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Neither the submarine’s crew nor the Australian commandos
aboard it had any idea of the danger awaiting them as the sea

raiders set out to survey tiny Itu Aba Island — BY A.B. FEUER

USS Bream
slides down
the ways
on 17
October
1943 at the
Electric Boat
Company in
Groton, 
Connecticut.

After the loss of the USS
Harder (SS-257) while attacking a
Japanese patrol vessel in August
1944, Australian Maj. Bill Jinkins
maintained that this was the kind
of target suitable for a two-man
folbot (a folding kayak
manufactured by the Folbot
company in New York) sortie.

In order to prove his point,
Jinkins made two successive trips
aboard the USS Redfin (SS-272)
— one with Lt. T.J. Barnes and
the other with Warrant Officer
Alec Chew.

On the first patrol, the
commandos boarded several native
boats to look for Japanese soldiers
and radio transmitters, which were
reporting the movements of USN
submarines. Then, on 30 August,
the Redfin rescued the survivors of
the USS Flier (ISS-250) from
Palawan Island. That submarine The project was given the code

name Politician. The sailing dates
for the commandos were staggered
to ensure that two men would be
at sea at all times.

For the continuous manning of
Politician, a pool of operatives was
selected and trained in clandestine
missions from submarines. Many
technical lessons learned from
previous patrols were incorporated
into the instruction — such as that
a signal from a walkie-talkie could
be picked up by a submarine over
a distance of more than seven-
miles. This would enable a folbot
to be pinpointed and guided to a
waiting submarine after the
completion of its mission.

Among the members of Z-Unit
selected for Politician patrols were
Maj. Bill Jinkins, Capt. Cecil
Anderson, Lts. John Sachs, Alex
Hawkins, Cliff Perske, Cliff
Owens, Bill Chaffey, Tom Barnes,
John Walne, Alec Chew, and Sgt.
Lloyd Campbell.

Between 18 December 1944 and
10 January 1945, the USS Bream
(SS-243), captained by Cmdr.
James McCallum, took part in her
first of two Politician operations.
Lieutenants Alex Hawkins and
John Sachs were the commandos
assigned to the submarine for the
initial mission. Hawkins narrated:
“While we were aboard the Bream,

commando personnel to travel on
American submarine patrols.
Assignments of this kind
would permit the com-
mandos to carry out mis-

sions against targets of opportunity
such as limpet mine attacks
on enemy shipping, beach

reconnaissance, and the
interrogation of

natives.

had struck a mine and
eight members of her
crew managed to swim
ashore. Friendly natives
guided the men to a coast
watcher station where
arrangements were made
for their evacuation 
by submarine.

The survivors from
the Flier were brought
out from shore in large
war canoes. But, before
the boats were allowed to
approach the Redfin, Jinkins and
Barnes met the native craft to
make sure that this was not an
enemy trick.

After returning to Australia, the
Redfin loaded torpedoes and headed
for an assigned patrol area in the
Java Sea. Major Jinkins and Lt.
Alec Chew were also aboard in case
they were needed for limpet mine
attacks or island reconnaissance.

As a result of these missions,
US Adm. James Fife granted SRD
permission for three pairs of 
Z-Unit personnel to accompany
American submarine patrols. The
commandos were attached to
Commander Task Force 71 for
operational purposes.

During the early months of
1944, several unsuccessful
attempts were made by the

Australian Services Reconnaissance
Department (SRD) to persuade
the US Navy to allow Z-Unit

Bream was sponsored by Mrs. Wreford
Chapple, wife of the prospective
commanding officer. The Gato-class
submarine was commissioned on 24
January 1944.

Submarine construction
was a three-shift

operation at the Electric
Boat Company in 1943

when Life magazine sent
a photographer to shoot
the workers. This young

lady is working on the
escape hatch of the USS
Bream (SS-243), which is

inscripted on the inside
of the open hatch.

Commemorative postal cover marking the launching of the USS Shark and USS Bream.


