it, causing the remainder of their Eastern 

Fleet to seek shelter in West Africa. By 9 February the Japanese army had overrun Malaya and seized 

the mighty British fortress at Singapore, resulting in some 17,000 Australian troops becoming 

prisoners of war.  The Japanese had also by then occupied the whole of the Netherlands East Indies 

and were moving ever closer to Australia, 

Rabaul in New Britain, the capital of the Australian Mandated Territory of New Guinea, had become 

a Japanese air and naval base, and Japanese troops were building airstrips at Salamua and Lae on the 

New Guinea mainland. On 19 February 1942 they launched two massive air raids on Darwin and 16 

ships were sunk or damaged; 23 aircraft were also destroyed with 250 people killed and another 350 

wounded. Darwin would soon be under daily air attack by land-based aircraft flying out of Timor.  

By March Broome, Derby, Wyndham and Katherine had also been bombed by Japanese planes. In 

June 1942 Japanese midget submarines fired torpedoes in Sydney harbour. Townsville, Horn Island 

and Port Hedland were bombed in July. With a division of the Australian Imperial Force held prisoner 

of war in Malaya, and the other three divisions serving the British cause in the Middle East, Australia 

stood defenceless, and nervous Australians were expecting an invasion at any time
3
. 

However, on 17 March 1942 the fightback began with the appearance of a pair of American B 17 

bombers over the airstrip at Batchelor, 65 kilometres south of Darwin in Australia’s Northern 

Territory. They brought Lieutenant General Douglas MacArthur, United States Army, former US 

Army Chief of Staff, accompanied by his wife and child and a group of American officers who had 

served on his staff in the Philippines. By 21 March MacArthur and his entourage had arrived in 

Melbourne and he and his family were made very comfortable in the best suite in the Menzies Hotel.  

Four months later, 17 July 1942, MacArthur arrived in Brisbane by train from Melbourne and settled 

into Lennons Hotel, being driven daily in his Humber limousine ‘America 1’, the three city blocks to 

his office in the AMP building
4
. 

By now two divisions of American infantry, the 32
nd
 and the 41

st
, had also arrived in Australia. 

Initially they were deployed in the southern states, but after the battle of Midway, MacArthur ordered 

them moved to Queensland. The 32
nd
 went to a camp west of Brisbane and the 41

st
 to a site between 

Rockhampton and Yeppoon
4
.  So by July 1942 the Americans were well and truly part of the Brisbane 

scene
5
. 

Then, between 28 July and 12 August several Australian Army convoys left Melbourne for the three-

day road and train trip to Brisbane
6
 and General Blamey, Commander-in-Chief of the Australian 

Military Forces, had also arrived in Brisbane. The Forgan Smith building of the Queensland 

University was almost completed when Blamey took it over to become his Advanced Land 

Headquarters, and Room W340 became his office.  

After the war, a room nearby was found to be heavily soundproofed, so it was obviously used for 

highly secret purposes. Eventually more than two hundred rooms in the Queensland University 

                                                           
3
 Gallaway, Jack, The Odd Couple, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia. 2000. P. 1. 
4
 Gallaway, 2000. 2. 
5
 Gallaway, 2000. 111. 
6
 Moore, 2009. 18. 
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buildings were put to use.  There were 174 telephones and a PABX switchboard was installed on the 

ground floor of the west wing - large enough to cope with 200 phone extensions.  A series of secure 

phone lines reached out from St Lucia to its outstations, such as the Signal Camp at Long Pocket and 

the translators based at Indooroopilly. Secure lines were also linked to Victoria Barracks in 

Melbourne, to MacArthur at the AMP building, and to army camps all over Australia. By early 1943 

there were 450,000 Australian troops under Blamey’s command
7
 and his immediate tasks were to 

recapture Australian New Guinea and to defend North Queensland. 

 

Left to Right Mr FM Forde (Minister for Army), General Douglas MacArthur, Sir General Blamey, General George Kenny, 

Major General CA Clowes, Brigadier General Kenneth Walker 

Photo courtesy Douglas Walker, Peter Dumm website www.ozatwar.com 

 

Initially it had been planned that the newly built University buildings at St Lucia would become a 

reserve Emergency Hospital with the lower floor as quarters for patients and the upper floor for nurses 

and wardsmen. All the beds, bedding and medical supplies were ready, and could be taken to the 

building at a moment’s notice.
8
 As early as January 1942, following a cable from General MacArthur 

in the Philippines that a hospital ship carrying wounded soldiers could be leaving Manila for 

Australia, a number of hotels, the University, unoccupied halls at the Exhibition grounds (close to the 

Brisbane General Hospital), and buildings in South Brisbane convenient to the Mater Misercordiae 

Hospital were all being considered as hospitals. However plans for the University to be used as a 

hospital were shelved because of a lack of sufficient sewerage installations in the building and the 

need to build a large, fully installed, kitchen.
9
 Besides, General Blamey had made it very clear that he 

wanted the University buildings for his Advanced Land Headquarters. 

A member of Blamey’s staff, Lieutenant Melloy, was the person who negotiated the use of the new 

buildings at the University for Blamey and they inspected it together before Blamey moved in.  Not 

                                                           
7
 Moore, 2009. 23,25. 
8
 CM  6 February 1942. 
9
 CM  3 January 1942 
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only did Lieutenant Melloy negotiate the office space for Blamey, he also had to find somewhere 

close by for Blamey and his personal staff to live.  It was said on the internet that he located a modern, 

recently built house in Macquarie Street, St Lucia as his residence, but that is not correct. Peter 

Brown, a member of the St Lucia History Group, was told by Jim Mackenzie who lived in the area as 

a child, that Blamey actually lived at 29 Ryans Road during WWII.
10
 The house where he lived is still 

there today. 

Blamey’s batman and other personal staff lived in a nearby large old Queenslander called 

‘Jerdanefield’.
11
 It had been built in the late 1800s and was owned by the Bank of New South Wales 

(as it was known in those days) as a residence for its Queensland managers.
12
 This house has now 

gone, to be replaced by modern high-rise apartments, one of which is called ‘Jerdanefield’.  

Brigadiers Anderson and Rogers were quartered in ‘Kelsey’ in nearby Hiron Street.
13
 Brigadier Lucas 

lived in Macquarie Street
 
and Admiral Fletcher in Bellevue Street.

14 

When MacArthur arrived in Brisbane he had his wife and son with him.  Although all other American 

wives and families had been sent back to the United States when the Japanese began attacking the 

Philippines, MacArthur decided to keep his family with him and had the power to make sure they 

remained with him when he had to leave Manila to fly to Australia. 

When General MacArthur and his family arrived in Brisbane, although officially they were living at 

Lennons during their stay in Brisbane, we know that he also leased a large house on the river in Hiron 

Street, next to Guyatt Park in St Lucia which was quite close to Blamey’s house.
15
 That house with its 

distinctive gables is still there today. Ian Venables, a member of the St Lucia History Group, has 

stated that MacArthur’s son, Arthur MacArthur, sometimes played with the local boys and that he 

attended Miss Brown’s kindergarten in High Street, Toowong, being driven there with his nanny in 

MacArthur’s second large Humber car, ‘America 2’.
16
  Robin Brand, a member of Toowong History 

Group, recalls that she attended Miss Brown’s kindergarten at the same time and, when a car 

backfired in High Street, young Arthur started to cry, no doubt he was remembering the bad times in 

Manila.
17
 

Ian Venables was one of the local boys who played cricket with young Arthur, calling on him at the 

house in Hiron Street.  He also remembers riding with General MacArthur in his staff car from 

Admiral Fletcher’s house known as ‘Wicelyn’ in Bellevue Street (now gone) to Hiron Street.  

Admiral Fletcher had become friendly with the local children and often joined in when they played 

cricket in Oscar Jones’ paddock at St Lucia, now known as Jack Cook Park.   

In those days Walcott Street, below the original stone quarry (the area where the University 

Warehouse and Glasshouses are today), was a swamp used as a Council dump. Ian remembers the 

American forces dumping parts of Kitty Hawk planes there, and large square tins of biscuits that had 

                                                           
10
 Brown, Peter, unpublished paper, St Lucia History Group. 

11
 Brown, St. Lucia History Group. 

12
 England, Marilyn, unpublished paper, St Lucia History Group 

13
 Moore, 2009. 24. 

14
 Reminiscences St Lucia History Group member Ian Venables. 

15
 Reminiscences St Lucia History Group members Joan Haig and Ian Venables. 

16
 Reminiscences Toowong History Group member Jean Haughton-James. 
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dents in them. Ian and his friends quickly retrieved the tins of biscuits and took them home.  The 

Americans also dumped their pushbikes when a tyre was punctured, so Ian and his friends gained free 

pushbikes, and even cricket bats.
17
 

Apart from the University, the other notable building in the area used by both the American and the 

Australian army was ‘Tignabruaich’ (the house is still there today) which, on 19 September 1942, 

became the centre for the Allied Translator and Interpreter Section (ATIS).  It took over eight acres of 

land along the river near the railway bridge at Indooroopilly and Japanese officers who were prisoners 

of war were questioned there for any information they could give on Japanese movements in the 

Pacific.
18
   

Arthur Page, who worked for ATIS at Tignabruaich, wrote that ATIS was established by General 

Douglas MacArthur on 20 September 1942 as an intelligence organisation for the interrogation of 

Japanese prisoners of war and the translation of captured Japanese documents. The Commanding 

Officer was Colonel Sydney Mashbir, an American Intelligence Officer and a gifted Japanese 

linguist.
19
 ATIS was a hybrid which comprised linguists from both Australia and the United States. 

Page himself came from a white Russian family which had fled from Russia to Japan following the 

Russian revolution. He had grown up in Japan before his family left to come to Australia when the 

Japanese began their aggression in the Pacific so he could speak the language - and he also understood 

how the Japanese thought.  This made him an ideal person for the interrogation of Japanese officers, 

and the translation of documents at Tignabruaich. 

The upstairs storey of Tignabruaich was set aside for Colonel Mashbir, who commanded ATIS as its 

‘Coordinator’. Directly under Mashbir were three functional appointments representing the three 

Australian services: Commanding Officer, Allied Naval Forces Unit Commander L Hopkinson, 

RANVR; Commanding Officer Allied Land Forces, Major (later Lieutenant-Colonel) Ben Meredith, 

AIF; and Commanding Officer, Allied Air Forces Wing Commander Gordon Allman, RAAF. Each of 

these officers was responsible for the administration and discipline of the members of their respective 

services.
20
 Another part of Tignabruaich housed the Signals Section under the command of the Royal 

Australian Army Signals Corps Captain, John Lynham, who liaised with Intelligence officers based at 

the University of Queensland and at the camp in Long Pocket.
21 

ATIS was one of the best kept secrets of the Pacific campaign. It expanded continuously throughout 

the Pacific War. By the war’s end the unit boasted over 3,500 Japanese linguists with a total of 20,000 

employed during the occupation. US figures estimate that the Pacific War produced over 14,000 

Japanese prisoner-of-war reports, with some several millions of pages of Japanese documents 

translated. For most of the war the Japanese had no knowledge of the organization until eventually an 

ATIS report found its way into the bag of a suspect Soviet diplomat who, it is rumoured, passed it to 

the Japanese.
22 

                                                           
17
 Reminiscences Ian Venables. 

18
 Winter, Barbara, The Intrigue Master, Boolarong Press, Brisbane 1994. P 171. 

19
 Page, Arthur, Between Victor and Vanquished, Australian Military History Publishers, Sydney, 2008. P. 73. 

20
 Page, 2008. 77. 

21
 Page, 2008. 78. 

22
 Page, 2008. 94. 
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A very important part of the Allied Land Forces at St. Lucia was the Australian Women’s Army 

Service (AWAS) which provided these intelligence organisations with vital clerical support both at 

the University and at Tignabruaich. They were accommodated in a camp in Long Pocket Road on 

land which is now part of St Peter’s Lutheran College.  

 

Allied Land Headquarters AWAS parading outside the University 1943. 

Photo P00884001 Australian War Memorial 

 

May Levander, one of the AWAS who worked at the University as a morse code operator, was only 

twenty when she joined up in 1942.  Her two brothers and her fiancé were in the New Guinea 

campaign and her sister joined the Land Army. She worried constantly about her dear ones in New 

Guinea and although they survived, the conditions up there took their toll and her menfolk were all in 

ill health by the time they returned to Australia. 

May was part of the first intake of signallers in Australia and the girls were sent to Ingleburn in NSW 

for their training. Within a few months she was transferred to the Indooroopilly camp which had just 

been built, and she remained there until 1944 when she was transferred to Faulkner Park in 

Melbourne. 

The girls camped at Indooroopilly went to the University by truck each day. The Battle Room where 

they worked was a large room in the east wing basement of the building and on arrival they were 

marched around to the back of the building and down two flights of stairs to the wireless room which 

they called ‘the dungeon’.  Soldiers guarded the only door into the area and security was tightly 

controlled. So tight was the security that she never knew what information was in the messages she 

received from New Guinea, New Zealand, Melbourne, Sydney or Townsville as these were 

immediately sent to the cypher section to be decoded.  

The wireless was manned at all times and the girls would be on constant duty before taking a break. 

There were a couple of couches in the room where they could take a rest and those on the midnight to 

8 am shift had their food brought in for them. With the machines being constantly manned, the shifts 
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went from 8 am – 5 pm with time off for lunch, then from 5 pm - 12 midnight, with an early morning 

shift from midnight to 8 am.  Sometimes they would have to work eight or nine days straight before 

they could have a few days off. 

General Blamey’s office  was in the tower part of the University and it was ‘out of bounds’ to the 

girls, although some of them were cheeky enough to take it in turns to use the showers in his quarters 

while he was away – one girl always kept watch while this happened in case someone came along.  

They saw very few Americans, occasionally a despatch rider, and May did not know that General 

MacArthur had a house at St Lucia.
23 

Further down in Long Pocket was the camp of the 24
th
 Australian line of Communications Signals 

Corps, which was attached to Blamey’s headquarters at the University. In those days Long Pocket was 

very isolated (as it still is today with only the Indooroopilly Golf Club located there).  There were no 

houses on the Pocket at that time. After the 1893 floods completely covered the whole area, most 

farmers moved their houses to higher ground on Meiers Road, and only ran their cattle on the Pocket 

itself.  

As it is the only road leading into Long Pocket it was ideal for testing captured Japanese equipment.
24
 

The test results were processed at the University by Australian intelligence officers. Today, close to 

where Meiers Road leads down into Long Pocket, there is a modern wireless aerial in the same spot as 

the aerial used by the Signals Corps during World War II. Arthur Page believed the Signals Corps, 

through its office at Tignabruaich, may have been involved with breaking the Sio Codes.
25
 These 

were so hush-hush that no-one knew about them during World War II, it seems that even very few 

Australian politicians knew of them. Fifty years were to pass before details of the Sio Codes were 

released to the Australian public. 

Everyone will have seen the film or heard the story of how the British broke the Germans’ Enigma 

Code at Bletchley Park, which shortened the war in Europe and led to the German defeat, but very 

few know that Australian soldiers in New Guinea made a find of Japanese code books which were just 

as important to the winning of the war in the Pacific. 

Following the capture of Finschhafen in New Guinea in 1943 Australians troops moved further west 

and occupied the main Japanese administration area at Sio.  The Japanese had left with such haste that 

they made no attempt to destroy any of their dumps or stores. A party of 9
th
 Division engineers using 

a mine detector found a metal box which had been dumped into a water-filled pit by the retreating 

Japanese. The box contained Japanese code books, the covers being removed from them as evidence 

to the Japanese High Command that their contents had been destroyed. But they had not been 

destroyed at all, they were intact, and with them were the currently used cipher keys.  This casual 

discovery was the greatest single intelligence coup of the Pacific War. Taken to Brisbane, the find 

was identified as the Japanese Army’s ‘States Codes’, used to encrypt such sensitive material as daily 

ration states, reports of casualties, transfers, arrival of reinforcements and the evacuation of casualties. 

                                                           
23
 Interview with May Levander, a member of AWAS who worked a ‘Morse code’ machine at St Lucia university during 

WWII. 
24
 Interview with Russell Miller, World War II historian. 

25
 Winter, 1994. 217.      Gallaway, 2000, 170.  

The Americans claim they also found Japanese Code books, Tignabruaich processed the Z Plan for the defence of the 

Mariana Islands discovered by American soldiers. 
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For the remainder of the war Allied Intelligence would use them to complete a perfect picture of the 

entire Japanese Order of Battle.
26
 

Although few, if any members of the Australian government were aware of it, the discovery by 

Australian engineers of the code books at Sio was the very foundation of the island-hopping campaign 

which created the legend of MacArthur’s genius because he now knew where the Japanese were and 

their strengths.
27
 The Americans also appear to have found Japanese code books which were 

processed at Tignabruaich, but it is believed that the date of their find was later than that of the 

Australian find at Sio. 

Australian film crews were also based at Blamey’s Advanced Land Headquarters at the University 

and by October 1943, the Australian Army was operating eighty-five jeep-based cinemas in New 

Guinea; they used 1,090,293 feet of film
28
. This huge operation was organised from St Lucia; Dr FW 

Robinson, who carried out the earliest research in the 1950s wrote: 

The most striking activity during the war period was the six months planning and 

organisation, under the Chief of Staff Major-General F. Berryman, of the Lae-Salamaua-

Madang Campaign.  This was brilliantly carried out by the Australian 9
th
 Division (sea-

borne), the 7
th
 Division (air-borne) and American paratroopers and engineers, in the period 

September 1943 to May 1944.  For the preparations a sand-table model of the area of 

operations was built in the secret room at St Lucia; and when the time for action in New 

Guinea came the fullest measure of surprise was achieved in “the first, full-dress ‘land and 

fight’ assault in which Australian troops had been engaged since Gallipoli”.
29
 

Blamey himself did not spend a lot of time at the university, often travelling between New Guinea and 

Melbourne, Major-General Berryman was Blamey’s Chief of Staff at the Advanced Land 

Headquarters and from August 1942 Brigadier John Rogers was the senior Intelligence officer. The 

Australian Intelligence officers at the university were at the centre of activities and were responsible 

for all operational intelligence. They studied photographs and descriptions of Japanese equipment and 

movements and were asked to provide analysis of the enemy order of battle and prepare daily reports 

for the Battle Room in the basement.
30
 These officers were ably assisted by the AWAS who called the 

basement area where they worked ‘the dungeon’.
31
  So many young Australian women had joined up 

to help their menfolk repel the expected Japanese invasion that after the war Australia would never be 

quite the same again. Having tasted independence, in the following years more and more women 

undertook work outside the home. 

Late in 1944 the Royal Signals No. 4 Ship Section of the British Army which was involved in 

communications work moved into the university. The British knew it as St Lucia College, but they 

could not have been there long because, by now, the Japanese were in retreat and the risk of a 

Japanese invasion of Australia had been averted. 

                                                           
26
 Gallaway, 2000. 219.  

27
 Gallaway, 2000. 201. 

28
 Moore, 2009. 27. 

29
 Moore, 2009. 36. 

30
 Gallaway, 2000. 201. 

31
 Interview with May Levander. 
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MacArthur left Brisbane in October 1944 as did General Blamey, they were followed by Australian 

army personnel in December 1944, but most of the occupation of the St Lucia University Buildings 

was over by August 1944.  

 

 

 

 

 

Bibliography 

 

Gallaway, Jack, The Odd Couple, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia. 2000.  

Moore, Clive, The Forgan Smith Building, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 2009.  

Page, Arthur, Between Victor and Vanquished, Australian Military History Publishers, Sydney, 2008.  

Winter, Barbara, The Intrigue Master, Boolarong Press, Brisbane 1994.  



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 11 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 12 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 13 of 27 

 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 14 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 15 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 16 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 17 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 18 of 27 

 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 19 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 20 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 21 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 22 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 23 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 24 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 25 of 27 

 

 

 

 



St Lucia History Group 

 

me/slhg/st lucia at war  Page 26 of 27 

 

 

 

 

 


