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  INTRODUCTION


  The island of New Guinea had three governing powers in 1884. The Dutch controlled the western half of the main island as Netherlands New Guinea. The Germans controlled the northern sector of the island’s eastern half, together with New Britain, New Ireland and Bougainville, as German New Guinea. The southern sector of the eastern half was a British protectorate known as the Territory of Papua. In 1906, the Territory of Papua became an Australian protectorate; in 1920, after the First World War, the League of Nations assigned the German sector to Australian control as the mandated Territory of New Guinea. During the Second World War, the Australians fought in both Papua and the Territory of New Guinea. This region—referred to by commanders and troops alike as New Guinea—is today the nation of Papua New Guinea.


  Following the outbreak of war in the Pacific on 8 December 1941, the Japanese moved rapidly to establish a far-flung defensive perimeter. New Guinea was a critical part of this perimeter, providing a formidable shield against any future Allied advance from Australia. The invasion of New Guinea began on 23 January 1942, when the Japanese South Seas Force landed at Rabaul, on New Britain, and at Kavieng, on New Ireland. The small Australian garrisons were overwhelmed. On New Britain, the Japanese troops set the pattern for what would become a vicious war by massacring some 150 unarmed Australian prisoners. The invasion of mainland New Guinea soon followed, with landings at Lae and Salamaua on 8 March 1942. However, a successful attack on both anchorages by carrier-borne US aircraft delayed the planned assault on Port Moresby until early May, when the Japanese force was turned back in the Battle of the Coral Sea. Meanwhile, meagre Australian forces hit back at the garrisons at Lae and Salamaua with attacks from the air and commando raids on the ground.


  After their navy had suffered reverses in the Coral Sea and at Midway Atoll, northwest of Hawaii, the Japanese tried to reach Port Moresby overland, via the Kokoda Trail. On 21 July 1942, in preparation for this advance, they landed troops on the north Papuan coast between Gona and Buna. By late August they had begun crossing the Owen Stanley Range in the face of an underprepared Australian force and a complacent Allied command. Victories at Isurava, Efogi and Ioribaiwa Ridge brought the Japanese force too close to Port Moresby for comfort. A combination of attrition, strategic priorities elsewhere and a hardening Australian resolve eventually forced the Japanese to withdraw, but much hard fighting remained before the Australians retook Kokoda and reached the north coast. Meanwhile, in August–September 1942, Australian troops and aircraft also pushed back a bold Japanese seaborne assault on the airfields at Milne Bay.


  Having fought their way back across the Kokoda Trail, the Australians came up against well-defended Japanese positions on the coast, at Gona and Sanananda. At Buna, two fresh American regiments were also unable to make headway. As long as the Japanese held these beachheads, Port Moresby would be under threat. After heavy losses, the Australians finally captured Gona on 9 December 1942, but Buna did not fall until almost a month later, and then only after an Australian brigade had been brought in to finish the job. Sanananda was not secured until the Australians had made the vital breakthrough to the coast, in late January 1943. For the Allies, the battle for the beachheads was the costliest fighting of the war in New Guinea.


  Ever since the Japanese invasion, the Australians had held the town of Wau, in the ranges inland from Salamaua. From there, Australian commandos operated against Lae, Salamaua and Mubo. After their defeats in Papua, the Japanese reinforced Salamaua and sent a force overland to attack Wau in January 1943. In a bold manoeuvre, it reached the outskirts of Wau, where a company of Australians held on long enough for reinforcements to be flown into the local airfield. A difficult campaign among the jungle-clad ridges that protected Salamaua continued until September 1943. It proved a clever diversionary strategy, drawing Japanese troops away from Lae, which was already isolated in the wake of the Battle of the Bismarck Sea on 2–3 March 1943, when a Japanese convoy had been sunk by Allied aircraft.


  On 4–5 September, the Australians landed from sea and air, east and west of Lae; within two weeks, they had retaken the town. Only days later, a company of Australian commandos captured the inland village of Kaiapit and defeated a much stronger enemy force moving towards Lae. Australian infantrymen were then flown into Kaiapit airfield and the advance continued up the wide valleys of the Markham and Ramu Rivers. The Australians then moved into the sharp and narrow ridges of the Finisterre Ranges, where fierce fighting continued. The towering massif of Shaggy Ridge was the most formidable challenge of all: it was four months before the Australians finally captured it, opening the way to Madang, on the coast north of Lae. Meanwhile, other Australian forces landed at Finschhafen, east of Lae, on 22 September, to find the Japanese well entrenched. It was not until late November that the mountain fortress of Sattelberg fell and the Australians could continue the advance around the Huon Peninsula coast towards Sio.


  These Australian offensives became possible only after the US Army Air Force gained the ascendancy in the air over New Guinea. Its offensives against the Japanese airfield complex around Wewak and the base at Rabaul had dealt critical blows to Japanese air power, while its air transport squadrons enabled the Australian troops in the Markham and Ramu Valley campaigns to be flown in and kept supplied. In addition, the US Navy’s 7th Amphibious Force had carried out the landings at Lae and Finschhafen, and in December 1943 US Army and Marine Corps troops had landed at Arawe and Cape Gloucester on West New Britain. These operations gained control of the Dampier and Vitiaz Straits for operations further north. After another landing at Saidor, east of Madang, on 2 January 1944, the Americans captured the Admiralty Islands in March and then made their great leap further west along the northern New Guinea coast to Aitape and Hollandia on 22 April 1944. The New Guinea offensives consigned what Japanese forces remained in New Guinea to strategic irrelevance.


  The Australian armed forces fought on in New Guinea, moving into Bougainville and Aitape to relieve American divisions as they moved on to the Philippines and beyond. Unwilling to have Australian troops wait out the war inside defended positions, the Australian command directed that the fight be taken to the remnants of the Japanese force, who were now mainly engaged in subsistence farming. These campaigns—increasingly seen as unnecessary by the Australian troops and the public at home—cost still more lives. The end of the war came as a relief to both sides.


  That is the simple chronology of the New Guinea war. The aim of this book is to fill in that outline of dates, places and operations, telling the story of Australia’s war in New Guinea from the perspective of some of the men who fought it. It relates the war as the men themselves described it—in diaries, letters and memoirs, in interviews with war correspondents, interrogators, official historians and archivists, and with those who, like the author, just wanted to listen and learn.
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  1

  ‘See you in hell, fellers’


  New Britain and New Ireland

  January to April 1942


  Billy Cook was waiting to die. Bayoneted eleven times through his back, neck and head, the nuggetty young medical orderly saw no other way out of his agony. Then he heard the flies, droning as they descended on the corpses of his comrades scattered all around him in the coconut plantation. No, he thought. I don’t want to die this way.


  Japan’s finest samurai warriors could catch a fly on the wing and smoke a cigarette standing on their head. Sharp eyes and superb balance were essential qualities for any would-be pilot in the Imperial Japanese Navy.1 Those who completed the rigorous course of training were given their country’s finest weapons. The Mitsubishi Zero fighter was their sword, the mobile carrier fleet its scabbard. On the opening day of the Pacific War, this airborne elite had struck the American fleet at Pearl Harbor. Now they carried the battle to the shores of New Guinea.


  Like birds of prey, the Zeros swooped across Kavieng Harbour soon after dawn on 21 January 1942. New Ireland, the long, narrow island that shielded mainland New Guinea from the north, was about to suffer its first blows of the war. Three of the Zeros targeted the ketch Induna Star, which was being used by Australian commandos from the 1st Independent Company to ferry men and supplies between Kavieng and Rabaul, on nearby New Britain. When the raid began, the ketch left the government wharf and moved out into the harbour to present a more difficult target. Ray Munro hunkered down behind a Bren gun mounted atop the ketch’s cabin, but as the cannon shells lanced through the boat, he was hit and slumped to the deck. George Anderson, who had been handling the ammunition, took over firing. When his elbow was shot away, he moved the gun to his other shoulder and continued to shoot until he, too, was felled. He and Munro would both die from their wounds. They and fellow commando Lex Noonan, who was shot in both legs, were among the first casualties of the fighting that would rage across the New Guinea islands for the next three and a half years.2


  From his weapon pit near Kavieng airfield, Captain Lex Fraser watched as the planes attacked in groups of nine and then worked over their targets in groups of three. They bombed and strafed the airfield and wharf area for thirty-five minutes, sending the defenders scurrying. Armed with only Vickers and Bren guns, the woefully outmanned Australian defenders claimed to have downed five aircraft; the Japanese later admitted to losing seven. Expecting a follow-up landing, the Australians began to withdraw from Kavieng. Later that day, a message was received that a Japanese naval force was approaching New Britain, destination Rabaul.3


  Rabaul was the capital of the mandated Territory of New Guinea, which had been ceded to Australian control after the First World War. The decision to defend the town had been made before the outbreak of war with Japan, when the threat of further Japanese expansion was an increasing concern; the force allocated for the task was designated Lark Force. Lieutenant Colonel Howard Carr’s 2/22nd Battalion, detached from the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) 8th Division, had arrived to garrison Rabaul in March and April 1941. The battalion was nicknamed ‘Little Hell,’ after the poker hand of three twos. Hell would come to Carr’s battalion soon enough.


  Colonel John Scanlan took over command of Lark Force in October 1941. Scanlan had an outstanding military record from the First World War; he had landed at Gallipoli on the first day of that campaign and later, aged just 27, commanded a battalion on the Western Front. To augment the Rabaul defences, two 6-inch guns had been emplaced at the entrance to Simpson Harbour, while a pair of obsolete 3-inch guns was positioned on Frisbee Ridge to provide anti-aircraft defence. The 2/22nd was augmented by about eighty local men from the New Guinea Volunteer Rifles (NGVR), who had been called up for full-time duty. Lark could be considered only a token force but, as Carr observed after the war, it was enough to compel the Japanese to launch a set-piece attack and thus help to delay the feared attack on the Australian mainland.4 All expatriate women and children were evacuated from Rabaul in mid-December 1941, though some nursing sisters remained.


  Squadron Leader John ‘Kanga’ Lerew’s force of ten Wirraway fighters and four Hudson bombers had flown to Rabaul in December 1941, within a week of the attack on Pearl Harbor. The limited resources allocated to Lerew reflected the burden that the RAAF carried at this stage of the war. It had to deal not only with heavy commitments in Europe but with escalating conflicts in Malaya and the Dutch East Indies. Lerew’s Hudson bombers were tasked with reconnaissance missions to the north, while the Wirraways were split into two flights with the unenviable role of defending Rabaul from air attack.


  Kavieng had only a notional garrison, some 150 men from Major James Edmonds-Wilson’s 1st Independent Company. Their heaviest weapons were two Vickers machineguns, positioned to defend the airfield. The forces at Kavieng and Rabaul, together with even smaller detachments at Namatanai, near Kavieng, and on the islands of Manus and Bougainville, could only be termed a forward observation party, a mere skirmish line against the expected Japanese sledgehammer.


  The 21 January raid on Kavieng was not the first air attack on New Guinea. On 4 January the 24th Japanese Air Flotilla—fourteen large flying boats, nine fighter planes, and eighteen bombers—had opened the air campaign against Rabaul. The two anti-aircraft guns on Frisbee Ridge did not even have the range to reach the bombers’ altitude. The battery commander, Lieutenant David Selby, watched as they flew over Rabaul in arrowhead formation, ‘flashing silver in the bright sunlight.’ Then the earth ‘leapt and danced in a huge swirling column’ as Lakunai airfield was bombed.5 Fifteen people in the native hospital and native compound were killed in the bombing, the first fatalities on the ground in the battle for New Guinea. Just before dusk, eleven Kawanishi flying boats returned to bomb the other major airfield, at Vunakanau, but damage was minimal. Follow-up raids on 6 and 7 January caused more significant damage at Vunakanau, destroying three Wirraways and a Hudson and damaging other planes. Four Wirraways managed to take off during the 6 January raid and one, piloted by Flight Lieutenant Bruce Anderson, engaged one of the flying boats, though it escaped. After more raids on 15 and 16 January, the Mobile Carrier Fleet steamed south from Truk Island and on the 20th, the day before the Kavieng raid, launched 109 planes in its first air attacks. Lerew’s tiny force had helped draw Japan’s main carrier fleet to Rabaul at a time when it should have been used to keep the boot firmly on the throat of the United States Navy in the eastern Pacific.


  Of eight Wirraways sent aloft to challenge the air armada, three were promptly shot down, two crash-landed and another crashed on take-off.6 Watching from up on Frisbee Ridge, David Bloomfield wrote in his diary, ‘It was like hawks attacking sparrows. We had never seen aircraft with such speed.’7 On the ground at Vunakanau, a frustrated Lerew notified Port Moresby that he would use his sole remaining Hudson bomber to evacuate his wounded. Then, receiving an operations order to keep the squadron at flight-ready status, Lerew responded: ‘Morituri vos salutamus.’ It was the refrain of the Roman gladiators: ‘We who are about to die salute you.’ Lerew did not die in these battles, but with most of his squadron lost, the rationale for the RAAF to remain in Rabaul had gone. Lerew’s men prepared for evacuation. Late on 21 January the last two Wirraways departed, followed the next morning by the last Hudson bomber, carrying the wounded. The secretary of the Returned Services League at Rabaul, Albert Gaskin, drafted a cable to Australian Prime Minister John Curtin, protesting about the sparseness of the radio news on the bombings. He ended: ‘Send us fighter planes if Rabaul worth holding.’8 None would be sent.


  Meanwhile, the 5th Japanese Air Flotilla, comprising the carriers Zuikaku and Shôkaku, was tasked with destroying air and naval forces on the New Guinea mainland. The seventy-five available planes were split into two groups. On the morning of 21 January, they attacked installations, parked aircraft and other vehicles at Lae, Salamaua, Bulolo and Madang before returning unscathed to the carriers.


  It was clear that the air raids on Rabaul were a preliminary to invasion. As early as 9 January, a Hudson piloted by Flight Lieutenant Robert Yeowart had spotted large concentrations of ships and aircraft at Truk. After the longest sea reconnaissance undertaken by a RAAF land-based aircraft up to that time, Yeowart had confirmed that the Japanese were preparing to strike south. Rabaul was the obvious target. Aware of the development of the B-17 heavy bomber by the United States, the Japanese commanders in Imperial Headquarters feared that Truk would be vulnerable to attack by aircraft stationed at Rabaul. Occupying the town would prevent this. Rabaul, with its fine land-locked harbour—the crater of a flooded volcano—would also serve as an excellent air and naval base for extending the war south to the Solomon Islands and the New Guinea mainland.9


  The Imperial Japanese Army would send Major General Tomitar Horii’s South Seas Force to assist the navy’s invasion of Rabaul. The force was built around Colonel Masao Kusunose’s 144th Infantry Regiment, with extensive support from divisional units including a mountain artillery battalion and a company of engineers, some 5000 men in all. Its first action was at Guam, where Japanese troops landed before dawn on 10 December and captured the island the same day. Orders for the landing at Rabaul were issued on 4 January. Any enemy forces were to be destroyed and a base for naval air operations established. Naval support was overwhelming. It included four heavy cruisers, six submarines and a mobile fleet based on four carriers (with approximately 300 aircraft), two battleships and two more heavy cruisers. After leaving Guam on 14 January, the invasion convoy crossed the equator at dawn on 20 January. Late on the evening of the 22nd, all formations had arrived at their designated anchorages off Rabaul.10


  Major Mitsunori Ikezoe had been working with the naval reconnaissance flights since early January, identifying the Australian defensive positions. Acting on Ikezoe’s information, Horii planned a three-pronged attack on Rabaul, focusing on both airfields and the coast between Tawui Point and Praed Point, overlooking the entrance to the harbour, where the main strength of Kusunose’s regiment would land. Before daylight on 23 January, one detachment would attack Lakunai airfield from the sea, while an infantry battalion would land to the south of Vulcan, a small crater on the edge of the harbour, and advance inland to Vunakanau airfield. Though engineer units carried stocks of Akazutsu poison gas, authorisation for its use was not given.11


  On Emirau Island, 120 kilometres northwest of Kavieng, Ken Chambers heard the sound of planes before dawn on 21 January. They were heading southeast, toward Kavieng and Rabaul. After daybreak, he sighted three Japanese vessels passing close to Emirau: an aircraft carrier, a destroyer and a merchant ship, also heading southeast. When another forty-six planes flew over in the same direction, Chambers sent a warning message, only to be told to wait until 0800. Unfortunately, the Japanese did not keep office hours.12


  On the afternoon of 21 January, Colonel Scanlan called a command conference in Rabaul. Captain Stewart Nottage, an officer from the heavy battery at Praed Point, raised the point that defending the town would not be worth the cost in lives. With the invasion expected that night, the position was all but hopeless. Concerned by the prospect of naval gunfire, Scanlan ordered the evacuation of Malaguna Army Camp, the site of Lark Force headquarters. He told the men, ‘Most of you lads are very young and we haven’t a chance against this big stuff outside.’13


  Lieutenant Ben Dawson was the intelligence officer with the 2/22nd and one of only a handful of men told that the invasion was imminent. Scanlan added that the troops would be kept ignorant of the invasion and be deployed as if on an exercise. It was a strange order by Scanlan, showing little faith in his men, and it resulted in many of them failing to take hard rations and quinine with them. Scanlan’s directions got worse. ‘Well, it looks as if all we can do now is withdraw and attack the enemy’s L of C,’ he told Dawson, who replied, ‘That is a good idea, but what are we going to eat?’ Some 2000 tons of stores, including food, had been destroyed the previous day. Three months earlier, when it had been suggested that supply caches be set up in the hinterland, Scanlan had simply channelled Winston Churchill, saying, ‘You will fight on the beaches.’ With over 1000 men now leaving Rabaul, the ramifications of Scanlan’s abysmal lack of forward planning would soon be felt.14 Billy Cook, a medical orderly with the 2/10th Field Ambulance, helped evacuate the hospital. ‘You don’t try to stop an avalanche,’ he later said. ‘We put as many patients as we could on the trucks at our disposal and moved off up to Kokopo,’ the former capital of German New Guinea, about 30 kilometres away.15
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  Rabaul


  Scanlan had decided to concentrate all his troops south of Malaguna to cover the high ground leading to Vunakanau, which was defended by Captain Ernest ‘Pip’ Appel’s C Company. Major William Owen’s A Company was deployed to cover the coastline north of Vulcan crater, with the 2-pounder guns of the 17th Anti Tank Battery and the NGVR detachment covering the road up from the coast to Four Ways junction. Lieutenant Eric Almond’s R Company covered that junction, with Captain Colin McInnes’s B Company at the nearby Three Ways. Major Richard Travers’ D Company covered the road up from Taliligap Mission. By 1700, the Australian troops were in position, though some still believed it was only an exercise.16


  Captain Frank Shier’s improvised Y Company was placed on the coast out at Raluana Point. The company, made up of rear-area men such as clerks and cooks, manned hastily prepared and inadequate defences. Lieutenant Selby, whose gunners had been ordered to support Shier, observed that there was no wire on the beach and only one short trench had been dug. A Vickers gun was positioned, more trenches were hacked out, and more wire was laid, but it was obvious that any resistance here would be token at best.17
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  On 22 January, the aircraft from the Mobile Carrier Fleet screamed over Rabaul once more. They came just after dawn, attacking Vunakanau airfield and the two 6-inch gun positions at Praed Point, which were clearly visible from the air. The guns had been emplaced one above the other to allow each a full arc of fire. When the upper gun was blown from its emplacement by the bombing, it landed on the lower position, neutralising both weapons. Eleven men were killed in the attack. With the guns silenced, engineers destroyed the magazine, water supply, stores and huts, and the battery was evacuated.18


  There was no point now deploying troops to protect the harbour entrance. By afternoon, Scanlan also knew the invasion was imminent: the anti-aircraft battery telescope up on Frisbee Ridge had spotted the convoy. Within an hour, the Australians had destroyed both anti-aircraft guns, and the fifty-three men on the Ridge had boarded two trucks and were headed for Three Ways. Demolitions had already been carried out at Lakunai airfield early on 22 January. Two thousand aerial bombs that had recently been landed were also blown up. Unfortunately, the blast also put the radio station out of action.19


  Driving through Rabaul late in the afternoon of 22 January, deputy chief air raid warden Albert Gaskin found the town deserted. After spending the night at Kokopo, where many of the evacuees had gathered, Gaskin awoke at 0200 to the sound of davits being lowered in the harbour. Out to sea, small searchlights were flashing. The Japanese invasion force had arrived off Rabaul.20


  The transports had been lowering landing barges since before midnight. At 0225 on 23 January, Sergeant Frank Smith heard movement and saw a light in the harbour. Ten minutes later, an Australian patrol fired a green Very light, indicating that the Japanese transports had arrived offshore. By 0330, Owen’s men could hear the landing craft approaching the shore near Vulcan. These craft held 9 Company, from Lieutenant Colonel Genjiro Kuwada’s III/144th Battalion. They had strayed to the north of Vulcan and would land opposite Owen’s company. The Australians were waiting, having cut back the undergrowth between the shoreline and the road to allow a clear field of fire. As the Japanese disembarked, two mortars fired hundreds of bombs onto them. Then, as the survivors reached the barbed wire, two Vickers guns opened up. The riflemen from Lieutenant Bill Grant’s platoon added their fire to the mix. Basil Challis later wrote, ‘Gosh, they squealed like pigs as we gave them our whole repertoire.’ As day dawned, three landing craft were seen offshore. Those Japanese who were still on their feet had re-embarked, seeking a better landing site.21


  After that initial repulse, 9 Company moved southwards to avoid the strong Australian positions north of Vulcan. There were many small crevasses to cross, and when the Japanese tried to concentrate their forces, the Australians began firing machineguns and mortars, targeting the flare signals that indicated assembly positions. Some of the stymied enemy troops headed along the beach towards Vulcan, while others advanced up through the ravines from the undefended Keravia Bay on the south side of Vulcan crater.


  Even though Owen’s men continued to hold the beach positions, once the Japanese began infiltrating across the slopes of Vulcan and around their right flank, the game was over. Now Vunakanau airfield was under threat. At 0730, despite having lost only one man, Owen withdrew the company to Four Ways junction. When he arrived three hours later, Major Bill Mollard told him to get his men further back to Three Ways or they would be cut off. From the lookout at Taliligap, over thirty vessels could be seen at the harbour entrance. There were destroyers already in the harbour and one ship had berthed at the undefended Government Wharf.22 Rabaul belonged to the Japanese, and their aircraft dominated the sky. The outlook for the Australians was ominous.


  Further south, the Japanese 8 Company had landed according to plan. By 0400 they had driven Shier’s scratch company off Raluana Point and sent a platoon to occupy Kokopo. Shier headed for Taliligap and Three Ways junction, where David Selby’s men were ordered to dig in. The Japanese soldiers were not long behind them, and Selby watched them approach ‘like a swarm of black ants.’23 Hampered by air attacks, Selby’s men fought hard until the threat from the right flank forced them back. Also at Three Ways, McInnes’s company came under pressure and withdrew at 1000.


  Amid the chaos, some kept their heads. Travers’ company, at Taliligap, did not face its first ground attacks until 1130 and, though Lieutenant Fred Lomas’s platoon moved back towards Vunakanau an hour later, Lieutenant John Donaldson’s platoon was still holding positions facing Taliligap in mid-afternoon. At 1400, some of Donaldson’s men had also advanced under covering fire to recapture two trucks along with the two Vickers machine guns they carried. Arthur Simson moved up to the trucks and engaged two groups of enemy soldiers with his Tommy gun while John Sloane provided covering fire. At 1510 Travers pulled his men out. It had been quite a fight. They had taken a heavy toll on the enemy, for which Travers would pay dearly. Later taken prisoner, he would be executed by officers from the attacking units.24


  As Colonel Carr moved his battalion headquarters further from Rabaul, he lost what control he had over his companies. Scanlan too had lost control: he now ordered Carr to pull his entire battalion back to the Keravat River. That order ended any chance of mounting a coordinated defence. Some units withdrew in reasonable order, others not, but as a whole the battalion had folded. When David Selby reached headquarters at Toma, eight kilometres southeast of Vunakanau, he asked if he could see Scanlan. The sergeant-major went to Scanlan’s tent and returned to tell Selby: ‘The colonel’s orders are that each man is to fend for himself.’25 It was an astonishing order. Just when strong leadership was most needed, Scanlan had failed abysmally. His attitude had been apparent earlier that morning, when he returned to Toma from Three Ways and told Captain Harold Nicholls to prepare to disperse the headquarters men because ‘the Jap force was too formidable to hold.’ At this stage neither C nor D Company had yet been engaged on the ground.26 As ‘Bill’ Harry, who was attached to Scanlan’s headquarters as a signaller, observed: ‘When the beach defence broke down it was one glorious shemozzle.’27


  The true ramifications of Scanlan’s orders would be felt in the following days, when his lack of pre-planning for the retreat of such a large body of men into the mountains to the south became evident. Only the foresight of Major John Mollard, who had positioned a food cache further back, gave the retreating men any sort of chance. The road ran out only a kilometre or so beyond Toma. From there, it petered out into a jungle track that led to the Warangoi River. Most men went this way, moving south across the Baining Ranges towards Wide Bay. Scanlan told Bill Harry, ‘We’ve just got to get back in the bush.’ When Harry told Scanlan he wanted to stay and join up with the other signallers, Scanlan replied, ‘You please yourself,’ and left.28


  There had also been a landing at Kavieng, carried out by a detachment built around the 2nd Maizuru Special Naval Landing Party (SNLP). Expecting only scant resistance, the Kavieng invasion force had left Truk on 20 January, a day before the first air attack. As at Rabaul, the transport ships approached the designated landing place on the evening of 22 January using the smoke and glow from the blazing township as a guide. At around 0200 next morning, Ken Chambers watched from Emirau Island as a fierce glow lit up the horizon from the direction of Kavieng. ‘We saw continual explosions as of bombs or [a] mine going up,’ he later recounted, ‘a terrific stab of angry red darts to each side and a huge stab into the heavens.’29


  The first Japanese marines landed at 0230 and soon secured the town and airfield. A second landing on the eastern shore began at 0440. In total, between three and four thousand troops were landed, overwhelming the small party under Major Edmonds-Wilson and the few civilians who remained in Kavieng. As the lead Japanese troops reached the airfield, two officers exploded demolition charges in the runway, while Lieutenant George ‘Peter’ Dixon, aided by Stan Uhlman and Alex Davis, blew up the explosives dump. Before morning had broken, all three men had been captured. Their hands tied to short stakes and fastened behind their backs, they were marched back along the airfield. Dixon was paraded before the Japanese landing force commander and threatened with execution.30 Hopelessly outnumbered, the remaining Australian commandos fell back to a camp at Suk, about 30 kilometres southeast of Kavieng. The Japanese completed mopping-up operations on New Ireland on 24 January, capturing Namatanai and a number of neighbouring islands.


  On 28 January Edmonds-Wilson, who had escaped from Kavieng, gathered his men and moved to Kaut, where they hastily repaired the Induna Star with the intention of sailing down the coast. Lex Noonan, who had been wounded in both legs during the earlier air attack, refused assistance and dragged himself aboard the vessel, one of 141 men who embarked on the night of 30 January. Reaching Kalili harbour the following morning, they learned that the fighting on New Britain was over and that the Japanese now occupied Rabaul. Edmonds-Wilson decided to sail for Port Moresby, but early on 2 February the Induna Star was sighted by a Japanese plane, which strafed and bombed it. Three men were killed and another thirty wounded, and the lifeboat was destroyed. The ketch was now taking on water, and Edmonds-Wilson considered any further resistance useless, so the men ran up a white flag. They were instructed to sail to Rabaul. En route, they were escorted by Japanese aircraft until a destroyer offloaded the men as prisoners of war and took them to the town.31


  Those Australians who had fled from Rabaul, civilians and servicemen alike, had few options. Most headed south to the Warangoi River—the end of the road. When Albert Gaskin’s party arrived there at around 0700 on the morning of the invasion, they found some fifty abandoned cars and at least three army trucks. The ground was strewn with the detritus of defeat. When David Selby’s men arrived later that day, they were able to stock up on ammunition and food from the abandoned trucks.


  The early arrivals had been able to find boat rides down the coast. Just after dusk on the day of the invasion, a group of fortress signallers, RAAF personnel and civilians, some 100 in all, were flown out on two RAAF Short Sunderland flying boats from Sum Sum Plantation to Samarai Island.32 The following night, more people were evacuated by flying boat, this time from Tol Plantation on Wide Bay, further down the coast. Gaskin was one of about sixty evacuees taken off that night on one of the Sunderlands. When their plane landed at Samarai Island, the right-hand float was damaged. To keep it from flooding, four people had to sit on the opposite wing.33
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  Gazelle Peninsula


  Most evacuees had to trek through the mountains to Adler Bay, just south of Sum Sum Plantation. The main body of men arrived on 28 and 29 January before moving further south to Wide Bay. As he made his way south through the coastal ranges on 3 February, David Bloomfield saw five Japanese landing craft moving south along the coast from Rabaul. Next day, his party reached the Bulus River, on the other side of which lay Tol Plantation. Les Fawcett shot a pig to provide some much needed food while Bloomfield and a civilian named Hutchinson crossed the river to scout the plantation. Here they discovered that Japanese troops had already landed and that their patrols were also scouting the area. The two Australians dodged one patrol and fled to the coast before recrossing the Bulus to rejoin the main party.34


  After the invasion of Rabaul, 200 to 300 evacuees from the town had gathered around Tol Plantation.35 A Japanese float plane had flown over on 1 February, and two days later a Japanese force landed. After firing mortars and machine guns at the shoreline, the five landing craft beached and were met by twenty-two men, under Lieutenants Bill Grant and Harry Erwin, who waited on the shore under white flags. Believing there was nothing to be gained by staying on the run, Grant and Erwin had decided to surrender.36 Other troops fled. Some were later captured further south, at Kalai Mission, from where they were brought back to Tol. Here 123 men were put under guard for the night in three native huts ringed by fires that burned all night. At daybreak, the men were brought outside and their identity details taken.37


  They were then marched to Tol Plantation house, where the Japanese officer asked for those who had surrendered on the beach to step forward. When some forty men did so, one of those who had held a white flag was told to pick out those who had been with him. The twenty-two men he identified were marched back whence they had come. The 101 who remained had their possessions taken and their hands bound with white fishing line, and were marched off in small groups.38
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  Wilkie ‘Bill’ Collins was given food and cigarettes during the recording process on that morning of 4 February. He was then marched off into the tall grass with nine other men, all of whom had their hands tied. They were told to stand as a Japanese officer drew his sword and ordered his men to fix bayonets. One soldier selected a prisoner and marched him off out of sight. The other men heard screaming. The soldier returned alone, wiping blood from his bayonet. More men were taken away to their deaths. The others cursed the murderers: ‘You yellow bastards, you’ll pay for this when our chaps catch you.’ One man asked to be shot. Another tried to run; the officer slashed him with his sword and shot him. Collins was last in line. The officer told the Australian to walk ahead of him, then shot him in the shoulder. He slumped to the ground and the officer fired twice more. One shot smashed through his left wrist and right hand, breaking his bindings. The other went through Collins’ back. He lay doggo until the officer left, then hid in the bush. After five days, he came across two other survivors in an abandoned house. When some civilians arrived, Collins went with them to get help.39


  Alf Robinson, a NGVR rifleman, also survived. As the Japanese led his group through the plantation, the track came to an S-bend. The group had not been roped together, and Robinson, a jungle-savvy 38-year-old, saw his chance. ‘Turning the first bend of the S, I nipped out of the line and ducked down behind a bush on the other side of the S,’ he later recalled. The man next in line whispered ‘lower, Sport,’ and Robinson’s escape went unnoticed. His quick thinking saved his life: as he moved away through the plantation, he heard a series of rifle shots. Robinson hid out for three days before meeting a group of civilians, who untied his hands. The bonds were so tight they had almost severed his thumbs.40


  Billy Cook was also rounded up when the Japanese landed at Tol. Told that they had left, he and seven of his fellow ambulance men were cooking and playing cards when one of the cooks ran past, crying, ‘The bastards are here!’ Cook dived for the scrub, ‘panic lending me speed and strength.’ Sheltering behind a log, he watched as enemy troops surrounded his mates. As they raised their hands high, his own resolve drained away, ‘running out of me like water from a sponge.’ He stepped back onto the track, hands in the air. A Japanese officer came along with a book and had the men write their names in it before cutting the identity discs from their necks. ‘What’s up?’ Cook asked his friend Raffles. ‘Don’t know, pal,’ Raffles answered with a shake of the head. ‘But I’ve got a fair idea.’41


  Grinning, the Japanese officer ripped the Red Cross brassard from each man’s sleeve. Then the murdering began. The officer stood there, ‘hands on his hips, arrogant as the devil,’ as the first man was taken away. Face white, jaw quivering, the victim managed a bold farewell: ‘See you in hell, fellers.’ Two other men prayed. So, in his own way, did Raffles, who muttered, ‘Oh, Christ. Oh, Christ.’ ‘Next!’ the officer said. Two more men went forward, heads held high, disguising their terror with a final, ‘Cheerio, fellers.’ Another ‘Next!’ sounded. Raffles and two others stood up. ‘So long, boy,’ Raffles said to Cook. ‘I’ll see you at the bottom of the hill.’ Then he winked, turned, and spat in the officer’s face. The officer cursed, wiped his face and followed the three men into the plantation. Three shots rang out.42


  Richard and Cecil Buck were brothers, born barely a year apart, who had grown up together in the Sydney suburbs. They had joined the Army together, been given consecutive service numbers, and served together in the 2/10th Field Ambulance. They were still together now, part of the group of men with Billy Cook. On this day, they died together.43


  Cook and two Victorians from the 2/22nd Battalion were cut loose from the five remaining men. ‘Well, Cookie, now we will know what the next world is like,’ one said. ‘God, what a way to die!’ The other man just prayed. As they walked down a slope towards the sea, three enemy soldiers converged on them from behind. The first searing stab of the bayonet sent Cook to the ground, still bound to the other two. Four more times he felt the bayonet plunge into his back and heard the snarling grunt of the Japanese. Cook wanted to scream, but one of the other men had fallen across his neck, pressing Cook’s mouth into the dirt. He waited for death yet hoped to survive, holding his breath lest the soldiers see his chest moving. Then the dying man on top of him let out a groan and one of the guards returned to finish him off. Cook kept holding his breath, but he couldn’t help it—as the other man’s body rolled down across his back, it pressed the air from his lungs with a faint whistling sound. Cook felt the savage blade again and again and again, four times through his exposed neck and twice through his ear and out his mouth. He had now been stabbed eleven times. ‘All the pain there has ever been in the world hit me,’ he later recalled. Satisfied with their handiwork, the murderers covered the bodies with leaves and left.44


  Darkness came. When Billy Cook opened his eyes, he could not believe he was still alive. Surely death was close; he was resigned to it, even wanted it. Then some feeling returned to his limbs, and as the flies gathered, he decided he would not die—not there, anyway. Somehow, he managed to rise, untie himself from the other two bodies and stumble towards the shoreline, some 40 metres away. After falling twice, he got a leg between his bound thumbs and, despite the pain in his neck, chewed through the binding. Finally reaching the water, Cook waded in to bathe his wounds, though the salt water burned. With night approaching, he staggered along the coast, walking and falling and getting up again, always in a blur of agony. Stinging sandflies made sleep impossible. ‘The pain stayed with me all the time.’45


  When daylight came, Cook found a path. Stumbling along it, he came to a camp that had been set up by a party under Colonel Scanlan, and collapsed. Bill Waugh saw Cook arrive. He ‘was in a frightful mess, rotten with wounds.’ After letting him rest and dressing his wounds, the Australians sent Cook on his way with a native guide. But the guide soon vanished, leaving Cook to wander the jungle tracks alone. Eventually, he came across three more Aussies, who took him with them into the mountains. After seven days of trekking with little food, they ended up back where they started. Cook took the other three men through the massacre site at Tol Plantation, clutching a razor blade and ready to take his own life if the Japanese should appear. Leaving the others he decided to head down the coast. Climbing cliffs and swimming across river mouths, he finally met up with Major Ted Palmer, the medical officer from his unit. After inspecting his wounds, Palmer said, ‘Cook, you’re a tough old bastard.’ The devoted Palmer cared for Cook and later helped to bring him out of New Britain alive.46


  On 5 February, David Bloomfield’s group had moved further up the Bulus River away from Tol, but the next day three of them returned to their former position to search for food. There they found Max ‘Smacker’ Hazelgrove propped up against a tree trunk. He had been roped to six other men and marched through the plantation by twenty armed enemy soldiers. Ordered to stop and turn their backs to the Japanese, the Australians hurriedly farewelled each other. Then the guards opened fire. Hazelgrove collapsed to the ground and passed out as the Japanese began covering the bodies with palm fronds. When he woke, he managed to untie his bonds, tearing the skin off his thumbs in the process. Rather than hazarding the jungle, he decided to wait for help. Back at the camp, the men examined Hazelgrove and found four bullet wounds and another larger wound. Taking him back through Tol Plantation, en route to Kalai, the group found Cliff Marshall, another survivor of the massacre, who had been bayoneted three times and left for dead. Two other men, Hugh ‘Nipper’ Webster and Norm Walkley, also survived, though Walkley would die of his wounds within a month.


  There were at least four separate massacres at Tol and the nearby Waitavalo Plantation on 4 February, with between 123 and 150 men murdered. When Australian troops reoccupied Tol in 1945, 158 bodies were recovered. Troops from Colonel Kuwada’s III/144th Battalion had carried out these atrocities.47 Post war in China, where such atrocities had taken place on a genocidal scale, the murderers were called the Riben Guizi, the Japanese devils.


  On 10 February, Colonel Scanlan, in full military dress and carrying a white flag, left Tol for Rabaul to surrender to the Japanese. In doing so, he chose to abandon those of his men who desperately needed a strong leader to try to get them home. Major Mollard and three others went with Scanlan. On 12 February, a Japanese destroyer came to Tol. A house that may have held two of the massacre survivors was set alight. It seems likely that Scanlan’s party was taken into custody at this time.48


  From Tol, Bloomfield’s group headed down the coast to Palmalmal Plantation, where Father Ted Harris, a Sacred Heart missionary, gave them food and refuge. Gasmata had been occupied, so there was no point going further, though some men were sent partway down the coast to ease overcrowding. On the morning of 9 April, Lieutenant Ivan Champion, a former patrol officer who was now an officer in the Naval Volunteer Reserve, piloted the small ketch Laurabada into Jacquinot Bay and hid it in some mangroves near Palmalmal. Billy Cook, who was sheltering some 25 kilometres down the coast, later wrote of the ship: ‘Realising it meant our freedom, it looked like the Queen Mary.’ That afternoon, as storm clouds gathered, Father Harris bade the men from Palmalmal farewell. He would not join them; his work was at the mission. Among the civilians embarking were two women, Mrs Janke and Mrs Watterman, the latter with her four children. The 157 people taken aboard from the Jacquinot Bay area included twenty civilians. Les Fawcett wrote: ‘We laid like sardines in a tin, wet, dirty, sick, but happy.’ Under cover of the storm, the Laurabada made it to Port Moresby three days later, on 12 April. Most of the passengers were immediately transshipped to Australia on the MV Macdhui. The bathrooms on that vessel got a solid workout. When it came Billy Cook’s turn to bathe, he was constantly interrupted by senior officers wanting to see his wounds. ‘Each and every one from the highest to the lieutenants wished me luck and promised to get square for me,’ he later wrote. Cook’s story would help to fire the resolve of the Australian forces in New Guinea.


  Back at Palmalmal, Father Harris, who had done so much to help the evacuees but refused to save himself, was murdered by the Japanese: bayoneted, shot and thrown to the sharks.49


  Smaller groups also made it out of New Britain from the south coast. Captain Nicholls’ and Captain William Botham’s parties had pushed on from Palmalmal to reach Father William Culhane at Awul Mission. On the night of 16 February, eleven men left on the pinnace Maria. Though it had a freeboard of only 15 centimetres, it reached the Trobriand Islands three days later. Nicholls wrote, ‘I feel safe at last and thank my God.’ Culhane was not so safe. The Irish priest was found in possession of a radio and murdered by the Japanese.50


  On the north coast, Captain Appel—showing leadership qualities so sadly lacking in others—took firm charge of 245 men who had reached Kamanakan Mission and split them into four groups. One of these men was Captain Allan Cameron, who had been Appel’s 2IC at Vunakanau. Liaising among the four groups as they retreated westward, Cameron sent a message to Port Moresby in mid-February describing the engagement at Rabaul and seeking direction. Having been given permission to escape if he considered guerrilla warfare impossible, Cameron and eleven other men sailed from Pondo on the seven-metre pinnace Dalcie on 19 February. Sergeant John ‘Keith’ McCarthy, the Talasea District Officer, was not impressed. Their departure left him with only one vessel to carry the main body of evacuees down the coast. On 22 February, McCarthy met Appel and began guiding more troops west until, by 2 March, 150 to 200 men were gathered at Open Bay.51 On 15 March, 214 people, including 162 soldiers who had escaped from Rabaul, were ferried from Walindi around the Talasea Peninsula to Iboki and on to the Vitu Islands. From there the group was embarked on the MV Lakatoi and taken to Cairns. They arrived on 18 March, an amazing feat of seamanship. Another twenty-six men were taken off New Britain on two smaller boats.52 Meanwhile, Cameron’s party reached Lae, then arrived at Salamaua on the night of 2 March. For the escapees, the ordeal was over. For most of those left behind, the outcome would be cruel.


  Most of those captured at Rabaul and Kavieng who had escaped being murdered at Tol and elsewhere would be shipped out of Rabaul. The officers were separated from the men, and on 22 June 1942, 845 soldiers and 208 civilians boarded the Montevideo Maru, which was to take them to Hainan Island, off the coast of China. As the ship steamed north through the tropical heat, the already foul conditions in the crowded holds steadily deteriorated. After nine days at sea, the ship was struck by a torpedo from the American submarine USS Sturgeon. All 1053 prisoners on board went to their deaths in the dark waters off the coast of Luzon in the Philippines. Though no one knew it then and few know of it today, it was Australia’s darkest day of the war.


  2

  ‘Whacco’


  Port Moresby and Salamaua

  March to August 1942


  It was Squadron Leader John Jackson’s last flight. As he took off to help defend the airspace above Port Moresby, Jackson may well have known it. He had fought with distinction in the Middle East before his Kittyhawk fighter squadron arrived in New Guinea six weeks earlier. After the heady early days of shooting up Japanese aircraft on the ground at Lae, he had been shot down by Zeros over the coast near Salamaua. Now, after swimming and trekking to safety, he was taking to the air again. The odds were not good: five Kittyhawks against eight Japanese Betty bombers with around a dozen Zero escorts. Jackson could see the Zeros closing in as he heaved his aircraft across the sky.


  Less than a week after he arrived at Salamaua from New Britain, Captain Allan Cameron was again involved in an invasion. Before dawn on 8 March, Japanese forces landed on the New Guinea mainland. Naval troops hit the beaches at Lae, while Major Tadashi Horie’s II/144th Battalion, from the South Seas Force, came ashore at Salamaua. Cameron was the senior officer present, stationed at the airfield. Once he received word of the landing, Cameron told Flying Officer Alfred Hermes, the pilot of a RAAF Hudson bomber, to take off. Kerosene-soaked rags were used to light the flare path. Hermes ‘put lights on and soared off while Japs were landing,’ Cameron recalled.1 He ordered the petrol dumps blown, and a RAAF sergeant took to the radio with an axe. As the NGVR rifleman Horace Harris ran across the airfield, he noticed that the fuel drums were still intact, so he bayoneted some of them and lit the fuel. A banker by day, Harris was having more excitement by night.2


  The lights had been left on along the far side of the airfield, but the Japanese troops came down the nearer side in the dark and drizzling rain. Seeing them approach, Cameron whispered a warning to Tom Brannelly, who replied loudly, ‘What did you say?’ The Japanese opened fire. The leading enemy soldier was only five metres away when Brannelly shot him. It was the only aimed shot fired in the defence of Salamaua. Cameron then went to detonate the airfield demolitions, but the charges were damp. The result was only a dull thud. In a final gesture of defiance, he fired his revolver towards the pursuing enemy and headed over the suspension bridge across the Francisco River. With the Japanese only 20 metres from the far bank the bridge was felled and the men headed inland.3


  On 10 March, there was a more serious response to the Japanese landing from the United States Navy. The aircraft carriers Yorktown and Lexington launched 104 planes from the southern side of the New Guinea mainland across the Owen Stanley Range to strike at Salamaua and Lae. Commander William Ault positioned his scout plane over the gap in the range to confirm that it was free of cloud, but the heavily laden Devastator torpedo bombers had great difficulty flying high enough to pass through. Lieutenant Commander Jimmy Brett, a former glider pilot, picked out an area clear of jungle and, circling above it, found a thermal updraft that gave his plane enough lift to get through; his squadron followed.4


  The Dauntless dive bombers struck three ships at Lae, sinking the Kongo Maru and Tama Maru No. 2 and forcing the Tenyo Maru to run aground. Off Salamaua, the Devastators from Lexington attacked two transports at anchor, and Dauntless dive bombers made follow-up attacks. The transport Yokohama Maru was sunk, probably by bombs, as the American Mk 13 torpedos were notoriously unreliable at this stage of the war. Another seven vessels were damaged in the raids. Of the 389 Japanese casualties, 132 were killed.5 Moving back along the track to Wau, the men withdrawing from Salamaua could hear the sounds of the bombing raid. Jim Currie later wrote, ‘Although we must be [30 kilometres] away by direct line, we can feel the ground vibrate with the explosions.’6


  The carrier raid was a success on two levels. First, it caused the Japanese their most serious loss of ships and men since the start of the war. Second, and of greater strategic importance, was the delay this action imposed on the planned Japanese invasion of Port Moresby. Forced to increase air defence over the proposed invasion fleet, Imperial Headquarters assigned the high-speed anti-aircraft ship Asakayama Maru to the South Seas Force, and transferred an additional aircraft carrier, [image: 7], to the Fourth Fleet.7 These deployments, plus the need to replace the transports lost at Lae and Salamaua, delayed the Port Moresby operation until May.


  From the ridges above Salamaua, Allan Cameron watched the carrier raid. ‘Our own planes gave Salamaua a pasting,’ he wrote, ‘and from where we were appeared to get at least one ship.’ The next morning Cameron twisted his knee, making the trek to Skindiwai, midway between Mubo and Wau, even more difficult. He wrote, ‘Rest of [30 kilometre] mountain climbing was agony.’ But he was still able to admire the ‘marvellous views, mountain mists, towering trees, birds and frosty air.’ Reaching Wau, the group found a ‘terrible mess after bombing, water on drome, town completely deserted.’ They then began the long walk out to the south coast via the Bulldog Track. This was the harshest of country, where even the native carriers took weapons for protection from hostile tribes. Cameron would sleep on the weapons at night to prevent the carriers from fleeing. The greater enemy was the terrain. ‘The going has been very stiff,’ he wrote, ‘the track being hardly discernible at times and most of the morning spent on all fours.’ The descent from the range ‘was more like climbing down cliffs than descending hills.’ Then it got worse. ‘Camped in terrible conditions in a swamp. Mosquitoes, sandflies and leeches and no sleep.’ After ‘a steaming day in pitiless sun’ canoeing downriver, more mosquitoes descended on Cameron’s party. ‘Apart from hundreds of bites, the noise of them would have made sleep impossible.’ When Cameron’s party finally reached the coast, they caught a ride on a lugger back to Port Moresby, arriving at the end of March.8 In two months, he had trekked across New Britain, sailed the Bismarck Sea to the mainland, then walked across New Guinea from north to south. An officer of his fortitude and experience was rare in Port Moresby, and Cameron was soon appointed brigade major of 30th Brigade, the only Australian infantry unit in New Guinea at that stage.


  In the skies above Port Moresby, the gleaming silver crosses of the Japanese bombers were evident on most days and the sound of their exploding bombs reverberated across the town. The first Japanese air raid on Port Moresby, by eight flying boats, took place on 3 February, and many more raids followed.9 The first Australian fighter aircraft, seventeen P-40 Kittyhawks from RAAF No. 75 Squadron, had arrived on 21 March, having flown up from Townsville via Cairns and Horn Island. These Kittyhawks had been expected for some time and had come to be known as the tomorrow-hawks or never-hawks. Despite being shot at by over-anxious gunners, all the planes that were sent made it through, though one irate pilot commented, ‘I’ve been shot down by Italians and shot down by fucking Germans, but I had to go to New Guinea to be shot down by fucking Chockos [chocolate soldiers, or conscripts].’10 An hour after the Kittyhawks landed, two of them shot down an enemy plane making a routine recon flight over Port Moresby. Peter Hayman watched as ‘Up in the clouds a flash of flame is seen and then a plane is seen falling to land with a huge splash into the sea.’11 ‘Too easy,’ the elated war correspondent George Johnston wrote. ‘First real evidence of aggression in this war. Whacco!’12


  Squadron Leader John Jackson led nine Kittyhawks on a dawn strafing attack to Lae the following day, catching the Japanese aircraft lined up on the runway. Three bombers and nine fighters were left burning on the ground and another two fighters that had got airborne were shot down.13 For one of Jackson’s pilots, Flying Officer Bruce Anderson, it was his first chance to take on the Japanese Zeros since his last outing, piloting a Wirraway over Rabaul. Tragically, he was shot down by ground fire and killed. On 4 April, the Kittyhawks returned to Lae airfield and left seven enemy aircraft blazing and another ten damaged in their wake.14 However, when Jackson made an early-morning recon flight over Lae on 10 April, the Zeros were waiting for him and he was shot down. He managed to swim to shore, and with help from local natives made it to Wau, from where he was flown back to Moresby. On 28 April Jackson led the last five serviceable Kittyhawks against an enemy air raid. ‘It’s on!’ one pilot said, and the fighters were on their way, climbing out over the ocean and then turning for the ranges. When the eight Betty bombers were seen, they were above the Kittyhawks. Jackson took his plane out wide to climb for a side-on attack. He, Barry Cox and Peter Masters targeted one plane each. Masters’ aircraft stalled as he fired, almost standing up on its tail before spinning towards the ground. Masters was out of the fight, but over the radio he could hear Jackson cursing his attackers, fighting for his life. As Masters put it, ‘He was making one hell of a fight of it.’ Jumped by eleven Zeros from the crack Tainan Kokutai air group, the gallant Jackson and Cox were shot down and killed. In Jackson’s honour, Seven Mile Strip, the main aerodrome at Port Moresby, was renamed Jackson’s, a name it retains to this day.15


  The Japanese planned one more major landing on the main island of New Guinea: Operation MO, the invasion of Port Moresby. The Japanese commander, Vice Admiral Shigeyoshi Inouye, had three carriers, thirteen cruisers and thirty-two destroyers available for the operation, but he would need to use some of that force to protect the fourteen vessels of two invasion convoys, one headed to Moresby and the other to Tulagi, in the Solomon Islands. The merchant vessels heading to Moresby contained the infantry of Japan’s I/144th Battalion and the marines of the 3rd Kure Naval Landing Force. Inouye would use his two largest carriers, Zuikaku and Shôkaku, to bring the Allied naval forces to battle in the Coral Sea, in hopes of clearing the way for the invasion convoy.


  Though American naval intelligence had broken the Japanese naval codes and knew the details of the Japanese plan, the US naval commander, Rear Admiral ‘Jack’ Fletcher, was hamstrung by also having to split his naval force. Fletcher had to send one of his two aircraft carriers, Yorktown, to oppose the Japanese landing at Tulagi. Then, on the morning of 7 May, he divided his remaining force. He sent Rear Admiral Jack Crace’s task group—comprising the three cruisers HMAS Australia, HMAS Hobart and USS Chicago and three US destroyers—to find the Port Moresby invasion convoy. Captain Harold Farncomb skilfully brought Australia unscathed through air attacks, first by twelve torpedo bombers and then from higher-altitude bombers, some of which were US B-26 Marauders out of Townsville!16 However, it was the carriers that would win this battle. Fletcher struck the first blow when aircraft from Lexington sunk the Japanese escort carrier [image: 7]. It was a critical loss. [image: 7] had provided direct air cover to the invasion convoy, which was now at the mercy of Crace’s cruisers.


  Inouye struck next, air attacks crippling the US fleet oiler Neosho and sinking the destroyer escort Sims. On the morning of 8 May, with the main battle fleets only 250 kilometres apart, the heaviest air attacks began. Shôkaku was the first casualty. Struck by six bombs and with her flight deck disabled, she was ordered back to Truk. The other fleet carrier, Zuikaku, though undamaged, also fled north. Yorktown was hit by a bomb, and Lexington, blasted by five torpedoes, was abandoned and sunk by a US destroyer. But with the Japanese carrier fleet in disarray, depriving the invasion convoy of air cover, Inouye abandoned the operation and the convoy returned to Rabaul.


  The Battle of the Coral Sea saved Port Moresby. The subsequent naval battle at Midway from 4 to 6 June, when four Japanese aircraft carriers were sunk, crushed the Japanese naval air arm and ensured it was no longer a threat to Moresby or to the Australian mainland. If both of those naval battles had gone the Japanese way, the Imperial Japanese Navy would have been in a position both militarily and politically to carry out direct operations against Australia, including invasion. The circumstances would have been favourable, and plans always reflect circumstance. Thanks to these naval victories, however, on 11 June General Douglas MacArthur, the commander of Allied forces in the South West Pacific Area, was able to tell Australian Prime Minister John Curtin that Australia’s security was now assured.17 It was further enhanced on 11 July, when Japanese Imperial Headquarters, adapting to the changed circumstances, cancelled planned operations against Samoa, Fiji and New Caledonia.


  Despite the Coral Sea repulse, the Japanese kept the pressure on Port Moresby. Packed with troops and supplies, the Burns Philp motor vessel Macdhui arrived in Moresby from Townsville late in the afternoon of 15 June. Next morning, it moved out into the harbour, where unloading continued using lighters. It was still there on 17 June when Japanese high-altitude bombers flew in. They damaged the ship and killed six men. The following morning, eighteen bombers targeted the Macdhui, dropping sixty-eight bombs; four hit home. One bomb smashed into the poop deck, wiping out the gun crew and disabling the steering. The five gunners who were killed were the first battle casualties from 39th Battalion. Two more bombs landed in the holds of the ship and fires broke out. A fourth bomb then hit on the starboard side, the explosions tossing Captain James Campbell from his bridge. The dazed captain realised the ship was doomed and ordered the men off. Burton Graham watched from the shoreline. ‘I stood and watched the drifting ship. There was still a lot of smoke rising above her. Flying in and out of it, weaving slowly through the still air of the harbour, were two large birds. They looked like vultures.’18


  Up on Tuaguba Hill, the Australian photographer Damien Parer filmed the attack. Peter Ryan, who was at the bottom of a slit trench holding the legs of Parer’s camera tripod, looked up and asked, ‘Didn’t you hear the bombs?’ Parer, who earlier in the war had filmed German bombers in the Middle East, said, ‘I don’t hear anything when I’m working.’19 Until he resigned in August 1943, Parer would continue to photograph the war in New Guinea, conveying its stark realities to Australians back home.
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  With the threat of a seaborne invasion of Port Moresby now removed, Major Paul Kneen’s 2/5th Independent Company was airlifted to Wau as the main component of the newly formed Kanga Force, which had been allocated to the Wau–Salamaua area. Kneen’s men were all volunteers who had trained at the Guerrilla Warfare School at Wilson’s Promontory, on the south coast of Victoria. The training was unique, focusing on physical fitness and skill with weapons and explosives, including demolitions.20 Stronger and better equipped than a regular infantry company, an independent company comprised three fifty-man platoons, each made up of three sixteen-man sections commanded by an officer and well equipped with automatic weapons. Each man wore the unit’s new insignia of two overlapping black diamonds: commando double black.


  On 1 May General MacArthur had told General Thomas Blamey, Commander-in-Chief of the Australian Army and commander of Allied land forces under MacArthur’s aegis, of his desire to see offensive action taken against the Japanese in New Guinea. That meant operations at Lae and Salamaua, the only part of New Guinea where Allied ground troops were in contact with the enemy.21 On 12 May, Major Norman Fleay was appointed to command Kanga Force. The task was a difficult one, and the rationale for giving it to Fleay was not readily apparent. His inexperience in working outside the normal Army support structure with what could be termed irregular forces, and his total lack of experience in the unique terrain and climate of New Guinea, would prove severe handicaps.


  The transport pilots had a considerable challenge to overcome in flying to Wau, as their planes were unable to fly high enough to clear the Owen Stanley Range. They had to fly through a gap in the range that was easily closed by cloud. Then, at Wau, the transport pilots faced the immense challenge of landing on a sloping airstrip whose elevation rose 100 metres along its 1000-metre length. With mountains hemming in the southwest end of the airstrip, planes had to land uphill and take off downhill. Flying Officer Alex Miller-Randle later wrote: ‘The first time I saw the Wau landing strip, I was astounded. If one did not make it the first try, there was no going around again; you made it or else!’22


  On 23 May, the first of Kneen’s men were taken across to Wau and Bulolo. Ken ‘Andy’ Knox was on a flight on 26 May which passed through the gap in the Owen Stanleys. As the plane came in to land, only a matter of minutes flying time from the Japanese airfield at Lae, the American pilot had just one thing in mind: to make it into the air again. ‘Get out, get out, get out!’ he yelled to his passengers. ‘We’ve got to get off.’23 Lieutenant Max Piggott was on the last plane down; by the time it landed, enemy aircraft were in the area. The men were told to ‘get ready to stick your guns out the door and smash the windows if the Zeros come at us.’24


  While Major Kneen would be in charge of the commandos in the Bulolo Valley, Captain Norm Winning would be responsible for those men now stationed at Mubo, deep in the hinterland behind Salamaua. By 15 June, Winning had fifty-one of his own men there, together with the NGVR detachment. Winning was a red-headed Scot, nicknamed ‘Red Steer,’ who had worked on a plantation on Java, in the Netherlands East Indies, before the war. Damien Parer later portrayed him as having ‘all his courage, leadership and outspokenness in his fine-looking Scottish face.’25 Sergeant Jim McAdam’s NGVR scouts, whom Parer called the ‘the patriarchs of this jungle warfare,’ made reconnaissance patrols to Salamaua to determine which buildings were occupied and define the approach tracks for the raiding parties.26 Sergeant Bill O’Neill later observed, ‘They did a fantastic job—they made our job easy. They led us right in . . . they pointed out everything for us. You know—this is where the Japs are—this is where they’re not.’27


  A sand-table map was constructed at the forward camp at Butu, and the raiders spent two days going over the details of a plan that called for seven simultaneous attacks at Salamaua. The seven raiding parties were coded A to G from north to south, and one of McAdam’s scouts was attached to each. Parties A to F would make direct attacks, while Party G, which comprised a 3-inch mortar and crew, would bombard the main enemy positions at the isthmus. As the eight parties prepared to leave camp on 28 June, a signaller told Winning that Kanga Force headquarters wanted to know at once the results of the raid, which had originally been scheduled for earlier that morning. ‘You never got the message,’ Winning told him as he led his men out of the camp.28 After a night approach, the raid was scheduled to begin at 0315 on the morning of 29 June.
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  Salamaua: 29 June 1942


  The commandos of Corporal Bill Hunter’s Party B took up their positions adjacent to the bakery at Kela Point before a thunderstorm sent them running to shelter under an empty house. Hunter then went forward to check underneath a target building. An enemy soldier came out of the building for a piss. As he headed back inside, he saw Hunter, who immediately opened fire and screamed to his men to get moving. It was now 0314 and the game was on. One of Hunter’s men rushed to the door and pulled it open, while another took the pin from a demolition charge and hurled it inside. These charges were made up of a sticky bomb with a slab of TNT on either side; the explosion rocked the night and blew the two men and the door several metres. Half-dressed enemy soldiers staggered out in confusion, to be met by a wave of automatic fire from the raiders. Hunter then led his men out onto the road to confront some enemy troops who were forming up there. An enemy machine gun on the isthmus vainly searched for Hunter’s raiders, but as the other parties began their work, it switched fire elsewhere and Hunter’s men returned to the jungle whence they had come.29 The only casualty was their NGVR guide, Jim Currie, who was shot through the wrist.


  To Hunter’s north, Lieutenant Col O’Loghlen’s Party A was waiting for the start signal behind the seawall, only 20 metres or so from a row of houses. About ten Japanese soldiers were sitting outdoors with some native women. When O’Loghlen’s men heard the burst of fire from Hunter’s group at Kela village, three men ran forward with their demolition charges. The enemy soldiers tried to get back inside through doors that opened outwards, while the terrified women ran off down the road screaming. Mal Bishop went forward with a bomb in his left hand and his revolver in his right, firing as he approached the door of his target house. He pulled the door open, threw in the bomb, slammed the door shut and turned back for the seawall. As an adjacent building went up, Bishop was shot in the right shoulder. Then his bomb went off, blowing him out into the road. When he got back over the seawall, one of the native guides handed him a Tommy gun. The young man’s eyes were bright as he told Bishop, ‘You shoot him Japan, shoot him Japan, kill him Japan, masta.’ Back at the houses, other commandos moved through the ruined buildings shooting or bayoneting anyone who moved. They threw flares into eight or nine other houses, though most were damp, and only three houses caught fire.30


  Just after 0300, Winning moved the men of Party C into the backyard of the police master’s house and told them, ‘You boys go around and watch all the doors and windows and shoot anyone who comes out, and I will slip in the back door and flush them out.’ When firing broke out at the nearby hospital, Winning went inside, then shouted, ‘There’s nobody at home.’ His men torched two houses as they followed the road down to the sentry house.31


  Lieutenant Johnny Leitch’s Party D went into action as soon as they heard the gunfire from Hunter’s group. The men had been waiting in the scrub, faces blackened with charcoal; some had khaki cloth tied around their heads. Their targets were the medical assistant’s house and the adjacent barracks house in Kela. Bernie Davies raced up to the main entrance of one of the buildings and threw in his bomb, saying, ‘Share that for breakfast, you bastards.’ He slammed the door shut and leaned against it to hold it closed. The blast blew the door off its hinges and threw Davies down the steps. Davies looked back to see enemy troops exiting via a trapdoor near the back of the building and dropping two metres to the ground. One member of Leitch’s party was standing nearby, picking them off one by one with his Tommy gun as they jumped through the trapdoor.32 Wilf English thought the Japanese might have been deafened by the bomb blast and unable to hear their comrades being shot. English also watched others run from the hut as if they thought an air raid was taking place. They were cut down by crossfire from the Tommy gunners on either side of the door.33


  Roy Burbury was providing covering fire for Bernard ‘Curly’ Moylan, who lay down beside him with one of the demolition bombs. Hearing the first gunfire, he said, ‘Righto, Curl,’ and Moylan ran up to the door and hurled the bomb inside. As he returned, the bomb blast threw Moylan through the air into a ditch down by the creek. Burbury then opened fire, shooting down three enemy soldiers who were trying to escape through a window. As Burbury changed his magazine, a recovered Moylan asked, ‘Roy, did the bomb go off all right?’ Burbury could only reply, ‘Did the bomb go off!’ The men kept firing on the house until Johnny Leitch told them, ‘Let’s move on.’ They headed across to their second target, the radio towers, destroying some cars along the way. When they reached the ocean shore they met up with Bill O’Neill’s Party E.34


  O’Neill’s men had set their charges on the radio masts and then moved to the bridge to cover any Japanese movement from the isthmus. They fired a burst into the sentry box at the bridge and tossed a grenade into the air-raid shelter across the road. O’Neill covered the approach from Kela, aware that one of the attached medical orderlies would be making his way to the bridge at some time to treat any wounded in O’Neill’s party. At 0400, O’Neill heard Australian voices approaching, then shouts and machinegun fire. When the approaching group stopped not far from the bridge, two men who had tagged on at the rear kept going. ‘Hey, you two!’ Bernie Davies called out. ‘Don’t go any further. Stop here!’ When they continued walking, Davies yelled, ‘Those two are Japs!’ The enemy soldiers took off into the thick scrub down near the bridge. Winning fired at them, his bullets whistling past O’Neill, who was standing on the bridge.35


  Soon afterwards, O’Neill heard footsteps heading his way. In the moonlight, he made out a man carrying a bag. The man froze as O’Neill called, ‘Halt!’ Still expecting the medical orderly, O’Neill asked, ‘Who are you?’ There was no answer, and when the man moved back and made a dash for the scrub, O’Neill opened fire with his Tommy gun. ‘I just squeezed the trigger—and down he went,’ he later recalled. When Jim McAdam arrived, they discovered that the man O’Neill had shot was a Japanese pilot, Flight Sergeant Kumesaku Nemoto, complete with helmet and goggles. Though they did not know it, he was heading for a float plane moored out in the bay. After Winning arrived, they found Nemoto’s bag. By the light of the burning buildings, they had a quick look through the wad of documents inside.36 Garth Rayner was immediately sent back to Mubo with them. Then, while a Bren gunner covered any approach from the isthmus, charges were set to blow the bridge. Winning conferred with Captain Douglas Umphelby, the NGVR commander, and with McAdam’s scouts about attacking the isthmus area, but it was decided not to do so.37 A Japanese mortar had started firing on Kela and one of the shells landed on the bridge, igniting the demolition charges. When heavy enemy machinegun fire also broke out, the Australians retired.38


  Down at the airstrip, Lieutenant John Kerr’s Party F had had trouble getting into position on time after the guide, Gordon Kinsey, had got lost in the maze of local tracks.39 Once the action started, Kerr watched Kinsey throw one of the bombs, which blew out the side of a house, and then got busy with his Tommy gun. He rapidly fired off a fifty-round drum magazine before realising that the flame from the end of his gun was attracting return fire. He threw a grenade and got out of the area.40 Andy Knox was the Bren gunner in Kerr’s group down at the hangars, covering the airstrip. He heard the explosions and began firing towards the isthmus, expecting enemy reinforcements. Return fire soon forced Knox to change his position. He tripped and was burned by the red-hot gun barrel. Then a grenade burst nearby and shrapnel caught him in the leg.41 The heavy enemy fire persuaded Kerr to pull his men out. They placed the last bomb beside the aircraft hangar, but it failed to go off.42


  Party G was in position behind the church at Logui when the firing began at Kela. On hearing the first shots, Lieutenant Bill Drysdale, hunkered behind a village hut, fired the first mortar round over its roof. He fired thirty-eight bombs at the Salamaua isthmus. One of his first hit an important Japanese strongpoint. Return fire snapped overhead. When Drysdale saw two red flares go up from the aerodrome area at about 0400, he thought it was the signal to withdraw and did so. But it was the Japanese who had fired the flares, presumably requesting help. Before they withdrew, the Australians hid the 3-inch mortar; the barrel was too hot to carry and the mortar base had buried itself into the sandy ground as it fired. They covered it with banana leaves, and it was brought back by Logui villagers the next day.43


  As the parties withdrew, the men passed through a Vickers machinegun position, which covered them from any enemy pursuit. When the first raiders came back through the position, one of the Vickers gunners said, ‘The bloody noise down there made me believe you would all be killed.’44 The first parties arrived back at Butu camp by 0600; Drysdale’s group came in last, at 1030. They then retired to Mubo, where Kerr’s group, which had got lost, joined them the following day.45 Back at Mubo, Winning had a closer look at the documents captured from the pilot and then sent Bill Harris, a former Australian skiing champion, back to Wau with them so they could be translated and assessed. Harris reached Wau in two days, having survived on only a single tin of bully beef. The documents included marked maps, sketches, a diary, copies of orders, and aerial code signs.46 They were put on a plane to Port Moresby on the morning of 2 July.


  It was later estimated that somewhere between fifty-seven and 113 Japanese soldiers had been killed in the raid; the Japanese admitted to losing thirty-eight. A number of buildings, the bridge at Kela, and three enemy vehicles had been destroyed.47 The greater impact of the raid was that two crack Special Naval Landing Parties were sent to reinforce Salamaua.48 The deployment of more men and resources at Salamaua prevented their being used in subsequent battles in Papua and at Guadalcanal. Winning’s men had carried out the first offensive action on land against the Japanese invasion of New Guinea, and just three Australians had been wounded, none seriously.


  On the night after the Salamaua raid, Major Kneen led a second raid on Heath’s Plantation, west of Lae, to destroy a bridge and a gun position. The raid achieved surprise, but in the confusion of night fighting Kneen was killed. Captain Pat Lang took over command of the unit, though Winning would remain in command of the men at Mubo.


  A Japanese response was not long in coming: Wau, Bulolo and Skindiwai were bombed on 2 and 3 July.49 On the 3rd, Winning sent a message to Fleay setting out the strength of his force at Mubo—just forty-nine men. Despite the attached NGVR men, it was hardly an adequate force to contest any serious Japanese move on Mubo and Wau.50 In mid-July, two more commando sections were sent to Mubo, but the Japanese reinforcements at Salamaua were more significant. From his treetop observation post, Jim McAdam estimated that another 200 Japanese troops had arrived since the raid, bringing the garrison to between 400 and 500 men. Strong enemy patrols of up to seventy soldiers had been observed searching the tracks around Salamaua for signs of further Australian activity.51


  On the morning of 21 July a lightly equipped Japanese force, later confirmed as numbering 136 marines from the 5th Sasebo SNLP, headed to Mubo. They were guided by four villagers and had the support of three seaplanes flying overhead. Approaching Mubo at around 1700, the Japanese guides saw boot tracks and sent out a scouting group. When these scouts came out onto the open landing-ground area at Mubo, the Australians opened fire, scattering them.52 The Japanese had seemingly blundered into Mubo, but the Australians were also caught on the hop: they had sat down to eat without posting sentries, and had to race to their positions.53 One alert NGVR man was by the Vickers gun up on Mat Mat Hill when the enemy troops were spotted, and once he opened fire they were trapped in the river valley. Though the gunner was unable to lower the Vickers sufficiently to fire on the lead men, the Lewis guns up on Vickers Ridge were able to fire down onto the enemy left flank, and they proved to be very effective. Tom Lega watched as two or three enemy soldiers at a time would run out onto the airstrip to draw the Australians’ fire before racing back under cover. Grenades from the enemy ‘knee mortars’ were lobbed at the Vickers position, but without effect. The Japanese pulled back, carrying their dead and wounded, including the officer in charge, who had been shot in the head. At least twelve enemy soldiers were killed; the Australians had no casualties. Local people later said that every Japanese soldier heading back to Salamaua helped carry a dead or wounded comrade.54


  One dead and two wounded native guides were found the next morning. Lieutenant Bill Ridley’s commando section, which had arrived as the battle was in progress, also found evidence that saplings had been cut down to make stretchers.55 Damien Parer had now reached Mubo, along with the journalist Osmar White. Both had walked overland from Bulldog to Wau and thence to Mubo; quite a feat. White described the aftermath of the Mubo fighting. ‘A patch of open kunai, trampled, scattered with the obscene yellow-white of discarded field dressings,’ he wrote. ‘There were little yellow candy wrappings, too; packs, rifles, letters, a notebook. Pools of rusty-coloured blood were soaking into the churned earth.’56


  On 22 July the relative importance of operations in the Salamaua–Wau area receded when the first Japanese landings took place on the northern Papuan coast. This threat meant that the already limited Australian infantry and supply resources would be directed to Port Moresby; Kanga Force would have to make do with what it had. Making do proved beyond the recently promoted Lieutenant Colonel Norman Fleay’s abilities. When Mubo was abandoned on 30 August, at the height of the Japanese offensives in Papua, he ordered a withdrawal back to Kudjeru, about 20 kilometres south of Wau. He then ordered the destruction of everything above ground in Wau and the Bulolo Valley. Mal Bishop was given responsibility for demolitions in the valley. He was at Sunshine when told to ‘Bash and burn everything that’s standing from where you are back to Wau.’ When Bishop asked, ‘What do you mean by everything?’ he was told, ‘You are not even to leave a shithouse standing.’57 At that stage, the Japanese had not advanced beyond Mubo.


  KOKODA TO

  MILNE BAY
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  ‘An army in retreat, my boy.

  Not very pretty, is it?’


  Kokoda Trail

  July to September 1942


  Shot through the ankle and unable to walk, John Metson dragged himself through the jungle in the tracks of his mates. He had been offered a stretcher but, knowing it would take eight men to carry, Metson had refused. At the end of each day, his commander would ask him how he was. ‘OK, sir, 100 per cent’ was always the reply. After five days, the party finally reached a village where the wounded could remain. The others would attempt to cross the mountains and arrange rescue.1


  With the naval invasion of Port Moresby stymied and the wherewithal for another invasion now beyond them, the Japanese command opted for an overland advance on Moresby. After a naval bombardment that terrified local villagers and sent them fleeing into the bush, Japanese troops landed east of Gona, on the northern Papuan coast, on the night of 21 July. The initial landing force, the Yokohama Advance Butai, was based around Lieutenant Colonel Hatsuo Tsukamoto’s I/144th Battalion, with attached engineer and artillery units. On 23 July a blustery Tsukamoto, whom one of his platoon commanders described as ‘that thundering old man,’ led his battalion inland towards Kokoda to assess the feasibility of the overland route.2


  A basic road wound its way southwest from the coast at Gona and Buna to the small government station at Kokoda. Here the mountains of the Owen Stanley Range towered above the Yodda Valley, barring any movement towards the south coast except by foot over what would become known as the Kokoda Trail. This rough track meandered about 100 kilometres through the jungle-covered mountains until it emerged onto the Sogeri Plateau, above Port Moresby.
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  Kokoda Trail area


  A Papuan Infantry Battalion, comprising thirty officers and 280 native men under Major Bill Watson, had been deployed between Kokoda and the coast. The 39th Battalion, a militia unit that had been raised for service in Australian territory, was also despatched from Port Moresby in early July. The militia units were generally led by AIF officers, but they were less well trained than those of the AIF, which had been raised for service worldwide but none of which was currently in New Guinea. The 39th was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Bill Owen, who as a company commander had given the Japanese a bloody nose at Rabaul. Most of the ranks were quite young, with an average age under 20. Their proud commander later called them his ‘pathetically young warriors.’ The battalion changed its obsolete Lewis guns for Brens only at the last moment, the men learning how to use them as they moved along the track.3 The first company from the 39th arrived in Kokoda on 15 July.


  The troops were assisted by native carriers organised by a Yodda Valley plantation owner, Bert Kienzle. Lieutenant Kienzle would prove to be the vital cog in organising the all-important supply line along the Kokoda Trail. It was a formidable challenge: among other things, he had to recruit carriers, organise rations, build shelters and maintain the track. As he wrote in his diary, ‘Little did I know what lay in store as I tackled this task.’4


  The first contact between the opposing forces took place on the afternoon of 23 July, when a PIB detachment of three officers and thirty-five men under Lieutenant John Chalk encountered Tsukamoto’s vanguard about one kilometre east of Awala village, midway between Kokoda and the north coast. An overnight reconnaissance by the Papuan Sergeant Katue, who had moved like a ghost around the enemy force, helped determine where the PIB ambush would be set. Katue swapped his uniform for a native lap lap skirt, muddied his body and hair, chewed betel nut to stain his teeth red like the locals, and behaved ‘like an idiot,’ all the while observing the Japanese moves. As Papuan soldier Ben Moide proudly noted, ‘We got a hero, we got a spy.’5 In all, Katue would spend seventy-three days behind the lines gathering intelligence, killing enemy troops, organising tribes to resist, and burning village food stocks to keep them out of Japanese hands.6


  The Japanese also employed natives as reconnaissance men to warn of dangers ahead. When nine of them entered the Papuan Infantry positions, they were rounded up and kept quiet until after the ambush. Most of the PIB men were positioned on a knoll overlooking the track on the eastern side of a creek. Others, at home in the scrub, stripped off their uniforms and hid by the river bank waiting for the Japanese scouts, who were mounted on bicycles. The scouts carried two flags, a white one to signal that the way was clear and a red one for danger. The Papuans struck silently, spearing one scout after another before throwing their bodies and bicycles into the creek. When the main body entered the kunai grass clearing beside the creek, the ambush was sprung. The Papuans unleashed a hail of small-arms fire and hurled grenades at close range. Several Japanese troops fell dead, but the rest, in their first action of the campaign, responded quickly and began firing mortars onto the ambush position. It was time to leave. The PIB men dashed for the footbridge over the creek and chopped it down when the last man was across.7 Until 1981, Papua New Guineans remembered their war dead each year on Anzac Day, 25 April. Since then, 23 July has been Remembrance Day. Awala was Papua New Guinea’s Gallipoli.


  Captain Sam Templeton’s company of the 39th moved east from Kokoda and formed a blocking position behind the Kumusi River near Gorari, but after a clash with the Japanese the unit pulled back to Oivi on 25 July. The Japanese had the worst of it. The lead platoon, the same one that had been ambushed at Awala, suffered eleven casualties. With Captain Arthur Dean’s company still moving along the Kokoda Trail from Port Moresby, it was decided to fly the remaining two companies of the 39th into Kokoda. However, with just two aircraft available, only a platoon could be flown across; it joined Templeton at Oivi on 26 July. Again the Japanese pressure forced the Australians back. The brave Templeton stayed behind. He was captured and later killed.8


  With only eighty men to hold Kokoda, Colonel Owen dispersed them around the raised plateau where the administrative centre stood. In the early morning hours of 29 July, Tsukamoto’s men began their attack. Though Owen’s men drove them off, he himself was shot and later died. The acting medical officer, Captain Geoffrey Vernon, did what he could for Owen and other patients while enemy bullets passed through the roof above his head.9 As Ben Moide observed, ‘He don’t give a bugger.’10 Vernon was 60, and his First World War service had left him partly deaf. He had walked in unannounced from Port Moresby to Kokoda carrying his instruments and drugs in two large bandages slung across his shoulders. As Major Henry ‘Blue’ Steward later wrote, ‘The Kokoda Trail saw many quiet heroes, none more impressive than this tough old warrior.’11


  With Major Watson now in command, the Australians pulled back into the mountains at Deniki. Low on supplies, the Japanese also withdrew from Kokoda. Dean’s company finally reached Deniki on 30 July, and Captain Noel Symington’s company arrived a few days later.12 Meanwhile, on 3 August Bert Kienzle had managed to locate a dry lake atop the range. ‘It presented a magnificent sight—a large patch of open country right on top of the main range of the Owen Stanleys.’ Named Myola after the wife of Kienzle’s commander, these grasslands would provide an ideal forward air-drop site, though the first drops would not take place for over a week. On 21 August Kienzle located the second and larger of the Myola dry lakes.13


  After a testing six-day trek along the Kokoda Trail, Allan Cameron reached Deniki on 4 August. With Owen dead, Cameron temporarily took over command of the 39th. Having been on the receiving end at Rabaul and Salamaua, Cameron, whom the Official Historian Gavin Long described as ‘a taut, alert, hard leader,’ was now determined to carry the fight to the enemy.14 He immediately planned a three-company attack on Kokoda, with Templeton’s battered company in reserve. With the arrival of Captain Max Bidstrup’s company, total Australian strength at Deniki was thirty-six officers and 471 men, but when Cameron attacked on 8 August, only Symington’s company managed to reach Kokoda. On the left flank, Captain Arthur Dean’s company ran into most of Tsukamoto’s battalion, which was simultaneously moving on Deniki; Dean was killed in the fighting. On the right flank, Bidstrup’s men pushed through to the main track on the other side of Kokoda before withdrawing to Deniki on 10 August. An isolated Symington also returned to Deniki with his company on that day. These clashes delayed the Japanese schedule by at least a week—but that week was crucial. One of the 39th infantrymen, Jack Boland, said of the fighting around Deniki, ‘I reckon it saved our lives, because it set them back on their heels.’15
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  Kokoda Trail cross section


  It was not until 13 August that the Japanese attacked Deniki in strength and, though they were again held off, they renewed the attack the next day and forced the 39th back to Isurava. ‘We have done our best,’ Cameron signalled Port Moresby. The Australians continued to harass the advancing Japanese. Akira Teruoka wrote, ‘We are having difficulty with enemy snipers.’16 At Isurava, the men of the 39th used their bayonets and helmets to dig rough foxholes and trenches, and on 16 August a new commander, Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Honner, arrived to take over command. He found the men of the 39th in poor shape, suffering from a lack of food, sleep and shelter. Honner, who had served with distinction in the Middle East, could only tell them that they had to stand and fight. During the battalion’s time at the front, it rained nearly every day, and the men were always wet and cold at night. Honner allowed no fires, but the Japanese imposed no such restrictions. As Honner observed, ‘The fires said there were Japs all around us except to the rear.’17 Brigadier Selwyn Porter arrived at the front on 18 August to take command of what was now termed Maroubra Force. Allan Cameron was sent back to Port Moresby to report on the situation at the front—yet another arduous trek.


  By 17 August the first two companies of the 53rd Battalion had arrived at Alola, just south of Isurava. Like the 39th, the 53rd was a militia battalion, but it had received little training since it reached Port Moresby. One officer who knew the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Ken Ward, described him as ‘a conscientious last-war soldier, but not a man who could inspire troops.’18 One of Ward’s men, Peter Hayman, said the men ‘spent most of the time on wharf labour and digging weapon pits in solid rock.’19 Following an exercise on 8 July, a veteran sergeant in the unit had said of the battalion: ‘75 per cent of them have no interest in the war and the other 25 per cent are fed up if having no action.’ As Gavin Long noted, the battalion ‘was made of detachments from every battalion and some other units, and naturally they did not give of their best.’20


  The clashes at Kokoda had set off alarm bells in the Allied command in Australia, which rapidly dispatched Brigadier Arnold Potts’s 21st Brigade from the 7th Division. This would be the first of the AIF battalions that had returned from the Middle East to go into action in New Guinea. Lieutenant Colonel Arthur Key’s 2/14th Battalion left Australia only on 6 August. As soon as they reached Port Moresby, six days later, the men were trucked to Itiki, near the southern end of the Kokoda Trail. The 2/16th Battalion was close behind them. Another 7th Division brigade, the 18th, was sent to Milne Bay, at the eastern tip of New Guinea, where another Japanese landing was anticipated.


  On 15 August, Major General Arthur ‘Tubby’ Allen, the 7th Division commander, gave Potts his orders: ‘to recapture Kokoda with a view to facilitating further ops against Buna–Gona.’ The orders also clearly set out the size of the enemy force, 1500 men already at Kokoda and another 3000 at Gona.21 Allied intelligence estimates were not always accurate, but this one was pretty close to the mark and about two thirds of these troops would move into the mountains. When the Japanese launched their main attacks at Isurava, they used four battalions, later joined by a fifth: some 3000 men in all.


  The main problem here was not the quality of the intelligence but the failure of MacArthur and Blamey to draw the right conclusions from it and respond appropriately. Such a strong Japanese force needed to be delayed and held before any consideration could be given to recapturing and securing Kokoda with a relatively weaker force. Even if an airhead was established at Kokoda, there was little chance of holding it without sufficient air transports to supply it. What transports there were would then have to run the gauntlet of the Japanese fighter planes and land on an airfield that would no doubt come under sustained air attack.


  A confident Potts told his officers that the brigade would carry only light equipment across the range; once Kokoda was secured, the heavy weapons would be flown in. On 15 August, the men of the 2/14th set off along the Kokoda Trail, each carrying a 30-kilogram load. The going was arduous: the track was in poor condition and the climbs and descents were steep. The ubiquitous mud made every step an effort, and the more men traversed the track, the more it deteriorated. Though the officers were given a briefing by Captain Tom Grahamslaw, who had made a number of trips across the track before the war, nothing could adequately prepare them for the reality.22 After the first day, Captain Phil Rhoden wrote, ‘not a man wasn’t exhausted.’ Of the next day’s climb, up Imita Ridge, he wrote: ‘Gradually men dropped out utterly exhausted—just couldn’t go on . . . it was physically impossible to move. Many were lying down and had been sick. Gradually everyone got up before dark.’ Further along the track, the trek up the main range to Myola ‘gave us a real taste of the track. Rain, mud almost to knees in places. Slopes almost at right angles pulling up on vines and roots, no steps.’23 Lieutenant Stan Bisset recalled, ‘The sheer physical effort was something that you couldn’t quite imagine.’24


  Lieutenant Colonel Albert Caro’s 2/16th Battalion followed the 2/14th up the track on 17 August. The peppery Caro had distinguished himself as a company commander with the 2/16th in Syria, where Arnold Potts had commanded the battalion.25 The 45-year-old Potts, who had served throughout the First World War, now shared the toil of his men in this new war, so different from any that had preceded it. His main concern was that, despite Kienzle’s sterling efforts, there was a critical lack of supplies along the track. Potts reached Alola on 22 August and took over command of Maroubra Force from Porter the following day, becoming the force’s third commander in a week. In his first action as a brigade commander, Potts now also commanded two militia battalions. However, owing to the shortage of supplies, the two advance battalions of 21st Brigade were halted at Myola while the third, the 2/27th, remained in Port Moresby. The supplies they had expected to find at Myola were just not there: Potts had his hands tied from the start. Yet his orders stood—recapture Kokoda.


  The senior supply officer at Myola did not even know that 21st Brigade was to be supplied until the first troops arrived. The supplies that were delivered were free-dropped from the transports, and most of the bundles were lost. Even when parachutes were used, only about half of the supplies were recovered.26 Rhoden wrote how the battalion had to be deployed a company at a time, ‘because we couldn’t supply so many at a time. We had to be committed bit by bit.’27 Meanwhile, the loss or damage of the five available transport aircraft during an air raid on Seven Mile strip on 17 August stopped all air drops for five days.28 And as the supply problems grew, so did the threat from the enemy on the ground.


  From 19 to 21 August, the main body of Major General Horii’s Nankai Shitai, or South Seas Detached Force, landed at Buna. The force comprised the remaining two battalions of the 144th Regiment and two battalions from Colonel Kiyomi Yazawa’s 41st Regiment, seasoned veterans of the Malayan campaign. Significant artillery and support units were also landed, the latter including 875 native carriers from Rabaul and 400 horses. Lieutenant Colonel Kuwada’s III/144th Battalion, the butchers from Tol Plantation, would join up with Tsukamoto’s battalion in front of Isurava, while Major Tadashi Horie’s II/144th Battalion would advance along the east side of the Eora Creek valley via Missima to Abuari. The men of Horie’s battalion did not lack ambition: some of them anticipated capturing Port Moresby within three days of leaving Kokoda.29


  At 1600 on 26 August, just after the first units of the 2/14th Battalion had reached Alola, the Japanese attacked the 39th at Isurava with two battalions, Tsukamoto’s I/144th and Kuwada’s III/144th. Tsukamoto’s men broke into Honner’s left flank from the high ground, but the Australians counterattacked swiftly and restored the position. The fighting went on throughout the night. On this flank, the Australians had the clear ground of an old native garden in front of their positions, which they had dug out with their steel helmets and empty bully-beef cans. Despite the desperate odds, the company on the left held until only thirteen men remained.30


  On the morning of 27 August, Potts ordered the 53rd Battalion, now deployed across the other side of Eora Creek at Abuari, to retake Missima. Moving up to check on the progress of the attack, Lieutenant Colonel Ward and two other men were killed in an ambush. Major Charles Hawkins took over the battalion. With Missima still in enemy hands, a concerned Potts pulled the 53rd back to defend Abuari and thus protect Alola and Isurava from being outflanked. However, he did not move to protect Abuari from the same fate. Abuari was well down the side of the steep Eora Creek valley, and the infantrymen of Horie’s II/144th pushed forward relentlessly to outflank the village from the higher ground. On 25 August, they had ‘slashed ahead through the jungle all night long’ before traversing steep cliffs the next day and then marching all night through the rain. Before dawn on the morning of 29 August, the Japanese attacked Abuari from the dominant high ground and captured the village.31


  When the 2/16th Battalion reached Alola at around midday on 28 August, two companies under Captain Frank Sublet were immediately moved across towards Abuari. The next day they faced the same problems as the 53rd because the Japanese held the higher ground. At least two Juki machine guns had been emplaced in unassailable positions above the waterfall covering the track up to Abuari. As the Australians tried to reach the guns from the left flank, a man was hit. To stop himself from falling down the cliff face, he grabbed at a comrade, who did the same to a third man. All three went over.32


  At Isurava, most of the 2/14th had taken over the 39th Battalion’s positions by 28 August. When the Japanese attack began, Captain Claude Nye’s and Captain Rod Cameron’s companies were forward, with Captain Sydney ‘Ben’ Buckler’s company in reserve behind them. Buckler wrote, ‘The storm broke in full fury . . . Mortar bombs and mountain gun shells burst in the tree tops or crashed through to the ground, HMGs cut out their own lanes of fire.’33 The Japanese assault split Cameron’s company, and one of Buckler’s platoons was sent to take back the position. The Japanese continued probing throughout the night.


  The following day, 29 August, the Japanese again pressed hard at Isurava. Rhoden wrote, ‘Japs were moving around the flank, striking here and then there. Our first experience of their yelling, like a final football match. Yelled so much some of our chaps would yell “come on Collingwood!”’34 Stewart Clarke, who was in Buckler’s company, simply called it, ‘Hell on earth amongst the clouds in the mountains.’35 After the loss of Lieutenant Bill Cox, Corporal Lindsay ‘Teddy’ Bear took charge of 9 Platoon and rallied the men. He later said, ‘My Bren gun at Isurava was so hot I couldn’t even pick it up.’ There were only two barrels available for the gun and no water to cool them; the men were so dehydrated they couldn’t even piss on the overheated barrel. But it had to be changed, and Bear burned his knuckles doing it. He later said that ‘the whole of the action at the back got so hot you could hardly hold that Bren gun.’ Bear was eventually stitched up by a Japanese light machine gun, shot in the foot, the knee, the thigh and the shoulder. Unable to stand, he handed the Bren to his loader, Bruce Kingsbury: ‘Righto, Bruce, it’s over to you.’36 Kingsbury reloaded the gun, lifted it up and, firing the red-hot weapon from the hip, strode forward to cut down the attacking Japanese. The position was recaptured, but Kingsbury was shot dead by a sniper. He was later awarded the Victoria Cross.


  On the left flank, Nye’s company faced continued assaults as the infantry of Kuwada’s battalion pushed for the high ground. Kuwada’s troops found it much tougher closing with armed Australian infantrymen than with the defenceless bound prisoners at Tol Plantation on New Britain. Two of Nye’s platoon commanders were killed during the fierce battle. One of them, Lieutenant Harold ‘Butch’ Bisset, was brought back by his men and died with his brother Stan by his side. The increased pressure forced the 2/14th to withdraw. It was none too soon as Major Mitsuo Koiwai’s II/41st Battalion, the first unit of Yazawa’s regiment, was deployed. Like Horie’s battalion on the other side of the valley, Koiwai’s unit had moved well out to the flank aiming to cut the Kokoda Trail behind the main Australian positions.


  Charlie McCallum, a Bren gun in one hand and a Tommy gun in the other, let the enemy have it, staving off the Japanese as his comrades pulled back. Warrant Officer Les Tipton, the 2/14th regimental sergeant major, who had refused a commission five times, did as much as any to hold the line. Captain Geoff Lyon described him as ‘Tough, profane, with the face of a pugilist and a heart of gold . . . looked after the troops like a mother.’37 It was ugly work in more ways than one. Ben Moide observed, ‘That place Isurava it’s a dirty place . . . rain, rain, rain it can’t bloody stop. The Australians that fought there they look all black, not white.’38


  With the Japanese now committing four battalions of infantry to the battle, three of them fresh and with another in reserve, Potts had to reconsider his position. Not that the enemy strength should have surprised him given the intelligence estimates in his original orders. Still denied his third AIF battalion and adequate supply, Potts withdrew the heavily outnumbered 2/14th back to the rest-house area, halfway to Alola. He also sent the 53rd Battalion back to Myola and beyond, something his orders allowed but still an extraordinary decision given that his force was already outnumbered. As the A Company commander, Captain Des O’Dell, observed, ‘This was a complete surprise to all 53 Bn officers.’ Though ill-equipped and poorly trained, the companies were still under firm command, and the men, having made the arduous trek in, were ready to fight.39 Potts would have sent the 39th Battalion back with the 53rd, but its companies were still engaged in the fighting. It seemed that Potts’ disdain for the militia troops was as great as his disdain for the Japanese. ‘Desire return 39 and 53 Bn to Moresby,’ Potts signalled Allen at the height of the battle on 31 August.40


  In fact, Allen and Potts had already stitched up the two militia battalions when Potts’ orders had been written. These stated that both battalions could be used ‘as determined’ by Potts.41 The poisonous relationship between some of the AIF officers and the militia men, or ‘chockos’ (chocolate soldiers) as they were derogatorily termed, persisted until the end of the war. Of course the militia men had less training and experience than the AIF troops, but all were Australians, all were fighting for their country, and all would be needed to win that fight.


  Since the 39th Battalion had fought so admirably, thoroughly disproving Allen’s and Potts’ blinkered assessment, the men of the 53rd Battalion now became the fall guys. ‘They cannot be relied on,’ Potts signalled Allen on the morning of 28 August.42 When a company of the 53rd was sent to help the two 2/16th Battalion companies at Abuari on 29 August, the brigade diary recorded that they ‘broke and scattered.’43 Lieutenant General Sydney Rowell, the commander of I Australian Corps, embellished the record in his later report, stating that a company of the 53rd had thrown away their arms and refused to fight.44 Blame it all on the militia troops was the order of the day. The 2/16th war diary tells the true story. On 29 August, D Company from the 53rd was sent to outflank the Japanese above Abuari. As Frank Sublet was informed at 1200 on 30 August, that task was beyond them. ‘Progress above waterfall impossible,’ the message said. ‘Dug in where we were.’45 Hardly throwing away arms and refusing to fight.


  Sublet’s opinion holds considerable weight here, as he commanded the two 2/16th companies at Abuari, both of which were also unable to break the Japanese hold on the high ground. Writing after the war, Sublet commended some of the 53rd’s patrol actions and noted that ‘when Potts peremptorily sent the battalion out of battle, its morale and commitment fell.’46 Stan Bisset saw the result of this when, near Alola, he came across one leaderless group from the 53rd who would not retire from the battlefield. ‘In the end I had to pull my revolver out and said get moving, we’ve got to move, we’ve got the fellows coming back, withdrawing into this position.’47 They weren’t there because they didn’t want to fight; they were there because they did.


  Meanwhile, the Japanese companies kept pressing. They were now also firing machine guns across the valley from Abuari into Alola village. Sublet’s two companies held the track down to Eora Creek, but after two unsuccessful attempts to flank the enemy positions above the waterfall and a third attack directly up the spur, Sublet was ordered to withdraw after midnight on 30 August. Some men had reached the positions above the waterfall earlier in the day, only to discover that there were more Japanese higher up.48 After one of 11 Platoon’s section leaders, Corporal Michael Clarke, was killed, George Maidment gathered Clarke’s grenades and attacked the machinegun posts above the waterfall. Though hit in the chest, he kept on and managed to destroy some of the positions. He then went back, grabbed Clarke’s Tommy gun, and continued fighting. Later Maidment made it back to the RAP, where he collapsed and was carried out on a stretcher. After being seen at a dressing station, he went missing; no trace of him was ever found. Though Maidment’s company, battalion, brigade and divisional commanders all recommended that he be awarded the Victoria Cross a lesser award was made.49


  Unsure of the situation at Alola, Sublet’s men made their way up Eora Creek in the dark, each man holding the bayonet scabbard of the man in front and rubbing fluorescent fungi onto his pack so he could be seen in the dark.50 Up on the main track, the 2/14th also raced to get back before being outflanked. Rhoden wrote, ‘Men were still in good heart as they fell back over slippery stones, carrying absurd weights, carrying back the wounded.’51 Lieutenant Colonel Key and four others were cut off and then captured by a Private Doi on 10 September. Key was taken to Kokoda for interrogation and presumably murdered.52


  The Japanese also took severe losses. One noted that ‘the fire from enemy rifles and guns was so intense that collection of our dead and wounded could not immediately be accomplished.’ After collecting casualties all day from the battlefield, one of the medical men wrote in his diary on the evening of 29 August: ‘Worked desperately as nurse.’ One of Tsukamoto’s men simply observed: ‘Section was completely annihilated.’ The scale of loss can be gauged by Tsukamoto’s 1 Company, now below half strength and with its third company commander. The previous incumbent, Lieutenant Seizo Hatanaka, had been killed at Isurava, no doubt dying a happy man: he had earlier told his men, ‘In death there is life. In life there is no life.’ The latest commander, Lieutenant Kogoro Hirano, and his successor, Lieutenant Kaji, would also fall before the end of the campaign. When Akira Teruoka went through the area three days later, he wrote, ‘There must have been a great battle here because the dead enemy bodies are scattered all over.’53 Yazawa’s 41st Regiment took up the advance and pressed hard on the heels of the Australians.


  Potts pulled his force back to Eora Creek, where Lieutenant Brett Langridge’s company held fast on the ridge above the village. This rearguard took a considerable toll on the closely following Japanese, buying time to get the many wounded out. Three hundred carriers had to be sent forward from Myola to handle the thirty-odd stretcher cases. Aware of the shortage of carriers, many men who should have been on stretchers chose to struggle back on their own. Teddy Bear, with a bullet in each ankle and another in one of his knees, was one of them. He could only shuffle along, supported by his one good leg and a wooden pole. ‘Russ’ Fairbairn, who had a bullet lodged near his spine, joined him. Fairbairn kept saying, ‘Come on, Linds. Come on, Ted.’ Bear remembered, ‘Somehow he’d get me going and he would stand on the downside if I was slipping or he would stand on the upside if I couldn’t climb to stop me falling back.’54 Another casualty hobbled along the track with one leg missing below the knee. When offered a stretcher party he retorted, ‘Get them for some other poor bastard! There are plenty worse off than me.’55


  Ben Buckler took charge of Lieutenant ‘Mocca’ Treacy’s wounded, as well as forty-two other men, and moved them down into the thick jungle of the Eora Creek ravine. John Metson had been shot in the ankle and was unable to walk but, knowing that a stretcher would take eight men to handle, he refused to be carried and crawled along behind Buckler’s party. Buckler sent Treacy with two men to get help from Myola, but it took them a week to get there, by which time the Australians had pulled out. Treacy then headed southeast, reaching Dorobisolo on 22 September.


  Buckler waited five days for Treacy before heading down Eora Creek to the Yodda Valley, keeping well to the east of the Kokoda Trail. After ten days, his group reached the village of Sengai, southeast of Kokoda, where it was decided to leave the wounded. Tom Fletcher volunteered to stay with the five wounded and two fever-ridden men while Buckler led the rest back to Allied lines. After parading in front of the wounded, Buckler’s party of two officers and thirty-seven men departed, following the Kumusi River upstream before meeting American troops near Jaure on 28 September. Supplied with food, they then climbed over the Owen Stanley Range to Dorobisolo, arriving two days later. ‘Bluey’ King, who had been wounded at Isurava, died here. After two more days of walking, Buckler’s party traversed the last leg of its journey down the Kemp Welsh River to Rigo using ten crude river rafts. They arrived on 3 October. Meanwhile, Fletcher’s small party at Sengai was betrayed to the Japanese; all were callously murdered.


  Damien Parer, the war photographer, had made the trek along the track as far as Eora Creek accompanied by the journalists Chester Wilmot and Osmar White. Anxious to preserve the film in his backpack, Parer had flattened his hat and pushed it down between his back and the pack to stop his sweat soaking through as he climbed. The descents were as tough as the ascents. Wilmot noted that ‘thousands of military boots have broken the roots away and there is little or nothing to stop you slipping.’56 White watched Parer, who was clearly struggling. ‘Clipped by a sharp dose of fever—his first acute attack—pale, streaming profusely with sweat, and at the same time shivering violently, he refused stubbornly to stop.’57 The three men reached Eora Creek just as the front at Isurava was breaking down, and they were soon ordered out. The casualty clearing station was a two-room grass hut; the operating table was a stretcher with a blanket draped over it; a biscuit tin over a fire served as the steriliser. ‘There are no refinements about war in the New Guinea mountains,’ Wilmot observed.58 Parer struggled back, abandoning his camera gear as he went but not the precious film. ‘An army in retreat, my boy,’ he said to White. ‘Not very pretty, is it?’59 Parer would later film native bearers carrying the wounded to the rear, documenting their astonishing fortitude, care and devotion. It took 400 bearers seven days to get the forty-four stretcher cases out. Bert Kienzle wrote: ‘The carriers had been called on to stand up to superhuman efforts.’60


  The Japanese also had their war correspondents. One of them, Seizo Okada, accompanied Horii’s advance across the daunting main range. ‘We felt as if we were treading on some living animal,’ he wrote. ‘We were walled in by enormous mountains . . . All the troops now showed unmistakable signs of weakness and exhaustion. But they marched desperately on and on.’61


  Meanwhile, the 21st Brigade’s third battalion, Lieutenant Colonel Geoff Cooper’s 2/27th, had left Port Moresby. The battalion moved up the track in stages, one company each day. The initial steep drop from Owers’ Corner down to the Goldie River had men slipping and sliding until, at the bottom, they were knee deep in mud. Sergeant Clive Edwards wrote, ‘It became a shocking and heartbreaking trip . . . I arrived at Uberi a filthy and a tired man.’ Next day, Edwards and his fellow soldiers climbed the ‘golden stairs’—sawn-log steps set into the near-vertical slope—to Imita Ridge, then down again before the next haul up Ioribaiwa Ridge. He wrote, ‘At this stage the platoon split up and became a medley of individuals fighting their way grimly up a terrific climb. It was a terrible day’s stage.’ Day Three took in the climb up the Maguli Range and then down to Nauro. Edwards continued, ‘We began to pass wounded and evacuated personnel from the mob in front.’62 Frank McLean remarked that ‘when they came through us they were the most dishevelled and just raggedy crowd you’ve ever seen in your life.’63


  Next morning, the supply planes began dropping stores on Nauro. In the process, they killed one man and injured another five. That day, Edwards and his comrades walked across the Brown River on a fallen-log bridge, reached Menari, crossed Brigade Hill and then headed for Efogi. ‘We hit the downhill stretch and it was as slippery as glass and at the end, as rough as the devil,’ Edwards wrote. On the morning of 5 September, his company fed well and returned to Brigade Hill. Next day, Edwards ‘heard the first shots of this Jap war when Mr. Bells’ platoon of A Coy clashed with the Jap on the other side of U’Fogi [sic].’64


  Potts’ strategy was now one of holding rearguard positions to cover the withdrawal and, he hoped, making a stand on the southern side of the range. As his troops moved back through Myola, they destroyed what food and ammunition they couldn’t carry. Still dogged by supply difficulties, Potts took his brigade back to the high ground above Efogi and deployed his three battalions to hold the Kokoda Trail and stop the Japanese advance. Cooper’s fresh battalion would hold Mission Ridge, a sharp spur leading up the range from a Seventh Day Adventist mission station, while the 2/14th took up positions astride the ridge behind Cooper. Further back, Potts spread out the 2/16th along the ridgeline of Brigade Hill. General Sydney Rowell told Major General George Vasey, the deputy chief of staff and Blamey’s right-hand man, that he had ordered Potts to ‘yield no, repeat no more ground.’65


  Meanwhile, on 28 August, with the fighting at Guadalcanal making increasing demands on Japanese resources, Horii had been ordered to advance only to the south side of the Owen Stanleys and then mass the main strength of his force on the north side of the range. As his troops descended the main range to Kagi, Horii could see that the Owen Stanleys stretched on towards Port Moresby. He had more ridges to cross before he reached the south side of the range: Efogi Ridge was the first.66


  On 6 September, Potts gave a vigorous address to the newly arrived 2/27th troops, telling them that ‘every man must hold out as long as ammunition lasted.’ Later that day, the battalion moved higher up the ridge, where Captain Charlie Sims’ company dug positions using their bayonets and helmets. Gavin Long later characterised Sims as ‘boyish, high-principled, intrepid.’67 The coming clash would test him. On the night of 6–7 September, these forward troops of the 2/27th could see the Japanese columns move down Kagi Ridge from the main range, using torches made from captured insulation wire to light their way. Frustratingly, the Australians had no weapons with enough range to fire on them. Looking down into the valley, Alec ‘Slim’ Little watched the Japanese ‘with their lanterns moving up in the night.’68


  The first assaults on Mission Ridge came before dawn on 8 September, hitting Sims’ company on the right flank. Further back, Edwards noted, ‘At about 4 a.m. hell broke loose and the Japs attacked A Coy’s front. We had no attacks on our particular front but there was a terrific amount of muck whizzing over our heads. Well, the racket continued with slight lulls, all the morning.’69 The attack was supported by mountain guns. The men felt the shock wave of the shells flying across their positions even before they heard the guns’ fire. A man in the forward weapon pit was hit in the first barrage and staggered back, holding his guts in with his hands. Bob Johns, a platoon sergeant, helped a stretcher bearer try to stem the bleeding and seal the gaping wound. As the sun set, another wave of Japanese attacked, led by a sword-wielding officer who was felled by a Tommy-gun burst. The noise roused the wounded man, who cried out again, then closed his eyes for the last time. His final words lingered: ‘I don’t want to die.’70 The 2/27th used up their entire ammunition reserve in staving off the assault. Frank McLean noted that ‘it became almost a grenade war . . . we were priming them in long lines.’71 Sims’s men used 1200 grenades that day; by its end his company was down to sixty-seven men from over 100.72


  While the Australians were reflecting on their success, the Japanese had already made the decisive move of the battle, a flanking move by about 160 troops from 5 and 6 Company of Horie’s II/144th Battalion, aided by engineers. The force had left Efogi on the previous day and moved undetected around to the west of the Australian position despite ‘steep hills and entangled vines.’ Early on the morning of 8 September, they advanced onto the ridge among the strung-out 2/16th positions further back on Brigade Hill, cutting off almost the entire 21st Brigade.73 It was a stunning stroke: for the second time, Horie’s battalion had totally outmanoeuvred the Australians. Even more extraordinary was that the Japanese force was uninterrupted for hours while it dug in across the track. Potts had not deployed suitable outposts or patrols to cover his vulnerable western flank; he had not even put sentries on the main track behind the forward battalions. The 2/14th and 2/16th Battalions, in behind the 2/27th, were positioned to cover only shallow flanking moves. Such a move from the west would have to be made through precipitous terrain, but further back at Brigade Hill the way was passable. Yet Potts had deployed no troops here at all. Only his brigade headquarters and Captain Brett Langridge’s 2/16th company remained on the Menari side of the incursion. At 1100 the Japanese force, about two companies strong, attacked Potts’ headquarters with grenade dischargers and light machine guns in support, and got to within 30 metres of the post. The attacks went on until 1400, but the Australians held. As Captain Geoff Lyon, the divisional liaison officer, related, ‘Everyone downed tools and began to fight.’74


  To break the Japanese position astride the track, three companies attacked back from the pocket: Nye’s company of the 2/14th, and the 2/16th companies of Captain George Wright and Captain Doug Goldsmith. A third 2/16th company, under Captain Sublet, would support Wright’s assault straight down the main track. By the time the attack began at 1450, the defenders had had at least nine hours to prepare for it. On the left flank, Lieutenant Bill Grayden watched as the forward troops were deployed in an extended line, bayonets fixed to their rifles, waiting in the steady rain with their groundsheets around their shoulders. A 3-inch mortar fired over their heads, the dull thuds echoing back along the ridge. As the support fire ceased, the Australians moved forward at a steady walking pace, shouting and firing, trying to frighten the enemy troops. Grayden recalled how ‘the first limited exchange of shots erupted into an intense fusilade from both the Japanese and attacking troops’. Though forced back into a narrow enclave, the Japanese troops held the main attack along the vital track. Some of Nye’s men made it through, but Nye and sixteen others were killed. On the left, Sublet also got some men through, Grayden among them. But the main force got no closer than 100 metres. Listening to the attack heading his way, Potts remarked that the intensity of the fire was far greater than he had heard at Gallipoli. Another said, ‘It was quite some fight, it was furious.’75


  As a last resort, Potts told Langridge to attack with his company from the brigade headquarters side to open the track. Langridge led one of his platoons forward on one side of the track, with Grayden and the breakthrough remnants on the other. But the attackers had to pass across relatively open ground before they entered the rainforest, and the Japanese cut them down. The brave Langridge was killed at the head of his men, only a few paces from the start line. Lieutenant Henry ‘Blue’ Lambert, one of Langridge’s platoon commanders, also fell, along with twenty other men.76 Captain ‘David’ Kayler-Thomson, Langridge’s 2IC, took over the company remnants and was told, ‘The brigadier wants you to try again.’ He replied, ‘I haven’t enough, but I’ll try.’ Turning to Alan Haddy, the company sergeant major, he said, ‘Well, this looks like good night nurse, good morning Jesus, Alan.’ ‘Well, you can’t live forever, boss,’ the irrepressible Haddy replied.77 Then reality hit Potts and he cancelled the attack; he was only killing off what few men his brigade had left.


  Including the service troops at Menari, Potts had only seventy men under his command between the Japanese and Port Moresby. He pulled his headquarters out early that night, and the men moved in single file down the track to Menari. The rearguard numbered forty men, fresh troops under the 2/14th’s Captain Bill Russell who had only arrived that day.78 That same day, 200 soldiers from the 53rd Battalion whom Potts had sent back to Port Moresby had also passed through Menari.79 The 39th Battalion had left Menari only two days earlier; Damien Parer had photographed them proudly forming up in their ranks. Properly used to guard the unpatrolled gap behind 21st Brigade on Brigade Hill, these men could have contested any Japanese move up onto the ridge or at the very least given early warning. As it was, the Japanese had plenty of time to set up a strong defence. Potts’ scorn for the militia troops had come back to bite him.


  Cut off from the main track, most of the men from 21st Brigade moved south through the jungle, attempting to rejoin the Kokoda Trail further back towards Menari and Nauro. Clive Edwards wrote, ‘It was pitiful—the rain was coming down, and there was a long string of dog tired men straining the last nerve to get wounded men out and yet save their own lives too. Bewilderment at the turn of events showed on every face.’80 Edwards’ company had not fired a single shot in anger and was now in retreat. Back on Brigade Hill, Captain Mert Lee’s company held a rearguard position for the 2/27th, buying vital time for the withdrawal. At one stage Lee led a brazen counterattack to gain even more time. Lieutenant Jack Reddin called it ‘a very savage little rearguard action.’81


  The remnants of the 2/14th and 2/16th, about 300 men under Colonel Caro, made it back to Menari the next day, 9 September. Sheer willpower got them there. Phil Rhoden, a former football team captain, gave a remarkable speech to the men. Stan Bisset observed its effect: ‘They could see themselves picking their heads up and they forgot about their weariness.’ Bisset was one of the first to reach the top of the climb into Menari. Major Albert Moore from the Salvation Army was waiting for the weary troops with coffee, chocolates and cigarettes. Moore dispensed 160 litres of coffee that day. Bisset never forgot the expressions on the men’s faces when they were handed a block of chocolate or a pack of cigarettes and he knew they could now keep going. Menari was not defensible, and the troops had to keep moving. Bisset recalled, ‘We waited as long as we could for the 2/27th but they were handicapped.’82


  Leaving last, and carrying the brigade’s casualties out with them, the 2/27th had made slow progress. Carrying a single stretcher over such steep terrain took eight men. ‘We bivouacked in death gully,’ Sims wrote, ‘alive with screaming cicadas and lit with phosphorous of decaying trees.’ Next day, 9 September, it took five hours to get the stretchers across a steep gully. Sims’ company went on ahead. Strung out in single file, they climbed the steep slope below Menari. They passed empty boxes with Japanese markings on them—a worrying sign. At 1530, firing broke out from higher up; the Japanese had reached Menari ten minutes ahead of Sims. Low on ammunition and knowing he could attack up the spur with only two men at a time, Sims turned his company around.83 Cooper’s battalion was now cut off from the Kokoda Trail and would do well just to survive. The outlook was grimmest for the wounded.


  Johnny Burns was a 2/27th signaller who had picked up one of the wounded 2/16th men as he left Brigade Hill. The battalion continued to carry the stretchers and tend the injured men until the morning of 19 September, when Captain Harry Katekar told Burns, ‘The CO wants to know whether you will take charge of the stretchers.’ Burns replied that he was not a medical man and that someone more senior should take charge, but in the end he agreed. Burns and Alf Zanker stayed behind with the seven stretchers and the nine walking wounded. At times they used their shirts and singlets to dress the wounds. They also had to wash the men, get them water and deal with those who had dysentery and diarrhoea. When the mist came up the valley, they would light a fire and cook some yams for the men. One soldier’s leg had to be amputated, though no one had ever performed such an operation. The man died the next day, and Burns and Zanker dug a grave for him using their helmets and machetes. They buried another man two days later. When some natives brought them food, Burns gave one of them his last ten shillings to take one of the walking wounded out to Itiki, a trek that took ten days. For those who remained with the heat, the flies, the downpours and the hunger, there was only a growing despair. On 2 October, thinking the Japanese were coming, Burns and Zanker prepared to defend their position while those who could crawled off to hide in the scrub. It was a 2/27th patrol, bringing in Captain Robert Wilkinson from the 2/4th Field Ambulance. Five days later, the party reached safety.84


  On 22 September, fourteen days after leaving Brigade Hill, Clive Edwards and his mates reached the Australian lines at Jawarere. He wrote, ‘I can’t possibly describe fully the hopes and fears, achievements and disappointments, the sheer determination and will to survive which was all that kept us going during some of the harder stages . . . Each night I used to think of the mob at home and pray for them, and myself.’85 One of the lads who had been wounded in the buttocks by a grenade at Brigade Hill walked all the way out to the Itiki Valley. He couldn’t lie on his back and God only knew what pain he endured, but there was not a murmur from him.86


  Les Thredgold, his young brother Col and two others set out to find food and a way back. They followed a ridge to a cliff, then Les climbed down the root of a tree and onto a ledge. Another chap followed, but as the third one came down the root started to give way and he nearly knocked the other two over the cliff face. As Col descended, the root came out of the ground under his weight, but somehow the four of them managed to stay on the ledge. Les later said, ‘I don’t know till this day how we survived.’ Stranded on the ledge, they spied a bit of a slant in the rock, which they followed down to the bottom of the cliff. Reaching the head of the Goldie River, they followed it, since they were too weak to climb out of the valley. They found an abandoned village, but as they left Les saw that ‘from every stone there was a gun pointing at us. I thought it was a Jap ambush.’ Then someone yelled out, ‘Hold your fire, they’re Aussies.’ Back in the Australian lines, Les had his clothes cut off, was given a drink of Bovril, and lay down to sleep. He woke at first light in a daze, heard ‘Blue Moon’ playing on a wind-up gramophone and thought he had gone to heaven.87 He had already been through hell.
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  Potts was still getting orders to hold a firm base and advance to Kokoda. He asked Geoff Lyon, ‘What is a firm base. I haven’t got one here—I think they’d better send one up.’88 He had lost his firm base, and most of his brigade with it. Meanwhile, Rowell gave Vasey the bad news that ‘Potts is at this hour in serious trouble between Efogi and Menari as a result neglect penetration.’ Vasey stated the obvious in his reply: ‘It does appear that Potts action did not take account of the well-known Japanese tactics.’89 The neglectful Potts should certainly have been aware of such tactics; his troops had been outflanked twice at Isurava. Brigadier Porter was sent up to replace Potts, who was recalled to Moresby and relieved of his command the following month.


  On the afternoon of 10 September, Porter took over command of Maroubra Force near Nauro and decided that the next suitable defensive position was back at Ioribaiwa Ridge. Caro’s composite battalion began to withdraw the next day, passing through the newly arrived 3rd Battalion, which had moved up from Port Moresby. The well-equipped 3rd—each section had two Tommy guns and a Bren gun—had begun the move on 5 September. Though the men had trained for a number of months around Moresby, they had to learn the real intricacies of jungle warfare on the job.90 It was a tough classroom, as the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Albert Paul, discovered only two hours into the trek to Ioribaiwa: exhausted, he dropped out. With the 53rd Battalion out of the battle, Allan Cameron was given command of the 3rd, his third battalion command in less than a month. Having now decided that Ioribaiwa Ridge would be difficult to defend, Porter proposed to hold Imita Ridge, a superior defensive position. However, he was told to stick to the original plan and hold Ioribaiwa, a poorer option but further from Moresby. The Australian commanders’ nerves were jangling. Cameron had the 3rd Battalion back on Ioribaiwa Ridge late on 11 September.91


  On 14 September, the 2/31st and 2/33rd Battalions from Brigadier Ken Eather’s 25th Brigade also reached Ioribaiwa Ridge, with the 2/25th Battalion in reserve behind them. Eather took over operational control of what was now the ‘must hold’ position in front of Moresby. With four fresh battalions and Caro’s remnants, Eather had more than enough strength to hold a badly weakened Japanese force that was further handicapped by an ever-lengthening supply line.


  An ambush position was set up at the former supply dump at Ofi Creek, below Ioribaiwa Ridge, where the Australians knew the enemy troops would gather. Lieutenant Ron Christian’s platoon from the 2/16th sprung the trap in the late afternoon. With most of the enemy troops in the river bed, the Australians opened fire from positions overlooking the crossing. Twenty or thirty enemy soldiers fell before Christian’s ambush party headed back up Ioribaiwa Ridge. A smaller enemy patrol was ambushed further up the hill.92 The Japanese responded by shelling the ridge with mountain guns. They would fire eight to ten rounds at a time, usually at meal times. The Australians thought they would be safe dug in along the crest, but the shells were directed into the trees above them and the lethal fragments rained down on the men below.93


  Eather’s inclination was to attack immediately, and he sent the 2/31st and 2/33rd off on intricate and ill-considered flank movements. At 1500 on 14 September, three companies of the 2/31st made an attack on the left flank, but they were stymied by the terrain and forced to withdraw in the dark. The next day, the Japanese troops made their own attack, better planned and better executed: they made the terrain work for, not against them.


  After a heavy mountain-gun barrage, the initial push came up the main track but was foiled by the staunch Australian defence. However this was only a holding attack; the key move again came from the flank, just as it had at Isurava and Brigade Hill. At 1310 the Japanese infiltrated into some unguarded 3rd Battalion positions where the men from 17 Platoon were busy digging in or eating, apparently without sentries posted. About twenty Japanese soldiers got past them onto a dominant knoll, a simple operation, done with minimal force but with complete surprise.94 Lieutenant ‘Bert’ Madigan of the 2/16th put in a counterattack but was wounded by a mountain gun shell as the attack stalled. From this high position on the eastern flank, the Japanese now controlled the ridge and Ioribaiwa village below.


  General Allen told Eather to hold for as long as possible. But as David Kayler-Thomson took his depleted 2/16th company back from the forward positions he was amazed to see the fresh 25th Brigade troops also retiring. Eather had made his decision before midday on 16 September and within 24 hours his brigade was back on Imita Ridge.95 ‘Ioribaiwa was a hopeless bloody thing while Imita Ridge, which was just behind it, was a much more pronounced feature,’ Eather observed 50 years later. ‘There wasn’t much between them. Just a few yards.’96 It was actually nearly six kilometres but that was six kilometres closer to Moresby. From an operational viewpoint it may have been the correct decision but politically it was dynamite.


  Another fresh battalion, the 2/1st Pioneers was diverted from working as glorified labourers at the gravel quarry and moved up to augment the Australian force on Imita Ridge. The pioneers were pleased to leave the quarry where, as one told Gavin Long, ‘we used to pray for Tojo to come over so that we could have a spell.’97 Three 25-pounder guns of the 14th Field Regiment supported the infantry from Owers’ Corner. Operationally, the Australian commanders had got things right, stiffening the defence when it had to be done, and with the short supply line from Port Moresby, when it could readily be done. The Japanese advance had come far enough. Eather had no intention of again being caught unawares and his brigade carried out extensive patrolling of the area between Ioribaiwa and Imita Ridges looking for the next Japanese move. But the Japanese did not come.


  4

  ‘Like rats in a bag’


  Milne Bay

  August to September 1942


  Beneath the trees of the coconut plantation, death probed for Bert Abraham. Shot five times through the leg and unable to move when the call had gone out to withdraw, Abraham had continued to fire his Bren gun, hammering away at the Japanese. He had stopped their advance, but now a tank was searching for him, its headlight piercing the gloom as the growl of the steel tracks moved closer. Unable to get to his feet or even crawl away, Abraham waited for the tank to get close. Then, sure of its direction, he rolled sideways out of its path. He did this five times before passing out from the effort and pain.1 Bert Abraham had nothing left but his life.


  Milne Bay sits at the eastern tip of the New Guinea mainland’s tail. After the Coral Sea battle in May 1942, General MacArthur, recognising its strategic value, ordered an airbase constructed there to counter any new Japanese moves into the Coral Sea. The bay also provided an excellent sheltered harbour for the shipping the Allies would need when the time came to advance north. The Japanese command still coveted Port Moresby, hence the decision to send Horii’s force across the Kokoda Trail. But as soon as Japanese reconnaissance aircraft identified the airfield at Milne Bay, on 4 August, the command changed the objective of an ancillary amphibious operation being planned against Samarai Island to Milne Bay. The operation, which had originally been planned for early August, was delayed by the need to complete the airfield at Buna in order to provide air cover and also by the growing commitments at Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands. Japanese intelligence believed the Allies had only light forces at Milne Bay: less than an infantry battalion and about thirty aircraft.2


  The defenders were much stronger than that. Brigadier John Field’s 7th Infantry Brigade, comprising the 9th, 25th and 61st Battalions, had been sent to Milne Bay in July. However, like the militia battalions at Port Moresby, Field’s men were mainly used for road and airfield construction work. By 21 August the three AIF battalions of Brigadier George Wootten’s 18th Brigade, the 2/9th, 2/10th and 2/12th, had also arrived at Milne Bay. Major General Cyril Clowes, who was the nominal New Guinea Force commander, assumed command of Milne Force on 22 August. He had nearly 9000 men under his command, half of them infantrymen. The remainder included American engineering and anti-aircraft personnel. Two RAAF fighter squadrons, Squadron Leader Les Jackson’s No. 75 and Squadron Leader Peter Turnbull’s No. 76, were based at the completed airfield. Les was the brother of Squadron Leader John Jackson, who had been shot down defending Port Moresby. Two more airfields were under construction. They ‘were unfinished when we arrived there,’ Flying Officer John Hannagan observed, ‘. . . mud from one end to the other . . . all mud, and when the steel matting was put down it oozed mud too.’3


  At first sight, Milne Bay seemed like a paradise. But as Lieutenant Colonel Alex Meldrum, the commander of the 61st Battalion, noted, ‘Our illusions were soon shattered when the monsoonal rains made torrents of the creeks and the tracks and so-called roads became hopeless bogs.’4 The few roads in the area soon deteriorated into muddy ruts under the weight of the trucks carrying the steel Marsden matting to the airfields. Many of the troops were assigned as labourers, digging out coral rock with picks and shovels to be crushed for road surfacing—tough work in the tropical climate. The rain was diabolical, and the mosquitoes that bred profusely in its wake spread malaria throughout the area. Mildew and fungus proliferated. It all made for a hellish battlefield.
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  Milne Bay


  On the morning of 25 August, Allied aircraft spotted a Japanese convoy moving towards Milne Bay. Clowes put his battalions on alert. The expectation was for an enemy landing that night, but because the bay’s shoreline was so long—more than 110 kilometres—Clowes could not effectively oppose the invaders until he knew where the landing site was. He deployed two companies from the 61st Battalion to guard the northern shoreline and kept the remainder of his force in reserve around the airfields at the head of the bay. From there Clowes could also move units to the north or south shores as required.


  The landing force comprised 612 Japanese marines from Commander Shōjirō Hayashi’s 5th Kure SNLP and another 197 from the 5th Sasebo SNLP. These marines were carried in the merchant ships Nankai Maru and Kinai Maru and were to be landed at the head of the bay from twelve landing craft, an operation rehearsed five times in the week leading up to the landing. The orders were clear: ‘At the dead of night quickly complete the landing in the enemy area and strike the white soldiers without remorse. Unitedly smash to pieces the enemy lines and take the aerodrome by storm.’5


  A smaller force from the 5th Sasebo SNLP under Commander Torashige Tsukioka was to land on the northern coast of Papua, at Taupota, and advance overland to Milne Bay. These 353 marines were carried down the coast from Buna in seven landing craft, which were spotted at Goodenough Island and destroyed by RAAF Kittyhawks. This left the surviving members of the northern force stranded on the island. They would play no part in the battle.6


  The invasion convoy left Rabaul at 0700 on 24 August. With the benefit of overcast weather and despite intermittent Allied air attacks over the next two days it reached Milne Bay unscathed on the night of 25 August. Soon after midnight the landing was made under the cover of naval gunfire near Ahioma and Waga Waga villages, about ten kilometres further up on the north shore and too far from the airfields for the troops to capture them before daybreak. A jetty was constructed using earth-filled rice sacks and about 300 Korean labourers then unloaded the cargo using the landing craft, which had been carried aboard the merchant ships. This included aircraft bombs, each of which required ten men to handle. Some trucks were also landed to carry the supplies into the jungle.7


  The first clashes came when two boatloads of 61st Battalion troops being shipped to Gili Gili, the main port, got mixed up with the Japanese landing barges. The contact with the two Australian vessels may have prompted the Japanese decision to land immediately rather than go further up the bay. The leading Australian launch, Bronzewing, was forced ashore and most of the men aboard were killed, some in atrocious circumstances. The second launch, Elevala, carrying eighteen sick soldiers, was sunk by a Japanese destroyer, but the men managed to get ashore in a dinghy and head for the hills. From there they listened helplessly to the cries and screams coming from the nearby coastal villages.8


  Ahioma man Eli Dickson was woken by the landing and went to the beach to see hundreds of Japanese troops asking natives to guide them to Gili Gili. Dickson was asked the same question at bayonet point before the soldiers tied his wrists tightly behind his back and punched him in the head. Another man, Pakasi, tried to run away. He was caught, tied to a tree and bayoneted. Oda Tom, also from Dickson’s village, suffered a similar fate. Screams for mercy fell on deaf ears. At Waga Waga, a man named Timoteo had just woken up. As he sat up, he was run through with a bayonet. A woman named Hinadikere was shot in the back of the head as she tried to collect food from her small garden. The killings were repeated at other villages. The Japanese came across four men—Hinanuli, Iaoki, Diaboeo and Sakarasai—who remained in their village and when interrogated did not seem to understand. All were seized and bayoneted to death. One group of Japanese demanded that a man named Pesia show them the road to Gili Gili. Instead, he led them along a series of native tracks, ending up where they had started. The enraged soldiers tied him up and bayoneted him. Pesia was one of up to fifty-nine natives killed by the Japanese at Milne Bay. Justice Sir William Webb observed, ‘that in every case the killing was carried out with savage brutality.’9
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  Soon after midnight, a fourteen-man patrol from Major Charles Bicks’ company under Lieutenant Bert Robinson encountered a column of about 100 Japanese marines moving along the road towards Koebele (known as KB) Mission. When Bill Whitton challenged the column’s four scouts, they shot and wounded him. Robinson’s men then cut down all the scouts, but he hesitated to fire on the main body, fearing they might be Australian troops moving back. When he heard Japanese being spoken, however, he opened fire. The enemy replied with light machine guns and light mortars. When some of the Japanese marines moved around the flank, wading through the water beyond the shoreline, Robinson pulled his men back. Three who remained shammed death and later escaped.10


  By dawn, the Japanese warships had retired, and the Kittyhawks began strafing the beachhead, destroying the barges that could have taken the marines further along the coast towards the airfields. They also destroyed much of the Japanese supplies and caused heavy casualties. Though the Korean labourers were not ordered to disperse, most headed for the mountains to escape the strafing.11


  Meanwhile, a Japanese light tank had gone forward along the coastal road to support the advance. Bicks had no anti-tank weapon available, but he had some deadly riflemen. As the tank moved across a log bridge in the dawn light, the commander showed his head. Bert Robinson picked him off from 130 metres away, and the tank slewed off into the creek. In the fierce firefight that followed, Bicks’s 2IC, Lieutenant Wally Sanderson, was killed. Reinforced with a company from Lieutenant Colonel Edward Miles’ 25th Battalion, Bicks counterattacked the Japanese spearhead late in the afternoon. His men broke into the forward enemy positions, but were then held up by heavy fire from the next creek line. But with the ocean on one side and a sago swamp on the other, the Japanese could not be outflanked. As dusk fell, Bicks pulled his men back to a small village about 500 metres west of KB Mission.12


  The Japanese warships returned that night, shelling the head of the bay to little effect. A strong attack came in at 2200, with enemy flamethrowers lighting up the night as the marines tried to penetrate on both flanks. When they shouted out orders in English for the Australians to retire, around fifty men were fooled into compliance, aiding the Japanese advance. Just before dawn, Bicks, under orders not to get heavily involved, moved further back to the west bank of the Gama River. His company, now down to two officers and thirty-two men, moved in single file through the thick mud, each soldier clinging to the man in front. Meanwhile, Colonel Meldrum arranged for a local man named George to take twenty other natives out into the foothills on the inland flank and report on any Japanese movement. When they spotted a Japanese signals party, George’s men cut its phone lines.13


  Well aware of the Japanese naval threat and despite strident calls from MacArthur’s headquarters to throw the Japanese back into the sea, Clowes was keeping most of his force in reserve in case of another landing. However, on the afternoon of 26 August he sent Lieutenant Colonel James Dobbs’ 2/10th Battalion to KB Mission with orders to move through the militia battalions and drive the Japanese back to Ahioma.14 The day had been quiet. As Colonel Fred Chilton, who was on Clowes’ staff, later observed, at Milne Bay the Japanese ‘attacked always at night, then withdrew behind a fringe of snipers for the day.’15


  The Japanese were wary during daylight because the Australians dominated the air above the battlefield. Les Jackson’s and Peter Turnbull’s Kittyhawks flayed the Japanese landing area and the main track from it to KB Mission. When the Japanese hit back with a raid by eight dive bombers supported by twelve Zeros, Jackson and his wingman caught some Zeros that were down low strafing. Before long, ‘there were three Zeros in the water within thirty yards of each other.’ Flying Officer Bruce ‘Buster’ Brown and his wingman caught three of the dive bombers in formation and thought ‘they must have got the lot.’16 Turnbull had also had his successes over Milne Bay, but his luck would soon run out. On 27 August his Kittyhawk’s wing clipped a palm tree during a strafing run near Waga Waga; his wrecked aircraft was found a week later. His mates buried him and marked the cross ‘Happy landings Pete.’17


  Though Bicks told Colonel Dobbs that KB Mission was unsuitable for defence, Dobbs sent his battalion along the muddy track, and they reached the mission before dark on 27 August. Major John Brocksopp’s company went forward, travelling light so they had a better chance of getting in behind the Japanese advance. When Dobbs was incorrectly told that 5000 Japanese troops had landed, he changed the orders. The battalion now formed a perimeter around the mission, astride the main track. Lacking tools to dig in, the men were grouped in threes or fours. Each group had to have one man awake at all times, though all of them were exhausted: they had marched around in the mud for two days now with hardly any rest.18


  Just before 2000, the B Company commander, Major Geoff Miethke, saw headlights and heard the sound of a tracked vehicle approaching from the east. An Australian yelled for the lights to be put out, then realised they were mounted on a Japanese tank. It started firing and was joined by a second tank. Both now advanced into the Australian positions, marking them out for the enemy infantry with their headlights and tracer rounds. The tank lights operated via a reflector, and despite furious efforts to shoot them out, they continued to glare. The two Type 95 tanks then stopped 25 metres from the Australian perimeter and stood cover while Japanese troops dug a machinegun position. Because Miethke’s men had been unable to dig in, they were vulnerable to the intense enemy fire as well as the tracks of the tanks. Fortunately, most of the small-arms fire went over the Australians’ heads, and most of the mortar rounds also missed their mark. Miethke’s company was bombarded by hundreds of shells, yet only one man was killed. The Japanese made four separate attacks that night. So furious was the fighting that ‘the waves went back squealing,’ Miethke later said.19 The two artillery forward observation officers, Lieutenants George Gilhooley and Athol Baird, who had reached KB Mission too late to register targets for supporting artillery fire, now died fighting the enemy without that support.


  Brocksopp’s company, with one platoon deployed on the coast and the others in behind Miethke’s, also copped the brunt of the attack. The two Japanese tanks continued to work well together, covering each other with their headlights to prevent grenade attacks at close quarters. At least four anti-tank ‘sticky’ bombs were hurled at the tanks, but they failed to stick. Every two minutes the Bren guns would be moved around from position to position to avoid attracting attention. Jim Kotz was to the fore. He had already seen three Bren gunners hit, but despite being wounded himself, he picked up the gun and, advancing under heavy fire, wiped out an enemy post. After a foreshore hut caught fire, illuminating the Australian positions, Cliff Schloithe’s section took to the sea and continued to fight from there.20 By midnight, however, the pressure was telling, and Dobbs ordered his men back about 300 metres to a patch of scrub. Bert Abraham remained at the plantation, fighting for his life throughout the night.


  Having blunted the Japanese drive, Miethke’s and Brocksopp’s companies were for the moment broken as an effective fighting force. With his men down to five rounds each, Miethke managed to leapfrog his company back to a creek line and finally to the Gama River as the rain fell. ‘I’m sorry the first time I led you into action you got cleaned up,’ said Miethke, the only officer left among the thirty-odd men. ‘Tell us to go in again and we’ll go back,’ they replied.21 Brocksopp was down to fifty-one men when he reached the Gama River; he positioned them along the western bank.


  The Japanese were close behind, and one of the tanks, accompanied by about six marines, crossed the river. John O’Brien, positioned on a bank overlooking the ford, fired a shot from his Boys anti-tank rifle at the leading tank and then two shots at the second before he was badly wounded in the arm by a grenade thrown from one of the tanks. His first shot had killed the driver of the lead tank, which was silent for about a minute before its machine gun began raking the riverbank. More enemy troops got across the river, and the Australians began to pull back towards the unfinished No. 3 airstrip. In the scrub by the side of the road, Brocksopp watched a ‘continuous stream of Japs going along the road towards No. 3 strip.’22 His and Miethke’s men had given the enemy force another bloody nose, but now they dispersed into the foothills. Some days later, they arrived back at the Australian lines.


  As dawn broke at KB Mission on 28 August, Bert Abraham was still fighting for his life. The tanks had moved on, but he now found himself confronting ten enemy soldiers, six of whom he killed. They bred tough stock in Broken Hill. A dawn patrol from Captain Hugh Matheson’s company came by and killed the other four Japanese before carrying Abraham back to the company. Being on the inland flank of KB Mission, Matheson’s company, so far uncommitted, had been bypassed in the night and now had to move back through the heavy scrub. Not all of the wounded at KB got out. Some suffered cruelly at the hands of the Japanese: six were later found bayoneted to death, their hands tied behind their backs with signal wire.23


  Only two companies from the 25th Battalion now stood between the Japanese and the airfields. Captain Basil Ryan’s company was at Rabi, and Captain Phil Steel’s was at Kilarbo. Lieutenant David Woodrow, whose platoon had been left holding the Gama River positions after the remnants of the 2/10th had pulled out, now moved his men back to Rabi. However, the platoon was fired on by enemy troops who had already passed down the road. Also cut off, Ryan moved his company northwest into the jungle-covered foothills and regained Australian lines further back on the afternoon of the following day.


  Further along the road, Lieutenant Eric Schlyder’s platoon set up a roadblock between Kilarbo and Rabi where a supply truck had bogged. Positioning the truck across the road, Schlyder prepared an ambush at Kilarbo village, priming sticky anti-tank grenades by the truck’s headlights. When his men were outflanked by the Japanese, they moved back to a position forward of Poin Creek and helped prepare defences there. At this point, the road had been mined and covered by two 2-pounder anti-tank guns.24


  That morning, Lieutenant Keith Acreman had been ordered to take the two anti-tank guns forward from the airstrip to confront the Japanese armour. Once night fell, enemy scouts moving ahead of the tanks threw flares, which showed up the hurriedly positioned guns; one of the men placing the guns was shot. Sergeant Joffre Ludlow’s platoon was deployed on either side of the guns to protect them, but the Japanese troops got through the minefield and started to outflank them. The guns never got to fire, and when the men tried to get them out, they were stuck in the mud. The brave Acreman dashed out under fire and disabled the guns by removing the striker pins.25


  Meanwhile, after battling through sago swamps and thick undergrowth, the infantry of Lieutenant John Bathersby’s platoon had taken up positions near Poin Bridge in the late afternoon. When the section on the right came under fire, Corporal John Warren’s section swung around to fire across their front. An enemy machine gun responded, killing one of Warren’s men before Warren helped knock it out. The section continued the attack with Bren and Tommy guns. Wounded by a grenade, Warren told his men, ‘I’m all right, boys, don’t worry about me,’ and continued to throw grenades. However, as the Japanese infiltrated to their rear, the section received orders to withdraw that night to the airstrip. Warren, still full of fight, reluctantly complied.26


  Sergeant Stan Steele was in charge of 13 Platoon, also at the forward positions along Poin Creek. He was with Captain Steel and Lieutenant John Corfe, the company 2IC. Steele told them, ‘The best thing we can do is move back where we can get a bit of clear ground so we can have a slap at them.’ Steele took up position with his sixteen men alongside Ludlow’s 15 Platoon—also down to sixteen men—at a clearing that covered the road. At 0500 some 200 Japanese troops came down the road, firing a few shots to draw fire, which came when they were only 20 metres away. Steele observed, ‘The Jap was so bunched he got a pretty good hammering.’ The Australians were arrayed in a semi-circle and could fire outwards at any movement. Over the three-hour course of the battle, six attacks were stopped by the three Bren guns and grenades from Ludlow’s men. Ludlow and Bob Wyatt did the throwing, and the others passed the grenades up to them. They managed to disable an enemy mortar before it could open fire, but as the Japanese got in closer they pulled back to the airstrip.27


  Captain Matheson, of the 2/10th, had also managed get some of his men back to the cleared strip. It was studded with machine guns—at least twenty, according to Matheson. He knew the Yanks were deployed there, and rightly figured that they would be trigger happy, particularly with enemy tracers firing overhead. As Matheson got his men across, more enemy tracers lit up the night and all the American machine guns opened up, raking the strip in the heaviest fire Matheson had ever heard. But they were only shooting at the poor remnants of 25th Battalion on the other side. The firing went on for two minutes. There was a pause, followed by angry shouting as the 25th men streamed back across the strip. Fortunately, they set off no mines.28


  As 29 August dawned, the Australians were reinforcing their lines along the edge of the unfinished No. 3 strip. Here the Allied airfield engineers had cut a swath through the jungle, creating a perfect killing field. That night, the Australian infantry and American engineers and AA gunners waited for the attack, but it did not come. Indeed, a patrol encountered no Japanese up as far as KB Mission. The two tanks were found abandoned; they had bogged down soon after crossing the Gama River.


  Japanese reinforcements had been sent from Rabaul on 28 August. The 567 men of Commander Minoru Yano’s 3rd Kure SNLP and 200 men from 5th Yokosuka SNLP went across to Milne Bay on a naval convoy of three destroyers and three patrol boats, escorted by three other warships. In driving rain, Allied aircraft made three attacks on the convoy the following day, all unsuccessful. The enemy troops began landing at Waga Waga at 2240 on 29 August. The naval vessels departed three hours later. As one of the 3rd Kure marines wrote, Milne Bay put on a wet welcome. ‘The rain scarcely stopped. The mud flies, shoes seem to be getting stuck in the mire . . . equipment is heavy, feet slip and from the wet body warm steam is rising.’ Another 3rd Kure man, First Class Stoker Shimokawa, wrote of ‘our bodies drenched like wet rats.’29 The men sheltered in the jungle during the day, as the Kittyhawks searched with tracers. Then, as darkness and more rain descended, the marines began the advance towards the airfields. Shimokawa wrote, ‘It’s too dark to make anything out, but there are a lot of dead soldiers lying around and they stink.’30 In the early hours of 31 August, a Monday morning, the Japanese struck.


  Perhaps the Japanese marines believed all they had been told about moral superiority and the power of their will. Perhaps the ease with which they could murder innocent civilians and captured soldiers had warped their thinking. Perhaps they just saw the airfield and knew it was one of their objectives. Whatever the reason, these naval troops soon discovered that concentrated firepower directed across a cleared killing zone, whether by day or by night, could not be overcome by force of spirit alone.


  Some of the 25th Battalion men bravely stayed on the far side of the airstrip and made the first contact. Lieutenant Aubrey Schindler watched as ‘they came down the road whistling and singing and tried to attack straight across our defences . . . we just hosed [the enemy] with mortar bombs.’31 Also on the far side of the airstrip, Keith Acreman directed the mortar fire, raining some 200 bombs on the Japanese. When the first shots broke out, Basil Ryan sent up a flare. In its light, the Australians saw enemy troops forming up on the north side of the airstrip. Both sides opened a fierce fire. Shimokawa wrote: ‘A red signal went up and fell to the right of where we were and heavy MG volleys started and trench mortars.’32 The Australians had a strong line of Vickers and Bren posts along the side of the strip. The Americans were on both flanks with 0.5-inch machine guns, brutal at close range. However, as Ryan observed, ‘the most devastating fire came from our mortars . . . I don’t think there was a part of the area the Jap was in that didn’t get a pasting.’33


  Three times the Japanese lined up for another attack, and each time the Allied firepower halted them. No attacker managed to cross the airfield. Just before dawn, three bugle calls announced an end to the slaughter: the Japanese survivors now pulled back.34 Shimokawa survived to write, ‘We were like rats in a bag and men were falling all round. I thought we were going to be wiped out but then we were told to withdraw . . . men who had to take the wounded along were crawling in the mud.’35 Commander Yano reported: ‘We attacked as planned, but came under heavy cross-fire from well dug-in positions when we drew near the enemy, sustaining heavy casualties.’ Commander Shōjirō Hayashi was one of them.36


  Padre Herb Pearson later helped bury the hundreds of Japanese bodies; it was estimated that a staggering 600 Japanese had been killed by 1 September.37 The majority of those would have died at the airfield. Pearson later recollected that ‘they only looked about 14 years old.’38 Only three Allied soldiers had been killed and twelve wounded at the airfield. When the Japanese remnants gathered at the same place in the jungle that they had left the night before, Shimokawa wrote, ‘I came back. Back to sleep in the jungle in the rain.’39 As his unit prepared for the battle just fought, a fellow marine had written: ‘I cannot hope to live and see my native land again, yet I want to win this war before I go . . . Well, goodbye everyone. If I am able to write in the diary again it will be purely by luck.’40 There were no further entries.


  With the main Japanese attack defeated, Clowes now deployed the fresh 2/12th Battalion, whose move by sea to KB Mission had been cancelled the previous day. After a difficult move up from Gili Gili in knee-deep mud, Lieutenant Colonel Arthur ‘Wolf ’ Arnold’s men began advancing across the airstrip only hours after the battle ended. Captain Geoff Swan’s lead company crossed at the double without taking a hit, but once in the bush they ran into enemy fire, some of it from wounded enemy marines on the ground. Swan, who was leading his men in on the right flank, saw one of the wounded men get to his knees with a grenade in his hand. He shot him, but the grenade exploded. The shrapnel caught Swan in the leg and head, severing an artery in his neck. Unable to stem the blood flow, Joe Eager held the end of the artery closed between thumb and finger until Swan was brought back to the dressing station. He survived.41


  Lieutenant Charles ‘Harry’ Ivey took over from Swan, and Lieutenant Neil Russell took over 16 Platoon in addition to his own after its commanding officer was killed. Ivey’s company proceeded to clear out three Japanese defensive positions on the way to KB Mission. Once there, Russell had two sections fix bayonets and deploy in an extended line at the edge of the mission clearing. He then lifted his own rifle and bayonet above his head and shouted, ‘Charge!’42


  That night, Captain Angus Suthers’ company was ordered through to hold KB Mission. The leading platoon saw movement in a Japanese body lying on the road. When they fired into it, another four bodies came to life; they too were shot.43 A Company joined Swan’s D at KB Mission, while B and C companies skirmished with Japanese stragglers back at the Gama River. Sergeant Tom Macaulay was out in the dark and rain checking the lines when a bayonet was thrust into his lower back. Twisting, he grabbed the rifle and pulled it from his assailant’s hands, the bayonet still lodged in his back. The two men then fought hand to hand on the ground, which suited Macaulay, who had done some wrestling in his time. Knowing his wound would soon weaken him, he quickly seized hold of his attacker and strangled him. A mate made sure the man was dead with a burst from his Tommy gun.44


  Stoker Shimokawa struggled on, heading back towards Waga Waga. ‘There are few of us left,’ he wrote. ‘We stick it out, lying in the mud all day . . . the rain is coming down harder than ever.’45 The dreadful climate did not discriminate. One of the Australians recalled that, ‘It never stopped raining. You could never get dry . . . you’d just have to plough through this mud for mile after mile, sinking up to your ankles, and it was terribly heavy going. Especially in that heat.’46 Angus Suthers later described the effects of the soggy conditions: ‘When we got back, every man had bad feet—white and soft. The skin would come off at a touch and leave the blood seeping through. I saw a lad lying in one-man pits with arms on the parapet, head on arms and whole of his body submerged—water up to his chest.’47


  On the morning of 2 September, Shimokawa knew from the sound of gunfire that the Australians were attacking again. But at least it wasn’t raining. Before he moved into his position he wrote, ‘It looks like good weather today.’ It was his last diary entry.48 He was killed as the 2/12th Battalion pressed east from KB Mission. By that night, Captain Colin Kirk and Major Keith Gategood’s companies had established a position behind the ford of the fourth creek, east of KB Mission.


  Clowes now sent in his third AIF battalion. Lieutenant Colonel Clem Cummings’ 2/9th was transported across the bay by lugger: two companies landed at KB Mission on 2 September. On the move up, the men saw the nature of the enemy they faced. The body of a young native woman was found tied to a tree. She had been raped and mutilated. Later, the body of an Australian soldier was found. The Japanese had tied his hands behind his back before stabbing him with a bayonet.49 The next day, after a night of heavy rain, Cummings’ men attacked with single-minded ferocity.


  After an artillery barrage, two platoons from Captain Alec Marshall’s company assaulted across the knee-deep creek astride the main road, then were held up by heavy machinegun fire and rifle fire from the treetops. Lieutenant Bob Heron managed to grenade a machinegun post, but was shot in the shoulder. Big Johnnie Ball pressed on behind Heron and got right among the enemy positions before being killed. When his body was recovered, there was no mark on it: his comrades thought the shock wave from his sticky bomb must have killed him. Meanwhile, Jack Gordon led his section across the creek, using his Tommy gun to good effect in the scrub. The other platoon commander, Lieutenant Colin Fogg, was also wounded and left for dead in the creek. His batman, Cedric Reid, went to get him and was bandaging Fogg’s head when he was hit in the arm. The two platoons had taken more than thirty casualties in five minutes; Marshall pulled the shattered remnants back across the creek. Two other companies then outflanked the enemy position, only to find that the defenders had withdrawn 600 metres further back, behind the Goroni River.50 Determined not to lose what they had won at such cost, the men of the 2/9th used their bayonets to hack down the undergrowth outside their lines and set about creating a strong defensive perimeter on the river’s west bank.51


  That night another 130 Japanese marines arrived from Rabaul with orders to deliver supplies to the forward troops, who they believed were at the airfield. Under fire, they scattered, and none of the supplies got through.52 Next morning, 4 September, Captain Richard Hooper’s company on the left and Major Edward Peek’s company on the right hit the new Japanese positions across the river. Lieutenant Don McDonald’s platoon had advanced about 80 metres when it came under heavy fire. It soon lost four men killed and fifteen wounded, over half its strength. The Japanese were covering the road with one machine gun, which in turn was covered by a second gun. They also had a number of light machine guns—a lot of firepower. The Australians called for artillery. The first rounds fell in the sea, but as their range was adjusted, they drew closer and closer to the enemy positions. The Japanese retreated, leaving their casualties behind.53


  Corporal Merv Ball took over an abandoned enemy machine gun and turned it on the Japanese. Then the artillery and mortars had a go. The snipers in the trees continued to pick off the Queenslanders, but they pressed on. Corporal Bill Howatson managed to destroy four machinegun posts before he was killed. Sergeant Jim Irving was wounded, and as Merv Ball brought him out, one of the machinegun crew, who had seemed to be dead, sat up and shot him.54


  Further along the creek, Corporal Jack French’s 7 Section faced a similar dilemma. French’s men had crossed the creek and then moved south to outflank the enemy position, but they too were caught by the Japanese machinegun posts. Ordering the section to cover him, French crawled forward through the undergrowth with a grenade, which he threw into the first post. He came back and got more grenades, crawled forward again, and destroyed a second post. Then he came back and grabbed his Tommy gun to take on a third. As he advanced on the enemy, firing from the hip, he was shot down. When two of his men got to him, he was unable to speak. All he could do was smile his thanks to them. French was posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross. That evening, the defenders pulled back to the beachhead.55


  Before they did so, at 1600, Captain Alex Anderson’s company crossed the creek. There was long grass on the other side and many weapon pits, all unoccupied. The company swung right and moved down the river with two platoons forward and one in reserve. Anderson directed the advance from between the two forward platoons. After 150 metres, Lieutenant James Paterson’s platoon came upon the Japanese defences, heavy fire broke out and the platoon was immediately ordered back. Anderson was hit five times before he handed over command to Paterson and proceeded to make his own way back. When the Japanese cheered and got out of their weapon pits to give chase, Paterson’s men came back at them, mowing them down as they ran. ‘I fired 400 rounds out of a Tommy gun,’ Lionel Conley noted. Advancing through the thick undergrowth, Sergeant Roy De Vantier spotted five enemy snipers up in trees. Loading a 50-round drum magazine on his Tommy gun, he charged out and killed the lot. ‘Look, fellows,’ he said to his mates. ‘Watch them fall out of the trees like coconuts.’ By now, however, enemy troops were moving around the left flank, and the Australian company withdrew across the river. Left behind, the wounded Paterson lay out in the scrub all night. The next day, his men counted 103 enemy dead in the area.56


  That day, 5 September, Peek’s company carried on the attack to drive the remnants of the enemy force into the sea. McDonald’s platoon crossed a creek, then took up positions in a depression in the ground while McDonald went back to confer with company headquarters. Suddenly, there were screams from the jungle up ahead and the sound of small arms and mortar fire. In a short time, the thirty-man platoon lost four men killed and fifteen wounded. The rest pulled back so the mortars and artillery could paste the area before another attack went in.57 More fierce fighting followed. Though acting platoon sergeant Bob Hood had been wounded three times in the leg, he continued to fire his rifle until he was shot in the arm and could no longer handle it. Bill Hendry fired off all his Bren gun’s ammo and then hurled the gun at the enemy before the mortar fire cut him down. When the platoon finally pulled out, several men with leg wounds insisted on dragging themselves back so they would not have to be carried.58 Tough buggers, those Queenslanders.


  Cyril Clowes had also proved tough enough. Tough enough to deflect unwarranted criticism from above and to get on with winning a battle where he never had control over most of the battlefield, that being the waters of Milne Bay. Of the unchallenged Japanese naval superiority Clowes wrote, ‘The initiative in reinforcing or breaking off the operation rested with them throughout.’ He added that the fog of war ‘was never thicker or more opaque than in this case.’59


  For Commander James ‘Copper’ Morrow and the crew of the destroyer HMAS Arunta, it had been a busy week. On 29 August, at the height of the Japanese offensive, the destroyer was escorting the merchant ship Malaita out of Port Moresby en route to Cairns. Just outside Basilisk Passage, the break in the outer reef through which all ships had to pass when entering or leaving the port, Lieutenant Commander Shigeshi Kuriyama’s submarine RO-33 lurked beneath the waves, eyeing his prey through the periscope. Months earlier, as the Coral Sea battle raged, Kuriyama—anxious to contribute to the planned attack on Port Moresby—had waited for a target in the same area. Now he played his part in the new attempt on Moresby. At 1210, a torpedo hit the Malaita below the bridge on the starboard side. Water flooded in and the vessel began to list. After half an hour, the crew abandoned ship, but the list stabilised and the Malaita was towed back into Port Moresby. Morrow immediately took up the hunt, the asdic operators pinging out sonar waves from Arunta in search of the wily sub. Once contact was confirmed, Morrow made four runs across the target with depth charges. An oil slick appeared on the surface. Kuriyama’s submarine had made its last voyage.


  Since then, Arunta had escorted the Dutch transport Tasman down to Milne Bay but the Japanese naval threat forced it to return without unloading. Arunta then joined HMAS Swan, which was escorting two other transports, the Anshun and ’s Jacob, from Townsville to Milne Bay with desperately needed supplies. On 5 September, the convoy had been held near Samarai Island, in the China Strait, to await developments, but the next morning, Arunta took Anshun in. The transport docked at Gili Gili wharf, and Arunta was ordered back out to sea for the night.60


  Word had come that Japanese reinforcements were on their way, no doubt with a heavy naval escort. At 2200 the warships arrived, probing the Milne Bay coastline with a searchlight and shelling the area around the forward Australian positions. From across the water at KB Mission, Geoff Holmes watched as a Japanese cruiser lit up the bay with its searchlight and moved ‘straight in towards where the wharf was . . . then a couple of salvoes went in . . . and that was the Anshun . . . when I saw her next she was on her side.’61 The adjacent hospital ship Manunda, fully lit and adorned with a prominent green band and red cross, was left unmolested. It was also spared on the following night. Not all Australian hospital ships that the Imperial Japanese Navy encountered would be given the same respect.
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  On the morning of 7 September, 2/9th Battalion patrols found that the Japanese had gone, taken off by the warships during the night. Aviation and other stores were found abandoned. Also found in the area were the broken bodies of captured Australian soldiers, none of whom was found alive. Most had been tied to trees and used for live bayonet practice; one even allowed some rope to run before he was cut down. Another was found on the ground, cuts to his chest and forearms, the tops of his ears cut off, his eye sockets missing, ‘his buttocks and genitals were cut to ribbons.’ Justice Sir William Webb found that up to thirty-six Australian soldiers had been captured and then killed by the Japanese, each, ‘an atrocity, as having being savagely brutal. Only fiends could use men for bayonet practice.’62


  After the war, Herb Pearson met Field Marshal Sir William Slim in Australia. At the time of the Milne Bay battle, Slim had been in Burma, desperately trying to turn back the Japanese tide. He told Pearson that when the news of the victory at Milne Bay came through, it lifted everybody. It was, after all, the first land defeat to be inflicted on the Japanese since the opening shots of the war.63


  5

  

  ‘The eyes of the Western world

  are upon you’


  Kokoda Trail

  September to November 1942


  Frank Sinatra, Burt Lancaster, Richard Burton, Clint Eastwood and Brad Pitt have all played him. He recurs in one war movie after another: the hero who, in the climactic scene, grabs the captured German submachine gun and mows down dozens of enemy troops, often not even troubling to change the magazine. Captain Alex Sanderson did not live to see such a scene in the cinema. But as he fought for his life on a jungle-covered hillside in New Guinea, he played that role for real. Sanderson had acquired a Schmeisser submachine gun while serving in the Middle East and had brought it to New Guinea. When the gallant company commander’s body was found, there were some 300 spent shells around it, along with over thirty dead Japanese soldiers. Alex Sanderson, the real life hero with the Schmeisser.1


  From Imita Ridge, the infantrymen of Brigadier Eather’s 25th Brigade probed forward, then finally attacked Ioribaiwa Ridge on 28 September. But the Japanese had long gone. Five days before, Lieutenant Kogoro Hirano had written, ‘Like a bolt from the blue, we received an order to withdraw . . . It left us momentarily in a daze.’2 The delays and losses that Major General Horii’s force had suffered during the advance from Kokoda had taken their toll. As the Japanese troops advanced, their supply lines stretched and without an effective native carrier train or air supply, the troops had to carry most of the supplies on their backs. By mid-September, those at Ioribaiwa were starving and low on ammunition, at the end of their tether. On the 18th, one wrote, ‘We are taught in the training manual to overcome any hardship or obstacle, but are there any battles as difficult as this? I’m keeping up my diary, but even holding a pen tires me. How I’d love to eat something! Anything to fill my stomach.’3


  The Japanese commanders had few qualms about sending half-starved, ill-supplied troops into battle. Their final decision to withdraw was prompted by developments in the Solomon Islands. The fighting at Guadalcanal had drained increasingly scarce Japanese reinforcements and supplies from Rabaul. With the landing at Milne Bay also repulsed, the capture of Port Moresby would have to wait. Colonel Yazawa’s 41st Regiment withdrew first, heading for the north coast, with the 144th behind them, supposedly in a rearguard role. Major Koiwai wrote, ‘Our bodies were completely fatigued . . . every step seemed to exhaust one’s entire strength . . . many were stooped over, their eyes filled with tears and without even the strength to urge themselves on.’4


  Also withdrawing was Lieutenant General Rowell, who had been relieved of his command on 28 September after an acrimonious clash with General Blamey. In the wave of panic that followed the loss of Ioribaiwa Ridge, Blamey had been ordered to Port Moresby by Prime Minister John Curtin, at the urging of General MacArthur. Rowell, who disliked Blamey, took this as a serious affront.5 Immediately after he decided to relieve Rowell, Blamey cabled Curtin and MacArthur, saying that Rowell ‘would be [a] seriously disruptive influence if retained here.’6


  Blamey wanted Lieutenant General Ned Herring, who had commanded the artillery of the 6th Division in the Middle East and more recently organised the defences of Darwin, to be sent up immediately to replace Rowell as I Corps commander and to also take over command of New Guinea Force.7 Though no brilliant strategist, Herring did have the ability to work with Blamey and the Americans. Blamey knew his appointee would do as he was told, but the troops were less sure of Herring’s suitability. Addressing the 2/6th Independent Company before they flew across to the north coast in mid-October, Herring told the men, ‘You should be proud to live at a time like this when you can die for your country.’ ‘Easy for him to say,’ was the general opinion.8


  Now that General Horii was in retreat, MacArthur and Blamey pushed hard for the Australians to retake Kokoda and drive the Japanese out of Papua as soon as possible. The Japanese were directing considerable army and naval resources to Guadalcanal, increasing the likelihood that they would win that battle and then resume operations against Port Moresby. MacArthur expressed his concerns on 17 October: ‘It is now necessary to prepare for possible disaster in the Solomons.’9


  As with the earlier fighting, the key to a successful Australian advance back across the Kokoda Trail would be maintaining supply. When the 3rd Battalion reached Nauro, two companies cleared air-dropping grounds in the Brown River valley and the first drops took place on 4 October. As the Australians moved north along the track, other dropping grounds were cleared at Menari and Efogi; the extensive grass ‘lakes’ at Myola would also be used again.


  MacArthur flew into Port Moresby on 2 October, his first visit to New Guinea. George Johnston wrote of ‘roads from the 7-Mile drome lined with American troops standing at attention and a top-cover of fighters overhead and his car escorted by an armoured car with guns manned and pointed everywhere!’10 The next day, General Allen sat in a jeep with MacArthur en route to Owers’ Corner. MacArthur stressed to the 7th Division commander that Kokoda had to be captured fast; he added that he thought 21st Brigade had not fought well. Allen ‘keenly and strongly resented this insinuation’; he told MacArthur that when the American troops proved to be as good as his, he would listen. Allen was loyal to his men but also naïve in believing his comments would not have ramifications. He later told Gavin Long that he regretted the comments ‘but could not help myself.’ He had already made similar ill-judged comments to Blamey about the appointment of Herring.11


  Meanwhile, Brigadier John Lloyd’s 16th Brigade (comprising 2/1st, 2/2nd and 2/3rd Battalions) was advancing up the track from Port Moresby. In anticipation of what lay ahead, the men had dyed their uniforms a splotchy jungle green and screwed studs into the soles of their boots to improve their grip. As Lloyd passed MacArthur at Owers’ Corner, MacArthur told him, ‘By some act of God your brigade has been chosen for this job. The eyes of the Western world are upon you.’ These expectations would not make Lloyd’s job any easier.12


  On the ‘golden stairs’ up the steep track to Imita Ridge, Sapper Bert Beros, who had lowered his age so he could serve in his second world war with his two sons, watched the native carriers bring back the wounded from the front line. His mate Vic Cooke quipped, ‘There’ll be a lot of black angels in heaven after this.’ Next morning, Beros penned a poem that ended, ‘May the mothers of Australia, when they offer up a prayer/ Mention those impromptu angels with their fuzzy wuzzy hair.’13 The selflessness and dedication of those patient men would never be forgotten by the Australians whom they carried from the battlefield and tended with such care. Bob Matten, evacuated from Efogi, put it simply: ‘If it wasn’t for them, I wouldn’t be here today.’14


  Eather’s brigade did not catch up with the Japanese rearguard until they had crossed the main range and were approaching Templeton’s Crossing. Hampered by an extending supply line, the Australian advance was brought to a halt on 8 October. When it resumed a week later, small enemy rearguard parties continued to harass the men as they moved along the Eora Creek valley towards Kokoda. On 21 October, an impatient MacArthur bypassed Blamey and told Allen bluntly, ‘Progress on the trail is NOT, repeat NOT satisfactory.’15 Allen had moved his headquarters forward to Myola and deployed three battalions, the maximum he could supply. He now relieved Eather’s tiring brigade with Lloyd’s. The 25th Brigade casualties starkly illustrate the difficulties of warfare along the Kokoda Trail. In a month of fighting, the brigade had lost sixty-eight men killed, 135 wounded, and a staggering 771 men evacuated sick.16 The battlefield was the main enemy here.


  On 20 October, the day it moved into the front line, Lieutenant Colonel Cedric Edgar’s 2/2nd Battalion made its first attack at Templeton’s Crossing. The Japanese made artful use of the terrain and camouflaged their positions with skill. The ABC war correspondent Dudley Leggett, who had accompanied the advancing troops all the way across the Owen Stanleys, wrote of the Japanese, ‘They’ve made cunning use of natural features for concealment . . . they frequently burrow under huge roots of trees and fire from between them.’17 The first Edgar’s forward troops knew of the enemy presence was when they were hit by a devastating blast of small-arms fire. Ernest Bennett-Bremner, who was in the initial 2/2nd attack, wrote, ‘There was a wicked crackle of MG fire from a bit of a glade and down we went.’ The sergeant ordered the men around to the left, but ‘No sooner did we move than the fire came again.’ Pinned down, the men threw grenades at the places they thought the fire was coming from, but it did not stop. By now, four men had been killed and the scout and two NCOs wounded. More men were hit getting out. Bennett-Bremner added, ‘And no one saw a Jap.’18


  Other men did see the enemy defenders and close with them. The attack by two of Edgar’s companies threw the Japanese from four defensive lines. Losses were heavy, with two of the platoon commanders from Captain Ian Ferguson’s company killed and the other wounded. Ferguson tripped over a tree root, then heard a burst from a ‘woodpecker,’ a Juki heavy machine gun. The two men behind Ferguson were killed; the misstep had saved his life. The two companies dug in on the newly captured ground with ‘our own and enemy dead lying in grotesque positions, bullet-scarred trees with the peeled bark showing ghostlike, our own lads digging silently.’19


  That night the enemy rearguard moved further back and took up new positions for the following day. The Japanese formed up on what was perhaps the best defensive position on the Kokoda Trail, the steep ridge on the northern side of Eora Creek. From here they were able to bring enfilading fire, including artillery, against the approach track from Templeton’s Crossing. The remnants of the 144th Regiment were mustered here, a strong nucleus of experienced and determined troops.
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  Troops from Lloyd’s brigade reached Eora Creek village on 22 October, taking up positions on Bare Ridge, on the southern side of the ravine, opposite the enemy’s improvised fortress. The Japanese opened fire on the exposed Australians, wounding the 2/3rd Battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel John Stevenson. Lloyd then decided to split Lieutenant Colonel Paul Cullen’s 2/1st Battalion and attack from two directions. Though the Japanese positions overlooked the creek crossings, Lloyd wanted them, so he directed Cullen to move across the bridges and then attack up the main track into the teeth of the enemy defence. Captain Basil Catterns’ company got the thankless task.


  Cullen’s two other companies were sent across Eora Creek further upstream and climbed a steep spur onto the high ground to attack the western flank of the Japanese position. These units, led by Captains Alex Sanderson and Arch Simpson, were to attack at the same time as Cullen’s men. Unfortunately for Sanderson, two of his platoons and all of Simpson’s company failed to find their way up onto the heights. This was not surprising, given that to get there they had to negotiate a waterfall as well as the thick scrub. Though Sanderson had only the seventeen men from Lieutenant Keith Johnston’s platoon with him, he immediately led them into an attack on the Japanese flank. The platoon was then counterattacked and surrounded. Eleven men were killed, including Johnston and Sanderson, who had wrought havoc with his Schmeisser submachine gun before he fell. Cullen later observed of Sanderson’s action that ‘practically every round carried was fired, and the ground next day was covered with dead and dying Japs.’20


  Meanwhile, on the night of 22 October, the first men had made their way across the bridges over Eora Creek. The patrol, led by Lieutenant Ken Burke, was caught by Japanese machinegun fire and suffered thirteen casualties. But Lloyd still wanted those bridges taken, so Cullen decided to lead from the front. As Ed Law noted, ‘Cullen didn’t like putting his men in places he wouldn’t go himself.’21 Together with his adjutant, Captain Geoff Cox, Cullen crawled over the bridge and through the dead bodies from Burke’s foray to find the enemy machinegunner gone. He quickly ordered Captain Peter Barclay’s company to descend Bare Ridge and cross the bridges. Most of Barclay’s men made it to the north bank, but the company’s problems were only just beginning.


  The dawn light revealed that the men of Lieutenant Bill Pollitt’s platoon, in trying to stay to the right of the track, had become trapped between the river and a sheer rock wall. The track here traverses a steep slope, and there is no feasible alternative route up. The Japanese defenders dropped grenades down onto Pollitt’s men until John Hunt managed to get up the slope and shoot two of them, thus saving the platoon. Hunt would be killed later that day while acting as forward scout for another platoon. Meanwhile, Lieutenant Jim McCloy’s platoon had found a spur and succeeded in getting forward up the incline to the left of the track. Company commander Barclay was killed during this move. McCloy could hear Sanderson’s flanking attack further west, but the two platoons he now commanded could not move from their tenuous position below the Japanese.


  Sergeant Arthur Carson had form. Having joined up at the age of 15, he had served as Arthur Carlson in the First World War. After seven months at Gallipoli, he went to the Western Front, where he was awarded the DCM for bringing wounded men out from the battlefield of Bullecourt under continuous shell fire. When the Second World War broke out, he re-enlisted under his real name, and was now in charge of the pioneer platoon in 2/3rd Battalion. On the afternoon of 23 October, Carson gathered a party of men from his platoon and went down to Eora Creek village to bring back a badly wounded man. They came under fire from enemy machineguns, which killed one rescuer and wounded another. Still under fire, Carson headed back up the slope to the regimental aid post to get stretcher bearers. He returned with them at dusk, and the wounded were evacuated that night. For his selfless devotion to duty, Carson was awarded a Military Medal. He was thus decorated for bravery in combat in both wars.22


  With McCloy having cleared the way, Catterns now took his men straight up the ridge. Leading out along the track, Lieutenant Ed Body’s platoon heard two shots. A runner came back to say the ‘leading scout had been bowled.’23 Body kept on, losing more men, and dug in no more than 30 metres below the Japanese positions. Here the platoon was protected from direct rifle fire but endured almost continuous attack from grenades. The bravest of the men went back down the slope and across Eora Creek each night to get food and ammunition. A Vickers gun was brought forward along Bare Ridge on 25 October, but dawn brought the enemy artillery into action and a direct hit soon destroyed it. Next day, a 3-inch mortar was also knocked out by the well-directed fire of enemy mountain guns. The shells would explode in the tops of trees, and there was no way of knowing where the blast would hit: the men would just hug a tree.24 Dudley Leggett wrote, ‘Deep throated explosions would shake the ground and shrapnel would spatter through the timber as we crouched low in the nearest cover.’25 Bennett-Bremner recalled, ‘It was a wicked weapon, you never heard it coming and it drew blood nearly every time.’26


  A second 3-inch mortar blew up when a bomb that had armed itself during aerial resupply went off prematurely. During the night of 26–27 October, heavy rain flooded Eora Creek, washing out the bridges and cutting the supply line. On the same day, Japanese reinforcements arrived. Knowing he commanded the best defensive position along the Kokoda Trail, Horii planned to delay the Australians for as long as possible. Brigadier Lloyd finally realised that he had to get stronger forces onto the high ground to turn the Japanese western flank. The 2/3rd Battalion, now under the command of Major Ian Hutchison, made the wide flanking move across Eora Creek in Sanderson’s footsteps. Captain Bruce Brock’s company, from the 2/2nd, was also attached for added weight. Hutchison took his force even further out to the north and, on 27 and 28 October, attacked the Japanese western flank in three 200-man columns about 300 metres apart. Corporal Lester ‘Tarzan’ Pett was in the forefront of the attack. As the Australians unhinged the Japanese right flank, he wiped out four enemy bunkers. Pett’s mates called him ‘five feet of dynamite’, but he would not survive his wounds.27


  When Catterns’ men rose from their positions on the front slope and stormed over the crest, they found the Japanese gone. The 226 soldiers of Lloyd’s brigade who had been killed or wounded taking this Japanese Gibraltar proved Blamey and MacArthur wrong in their dour assessment of the Australian efforts. Dudley Leggett put it well: ‘These troops of ours are showing qualities which would move mountains.’28


  On 28 October Major General Vasey, who had flown by light plane to Myola, replaced Allen as commander of the 7th Division. Blamey had suggested the move as a temporary one to Allen on 13 October, but Allen had wanted to remain. Now, with MacArthur directly criticising Allen, Blamey ordered him back to Moresby to help sort out the supply issues. Vasey had already proven his ability during difficult fighting in the Middle East. More importantly, he had the confidence of both Blamey and Herring, and his appointment would help placate MacArthur.


  Vasey was known as ‘bloody George’—for good reason, as Padre Herb Pearson found out during a later encounter. ‘You’ll have to forgive me,’ Vasey told the chaplain. ‘I can’t bloody well talk if I can’t bloody well swear.’29 Vasey sent regular letters to his wife. On 27 October, the day he was appointed to his new command, he wrote, ‘Phew, what a day . . . so it has come at last . . . I am to leave by air tomorrow [for Myola].’ He spent a day conferring with Allen before moving his divisional headquarters to Eora Creek ‘so as to get on the tail of the brigadiers and get them forward.’ Vasey soon found how tough the going was. He strained his knee, but taped it up and kept moving.30


  Cullen’s battalion took up the pursuit of the Japanese rearguard from Eora Creek, entering Alola on the afternoon of 30 October. Then, once the 2/2nd Battalion had secured the makeshift bridge across Eora Creek to Abuari, Lloyd’s brigade pushed east through Abuari. Lloyd was looking to head northeast out of the Eora Creek valley and cut the track east of Kokoda behind the retreating Japanese.


  Meanwhile, Eather’s 25th Brigade returned to the fray, moving north through Deniki towards Kokoda. Dudley Leggett accompanied the men on the descent from the mountains. ‘We slid and slipped on the steep mountain track,’ he wrote, ‘and sometimes fell at full length as we stretched for a foothold beyond our range.’ Troops from the 2/31st Battalion entered the abandoned town on 2 November, two days behind the Japanese rearguard. Leggett wrote, ‘The troops tired but now happier than they’d been for weeks, raised a few desultory cheers and cries of satisfaction . . . The village wore an air of destruction and decay.’ Just after 1100 on 3 November, General Vasey hoisted the Australian flag above Kokoda. Leggett reported, ‘Once again the Southern Cross floated over the valley.’31


  Vasey pushed Lloyd to reach the coast as soon as possible. Allan Cameron’s 3rd Battalion was now under Lloyd’s command, and Cameron’s stamina and familiarity with the terrain were of great help. Lloyd sent the 2/1st Battalion east along a track south of the Kokoda Trail, while the other three battalions pushed east along the main route. On the day Kokoda fell, Lloyd’s men had engaged with the Japanese rearguard at Oivi, midway between Kokoda and the Kumusi River. Lloyd was in the thick of it, coming under fire when he went beyond the forward scouts on the road to Oivi.


  On 5 November, Edgar’s 2/2nd Battalion went up against the strong Japanese defences west of Oivi village. Ferguson’s company was held on the main track while Brock’s moved around the right flank. Brock was unable to make progress, so two companies from Hutchison’s 2/3rd Battalion were sent in on the left, followed later by the other two, further out to the right flank. Two companies from Cameron’s battalion also went to the right to prevent the Japanese from getting in between the track and the wide flanking companies. They arrived just in time to help hold off a strong counterattack before dusk. On 7 November, mortar ammunition finally came forward from Kokoda airfield, and the bombs were soon falling onto the Japanese positions.


  Vasey now turned his attention to Cullen’s battalion, further south. On 5 November it had reached Sengai, where five Australian bodies were found still on their stretchers, the tragic remains of Captain ‘Ben’ Buckler’s party from Isurava.32 Cullen sent one platoon north on a track to Gorari while the rest of the battalion continued to push east. They were aiming for Ilimo, well behind the main Japanese positions, but the track was difficult. As supplies dwindled, Cullen pulled his men back to the Gorari track.


  Eather’s 25th Brigade now came in behind Cullen, and 2/31st Battalion was ordered to move north along the track and seize Gorari on 8 November. Just before midday, Lieutenant Albert Hurrell’s company encountered the enemy, and the other three companies came in to support it. Eather’s other two battalions diverted out to the right flank to get in behind the Japanese positions. The 2/31st kept at it the next day and, backed up by some air support, held the defenders in place. This enabled the 2/25th to come at the Japanese from behind, but the enemy held and even counterattacked.


  The wider flanking move by the 2/33rd, now backed up by Cullen’s battalion, turned out to be the key move of the battle. The 2/33rd got into Gorari, and the battalion broke the Kokoda Trail further east, overrunning a major enemy supply dump. The two main Japanese positions at Oivi and on the southern track were now untenable. Now the 2/33rd fought hard to hold the critical Gorari bottleneck behind the two forward Japanese positions. The first attacks on 10 November came from the northwest. Captain Patrick Brinkley, the B Company commander, was killed.


  Further east, Cullen tried to join up with the 2/33rd, but enemy pressure soon forced his battalion into a perimeter defence. To the south, the 2/31st and 2/25th continued to press the enemy positions. Finally, on 11 November, they broke through. Eather had ordered a bayonet attack, but with all sections down to a handful of men, most carried Bren or Tommy guns. One officer observed that ‘there were barely enough bayonets to open our bully beef.’33


  Meanwhile, Cullen had pushed his flanks outwards to block the Japanese from moving around him. The fighting was fierce: attack and counterattack. Corporal Harrowby St George-Ryder killed three Japanese with his Tommy gun before he was attacked by an officer wielding a sword. One blow glanced off his helmet but wounded him. Ryder grabbed the officer and kneed him to the ground, where another man killed him. The war diary simply stated: ‘Hand to hand struggle with Cpl Ryder. Ryder won.’34 When a Japanese bayonet pierced Jack Bowman’s shirt, he grabbed it with his bare hands and wrested the rifle from its owner. Bowman then smashed the butt into his assailant’s head, killing him.35


  When the rest of 16th Brigade pushed forward, the men found that the Japanese had abandoned the strong Oivi defences on the night of 10 November. Knowing his division had broken the back of the Japanese, a relieved Vasey wrote to his wife, ‘He’s a stubborn creature this Jap: but we have just proved that he doesn’t like being attacked from all directions any more than we do.’36


  Vasey now pushed his strongest brigade, Eather’s 25th, towards the Kumusi River, which it reached on 13 November. Lieutenant Charlie Wegg’s platoon from the 2/5th Field Company accompanied the brigade, tasked with getting some sort of bridge across the swift-flowing river. Using the Royal Engineers pocket book he had brought with him, Wegg worked out the design, and the next day a plane dropped in wire rope and tools. The platoon soon had two flying foxes in use, but by the second day two makeshift bridges were also available, and Lloyd’s brigade, which had come up in the wake of the 25th, had started to cross.37 The 16th Brigade war diary recorded, ‘On the one hand an extremely flimsy wire suspension bridge that gave all users a bath at its middle and on the other a high strung flying fox that whilst efficient occasionally stopped with the occupant swinging helplessly above the stream.’38


  For the Japanese, crossing the Kumusi had been a more hazardous affair. Many of them drowned in the attempt. General Horii and two other men managed to get down the river by raft and then canoe, but when they reached the mouth and set out for Giruwa, further along the coast, the canoe capsized. ‘I have no strength to swim any further,’ the commander told his surviving companion. ‘Tell the troops that Horii died here.’39


  Late in the afternoon of 9 November, General Blamey addressed the troops of the 21st Brigade at the Koitaki cricket ground, on the Sogeri plateau just outside Port Moresby. Though the ranks had been considerably thinned by the gruelling retreat from Kokoda, the men stood tall, proud of what they had achieved. In an unfortunate choice of words, Blamey told them: ‘It’s not the man with the gun that gets shot; it’s the rabbit that is running away.’ The assembled men took great offence at the remark. Stan Bisset certainly hadn’t seen it that way. ‘My brother didn’t run,’ he said.40 Many also vented their indignation—as did many officers. After speaking to the men, Blamey called the officers aside and spoke to them separately. ‘We acted very violently to that,’ Bob Johns recalled.41 Harry Katekar heard Blamey say that some of the officers weren’t worthy of their men. ‘Some of the officers . . . they were absolutely ropeable,’ he later said.42 Blue Steward, the 2/16th medical officer, didn’t bother with the officers’ meeting. Having seen the sacrifices at first hand, he was shattered by Blamey’s words to the men. ‘He might as well have kicked the whole AIF in the guts,’ Steward wrote.43 Blamey later retracted his claim that the Australians were beaten by a smaller force, but as Geoff Lyon observed, ‘by that time 600 men were under the sod who had never heard the apology.’44


  Blamey never again held the respect of the Australian soldiery. Later, when he made a visit to 21st Brigade, all the men began singing a popular song that went, ‘Run, rabbit, run.’ When Blamey inspected a field hospital, the men chewed on lettuce leaves as he passed by.45 To this day, you would be hard pressed to find any 21st Brigade veteran with a kind word for Blamey. Tragically, many of those who took the greatest offence at his remarks sacrificed their lives seeking some form of retribution in the later fighting at Gona.


  Not all soldiers fought in the front line with rifle and bayonet. Some, like Padre Roy Wotton, fought their battles on bended knee. Chaplaincy was an important job in the Australian Army; it always had been and remains so. For men living close to death, the chaplain provided much more than prayers. He represented life when death was all around, and provided hope in death when life was over. Wotton had arrived in Port Moresby as the Anglican chaplain for the 53rd Battalion before being transferred to 21st Brigade. In early October, as the Australians moved back towards Kokoda, he was sent up to Brigade Hill in the wake of the desperate fighting. The Australian dead lay in shallow graves quickly scraped out by 2/33rd Battalion troops; it would be Wotton’s task to give them a Christian burial. His assistant did not last long: the horrific work of dealing with the decomposing bodies proved too much for him. But the padre kept on. Amid the mud and gore, he recovered Australian bodies and dug new graves along the top of Brigade Hill, at times working with his bare hands. As the front line moved on towards the north coast, in the muddy forest atop Brigade Hill, Roy Wotton knelt to fight.46
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  ‘A murderous curtain of lead’


  Gona

  November to December 1942


  Gona was no place to wait for death. To die slowly in the stifling heat beneath the tropical sun was an all-too-real vision of hell. But that was Lieutenant Bruce Taylor’s fate as he lay in agony in the tall, dense kunai grass, hardly able to move, the wound in his throat making it impossible even to drink. For seven days Taylor lay there, within 15 metres of the Japanese defences, trying to stay alive by lying in pools of water. On the seventh day he was wounded again, this time by a bomb splinter from his own side gouging out a piece of his shoulder. In agony and with all hope gone, Taylor gave himself up to death. Dragging himself towards the enemy position, he tried to shout, ‘Shoot, you little bastards, shoot me, kill me!’ But no words would come from his throat.1


  When the Australian infantry reached the coast of northern Papua in late November, American troops were already in action at Buna and Sanananda. The immediate Australian objective was just to their allies’ west: the Japanese beachhead at Gona. Brigadier Eather’s 25th Brigade closed on the Anglican mission, and on 18 November, about 1.5 kilometres to its south, they began clashing with the enemy. By the next day, they were encountering ferocious resistance. The Japanese had established a strong position at Gona Mission. Dug in to trenches, they were protected by the sea to their north and Gona Creek to the west, and had razed the kunai grass to clear fields of fire around their machinegun posts. Without sufficient supplies to make a concerted attack, Eather ordered his forward companies to dig in.
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  Papuan beachhead area


  On 22 November, the 2/31st Battalion moved around the defenders’ eastern flank and found a way through to the shoreline east of Gona. Once the ocean was in view, the four companies turned west and moved towards the mission until they reached a clear patch in the kunai. At dusk, the men rose and charged, only to be met by a storm of enemy fire. It was a brutal introduction to the interlocking Japanese defensive line on the mission’s eastern side: the battalion took sixty-five casualties. The stretcher bearers worked like Trojans that night to get out the wounded, often up to their waists in water.2 They didn’t find the muted Bruce Taylor until 30 November. He would never recover from his eight days in hell: evacuated to Australia, this tenacious survivor would lose his fight for life on Christmas Day.


  The 2/25th Battalion was also badly beaten, with seventeen men killed and another fifty-two wounded. Heat exhaustion and malaria also felled ever increasing numbers of troops. The 25th Brigade, already severely depleted by the Kokoda campaign, was near the end of its tether. In the first four days in the line at Gona, the brigade took 204 battle casualties. On the late afternoon of 25 November, Allan Cameron’s 3rd Battalion, which was under Eather’s command, entered the fray. It attacked from the southwest, only to be held up by the same withering enemy fire, and it too withdrew. Clearly, Gona would not be an easy nut to crack.


  On 21 November, the 2/4th Field Ambulance established a main dressing station (MDS) in a clearing at Soputa, about 10 kilometres inland, where Major General Vasey’s 7th Division had just moved its headquarters. Here doctors and medics treated the casualties of the fighting at Gona and Sanananda. They had no shortage of patients; despite the flatter terrain, hell’s battlefield had few hotter corners than here on the Papuan north coast.


  Six days later, thirteen Japanese Zeros bombed and strafed the dressing station, the divisional headquarters, and the US 126th Combat Clearing Station nearby. Among the twenty-two Australians killed were Majors Ian Vickery and Hew McDonald, of the 2/4th Field Ambulance. The destruction was horrific. Sergeant Alan Sweeting wrote, ‘When the attackers had left the area the hospital was a shambles of mangled limbs and bodies.’ One man was carried out with his leg hanging by a shred. ‘Thank Christ that’s happened,’ he quipped, ‘I won’t have to scratch the bastard anymore.’3 Though a red cross sign had been spread on the ground, the MDS was only 100 metres from the headquarters and within a few metres of a road carrying military traffic. A few days previously, a jeep towing a 25-pounder gun along that road had stopped beside the dressing station, taking cover as a Japanese reconnaissance plane flew over. At the American clearing station, only 250 metres from the MDS, five Americans were killed. The large white cross on the ground had been removed the day before the bombing after planes mistakenly dropped supplies onto it. After the war, this case was not presented to the United Nations commission into Japanese atrocities. While the consequences were appalling, the circumstances made it arguable that—unlike the massacres at Tol Plantation and elsewhere—the attack on Soputa was not a deliberate war crime.4


  On 25 November, General Blamey attended a conference at General MacArthur’s headquarters. Concerned by the failure to rapidly seize Gona and the other beachheads at Sanananda and Buna, MacArthur suggested sending in the US 41st Division. Having already witnessed the failure of the US 32nd Division at Buna, Blamey said he would rather put in more Australians, as ‘he knew they would fight.’5


  That same day, the first units of 21st Brigade were flown into Popondetta, about 20 kilometres inland. It was a brigade in name only. Ravaged by the Kokoda campaign, it had no more troops than an average battalion. Lieutenant Colonel Geoff Cooper’s 2/27th had three weakened rifle companies of about eighty men each, A and B companies having being merged.6 Lieutenant Colonel Hugh Challen’s 2/14th made a similar adjustment, using D Company to reinforce the other three.7 The brigade had a new commander, Brigadier Ivan Dougherty, who had served as a battalion commander in the Middle East and then in Darwin under General Herring. The new command structure—from Dougherty up through Vasey to Herring and Blamey—was designed to ensure that Blamey’s orders were followed. Blamey was out to show MacArthur that Australian troops would fight. But the brigade he had disparaged with his words at Koitaki would soon be destroyed by his orders at Gona.


  At 0700 on 28 November, General Vasey passed on to Dougherty the order that Gona Mission was to be taken the following day. To this end, the 2/14th and 2/27th Battalion were moved up to the front lines from Soputa, a tough day’s haul. The rush left no time to go over the lay of the land or even to give the men a briefing from the 25th Brigade troops who had already been up against the enemy defences. Though both Dougherty and Vasey requested a delay, Herring and Blamey insisted that the attack go ahead. A convoy of Japanese reinforcements was on its way from Rabaul. Also, while Buna and Sanananda were mainly American affairs at this stage, Gona was an all-Australian fight. Lives were to be sacrificed to prove a point; a bitter trade.


  Herring and Blamey had quite a point to prove. Next day, they intended to confront MacArthur with evidence that Major General Edwin Harding, the American commander at Buna, had been unable to get the US infantry to attack; in their view, Harding was unsuitable for command, and the capture of Buna was beyond the ability of his division. In light of this, Blamey knew that the commitment of his Australian troops had to be total. Despite what he had said at Koitaki, or perhaps because of it, he also knew that the 2/14th and 2/27th infantrymen would either carry out the diabolical task he had set or die trying.


  Challen’s 2/14th was to make the first attack, with the 2/27th in support. But heavy clashes began almost immediately, as the weary soldiers of the 2/14th moved into supposedly unoccupied jumping-off positions on the coast east of Small Creek, between Gona and Basabua. Dougherty had played his part, ordering the troops up before patrols had given the all-clear.8 It would not be the last hasty decision made during the fight for Gona, and each such decision would cost more lives. Major Phil Rhoden noted that ‘casualties went all night.’ Captain Charles Butler, in charge of C Company, was badly shot up down one side. As he was carried out, he joked to Rhoden, ‘It looks as if I’ll be one-eyed now; no use me going to the football.’9 The eleven men of the 2/14th who died that night were only the first of many that the brigade would lose. The next day the survivors pressed towards Small Creek. Captain ‘Mocca’ Treacy, who had taken over A Company, was killed at the head of his men.
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  Gona: 29 November–8 December 1942


  With the 2/14th prematurely engaged, the 2/27th now faced an even more daunting task. At midnight, Dougherty ordered them to attack the Japanese perimeter at Gona the next morning, 29 November. The 2/27th adjutant, Captain ‘Harry’ Katekar, was dumbfounded, and for good reason: the battalion had no information about the nature of the defences or the attitude of the defenders in Gona. Though aerial photographs existed, none was made available. All the men had were some rough sketch maps. It made no sense at all to attack under such conditions, without even a contact patrol to fix the location of the enemy defences. As Katekar summed it up: ‘We were pretty innocent, like babes, going into that attack.’10


  Two companies would move to the coast. From there, Captain Charlie Sims’ A Company would attack along the beach and among the coastal coconut groves, while Captain Jack Cuming’s C Company advanced on the left, through the kunai grass. The troops stepped off at 1000, halted for half an hour at 1030 to get their bearings, and moved off again at 1100 as a supporting air attack dropped about seventy bombs across the Japanese perimeter. Cooper later noted that the bombing was not particularly effective: within five minutes of the last bomb being dropped, all the defenders would have been ready and waiting for the ground attack.11


  Ten minutes of artillery support from four 25-pounders of the 2/1st Field Regiment followed at 1145. Major Arthur Hanson, who had come up to act as the forward observation officer, had his problems. It took him quite some time to find Colonel Cooper, whereupon he discovered that nobody knew where the enemy machinegun posts were that had stopped the earlier attacks. With a limited number of rounds available, Hanson could only direct the artillery fire into the general area. As Cooper later observed, with such limited support, ‘You can’t blow down Troy.’12


  For the men of Sims’ and Cuming’s companies, the going was slow, but they finally reached the coast at 1215. The two companies then swung to the left, moving parallel to the beach. Lieutenant Bob Johns had earned a field commission since Kokoda; now he led his platoon forward through the sparse scrub and kunai behind the beach. His was the point platoon, deployed in arrowhead formation with two forward scouts. Lieutenant Peter Sherwin’s platoon was to Johns’ left and further back, Lieutenant John ‘Jo’ Flight’s to his right and also behind. The artillery barrage ended, and all was quiet: the Japanese defenders maintained excellent fire discipline. Then they opened fire. It was like ‘a murderous curtain of lead.’13


  While Blamey’s demands prevented a well-planned Australian attack, the defensive tactics of the Japanese commander, Major Tsuneichi Yamamoto, were straight from the textbook. As Harry Katekar later observed, the enemy fire plan had four dimensions. Heavy machinegun posts on both flanks of the defensive line fired on fixed lines across their front, catching the attackers in a deadly crossfire. From their trenches and other positions, the Japanese infantrymen added rifle and light-machinegun fire. Snipers up in the palm and banyan trees added to the deadly mix, finding even better targets once the attackers went to ground. The enemy’s defensive perimeter extended about 300 metres inland, with the positions near the beach only 5 metres apart. The strongest posts were dug in under the roots of large banyan trees, spitting deadly fire from the shadows.14


  Many men were cut down in the opening barrage. As Johns hit the deck, his first thought was that he had no idea where the fire was coming from. Then a call went out for the platoon commanders to get back to Sims’ company headquarters. Sims told platoon leaders Flight and Sherwin to make leapfrog attacks through Johns’ platoon, which would provide supporting fire. As Johns and Flight zigzagged their way back to their platoons, Flight went down, shot through the chest. Turning him over, Johns saw a massive exit wound; he was already dead. Johns then called across to Flight’s sergeant to take over and told the forward Bren gunner to get into position to support the attack. As the gunner moved to a small knoll, he was shot and killed; his replacement suffered the same fate.15


  With Flight dead, his platoon faltered. When Sherwin got up to lead his platoon forward, he too was shot down, badly wounded in a leg he would later lose. Behind a coconut palm, big Paul Robertson stood tall, firing back steadily before also being shot. Johns then went out for the Bren gun. ‘Then slam, like being hit by a barn door, I collected [a hit] myself,’ he later recalled. ‘Set me back like a shot rabbit.’ Johns had been wounded in the right shoulder. His batman, a pace behind him, was killed by the same burst of fire.16


  To the left of Sims’ shattered company, Cuming’s men had moved through kunai grass until they got 50 metres further on than Sims. The forward units passed several advance Japanese foxholes that were quickly dealt with. Then a halt was called, and Ray Baldwin was sent back to Captain Ron Johnson, the battalion 2IC, to get permission for Cuming to attack the beachfront positions at right angles to Sims’ beleaguered A Company. Cuming planned to attack the main enemy position confronting Sims by advancing across A Company’s front.17


  At 1530, Cuming led his men in with the same spirit the men on the coast had shown. But spirit had no power against Japanese bullets. Cuming and his 2IC, Captain Justin Skipper, were both killed as they led the assault on the seafront bunkers. Ray Baldwin heard Skipper’s last call, ‘Come on in, 13 Platoon, attack, attack,’ and also saw Jack Cuming cut down as he stood atop a strong post with rifle and bayonet, inspiring his men. The attack broke down in the face of the Japanese machine guns concealed under the banyan trees. Anything moving on the ground was a target. As Baldwin observed, ‘Fire was coming from so many places, it was difficult to pin any one exact location.’ Just as telling as the firepower was the defenders’ resolve. ‘The Japanese were maniacal,’ said Baldwin, ‘they were screaming their heads off.’ With the kunai grass burned, there was also little cover. Baldwin sheltered behind a fallen palm tree until two grenades went off near his head. Covered in blood, he made his way to the rear, where he later had a dozen pieces of shrapnel extracted from his body.18 Fourteen Australians died during the 2/27th’s attack, including three officers. Another forty-one wounded men lay out in the afternoon heat; at least one later died.19


  That evening, Herring wrote to Blamey. Progress, he reported, had been steady but slow against a centre of resistance east of Gona Mission, but Vasey ‘does not think it very formidable.’ He added that Dougherty handled his troops well and that the 2/27th would seize the mission at first light next morning.20


  Despite the failures and losses, the 2/27th would indeed make another attack, on 30 November. It would be just inland from the beach, on a 100-metre front, this time using Captain Tom Gill’s D Company. Two platoons would go forward, the one on the left making its way among the coconut palms; the one on the right through the kunai. At least Gill’s men knew where the front line was: most of the dead bodies from the previous day still lay out there. A newly arrived company from the 2/16th Battalion, under Captain John O’Neill, would support the attack on Gill’s left flank. O’Neill’s company, only seventy men strong, would go in blind, with only the sketchiest idea of the terrain or the nature of the defences.21


  Gill attacked at 0615. The men from Lieutenant Sid Hewitt’s platoon, on the left flank, advanced through the two-metre-high kunai grass until they reached a burned-out patch. This scorched earth was the killing ground the Japanese had prepared in front of their positions. Bert Ward later observed, ‘As soon as we emerged from the limited cover of the scrubby trees we encountered this wall of fire.’ To Ward, it was ‘like being attacked by about a hundred swarms of bees.’ Hewitt’s men promptly returned to the cover of the kunai. Ward, a Bren gunner, had been concerned before the attack that he had only five magazines, including the one on the gun. He wanted to spray the tops of the palm trees for snipers but knew he had to keep most of his ammunition for the attack on the strong posts. A short time after he went to ground, a sniper wounded him and he crawled to the rear. He had still not seen an enemy position, let alone a Japanese soldier.22


  On the right flank, closer to the beach, both Tom Gill and one of his platoon commanders, Lieutenant George MacDonald, had been wounded, two of twenty-five casualties taken by D Company during the attack. The artillery laid down a smoke screen so the wounded could be recovered before A and C companies moved up to continue the assault under the cover of 3-inch mortar fire. This attack also failed, and there were another thirteen casualties, including the A Company 2IC, Captain Teddy Best, who was killed.23 Blamey’s butcher’s bill was rising.


  It was horrific stuff, akin to some of the senseless charges of the First World War or the American Civil War. Yet despite the failure of the 2/31st’s initial assaults, the Australian tactics didn’t change. That night, George Vasey wrote to his wife, ‘I had no idea the Jap, or anyone, could be as obstinate and stubborn as he has proved to be . . . He simply has to be dug out and killed and that, unfortunately, is a slow and expensive process.’24


  Just after midnight on 1 December, the Japanese tried to land three barges in the Gona perimeter but were driven off by Australian fire. Enemy reinforcements landing on a narrow strip of beach could be dealt with; entrenched defenders were a different matter. Now, with all three of Cooper’s frontline companies broken, a secondary drive was ordered further south, using O’Neill’s 2/16th company and troops from Cameron’s 3rd Battalion. Though under 25th Brigade command, Eather had agreed to the use of the 3rd on the left flank of Dougherty’s latest attack.


  The rumps of Cooper’s three companies would again be sent against the perimeter. Another company of the 2/16th, under Major Albert Robinson, would serve as the battalion reserve once it arrived that morning. The attack would be preceded by nine minutes of artillery fire and take place under a smoke screen laid by Captain Bob Clampett’s 3-inch mortar platoon. A Vickers machine gun had also been emplaced to fire along the beach. Again, the attackers closest to the beach took heavy casualties, including Cooper, who was wounded and evacuated.


  In the centre, Lieutenant Bill Egerton-Warburton took D Company in. Sergeant Roy Thredgold told his corporal not to go under fallen trees: the day before, two men had been killed by an enemy machine gun that was set up to target one such position. Despite Thredgold’s warning, the corporal let two fellows crawl under the same tree, with the same result: two more deaths. ‘We are going into a death trap again,’ Thredgold told his men. ‘Keep five yards apart.’ But in a misguided effort at self-protection, the troops started to clump around their sergeant as they moved forward. ‘For Chrissakes, spread out,’ he told them again.25


  The men moved out across the burned kunai patch, knowing it was an ideal killing ground. ‘Bare as a baby’s bum, this stubble paddock,’ Thredgold later said. He knew that, as a Tommy gunner, he would be one of the first targets. Sure enough, he took a bullet through his leg in the opening burst of fire. He handed the Tommy gun across to the next in charge, ‘Benny’ Sparkes, and the men moved about 200 metres across the stubble into the kunai on the other side. Thredgold managed to get into a shell hole, and soon after midday the forward troops came rushing back. When it got dark, Derrick Parsons organised a stretcher to carry Thredgold out. His war was over.26


  O’Neill made good progress on the left. Inside him on the coastal side, Lieutenant Harold Inglis’ 16 Platoon, from the 2/27th, also reached the mission, but that progress came at a cost: only three men made it. Inglis was among the fallen. Unfortunately, no support came from 3rd Battalion: Cameron’s men, to the south, failed to see O’Neill’s company. That was not altogether surprising, since the troops passed each other in the pre-dawn light and the kunai grass in some places was more than two metres high.27 Cameron contacted 2/27th headquarters at 0645, stating that he could not see the advancing troops and would therefore not advance his men. Thus the chance to close up the line and put in enough infantry to hold Gona was lost.


  When Robinson’s reserve company finally attacked at 1040, the men took an enemy post, but the Japanese counterattacked and evicted them. Robinson was wounded in the fighting. Denied support when he needed it, O’Neill now had the added problem of being bombarded by the Australian artillery, which was unaware of his location. Though his men were in a trap, the badly wounded O’Neill and some of his men managed to get out by crossing Gona Creek and meeting up with some men from Chaforce—a composite force of 21st Brigade men—on the western side. The dying O’Neill was left on the eastern bank of the creek. One of O’Neill’s platoons, led by Lieutenant Leo Mayberry, had been down to six men when it reached Gona Mission, and then lost two more getting out.28 That same night, Tom ‘Pinky’ McMahon and Ernest Yeing, both 2/16th men serving with Chaforce, swam the creek and brought O’Neill out on a punt, passing within 20 metres of an enemy post. The following night, McMahon went back and destroyed that post with grenades.29 The gallant O’Neill would die from his wounds a few days later. The two 2/16th companies had given their all, as the fifty-nine casualties clearly showed. That night, Herring wrote to Blamey, telling him that a liaison officer sent to the 2/27th had reported that, ‘He thinks 2/27 slightly shaken by measure of resistance encountered.’30 Slightly shaken! Herring’s orders had destroyed Cooper’s battalion.


  On 3 December, the Australian cameraman George Silk visited the 2/27th lines at Gona. Silk wanted to photograph the Japanese dead heaped in their defence positions. This, he was told, he could certainly do—once Gona fell.31


  The Japanese command had no intention of relinquishing the Papuan beachheads. The 21st Independent Mixed Brigade, under the command of Major General Tsuyuo Yamagata, had been brought to Rabaul from Indochina. After Allied bombing turned back the initial destroyer convoy sent to Gona at Vitiaz Strait, a second convoy of four destroyers left Rabaul on 30 November via the more direct southern route. The convoy carried three companies of Major Tsunezo Iwasaki’s III/170th Battalion, some 500 men in all. Despite having a fighter escort, the destroyers were attacked by Allied aircraft on that afternoon and also that night, as they approached the landing points. The ships dispersed but later returned to the mouth of the Kumusi River, where their landing craft unloaded a total of 300 troops, those unable to get off returning to Rabaul.32 Another fifty men landed west of Gona in the early hours of 3 December and waited until dusk before heading for the mission in a small boat. The landing craft ran out of fuel and another small boat was sunk, but by the morning of 6 December, 300 men had gathered under Yamagata, some wearing nothing but loin cloths. Though stragglers from Gona reported that the mission had already fallen, Yamagata directed his force east, towards it.33


  At the height of the Kokoda campaign, the composite Chaforce had been formed from the fittest remaining men of 21st Brigade. Colonel Challen, after whom the force was named, had taken about 400 men back across the Kokoda Trail with the aim of getting behind the Japanese lines. The swiftness of the Japanese retreat had prevented that, and Chaforce had been deployed west of Gona Creek since 21 November. By that time, Challen had been transferred to the command of the 2/14th Battalion.


  By early December, Chaforce was down to forty-five men, all of whom had been fighting since August. They had crossed the Kokoda Trail three times before spending the last two weeks watching the Australian left flank. A small band of them were led by the irrepressible Lieutenant Alan Haddy, who had been through thick and thin with the 2/16th, from Syria to the Owen Stanleys and now at Gona. Haddy had kept these men going; natural leaders like him were the backbone of the Australian Army. On 1 December, Haddy and twenty men held a small coastal village about three kilometres northwest of Gona Mission and just east of the Amboga River, later known as Haddy’s Village.


  Around midnight on 6 December the Japanese came, their approach masked by the incessant rain. One of the Australian sentries, Syd Stephens, was killed by a grenade as the attack started. Hearing the fighting, Chaforce headquarters kept trying to contact Haddy by phone, but each time it rang the enemy would hear it and throw grenades. Haddy finally disconnected it and then sent Charles Bloomfield and three wounded men back to get help. Though weakened by malaria, Bloomfield carried one of the wounded men on his back. The rest soon followed, ordered out by Haddy, who decided to remain to the end. His body was later found surrounded by spent cartridges and enemy corpses; he had been game to the last. Three months earlier, during the desperate fighting atop Brigade Hill, he had told his acting company commander, ‘You can’t live forever, boss.’34
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  Back at Gona, Colonel Honner’s 39th Battalion had moved into the front line on 4 December, replacing Eather’s weakened brigade on the inland side. As at Isurava, once more the 39th would fight alongside the 21st Brigade. Captain Max Bidstrup’s D Company was ordered to make the first attack on 6 December, going head-on against Japanese defences between the main track and Gona Creek. The two platoons making the attack were supported by mortar smoke rounds, but after gaining 50 metres, the men emerged from the smoke onto an open killing ground covered by well dug-in enemy positions. The machinegun crossfire from either end of the line badly cut up the platoons, killing twelve men and wounding forty-six. Arch Skilbeck showed great valour, going forward four times to bring wounded men out. Once darkness fell, men from Reg Edgell’s section on Bidstrup’s right flank penetrated the enemy posts and reached the timber on the outskirts of Gona. Edgell, armed with his Owen gun, and a Bren gunner attacked one of the posts, killing about a dozen Japanese.35 This exploit suggested how the defences might be breached.


  The next day Honner was ordered to make another frontal attack and an attack east of the track. Despite the addition of some air support, Honner knew he had little chance of success and would once again lose valuable men. He watched as the air attack went in and saw that no bombs had struck the enemy positions. Thinking fast, he called brigade headquarters and requested a delay, saying the aircraft had forewarned the Japanese. He told Dougherty to keep the aircraft away for the next attack and asked for properly coordinated artillery support to give his men a chance.36 Honner was also given the opportunity to pick his spot. He decided to send Captain Joe Gilmore’s A Company in on the right side of the track, towards the area that Edgell had found, where a patch of jungle provided some cover at the edge of the enemy defences. The surviving D Company platoon would follow up to exploit any breach. Still under orders to make another attack between the track and Gona Creek, Honner told the C Company commander to have his men fire their weapons to hold the attention of the Japanese, but not to advance.37


  That day, one of the Japanese defenders—who, like his adversaries, had already served in the Kokoda campaign—made the last entry in his diary. ‘Shells dropped near us like rain,’ he wrote. ‘It was only through the protection of the gods that we were safe . . . everyone expected to die at any moment.’ His moment would come the following day.38


  On that day, 8 December, a heavy artillery and mortar barrage began at 1230. The plan called for the four 25-pounder guns to fire for fifteen minutes. But with 200 shells available, at three per minute per gun, there were enough rounds for an extra two minutes’ bombardment.39 Believing that his troops were better off risking a hit from the bombardment than being caught out in front of the machinegun posts, Honner arranged for the extra two minutes without informing the attacking platoons. They would form up 100 metres from the defences, a distance they should be able to cover in the first extra minute. They would then have another minute of support as they assaulted the strong posts. Honner also asked that the artillery shells be fused to burst once they had penetrated the soft soil so as to shake up the defenders and damage their dug-outs.40


  Unknown to Honner, Lieutenants Hugh Dalby and Hugh Kelly, the commanders of the two assault platoons, had already decided to move off one minute early, at 1244. That way, when the barrage lifted, they would be within 30 metres of the defenders. This they did. Dalby checked his watch, and at 1245 he rose with his men to charge that last 30 metres. Just then the 25-pounders opened up again, and everyone dived to the ground as the salvo crashed home close in front. Dalby and his men rose again and charged. Again the guns crashed; again the men hit the dirt as the explosions rang out around them.41 Two men were wounded by the shellfire, but as Joe Gilmore later observed, ‘If we had not followed up so close, we wouldn’t have got through at all.’42


  When the men got up again, Dalby realised that their two charges had brought them up to the defences. The Japanese were crouched in their weapon pits with their heads down, and that is how they died. Dalby was first in. He killed seven of them, including a Juki machinegunner whose position had been pinpointed before the attack. The shellfire had also stripped the camouflage from the weapon pits, and three other machinegun posts were quickly despatched and thirty-eight Japanese killed.43 Stan Ellis moved through the timber, wiping out another four enemy posts. It was not all one way; on the right, gunfire from positions around the mission hut killed three or four men in Kelly’s platoon. Under sweeping fire, ‘Darky’ Wilkinson mounted his Bren gun on an old fence and let loose, silencing the enemy post.44 Honner now put C Company into the breach to follow up. The 39th infantrymen spent the afternoon clearing their way through the Japanese defences and reached the beach: they now occupied half the perimeter. Honner then signalled Dougherty: ‘Gona’s gone.’45


  That same day, Major Frank Sublet had taken over command of the remnants of 21st Brigade east of the perimeter. According to Sublet, the man he replaced, Lieutenant Colonel Albert Caro, had been dismissed after expressing his concerns over casualties to Dougherty. Dougherty told Herring that he had no confidence in Caro and that he was to be sent out.46 Harry Katekar, who had seen the 2/27th bled white, was not impressed with Sublet: ‘He was a gung ho type, and we would have to throw every man we could lay our hands on into further attacks.’47


  Once it became apparent that the 39th attack had broken into the perimeter, Sublet lined up three Bren gunners behind a mound and had them spray the treetops for snipers. The Brens fired thousands of rounds, and the barrels had to be changed regularly.48 Sublet then ordered his remnants, two weakened companies of the 2/27th and 2/16th, each of about fifty men, to attack the beachfront positions again. Leo Mayberry took six men with him and charged a strong post. Seriously wounded in the right arm, he was unable to throw a primed grenade and had to force the pin back with his teeth.49 The other two platoon commanders from the 2/16th were also hit, Lieutenant Leo Inkpen mortally so. The company from the 2/27th managed to get into one of the strong posts, at the cost of eight men killed and eighteen wounded, including Captain Ron Johnson and Lieutenant Sid Hewitt. If General Blamey was looking for more 21st Brigade officers to berate for their performance after this battle, he wouldn’t find many available. Harry Katekar later observed, ‘I think a lot of the casualties that occurred at Gona were to an extent suicidal.’50 Still, that night it was the Japanese who ran like rabbits.


  Harry Katekar was the last surviving officer of the 2/27th, but he might not be for much longer. Sublet decided it would be a good idea for him to lead a night attack to take another strong post on the beachfront. It was approaching midnight and pitch dark as Katekar gathered the last few men around him only 5 metres from the enemy post. When one of them cried out that he had been stabbed, Katekar told him to shut up, thinking he must be still half asleep and shaking off a nightmare. Then he looked out to sea. Enemy troops were moving through the water and along the beach, heading east in an attempted breakout towards Buna. Katekar’s men opened fire, and the Vickers gun further back soon joined in.51


  ‘Halt, password,’ Les Thredgold called, before dropping two of the fleeing Japanese with his Tommy gun. After a few rounds, the gun stopped firing and Thredgold’s training (the men would compete to see who could clear stoppages fastest) kicked in. He cleared the round, slapped on a new magazine, and at a range of only a few metres, cut down six more enemy soldiers, including an officer. But from the officer’s direction Thredgold heard a little click . . . and then another. Thredgold fired again, shattering the officer’s helmet. He later found the officer’s rifle: the bolt was pulled back, but the gun had not been fired. Thredgold now felt he had helped balance the ledger for his two brothers, who had both been wounded at Gona.52


  The next morning, 9 December, ninety-one enemy bodies lay around the beachfront position and another twelve were found further along the coast. All had been killed in the breakout. Others had got out further inland. Then came the grim task of clearing away the dead. Many were found wearing gas masks. Some Australians thought that might have been because they were expecting a gas attack—until the stench rose. The Japanese hadn’t bothered to bury their dead during the battle and in some cases had even used the bodies as fire steps, standing on them for better aim.53 The Australians buried 638 of them, though more still lay out in the kunai grass and along the creek.54 Honner observed, ‘It was sickening to breathe, let alone eat.’55 The Salvation Army officer Albert Moore wrote of ‘hundreds of Jap dead in all stages of decomposition from skeletons to newly killed men. Many Australians amongst them.’56 The malaria-ridden Australian troops, who had hung on in the front line, now staggered back to the RAP. Most of the others hobbled around with bandages on their raw feet. George Silk came through that afternoon and got his photos.


  There were still Japanese forces to be cleaned up west of Gona. Honner’s battalion was sent off to support the remnants of the 2/14th Battalion, who were holding firm against a Japanese push east from Haddy’s Village. The additional troops advanced through the scrub inland from the coast, then entered Haddy’s Village from the south. Though they did not enjoy complete surprise, they did enough to stymie any Japanese plans to move on Gona Mission. With fighting continuing at Sanananda, Gona was now garrisoned by only one officer and four men. Troops were that short.57


  On 23 December, Sublet wrote a letter setting out the condition of the broken force he now commanded. Following on from the trials of Kokoda, the fight for Gona had all but crucified 21st Brigade. Almost all of the experienced officers and NCOs were now dead, wounded or sick. The 2/16th Battalion was down to eight officers and eighty other ranks, of whom twenty-four were under medical treatment. The 2/27th had only three officers and eighty-seven men, with seventeen under treatment. Few trained riflemen remained, and men were being put under arrest for refusing to patrol. Vasey saw the report and went in to bat for Sublet.58


  The Australian commanders were also under enormous pressure, though not for their lives. The failure of the American troops at Buna had meant that the strongest Australian brigade, the 18th, had to be sent there. Similar failure at Sanananda had drawn in Lloyd’s 16th Brigade, Porter’s 30th Brigade, and the 2/7th Cavalry Regiment. There was no relief for 21st Brigade until 6 January, when the wasted remnants marched back to Dobodura. They were then flown to Port Moresby, where the rebuilding could begin. For Dougherty, it had been a rough introduction to front-line brigade command. He later told Official Historian Gavin Long, ‘If I’d had a tank, even a light tank, it would have saved 200 lives.’59


  7

  ‘Where are my boys?’


  Buna

  November to December 1942


  The humidity hung heavily over Duropa Plantation, on the northern Papuan coast. On this day, 18 December 1942, many young Australians would die, their broken bodies strewn among the coconut palms, their only garlands the heavy fronds stripped from the trees in the course of the battle. When night fell, the stars of the Southern Cross would shine upon these fallen sons. This would be the day the infantrymen of the Australian 2/9th Battalion kicked open the door to Buna, a task that had been beyond two regiments of American infantry for over a month.


  The United States 32nd Division, whose soldiers wore a red-arrow patch on their sleeves, was made up of units from the Michigan and Wisconsin National Guard. Commanded by Major General Edwin Harding, it had been the first American division sent from Australia to New Guinea; its lead elements flown to Port Moresby on 15 September, at the height of the Japanese threat. The 126th Regiment came by sea, arriving on 26 September; the 128th arrived by air. The 2/126th Battalion was the only American unit to walk across to the north coast, traversing the Jaure Trail, which was further east than the Kokoda Trail and crossed the 2800-metre Ghost Mountain. The terrain was the enemy here, and it was merciless. As Sergeant Paul Lutjens observed, ‘It was one green hell to Jaure.’ Another soldier observed that ‘combat later was almost a relief.’ The battalion reached Jaure on 28 October, though without its commander, Lieutenant Colonel Henry Geerds, who had had a heart attack. After the experience of the 2/126th, the rest of the regiment went across the ranges by air and by 9 November had gathered at Pongani. Meanwhile, the 128th Regiment was flown into Wanigela, then moved up the coast to Oro Bay by luggers, a trying task in itself. The Australian 2/6th Independent Company went with them.1


  The 32nd Division made its first contact with the Japanese defences at Buna on 16 November. As Lieutenant Colonel Kelsie Miller, the commander of the 3/128th Battalion, noted, they were stopped cold. And they remained so. All troops who fought in New Guinea, whether American, Australian or Japanese, had considerable difficulty adjusting to the conditions there, and Harding’s division had more trouble than most. Warren Force, made up of 1/128th and 3/128th Battalion, was at a standstill on the eastern (coastal) flank, and Urbana Force, made up of 2/128th and 2/126th Battalion, was bogged down to the south of the Buna Government Station.


  Major Harry Harcourt was in command of the Australian 2/6th Independent Company, deployed to cover the Americans’ inland flank at New Buna strip, a decoy airfield that was never used for operations. Decorated three times serving with the British Army in the First World War and twice more in Russia, the 47-year-old Harcourt was undoubtedly the Allies’ most experienced front-line officer at Buna. On 21 November, Harcourt’s men were to advance with the Americans, but Miller’s 3/128th Battalion was late reaching the start line and was also bombed by US aircraft. When it finally advanced, the 3/128th was almost immediately stopped by the staunch enemy defence, taking forty-two casualties. Harcourt’s sixty men, led by Captain Rossall Belmer, cleared some enemy positions and advanced along the airstrip, but this left the troops open to enfilading fire from their right, where Miller’s infantry had not progressed. Miller’s battalion was then moved to the coastal flank, where it attempted an attack towards Cape Endaiadere on 26 November. That operation had no more success than the first: this time it cost seventy-seven casualties.2


  Meanwhile, Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Smith’s 2/128th, its advance channelled along a narrow neck of land between Entrance Creek and Girua River, was similarly unsuccessful in attacking north along the Ango road towards Buna Government Station. Held at a point known as the Triangle, the Americans would hardly move until January. They were up against formidable, though isolated, opposition. Lance Corporal Kondo, serving with the 500 marines of Captain Yoshitatsu Yasuda’s naval unit, wrote on 5 December, ‘Every day my comrades die one by one and our provisions disappear day by day.’ Four days later he remarked, ‘This may be the place where I will meet my death. I will fight to the last.’3


  When Captain Gordon King, Harcourt’s 2IC, arrived at Buna on 27 November, a frustrated Harcourt told him, ‘Well, they’re going to put in another attempt tomorrow, and I want you to go and have a look.’ The next day King watched, and his men waited, as an artillery barrage was laid down and the air strikes went in, but there was no sign of movement from the Americans. King made his way to the adjoining American company and ‘found these four guys sitting in a hole in the ground.’ They were the company’s officers. King asked them, ‘Are your guys doing an attack at the moment?’ ‘Yes, the guys are going in,’ one replied. ‘The top sergeant takes them in.’ King then asked, ‘Well, what about you fellows?’ The reply rocked him: ‘Oh, we’re too valuable, there’s Japs out there, you know.’ King then went forward, found the top sergeant and discovered that ‘he was no more taking anybody in than he was going to fly over the moon.’ King informed Harcourt, who told him, ‘That’ll do me,’ before heading off to see Harding.4


  Lieutenant General Herring, who was Harding’s commander, had already sent his liaison officer, Lieutenant Colonel William Robertson, to meet with Harding that same day, 28 November. When Harcourt gave his report in Robertson’s presence, Harding admitted that he was out of touch with the forward troops. An astonished Robertson passed this on to Herring, who then told General Blamey. Meanwhile, General MacArthur had also received a damning report from Brigadier General Stephen Chamberlin, his Chief of Operations, whose deputy, Colonel David Larr, had visited Buna from 27 to 28 November. MacArthur expressed his ‘very serious disappointment with Harding’ to Blamey.5 On 30 November Harding was replaced as overall commander at Buna by Lieutenant General Robert Eichelberger. ‘Bob,’ MacArthur told him, ‘I want you to take Buna or not come back alive.’ Heavy American attacks at Buna that same day got nowhere.6


  Eichelberger flew across from Port Moresby to Dobodura on 1 December and, after meeting Harding, visited the front line the following day. The challenge in front of him stared back from the hollow eyes of his fever-ridden men. ‘Yet,’ as he later wrote, ‘to evacuate all those with fever at Buna would have meant immediate victory for the enemy.’ He later told the American officers, ‘You don’t look like officers and you don’t look like gentlemen,’ and said he would not address them until they looked like both. One then asked Harry Harcourt where the laundry unit was and was told his men could use Harcourt’s facility, 50 metres down the track. There the Americans found some of Harcourt’s men washing in a creek.7


  On 2 December, the Americans failed in another attack on New Strip. Harcourt’s men again had to advance with an open right flank, and Captain Belmer was killed near the bridge over Simemi Creek. Another American attack up the Ango road towards Buna Government Station also failed. Having personally witnessed this latest failure, Eichelberger relieved both Harding as divisional commander and Colonel John Mott as commander of Urbana Force. Brigadier General Albert Waldron, who replaced Harding, was wounded the following day; two weeks later, so was his replacement, Brigadier General Clovis Byers.


  Bren-gun carriers were now brought into the fray. Five carriers from the 2/7th Battalion’s carrier platoon had been unloaded at Oro Bay on 29 November. With deep coastal creeks preventing movement to Buna by land, the carriers were towed up the coast on barges. They arrived on the night of 3–4 December, whereupon the unit 2IC, Lieutenant Ian Walker, discussed the use of the carriers with the Americans while Lieutenant Terry Fergusson looked over the approach route. After an artillery barrage on the morning of 5 December, the carriers moved out of cover into a clearing in front of the Japanese defences. The defenders were men of Captain Hitabe’s company, from Major Heikichi Kenmotsu’s III/229th Battalion which had arrived from Rabaul on 18 November.


  ‘Jock’ Taylor’s and Norm Lucas’ carriers moved to the right flank, Fergusson kept his carrier in the centre, and Cec Wilton’s and James Orpwood’s carriers took the left. The five carriers moved at walking pace so the American infantrymen could follow, but the Yanks hardly got past the start line. After advancing less than 50 metres, Lucas’ carrier bellied on a log, and its crew could provide support only from that position. Taylor’s carrier kept going and got close enough to a bunker for the men to throw grenades in before backing off to let the Bren gun take aim. The Japanese retaliated with mortar fire. The first round landed just behind the carrier, but Taylor managed to get behind the enemy position and fire on its rear entrance. When he left the carrier to deal with the enemy grenade throwers, he could see Fergusson standing up in his carrier but was unable to hear him. Still unsupported, Taylor yelled out, ‘Where are the infantry?’8


  Taylor’s carrier then came under heavy fire from the left flank, but its thin armour held. However, when Taylor stood up and tried to engage the enemy with a Bren, he was shot in the left arm. The driver, Angus Cameron, then backed the carrier into a depression to raise its front end for better protection, and covered Taylor as he made his way back. Despite his wound, Taylor pulled pins from grenades and handed them to Cameron to throw. When the vehicle would not restart, Cameron went back for help under cover from Leslie Locke, the rear Bren gunner, who had also been hit by shrapnel.9


  Meanwhile, Fergusson’s carrier had bellied on a coconut log. Fergusson, who had taken over from the wounded driver, stood up and was shot. When Frank Davies tried to move Fergusson out of the driver’s position, he too was shot. So was Tom Armstrong, who would die from his wounds. From Taylor’s carrier, Locke could see the enemy snipers standing on platforms up in the coconut-palm trees firing down into the carriers. Locke shot and killed the sniper who had got Fergusson. Despite his wound, Taylor again left the carrier, this time to help the mortally wounded Fergusson. Locke covered him until he was also hit, wounded in the stomach. Before he collapsed, Locke managed to tussle with and kill another Japanese. Locke lay on the ground for three or four hours, feigning death and when darkness fell, crawled back to the American lines. Hearing a rifle click, he called, ‘Yank.’ Two of the Americans picked him up and took him to the regimental aid post. When his mates later visited Locke in hospital, he told them, ‘You can’t kill me.’10


  Wilton’s carrier, like Lucas’s, had bellied on a log a short distance from the start line. After the two Bren gunners were wounded by snipers firing from the treetops, the crew left the carrier and regained the American lines. Further forward, Orpwood’s carrier had also been halted and Orpwood mortally wounded. Two other crewmen, Harry Kemp and Brian Conway, were also wounded while giving covering fire. At about 1020 Lieutenant Walker headed up to the Bren carrier graveyard, moving across the clearing to the carriers on the left flank. After trying unsuccessfully to drive Orpwood’s carrier off the log, he moved to another abandoned carrier and was shot dead.11


  Open at the top and only lightly armoured and armed, the Bren-gun carriers were no tanks. Grenades and snipers soon took care of them, putting them all out of action within thirty minutes. Accompanied by the American infantrymen, the carriers could have given useful support, but they had been hung out to dry. The unflinching bravery of the five carrier crews was not enough to save them.


  One of the defenders, First Lieutenant Jitsutaro Kamio, wrote: ‘They attacked with five tanks at their head . . . Everyone was surprised at first at the appearance of the tanks, but we repulsed them with hand grenades and other things. Three tanks stalled about 40–50 metres in front and it seems that they were about all killed.’ Lieutenant Suganuma noted, ‘It was very effective when hand grenades were thrown in them.’ Another wrote: ‘Four tanks had some trouble or other. In that condition they were bombed during the night . . . The platoon, hearing of these tanks, made trenches and reinforced the shelter positions.’ Of the infantry action, Sergeant Yamada observed, ‘The enemy has received almost no training. Even though we fire a shot they present a large portion of their body and look around. Their movements are very slow.’ First Class Mechanic Satanao Kuba saw beyond the successes of the day and wrote, ‘When the sun sets in the west we look at each other and wonder that we lived till now.’12


  There were some brave Americans at Buna that day. One was Staff Sergeant Herman Bottcher, one of the rare NCOs with battlefield experience. That experience had come fighting with the Republican Army in Spain, a stint that had denied him American citizenship. Of German birth but staunchly anti-fascist he fought for his adopted country as a German citizen. During the attack north up the Ango road, Bottcher took his eighteen-man platoon through to the coast at Giropa Point, from where they could command the coastal strip. With one machine gun, they proceeded to fire at Japanese moves along the beach to either side—and held their position for seventeen days. The wounded Bottcher was promoted in the field to captain. Captain John Milligan, who later met him, observed, ‘He was keen to go out and have a smack and was a fine soldier, but there were few like him.’13 Like many of the finest, the highly-decorated Bottcher did not see the war’s end; he was killed in the Philippines on the final day of 1944.


  Having served with distinction in the Middle East and then broken the Japanese at Milne Bay, General Blamey knew that the Australian 18th Brigade could do what the Americans had failed to do: take Buna. He was still out to show MacArthur that the best infantrymen in New Guinea were Australian.


  Lieutenant Colonel Clem Cummings’ 2/9th was the first battalion from Brigadier George Wootten’s brigade to reach Buna. Cummings was held in high regard by his men, partly because he owned a cattle property. Despite strict wartime rationing provisions, he had made some of the herd available for his men while they were in camp in Queensland.14 Cummings’ battalion left Milne Bay on three Australian corvettes, HMAS Ballarat, Broome and Colac, on 13 December, heading along the northern Papuan coast towards Buna in heavy rain. Ron Berry wrote, ‘We have no shelter & we are bitterly cold. Using gas capes as rain coats but those soon get soaked. The deck seems to hold water.’ The corvettes were aiming for Oro Bay, but they overshot it and the next morning arrived off Buna. When an enemy plane circled and started dropping flares, the corvette captains decided to pull back to Oro Bay. Only Cummings and a single platoon managed to disembark. At midday on 15 December, the rest of the battalion began the 30-kilometre trek back up to Buna. The heavily burdened infantrymen trudged along the beach, crossing creeks as they went, and arrived the next morning. Berry wrote, ‘Carrying parties all that day and next getting everything into position for the attack.’15 Having had his American infantry get nowhere in four weeks, MacArthur now wanted the Australians to take Buna immediately, and the battalion was ordered to attack the next morning. But the Regimental Medical Officer had other ideas. He demanded a day’s rest for the weary men; it was granted.16


  Eight M3 Stuart tanks from the 2/6th Armoured Regiment would support the Australian attack. They had been unloaded at Oro Bay, towed on barges to Hariko, and then driven up the coast by night, making the final move to the start line with one track in the ocean to fool enemy observers. The Stuart was designed as a light tank and, though not ideal in the role of infantry support, it was a marked improvement on the Bren-gun carrier, being fully armoured and possessing a main gun. Its greatest deficiency would prove to be the crews’ lack of training in lending support to infantry troops, particularly in such close country. The infantry, too, would have to learn on the job how to work with the tanks.


  For the attack on 18 December, the support plan was for one hour of artillery fire at normal rate and then ten minutes at heavy. What the men got was half an hour of fire at slow rate and ten minutes at normal.17 Des Rickards was in charge of the Vickers machinegun platoon, and at 0650 he gave the order to open fire by spraying the tops of the palm trees for snipers. As the Vickers guns opened up, so did the mortars. The din masked the sound of the Stuarts’ engines starting up. At 0700, a section of tanks moved forward, with the Vickers guns firing between and above them. When the infantry came through a few minutes behind the tanks, Rickards called a halt just as the water in the machinegun cooling jackets reached boiling point. When the infantry passed Rickards, ‘All hell broke loose as the Japs opened up with everything they had.’18
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  Buna: 2/9th Battalion, 18–23 December 1942


  Captain Roger Griffin’s D Company went in on the right, the start line marked by a Bren carrier abandoned by the Americans two weeks before. Lieutenant Bill MacIntosh, whose 17 Platoon had the sea on the right flank, had crawled forward on the previous evening and spotted a Japanese machinegun position at Cape Endaiadere. Further inland, he had identified the prominent mound of another position among the coconut palms. His platoon was supported by Corporal Evan Barnet’s tank, which advanced, horn blaring, through the knee-high kunai grass between the rows of untended coconut palms. MacIntosh, who carried a Tommy gun and led from the front, directed Barnet against the first bunker position. After the main gun had opened a gap, the infantry moved in with grenades. Two enemy soldiers escaped. When one shot George Tyler in the arm, Tyler turned and shot him dead. The other headed into the sea, where George Silk photographed him detonating a grenade against his head when he was asked to surrender.19


  On the left side, Sergeant Bob Thomas’ section came up against a bunker that MacIntosh had missed on his recon. The enemy soldiers inside it were armed with Bren guns and grenades they had gathered from the knocked-out carriers. Thomas came under fire as he dashed for the post. He was spattered in the face with grenade fragments, but still managed to shoot two defenders. Another Japanese soldier had poked his Bren gun through the embrasure. Thomas wrestled it away from him and used it to kill him as well. MacIntosh’s platoon reached Cape Endaiadere by 0750, having only lost one man killed and five wounded.20


  Lieutenant Tom ‘Bluey’ Sivyer’s 18 Platoon was on the inland side of MacIntosh, supported by Lieutenant Vic McCrohon’s tank. The platoon immediately ran into heavy fire spitting from the concrete bunker MacIntosh had spotted the previous evening. Sivyer and platoon member Frank Rolleston were moving past one of the Bren carriers when an enemy machine gun sent clods of earth into the air. Rolleston ducked behind the carrier, but Sivyer was killed by the same burst of fire. From a covered foxhole, a defender then threw two grenades at Rolleston, who hugged the ground; he was unharmed. When he next looked up, he saw Charlie Alder standing over the Japanese position with his Tommy gun blazing. Alder then turned his attention to a bunker. After firing into the door, he threw in a grenade but it was thrown back before it exploded. Two or three defenders rushed out of the bunker, only to fall to Alder’s Tommy gun and Rolleston’s Bren.21


  Sergeant Dave Prentice took over from Sivyer before being wounded in the head. Alder bandaged him before dashing across to check on Ray Buckley and Merv Osborne, who were manning the Bren gun that had stopped firing. Bending over them, he found that both were dead. A split second later, so was the selfless Alder, probably hit by the same sniper. Alder’s mate, ‘Scotty’ Wright, who had talked with him just moments before, was devastated. ‘This to happen, after three years,’ he cried out. Clint Graham was also hit while trying to spot the sniper, but the bullet went clean through his helmet without wounding him. Soon, only nine men remained of the thirty from Sivyer’s platoon who had crossed the start line.22


  Captain Griffin sent Sergeant Harold Armitage (serving as Sergeant Walters) forward to take over the platoon. Two bullets whistled past Armitage before a third found its mark and he was killed. The platoon remained pinned down some 25 metres from the enemy post. It was originally manned by twelve men with two LMGs and a sniper’s rifle. By the time it was taken, the following morning, only two defenders remained.23 Meanwhile, Warrant Officer Vince Donnelly’s 16 Platoon followed the two leading platoons towards the cape. They took fire from some positions that had supposedly been cleared, but they made it.


  Trooper ‘Ted’ Nye was the driver of Sergeant Jack Lattimore’s tank, the third tank in McCrohon’s troop. He later told Dudley Leggett that, ‘They tried to get around the point and we gave them hell. The 37-mm gunner plasted them, and the hull gunner just picked them off.’ Then the tank was called back to help 18 Platoon further inland. As it lumbered through heavy scrub, the infantry lost touch and an enemy defender placed a magnetic mine on the back of the tank. The blast took the arm off the assailant but also blew out the battery, putting the radio out of action. The tank then bellied on a log close to a bunker. A defender darted out and tried to set the vehicle alight. Ordering Nye to shut down the engine, Lattimore and two other crewmen tried to keep the assailants at bay by firing through the pistol ports. But a sniper had the turret in his sights, and every time they tried to get out, he fired. Fortunately, Barnet’s tank arrived to give covering fire, allowing Lattimore and his crew to escape.24


  The role of the tanks was crucial. After the infantry indicated an enemy position, the tank would get to within 5 metres of it and blast a hole in the bunker with 37-mm rounds from the main gun. An infantryman would then move up with grenades while the tank’s machine gun took care of any defenders who tried to flee.25 The hull gunner would also fire his machine gun at the tops of the palms, probing for enemy snipers.


  After Cape Endaiadere fell, the ‘Kilcoy taken’ signal was transmitted and supplies were sent forward. Ron Berry wrote, ‘Once word came back that the point was clear of enemy, we loaded barges and ran the gear up the coast within a few hundred yards of the Cape.’26


  Captain Bob Taylor’s A Company attacked on the left flank of D but lost its three supporting tanks early. Lieutenant Grant Curtiss’ tank was the first casualty: it ran up onto a stump hidden in the kunai grass and got stuck. The Japanese defenders lit a fire beneath it, but the crew got out under covering fire from the infantry. Sergeant John Church tried to recover the bellied tank with his own, but once the flames took hold, Curtiss’ tank burned out in a huge blaze with many explosions. It was vital to keep the tanks safe, so when Ernie Randell spied around a dozen enemy soldiers in a trench watching a tank go by, he promptly took care of them. He also got busy with a bunker, but when he tossed grenades through the embrasures, they were hurled back. It became a very nervy business, with Randell holding his live grenades for as long as he dared while dodging the snipers amid the noise and confusion.27


  Captain Cecil ‘Tom’ Parbury’s C Company moved up on the left flank of A to complete the line through to the Americans. Parbury had taken over command only the previous day from Captain Alec Marshall, who had been evacuated with scrub typhus. Parbury put Lieutenant Frank Pinwill’s 13 and Lieutenant Roy De Vantier’s 14 Platoon up front, with Warrant Officer Jim Jesse’s 15 Platoon behind them. But with no tank support, the company suffered grievously: within ten minutes it had lost a staggering forty-six men, over half its total strength of eighty-seven. De Vantier and all his NCOs but one were killed as the company advanced barely 100 metres, only half-way to the enemy’s front-line positions. Despite coming under constant fire since the first American attacks, the Japanese defenders had hoarded their ammunition. ‘We are waiting for one good shot and will not fire,’ Lieutenant Suganuma wrote five days earlier.28 On this day his men had ample good targets.


  Parbury ordered the rest of his men to ground, where they sheltered among the logs from the felled coconut palms in the metre-high kunai grass. Harry Dixon observed, ‘We knew the bastard was there but we couldn’t see him.’ George Morey’s section was sent to outflank the position, but all the men were killed before they had gone 15 metres. Parbury later told Official Historian Gavin Long that there were sixteen bunkers in his area, six to his immediate front and the others further back.29


  Des Rickards had orders to move the Vickers guns up to support Parbury. When a runner did not return, Rickards went out to find Parbury. He crawled about 200 metres until he was behind a fallen palm tree. As he rose to cross it, a machinegun burst caught him under the right arm, and another struck his left elbow. Two gallant Americans crawled up, got Rickards onto a stretcher, and dragged him back.30


  At 1300, Jim Jesse’s reserve platoon and three tanks under Lieutenant Curtiss were finally sent in to help Parbury’s shattered platoons. Just before the tanks attacked, three Japanese soldiers targeted the right-hand tank with Molotov cocktails, but they were beaten off. In Captain Norm Whitehead’s tank, both he and the gunner, Gordon Bray, had been wounded when an enemy soldier climbed up and fired through the vision slit. Lieutenant Colonel Charles Hodgson then took over the tank. With the vision slit broken, Hodgson had to stick his head out of the turret to direct the driver. The replacement gunner, Bob Taylor, put three shots into the first bunker and then handed four grenades up to Hodgson to throw into the blasted opening. He also shot two defenders with his pistol. Under constant sniper fire, Hodgson was finally hit in the head, and he fell down inside the tank.31 The tanks had made the difference here, destroying eleven bunkers and emptying another five. Jim Jesse showed great initiative by firing Very flares at the bunkers to pinpoint them for the tanks. Over eighty Japanese bodies were counted in the area, not including those inside the bunkers. These defenders had been told to hold their positions to the last man and they had.32


  Colonel Cummings’s headquarters was only 20 metres behind the start line, but all of its phone lines had been cut during the fighting. When the adjutant was injured, Lieutenant ‘Kitch’ Beattie was sent further forward to find that the few men left in A Company were holding a 100-metre front, while D Company held the line through to the sea. ‘The boys were still full of fight,’ Beattie noted.33


  On the left, Parbury’s C Company had taken the heaviest losses. Cummings now ordered Captain Arthur Benson, whose B Company remained in reserve at battalion headquarters, to take his men forward on the left flank, where the resistance had been greatest. As the company went forward, Major Bill Parry-Okeden ‘saw Bill Howell and Bob Heron out of the corner of my eye. I gave them a smile and told them to go to it, you old buggers.’ It was the last time he would see the two officers alive. He later wrote, ‘I can still see the set look on their faces.’34


  Though the forward troops had already moved through the area ahead of Benson’s company, it was by no means cleared. Many of the Japanese dugouts were only for shelter, so after the main support fire and attacks went through, the enemy soldiers came out and occupied the adjacent trenches and weapon pits.35 Grahame ‘Snow’ Hynard recalled, ‘We had orders not to help anyone, to keep going. The Japanese positions had creepers and vines growing over them and could not be seen until you were on top of them.’ The company, he said, ‘ran right into hell itself.’36 With Benson trying to direct the company from a hole further back, it was Corporal Tom Clarke who took command at the front and led the men through.37 He climbed up onto the tanks to tell their crews what was required, then followed behind to grenade the targeted bunkers. Refusing cover, the inspirational Clarke was twice wounded on that first day. With one tank and eleven men, he destroyed twelve bunkers. ‘I have never seen a man with more guts,’ said one of his soldiers.38 Benson’s company took about eight hours to reach the forward positions, but only twenty of the ninety-six men who started out made it: all three platoon commanders were killed and the company 2IC was wounded.


  Kitch Beattie had to deal with a bunker behind the front lines, near battalion headquarters. It looked like a mound of sand, built of coconut logs with four embrasures and crawl trenches at two ends. He tossed in a grenade at one end while a rifleman waited at the other. But one of the defenders charged straight out at Beattie, firing his pistol all the way and wounding Beattie in the side of his face. The Australians spent the whole day trying to coax out the remaining defenders before finally throwing in a drum of petrol and a grenade.39


  The casualties had been heavy, but as Wootten observed, would ‘have been far heavier had the attack not been pressed home with the determination that was shown.’40 One of the III/229th Battalion defenders, Toshio Yoshida, was wounded by tank fire and captured during the fighting. He told his interrogator that three companies from the battalion had faced the Australians from the coast to the Simemi Bridge at the south end of New Strip, with a fourth company in reserve. For the past ten days the men in Yoshida’s unit had not fired their weapons, conserving their ammunition for the expected onslaught. The battalion was at about two-thirds strength at the time of the attack: some 400 men, many of whom had now fought to the death.41


  Nerves were strained that night on the perimeter. When Brigadier Wootten arrived at battalion headquarters, Parry-Okeden wryly observed, ‘I thought the heads must be pleased but what about all those fine chaps lying stiff on the battlefield . . . He [Wootten] turned to me with a cheerful smile and asked if I had any worries. What about the dead bill.’42 George Wootten knew all about the dead bill. He had seen his first dead Australians on the first day at Gallipoli and so many more since, from Passchendaele in that war to Tobruk and Milne Bay in this. On this day, the 2/9th had had five officers and forty-nine men killed, and another six officers and 111 men wounded.43 And it was only the first day.


  Having taken Cape Endaiadere, the 2/9th pushed westward, aiming to clear all enemy positions north of Simemi Creek up to the creek mouth. On the second day, Corporal Les Thorne, a section leader in MacIntosh’s platoon, attacked a number of bunkers with a Tommy gun and grenades. It was dirty and dangerous work, and it was indispensable. No matter how fine the officers or how strong the support, the 2/9th’s success ultimately rested on men like Thorne, who had the courage to close with the enemy bunkers and capture them.


  On 20 December, Ron Berry and 16 Platoon, to which he had been attached from the transport unit, moved up past the stinking bodies of the Australian and Japanese dead. With tanks in support, they advanced along the rows of coconut palms, firing into the tree-tops to dislodge any lurking enemy snipers. When a patch of jungle stopped the tanks, the infantry had to go on alone. They emerged into an area that had been blasted out of the jungle. Wading through swampy ground, they were sitting ducks for snipers, who opened fire from well-hidden positions along Simemi Creek. As the men withdrew, the Japanese dropped mortar bombs onto them and two men were wounded.44 Again it was Thorne to the fore, laying down covering fire as Bill MacIntosh and Eric Christenson, the latter in his first action, went out to get the wounded from under the noses of the Japanese.


  Parbury’s company advanced through kunai grass that was above their heads, following the tanks as they moved parallel to the coast. The kunai was like a thick blanket, trapping the Australians in steamy, airless heat. Parbury said it was ‘so hot that men were collapsing.’ When Lieutenant Pinwill’s platoon stumbled on a Japanese position, three men, including Pinwill, were killed. Devastating mortar fire followed, and another nineteen were wounded, including Parbury.45 Clyde Coop, Parbury’s runner, was valiant. ‘He showed no fear,’ Jim Jesse later said. At times Coop seemed to be staging a war of his own, standing on bunkers to bait the enemy and going off on sniping missions with the casual aside, ‘I think I’ll go pay my respects to the Japs.’46


  On the morning of 21 December, the twenty-one men of Vince Donnelly’s 16 Platoon continued the advance to Simemi Creek. Before leaving with them, Ron Berry wrote in his diary: ‘I have a feeling there is trouble ahead for someone.’ The men found ‘Jock’ Milne, who had been shot on the previous day and was in a bad way. They vainly looked for the sniper who had shot him before calling up stretcher bearers to take Milne back. Then Berry spotted men jumping into weapon pits up ahead, and the section leader, ‘Ike’ Gill, yelled, ‘Japs!’ The men scrambled for cover, leaving Milne on the ground. Berry got behind a large stump, but as he prepared to fire, a bullet struck his rifle, shattering the butt and wounding him. Other men fell, the platoon commander among them. Berry wrote: ‘Vince Donnelly drops like a stone.’47


  Donnelly survived, and later recalled how the bullets cracked around him as he dropped to the ground for cover. When he lifted his head, he was stunned by a glancing blow from the left. Alongside Donnelly, the Bren gunner, Kenny Grant, was killed.48 Ron Berry made his way back to the aid post past scenes of horror. Bodies had been buried in shallow graves along the track, but many remained in the open, among them the corpse of a Japanese sniper, lying in two pieces under a palm tree. He had been attached to the tree for safety by a rope around his waist, and after death had hung there until his body began to decompose and both parts fell to the ground.49 Even at the aid post there was danger: Captain Alec McGregor was wounded by Japanese shelling on the following day.


  Meanwhile, ‘Jock’ Milne remained out on the battlefield, where he eventually died. The acting intelligence officer, Bill Spencer, later found Milne, who was from his section. A note with his body said that Jack Allen was nearby, also wounded. Allen was recovered alive, but he too died. Too many good men were dying.


  On the next day, 22 December, the attacks continued. Cummings phoned through to the forward companies to say, ‘We’ll take Simemi Point if Parry-Okeden and I have to go in with a bayonet ourselves.’50 There were two tanks available, but in the swampy terrain they had trouble getting anywhere, just ‘pushing a wave of slimy mud in front of them.’ The need for constant changes of direction as the tanks tried to find a way forward meant that here they were of little help to the infantry.51


  All the men were riflemen now, spread out in an extended line from the beach to Simemi Creek, advancing on Simemi Point. Having lost all his platoon commanders, Roger Griffin led the attack on the final enemy position east of the creek and died at the head of his men as he rushed forward to cut off the Japanese withdrawal. Inspired, his men reached the point at 1600, completing the task the battalion had been set. Parry-Okeden had watched Griffin go forward that morning, once more unto the breach: ‘I will never forget the look poor old Griffin gave me. Somehow I think he knew that he was going to get it.’52


  There were more casualties in the days that followed. Cummings was among them, wounded when his headquarters was shelled on 24 December. Parry-Okeden took over the remnants of the battalion, and later wrote, ‘Like everyone else at this stage I was completely buggered and did not relish the thought of this great responsibility.’53 Yet there were more battles to be fought, and soon.


  After the war, the men of the 2/9th Battalion would proudly take their place in the annual Anzac Day march through Brisbane. Year after year, they gathered at the same locale to form up and march behind their revered Colonel Cummings. One year they played a trick on him, and hid around the corner. ‘Where are my boys?’ a concerned Clem Cummings asked.54 He might well have asked the same question at Buna.
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  The Japanese Model 10 3-inch naval gun could fire a 6-kilogram shell to a height of 8 kilometres. When fired horizontally at a range of 500 metres, that shell would reach its target in less than a second. When Jack Lattimore saw the gun flash, his Stuart tank was already doomed. ‘It’s impossible to describe just how the impact was,’ he later said. ‘Everything just stopped.’ Hit in the front armour, his tank had jarred to a halt. When he looked down, there was a gaping hole in the hull gunner’s position, and Frank Forster was dead, smashed back over his seat. Ted Nye clambered out of his driver’s seat and out through the gaping hole the shell had made.1


  Still looking down, Lattimore realised that both his legs had been badly smashed. Somehow, he managed to lift the mortally wounded turret gunner, Reg Leggatt, off the gun, and, with the help of Nye and the injured wireless operator, Frank Jeavons, push him out through the hole in the hull. Lattimore then dragged himself over Forster’s body and got out the same way. By this time the tank was burning, fed by leaking fuel. ‘The ammunition was starting to go up in the guns, in the boxes,’ Lattimore observed. ‘It was really merry hell.’2


  The valiant attacks of the 2/9th Battalion from 18–22 December were only the opening act of the 18th Brigade’s offensive against Buna. The next stage would take place on the inland flank of the 2/9th. Lieutenant Colonel James Dobbs’ 2/10th Battalion, which had followed the 2/9th around the coast from Milne Bay, would attack the southern side of Simemi Creek, along the old Buna airstrip.
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  Buna: 23 December 1942–2 January 1943


  Patrols had already moved along Simemi Creek, and on 23 December Captain Austen Ifould’s company had captured the bridge, a goal that had eluded the American infantry for over a month. The 2/10th then extended the attack along the centre of the kunai-covered airstrip while the American engineers repaired the bridge. On the next day, 24 December, Brigadier Wootten decided to send four Stuart tanks across the bridge to support the drive up the strip. Japanese guns were known to be in the area, but they had been silent for some days, and the commanders hoped they had been destroyed by air attacks. Lieutenant Vic McCrohon, who would lead the four tanks, knew nothing of this and, at 0935, after a short barrage, his and Evan Barnet’s tanks crossed the bridge and headed up the strip.3


  They advanced 250 metres in short order, and McCrohon began engaging machinegun posts. Then, at about 1000, McCrohon saw a flash off to his left front and his tank was hit down low on the body of the tank. The wireless was dislodged and the tank slewed into a flooded bomb crater, where it remained bogged. Barnet’s tank went next: a hit in the turret killed the gunner, Tom Jones, and wounded Barnet, who would later lose his arm.4


  Lattimore’s tank moved forward at 1030, with John Church’s 15 minutes behind. The infantry had fired two Very flares to indicate the enemy gun position, and the tanks moved in that direction. Lattimore’s tank made a turn to the right and became the next target. Lattimore’s frozen watch recorded the impact time: 1127. After he exited the tank, Ted Nye headed towards Church to warn him of the danger, but just as he got close, Church’s tank was struck in the turret.5 The four tanks had been knocked out by a pair of Japanese 3-inch naval guns concealed under light scrub at the western end of the airstrip. They had an excellent line of sight across the cleared expanse of short kunai grass that covered the airstrip. At such short range on level ground, the light tanks were easy targets for the canny Japanese gunners, who had previously kept their dual-purpose guns silent to deceive the Australians.


  With the tanks gone, the infantry took a hammering from the enemy machinegun positions, and the advance stalled. Particularly deadly was a triple-barrelled quick-firing 25-mm anti-aircraft gun that had been levelled to fire along the airstrip. With three 15-round magazines, it could fire 5 rounds a second per barrel and be depressed ten degrees below the horizontal, which made it a murderous weapon against infantry. Major James Trevivian’s company was on the right flank, hard up against Simemi Creek, with Ifould’s company in the centre and the Americans on the left. Ifould, leading from the front, was immediately picked out by an enemy sniper and shot dead as his company left the start line. On the right, however, under cover of the vegetation along the creek, Trevivian’s men kept moving forward.


  Next day, Christmas Day, Trevivian’s company advanced about 300 metres in the early morning but got stuck for the rest of the day in the heat of the kunai. Some of the wounded were still lying out there after midnight. On 26 December, Trevivian gathered up the remnants of the other companies and managed to press on under artillery and 2-inch mortar support. Creeping up under the mortar fire, the Australians got two Bren guns onto the top of an aircraft bay and opened fire on the enemy’s 3-inch gun positions.6 As the Japanese fired down at the Australians in the kunai grass, Tim Hughes ran forward, killed two defenders on top of their post with a grenade, then took on another post. The platoon was able to get established on one side of the bay while Hughes kept the enemies’ heads down with a Tommy gun.7


  Captain Hugh Matheson’s company was sent forward on the left side of the strip, and by late afternoon the men had captured key positions and linked up with other troops to the right. Mortar smoke rounds were fired onto the enemy bunkers, allowing Matheson’s men to close up to them from the south. All three platoon commanders were wounded in the first rush, and many of their men besides. The fire from the 3-inch guns was murderous. One gun fired blank rounds to set the kunai grass on fire around the attacking Australians. Matheson’s men responded with Molotov cocktails, trying to burn the defenders out. To make any progress, the men had to get in close with grenades under cover of supporting fire directed into the narrow slots of the Japanese bunkers.8


  To counter the Japanese guns and help wipe out the bunkers, a 25-pounder gun from 2/5th Field Regiment under the command of Sergeant Rod Carson was brought up close to the front that night. At each creek crossing, the breech had to be dismantled and the separate pieces dragged through the water, then reassembled. By morning, the gun had been set up in an abandoned Japanese bunker on New Strip with a camouflage net draped across it.9


  The artillery observation post, originally built by the Japanese, was in a tall banyan tree on the southern side of the Old Strip. At its direction, the gun fired on the defences at the western end of the airstrip. At such close range, the trajectory of the 25-pounder shell was very flat. By using fuses with a slightly delayed action, the Australians were able to penetrate the bunkers and explode the shells inside them, to devastating effect. With friendly infantry between the gun and its targets, the ranging had to be meticulously accurate. Even so, the shells were barely clearing the top of the aircraft bays behind which the infantry sheltered: the draught from their passing wore a track across the top of the embankments. The first shot fired, an armourpiercing round, went through an embrasure only 30 cm square, disabling a 75-mm gun. Over the next six days, Carson’s crew systematically flattened every bunker in the target area. The centrepiece of the bunker system protected the enemy’s triple-barrelled 25-mm anti-aircraft gun. When Carson’s gunners first opened fire, it fired back, one round hitting Carson’s emplacement only a metre from the gun shield. The Australians then found the range and silenced the gun, which was later found with one barrel blown off.10


  At 2000 on 27 December, after the Japanese recaptured one of the positions on the right of the airstrip, Lieutenant Murray Brown led a night counterattack to get it back. ‘Fix bayonets,’ he told his men. ‘We’re going into them, boys.’ The men closed up to within 10 metres of the position before Brown put up some Very flares. ‘There they are! Into them!’ he cried. More fighting, more flares—and then Brown was hit.11 When the Japanese counterattacked again that night, aiming to retake Brown’s position, Trevivian’s men fired 2-inch mortar flares, which lit the place like day. The Yanks on the left flank knew that a flare was the signal to fire, and they obliged, with great success: about forty Japanese soldiers were killed within 20 metres of the Australian positions. ‘The place was stinking,’ Trevivian observed. Many Australians were also killed, Trevivian’s three platoon commanders among them. At the end of the fighting, only four men from Trevivian’s original company were unscathed.12


  Major General Yamagata, commanding the defenders of the Papuan beachheads, but who was still in the Gona area, wrote in his orders of 27 December, ‘On account of the attack on Buna by the enemy of the 26th, it seems that the last stage has been entered.’13 For at least one defender, that stage had passed. An Australian signaller sent out to repair a signal cable between the guns and the observation post found a 3-metre gap in the wire, which he duly repaired. Suspecting that a Japanese infiltrator had been responsible, he looked around and, spotting a path through the kunai, came to a clump of trees. There he found the culprit swinging from a branch, he had hanged himself with a noose of signal wire.14


  Flying Officer John Archer was a RAAF Wirraway pilot. When the war began, the Wirraway was the front-line Australian fighter aircraft, but as the air contest over Rabaul clearly showed, it was no match for the Japanese Zero and was soon relegated to a reconnaissance role. On the morning of 26 December, Archer’s Wirraway was looking for indications of Japanese landing-barge movement along the coastline between the Kumusi River mouth and Gona. Flying at about 300 metres, Archer lined up to strafe the so-called Gona wreck, the rusting hulk of the Japanese freighter Ayatosan Maru, which had grounded on a reef five months earlier. The wreck was a known Japanese unloading point and also held anti-aircraft guns, so it was a good target. Archer dived down across the wreck, strafing it once before rising for another run. As he did so, he spied another plane approaching the wreck at a lower altitude, heading along the shoreline towards Buna. Archer’s first thought was that it was another Wirraway: his relief had arrived early.


  But the aircraft was moving too fast for a Wirraway, and it kept straight on, probably lining up to strafe the Allied lines at Buna. Archer was about 400 metres away at right angles as it belatedly turned towards him. But the Australian was higher and quicker to open fire. Dropping his nose, he sent a burst of fire at the plane’s front quarter before pulling away. As he looked back, he saw the Japanese fighter hit the water and explode in a fireball, belching thick smoke. Though thought to be a Zero, the downed plane was in fact an Oscar, the Zero’s army counterpart. Piloted by Hiroichi Fuji-i, who was killed in the attack, it was the only Japanese fighter confirmed to have been shot down by a Wirraway during the war.15


  New Year’s Day 1943 saw the third battalion from Wootten’s brigade, Lieutenant Colonel ‘Wolf ’ Arnold’s 2/12th, ready to complete the third phase of Wootten’s plan. Its objective was the coastal strip between the mouth of Simemi Creek and Giropa Point—a small enough area, hardly worth the candle, one might think. The 2/12th, which had been garrisoning Goodenough Island, scouring the jungle and rugged hills for Japanese remnants, had arrived at Oro Bay on the night of 28 December. A nightmarish march up the coast followed, much of it in darkness, with each soldier clasping the bayonet scabbard of the man in front of him.


  For the attack, Arnold would have two American battalions and part of Dobbs’ 2/10th in support on his flanks. More importantly, given the nature of the defences, he would also have the support of six tanks under the command of Captain Rod May. Captain Alex Murray’s A Company and Captain ‘Harry’ Ivey’s D Company would advance on the left while B Company, under Captain Colin Kirk, and C Company, led by Major Keith Gategood, would advance on the right.


  A Wirraway skidded and weaved at minimum height down the airstrip before the attack, drawing fire from the Japanese positions in front of the 2/12th so the Australian gunners could pinpoint them. Lieutenant Mike Steddy had six Vickers guns supporting either flank. Lieutenant Norm Sherwin considered Steddy ‘one of our best bloody officers, a real fighting he-man type bloke.’16 Steddy’s gunners strafed the coconut trees, concentrating on the upper trunks to bring the tree-tops down. One of the gunners, Geoff Holmes, recalled: ‘We used thousands of rounds of ammunition before we went in there, but they were still there. As soon as we stopped firing and started to go over, that’s when they got into our blokes.’ A slight crosswind had prevented the use of smoke rounds to mask the attack.17


  Zero hour was 0800. The tanks went in first, the infantry closing up behind them once they reached the plantation. One of the tank commanders, Lieutenant Max Schoeffel, watched the men advance across open ground at the western end of the airstrip: ‘Some jogged along, some with heavy guns walked, some crouched a little as they came on . . . I saw a couple go down.’18 Dudley Leggett watched through field glasses from the banyan tree where the artillery observation post had been sited, overlooking the enemy defences 450 metres away. ‘Beyond the first low line of pill boxes I could see the forbidding humps of more pill boxes,’ he observed. ‘Innumerable smaller pill boxes and deep trenches were hidden in the undergrowth between the long rows of coconut palms . . . every minute the crackle and ripple of rifles, tommy guns and machine guns became louder and more sustained.’19 Things went well on the left side of the attack, and by 0900 the Australians had broken through to the beach. Leggett watched as ‘red [Very] lights soared above the tops of the coconuts from the direction of the sea front, the signal that our troops were through to the sea.’20 Those two companies, accompanied by two tanks, then turned left to roll up the Japanese line up to Giropa Point.


  With the infantry having passed, Steddy decided to move his Vickers guns forward on the left flank to give better support. He went with the first three guns, under cover from the rest. Geoff Lowe’s crew had one gun and Charlie Knight’s another. When they reached one of the bunker mounds, Knight climbed up to look over the lay of the land, and was felled by a sniper’s bullet. Steddy then ordered Lowe to get his gun set up on the left side of the bunker while he went to the right to try to locate the sniper. Moments later, Mike Steddy was also dead.21


  A mortar crew came up to help, and two of them were also killed. Lowe sat back in the pit behind his Vickers gun while his loader lay at his right, feeding the belt. One of the dead men was on Lowe’s left. Hearing a noise to his right, he looked up and was astonished to see George Silk, the photographer. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Lowe demanded. ‘Get down, you bloody fool. They’ve just got my cobber.’ Silk later reflected, ‘I just stood quickly up . . . shot only one picture and down again.’22 On this day, Silk had been responsible for some of the most extraordinary photos ever taken on a battlefield. Unfortunately, the Department of Information did not appreciate his achievement. The bureaucrats’ stultifying attitude would soon drive Silk to work for Life magazine for the rest of the war.


  When Captain Murray moved back to the same area, he was killed. Murray’s 2IC, Lieutenant Talbot Logan, was also killed, and two of his platoon commanders were wounded. Captain Ivey’s company had three officers wounded, including Ivey. On the right, Kirk’s and Gategood’s companies struck trouble early. Gategood was wounded even before he had crossed the open ground, and Kirk was killed soon thereafter. By the end of the day, the two companies would have only one officer, Lieutenant Owen Curtis, left standing. Curtis, who had taken over Gategood’s company, observed that ‘instead of being like we thought it would be, possibly one line of pillboxes, there’s line after line of pillboxes. Sometimes six feet of earth around them and on top of them.’23


  There were more than forty well-constructed and well-manned bunkers within the small area from the start line to the coast. One, which measured 6 by 18 metres, contained seventy Japanese.24 Sand-filled 200-litre drums were used as supports, and coconut logs were interlaced at the sides and on top of the bunkers. There were usually two layers of logs on top, separated by a layer of earth and covered with more earth on which vegetation could grow, forming perfect camouflage. Some of the bunkers were partitioned inside to provide protection from grenades. The firing slits were only narrow openings, almost invisible from outside, and the entranceways were just as cunningly constructed, often barred by a log. The bunkers were mutually supporting, with interconnecting crawlways, and each sent out snipers to hide in the trees or among the thick scrub, where they were often protected by sandbags. On hell’s battlefield, this was the devil’s garden.


  Bill ‘Tojo’ Etchells, who was with Gategood’s company, could hear the bullets whistle past as the company advanced. He saw one man fall wounded and then take a sniper’s bullet through the head. Etchells soon faced the same treatment: shot in the knee, he attracted another shot each time he moved. He was targeted like crippled prey for five hours before a tank approached and used its main gun to cut down the sniper’s tree. Etchells then ducked in behind another tree, where he found a fellow Australian sheltering, apparently unwounded. ‘Where’s the rest of them Tojo?’ the soldier asked. ‘Up the bloody front, where you should be,’ Etchells retorted. The soldier poked his head around the butt of the tree, and a sniper shot him straight between the eyes. He was the sixth man from Etchells’ section to be killed that day.25


  The tank that rescued Etchells was one of seven used in the action. As Sergeant Eric McGill’s tank advanced, one of the crew cried out that the tank was on fire. McGill extinguished the fire, but the tank ground to a stop. The gunner, Clive Brien, fired his machine gun at a band of Japanese who were trying to get close to the tank, then let go a high-explosive round from the main gun. Out on its own, McGill’s tank stayed buttoned up. The stagnant heat drenched the men in sweat, and without engine power the fan could not extract the gun fumes. The Australians, almost suffocating, took turns getting air from a small slit in the hull. Only one man at a time could stand the conditions in the turret; he would keep an eye out and fire at any enemy movement. When the infantry did arrive, Sergeant Jim Condon stood by the tank and directed the gunner, despite continuing to ‘draw the crabs’ himself. After five and a half hours, the crew began fainting, so it was decided to bail out. McGill went first, and the others following through the turret hatch. They crawled away from the tank before sprinting from tree to tree back to the Australian lines.26 Two Vickers guns were then brought up to cover the tank from further attacks.


  The tanks were vital for destroying the bunkers but, as Max Schoeffel explained, they could not operate alone. The problem was in ‘trying to pick targets from an almost impossible background. You’d be not more than ten yards from something before you’d see it.’27 Directed by the infantry, who had the wider field of vision and more eyes to use it, the tanks would go right up to the bunkers and blast the firing slits or doorways at close range, opening a gap large enough for a blast bomb to be shoved in. From his tree perch, Dudley Leggett saw one in action. ‘Its cannon was depressed, there was a puff of smoke from it, a spout of sand and smoke from the pill box . . . another puff and another and two more shells were pumped into the pill box.’ Then the infantry would move in. Leggett watched five men take shelter behind the tank before one ran forward ‘with something in his hand that glinted in the sun.’ It was an improvised blast bomb, a grenade attached to a tin of ammonal explosive. The man threw it inside, ‘then the pillbox was hidden by a cloud of sand and smoke and less than two seconds later the roar of the explosion reached us in the tree.’28


  Vic McCrohon watched as another infantryman, ‘the coolest man I’ve ever seen,’ ran up to one of the largest bunkers and put a Tommy-gun burst into it. He then got on top of the bunker, ‘pulled out a tin, rolled himself a cigarette, lit it and had a few puffs.’ His smoko finished, the Tommy-gunner went back to work, firing a few more bursts into the bunker before once again retiring to the roof to sit down and finish his smoke.29 They were a special breed, the Aussie infantry.


  Owen Curtis’ company, which had started the day with five officers and about eighty men, steadily dwindled. By the time it went to ground just short of the coast, Curtis had only eleven men left. ‘The last attack I did was myself, one officer and nineteen men . . . the last attack out of a company string. And so it’s all just whittled down. That’s why the casualties are so high . . . the Japanese won’t surrender, he won’t.’ Curtis had fought all day, yet ‘as far as live Japs went, I wouldn’t have seen more than half a dozen . . . you can be up to within ten feet of the enemy and you won’t see him . . . it’s not that you’re not going to get up and charge him—you don’t know where to charge, and he’s that close he can’t miss you.’30


  Captain Angus Suthers had brought the headquarters company through behind the initial breakthrough to the coast. He had then led his men to the right, towards the mouth of Simemi Creek, to support the two struggling companies there. Colonel Arnold noted, ‘I threw in Headquarter Company and all the other fellows I could find.’ Suthers had brought all available men to the fight, with the dismounted transport drivers, under Lieutenant Bill Bowerman, to the fore. Bowerman led the way, dashing 30 metres over open ground to toss a blast bomb into one of the bunkers.31


  The day had been costly for the 2/12th. Five officers and forty-five men had been killed, and another seven officers and 120 men wounded.32


  Next day, two tanks were deployed on each flank, and by 1000 Giropa Point was in Australian hands. With its capture, the Japanese position at Buna Government Station became untenable. The station was finally captured by the Americans moving up from the south. On the 2/12th’s right flank, one final bunker remained, on a small island at the mouth of Simemi Creek. The Australians were taken aback when a Japanese officer in full dress uniform climbed atop the bunker and waved his sword. Arnold said, ‘Well, we can’t shoot him; we’ll give him to ten, count ten.’ The count was shouted out. When it got to eight, the enemy officer shouted back, ‘Nine, out!’ With sword in hand and a defiant smile on his face, he was shot down by two Vickers guns. The officer was probably Colonel Hiroshi Yamamoto, who had replaced Kusunose as the commander of the 144th Infantry Regiment and been tasked with the defence of Buna.33


  More Japanese died at the mouth of Simemi Creek. Others, wounded, tried to crawl away. That night, lightning flashes illuminated a small group trying to wade across to Simemi Island. Another two men could be seen crawling from a burning bunker. One ran and was shot down; Captain Matheson shot the other after he went for a grenade.34 Most of the 2000 or so defenders of Buna went that way, fighting to the end.


  When the combat was finally over, Dudley Leggett walked the battlefield and ‘wondered how flesh and blood withstood and overcame the terrific fire which the enemy poured out from their hidden defences.’35 Many of the Australians had had enough. Afflicted with every conceivable complaint, Colonel Dobbs was ordered out. On 5 January, James Trevivian watched him go: ‘He set off up the track carrying his gear—the most pathetic sight I’ve ever seen.’ When Trevivian offered to help, Dobbs replied, ‘No, Trevivian, while ever I’m a soldier I’ll carry my gear. And I’m still a soldier, Trevivian.’36 Good soldier Dobbs never returned to the 2/10th.


  The stench of decomposing bodies was everywhere. The Japanese dead had been left unburied to rot in the fierce heat and humidity. Along the beaches east and west of Giropa Point, the bloated bodies of Japanese and some American soldiers lay half buried in the sand, lapped by the tide. George Strock’s photograph of American dead at so-called ‘Maggot Beach,’ published eight months later in Life magazine would jolt an American public growing increasingly complacent about the war. The Australian soldiers refused to let their dead, still lying out among the broken plantation rows and kunai, suffer the same ghastly fate. Instructions were immediately issued to bury them, and graves were hastily dug. When the graves registration units arrived, not all those bodies were recovered.


  Among the unrecovered were four men of the 2/12th Battalion, including Lieutenant Talbot Logan. In 2006, after the author notified the Australian Army of a grave at Buna village, an investigation was begun. Using dental and other records, the scant remains were identified as those of Logan. Sixty-seven years after he fell in battle, he was buried among the other fallen from his battalion at Bomana cemetery, outside Port Moresby. They had died for love of country—‘Ducit Amor Patriae,’ as the battalion motto read.


  9

  

  ‘We sleep and eat amongst

  the dead here’


  Sanananda

  November 1942 to February 1943


  They sat the body of Warrant Officer ‘Harry’ Honeywell up against a tree, and when Captain Athelstan Bosgard touched his lifeless mate, he began to cry. Honeywell was a legend in the 2/2nd Battalion. At Bardia, in Libya, in early 1941 he had walked tallest, inspiring his charges by defying the Italian barrage. Three months later in Greece, he and Bosgard had turned back a German tank with small-arms fire, and few had crossed the Owen Stanleys with less apparent effort than Honeywell. The men called him the war dog: three times he had been allocated to rear-area support tasks, and three times he had refused to move out of the front line. And that was where he died, shot through the heart as he stood directing operations. ‘Freddie, keep this between you and me,’ the grieving Bosgard told one of his men who had witnessed the tragic scene. Bosgard himself had only days to live. Death was never far away on the Sanananda Road.1


  In the drive for the coast after the victories at Oivi and Gorari, 25th Brigade had taken the northern route through Jumbora, heading for Gona. Further south, Brigadier John Lloyd’s 16th Brigade had advanced through Popondetta to Soputa before turning north for Sanananda and the coast. Though both brigades had smashed the Japanese force retreating from Kokoda, substantial reinforcements had been landed at the beachheads. The lead element of the 16th, Colonel Paul Cullen’s 2/1st Battalion, came under artillery fire north of Soputa on 20 November, the first indication that the Japanese defensive lines had been reached. These defences were built astride the Sanananda Road, covering its junction with the track to Cape Killerton. There was a second defensive position 2 kilometres further up the track and a third line about a kilometre south of Sanananda village.
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  Sanananda: 20 November 1942–22 January 1943


  Cullen immediately sent two companies, numbering just 90 men, under Captain Basil Catterns out to the left to outflank the Japanese positions on either side of the road. Moving in single file through swampy jungle, Corporal Ralph Albanese led Catterns’ men to a small camp beside the main track and behind the enemy positions. Japanese troops were busy cooking rice when the Australians struck in the fading light. Catterns’ men got within 50 metres of them before being spotted. A thunderous fire broke out, and as the Australians advanced, they realised they were facing a fully prepared defensive position, with a network of trenches behind an apron of vine fences. They took it nonetheless. Catterns estimated that eighty enemy soldiers were killed in the fighting, but his own losses were also severe: the dead included the two company commanders, three more officers and twenty-six other ranks. Among the Japanese dead was Lieutenant Colonel Genjiro Kuwada, the commander of the III/144th Battalion, the butchers from Tol Plantation. Catterns’ men now formed a sausage-shaped perimeter controlling the Sanananda Road and held on to it throughout the following day. Catterns later wrote how ‘the Japs encircled the position like Red Indians attacking a wagon convoy.’ With casualties mounting and ammunition low, he pulled his men out the following night. Only twenty-four remained unscathed.2


  Meanwhile, Captain John Burrell’s company moved up the road to locate and engage the Japanese defences while Lieutenant Colin Prior’s company made a shallow move through the jungle on the right flank. Lloyd told Prior, ‘There are about thirty Japs up there; see if you can push them off.’ Prior’s lead platoon moved along the tree line until a machine gun opened up, forcing the Australians to ground.3


  Stan Miller was Prior’s quartermaster sergeant, but a lack of supplies had left him short of duties. Under heavy fire, he went forward and brought back Bill Lollback, who had been shot in the shoulder within 30 metres of a machinegun post. He then went out across an open kunai patch to administer morphine tablets and bandage the severe stomach wound of Henry Benson, who was even closer to the Japanese. Miller returned to the Australian lines, had a stretcher constructed, then crawled back out with Bill Kemsley to bring in the mortally wounded Benson under covering mortar fire. It was approaching dusk when Miller went out a third time, this time to bring in another man who had been wounded in the knee. Recommended for a Victoria Cross, Miller would be awarded a Military Medal.4


  The next day, 21 November, two of the four companies from the 2/2nd Battalion under Captain Bosgard and Captain Jack Blamey, General Blamey’s nephew, moved forward on the right, while the 2/3rd Battalion supported the main attack up the Sanananda Road. The two companies—only fifty men in all—moved up a dead-end track towards a former banana plantation area. At this point, they thought they were behind the enemy defences, but suddenly heard Japanese being spoken to their left. Going up a rise, Fred Williams saw three enemy soldiers, who were chased back across the creek to the main Japanese position. They left behind a supply dump containing a number of boxes of food, a box of Japanese banknotes, and another full of condoms. There was also plenty of rice, two tons of it.5


  After moving further forward, both companies began losing men left, right and centre. Harry Honeywell told Williams to give the Bren to someone else and look after the wounded. Those in the worst shape were to be carried out last. When Williams asked how he should choose, he was told, ‘That’s your job.’ One of those left until last was Lieutenant Mark Strong, who had been shot through the chest; he died later that night.6 The next day, 22 November, Honeywell was also dead.


  Meanwhile, Captain Don Fairbrother had taken the other two companies of the 2/2nd forward on the left flank. After advancing through kunai, swamp and jungle, they reached the Japanese perimeter. With the enemy machine guns firing along well-cut fire lanes, casualties quickly mounted, and Fair-brother pulled the men back into a perimeter of their own. Disregarding his own safety, Tom Harvey went out and retrieved three of the wounded. All through the rainy night, Fairbrother’s men waited for an enemy counterattack that never came: for most it was the longest night of their lives. Their position was only 20 metres from the Japanese lines, and if the men dug out any more than a scrape for a weapon pit, the depression would soon fill with water. Numbers gradually fell as enemy snipers and malaria took their toll. It had become an unspoken rule that soldiers would not be evacuated until their temperature had reached 103 degrees, and even then they faced a day’s walk out. After fourteen days, the exhausted remnants of Fairbrother’s companies were withdrawn.7


  Much to General Harding’s consternation, the American Colonel Clarence Tomlinson’s 126th Regiment was put under Major General Vasey’s command on 19 November for operations against Sanananda and not Buna. However, the dire situation at Buna meant that only one battalion and some regimental troops were actually transferred by Harding, about 1400 men in all. On 22 November, Major George Bond’s 3/126th Battalion attacked on the left and right flanks of Lloyd’s 16th Brigade. Captain Meredith Huggins, on the left, made the most effective move, crossing the Killerton Track, reaching the Sanananda Road, and on 30 November setting up a roadblock behind the forward enemy positions. The Americans had spent nine days trekking through the swamps to get to the Huggins roadblock, as it became known. Now they were under constant attack and all but cut off from resupply: carriers had to travel through thick jungle and cross the Japanese-held Killerton Track. The location of other US units in the area at this time was a matter of confusion.


  The Americans were also confused about the location of the Australian positions. On 25 November, an American 81-mm mortar round fell short, hitting the Australian lines. Harold Vercoe was killed and nine other men wounded, Jack Blamey mortally. Three of the wounded were Americans. Fred Williams and other wounded men were in a pit with a canvas shade over it; to an enemy observer in the tree-tops, it may have looked like a headquarters. A mortar bomb fell on the edge of the dugout, and Williams was temporarily both blinded and deafened. He recalls running around like a scalded cat with shrapnel wounds down his leg. One of the Yanks grabbed him, and he was taken out of the line. The next day a fierce Japanese counterattack hit the right flank and Bosgard was killed.8 The forward observation officer, Lieutenant Alfred Daniels, did outstanding work in calling down artillery fire to break up the attacks. Daniels put himself in extreme danger to ensure that the shelling fell where it could do the most damage—bravery that a few days later cost him his life.


  Lloyd’s 16th Brigade, which had pushed the Japanese all the way back across the Kokoda Trail, was now spent. Since leaving Port Moresby, it had lost twenty-nine officers and 576 men in action; another fifty-six officers and 922 men were evacuated sick.9 However, the 16th Brigade did not leave the area entirely. Well into December, members of the unit were still holding the line at Sanananda, carrying on in the spirit of men like Harry Honeywell. Meanwhile, troops from 2/14th Battalion, their way blocked by extensive swamps behind the narrow beach, had been unable to make any progress along the coast from Gona towards Sanananda. The Allies would need to continue to push up the Sanananda Road from the south.


  Two battalions from Brigadier Selwyn Porter’s 30th Brigade, the 49th and 55/53rd, now moved into the Sanananda area. It was the first action for the 49th, which had sat in Moresby during the Kokoda campaign. The 53rd had been sent over the Kokoda Trail and been harshly dealt with by the Japanese and by its own commanders; it had since been amalgamated with the 55th Battalion. Both battalions lacked training and battle experience, a shortcoming that was compounded by Porter’s failure to insist that the operation be properly planned with adequate reconnaissance. Both the Americans and Lloyd’s 16th Brigade had already tried the direct approach and failed, so it was not hard to predict the outcome if untrained militia troops were used in a hastily planned operation along similar lines. However, at this stage Gona had yet to fall, and the pressure from MacArthur and Blamey for an Australian victory or an Australian sacrifice was immense. On 6 December, Lieutenant Colonel Owen Kessels’ 49th Battalion, part of 30th Brigade, took over positions east of the Sanananda Road, with a creek on their right flank. There was heavy rain that night, but 7 December dawned clear. It was the last day that many of Kessels’ young Australian infantrymen would see.


  After three minutes of intensive supporting fire from the four 25-pounders of 2/1st Field Regiment, the battalion attacked at 0700 with two companies abreast and two more moving up behind. Captain James Bryce’s A Company slewed to the right as it advanced about 400 metres, taking heavy casualties. Bryce and his 2IC, Lieutenant Geoff Unsworth, were wounded. Unsworth kept going, only to be killed. Kessels’ men were mown down by the well-camouflaged, well-concealed machine guns on the left of the track, which raked them with enfilading fire.10 On the far right flank, where the enfilade was less effective, Captain Russell Forster’s C Company cleared a number of positions and advanced about 700 metres.


  Problems came when the follow-up companies got too far behind, giving the defenders time to prepare for their arrival. Some of the positions that fired on the second wave had not even opened fire on the first. Behind Bryce on the left, Captain John Thorn’s B Company reached the Japanese defences only to find all the positions manned. Thorn was one of the first to fall, and when Lieutenant Clarrie Forster took over, he was also killed. In the end a corporal, Clive Blair, took command and rallied the men. He led from the front, silencing one Japanese position and charging at another before he was wounded.11


  Battalion headquarters, whose control had been decidedly lacking, now advanced 600 metres. Then, just as it was about to dig in, Porter ordered the battalion to withdraw to the original positions. All had been for nothing. That morning 180 casualties went through the regimental aid post. Of the twenty-four officers in the battalion, fourteen were casualties. The only remaining company commander, Captain Bill Noyes, reorganised the battalion remnants into a scratch company and positioned them on the right side of the road.12


  One of the companies from Lieutenant Colonel David Lovell’s 55/53rd Battalion had made a diversionary attack to support Kessels, but as reports of what happened to the 49th came back, Lovell ordered two more companies into the fray. They attacked straight along the road in the afternoon, but when supervision of the attack broke down, Lieutenant Bill Reid’s company was hit by enfilading fire.


  Porter had further bungled the operation by failing to concentrate his force. The 55/53rd Battalion attack was not scheduled until mid-afternoon, well after Kessels’ attack. In the 30th Brigade war diary, Porter says the problem came about because he had only two battalions and could therefore deploy only one at a time. If so, he was taking an extremely blinkered view of brigade command: he could easily have detached a company from each battalion if he required a reserve. Though the 55/53rd made a diversionary attack, it took place further out on the western flank, away from the track.13 By day’s end, Lovell’s battalion had gained only about 100 metres for the loss of eight officers and 122 men, twenty-two of them the NCOs who held the unit together. Kessels’ losses were even more horrendous, on a scale befitting Porter’s primitive tactics: fourteen officers and 250 men were dead or wounded, over half the strength of the companies that went forward that morning. Next day, Herring told Blamey simply: ‘Porter’s casualties yesterday were much higher than was at first anticipated.’14


  The Japanese defenders at the crossroads were from Lieutenant Colonel Hatsuo Tsukamoto’s I/144th Battalion, the veterans of Kokoda, with a detachment from the III/41st Battalion and some engineers and labourers attached. After the fighting at Oivi–Gorari, about 450 soldiers from Colonel Kiyomi Yazawa’s 41st Regiment had managed to reach the coast at the Kumusi River mouth, from where they were taken to Sanananda. The 6000 Japanese troops at Sanananda endured punishing conditions, with little food and no prospect that things would improve. One wrote on 27 November that ‘the patients in the hospital are like living statues. There is nothing to eat. Everybody is in a weak and staggering state.’ After two days at the hospital, this soldier rejoined his company on the Sanananda Road so he could get food. He was killed.15


  The two Australian commanders who had ordered the attacks, Herring and Vasey, called an end to the senseless carnage, mainly because there were no fresh units available. But more meat for the grinder was on its way.


  [image: 9781743430644txt_0187_001]


  On 15 December, two new units arrived at the Sanananda front, Lieutenant Colonel Oscar Isaachsen’s 36th Battalion and Lieutenant Colonel Edgar Logan’s 2/7th Cavalry Regiment. The men of the latter unit, normally the motorised component of the 7th Division, had left their Bren carriers behind and would fight as infantrymen. The 2/7th was 450 strong and organised as four squadrons of three troops each, mirroring an infantry battalion’s company-and-platoon structure. It had been in Port Moresby since early October 1942, and having waited so long to get into action, the men were full of vigorous anticipation. Or perhaps they just wanted to get away from the cruel training regime. ‘We were worked like hell,’ Hymie Pearlman wrote. ‘Some of the chaps looked like old men of 90 years . . . they will work the guts out of the boys.’16


  On 15 December, Logan’s men were flown across to Popondetta and then marched to Soputa. As they moved up to the front a few days later, General Vasey singled out Pearlman and asked him how things were. Such inquiries were typical of Vasey, who liked to stay in touch with his men. Logan’s 7th Cav had the most ambitious role to play in the planned attack: it was to move to the Huggins roadblock on 18 December and push up the road to Sanananda Point the following day.


  More than 100 native carriers would help carry two 3-inch mortars, 50 mortar bombs and other supplies. They were all lined up at Soputa when an Australian Administration man asked in pidgin, ‘Any boy yellow belly step forward.’ Five or six did so and were excused from duty. The rest of them were inserted in the Army line, a carrier between each pair of soldiers. The unit approached Huggins from the west along the tenuous American supply line, struggling through thick scrub, wading through chest-deep swamps, and crawling through kunai grass. An enemy machine gun in Tsukamoto’s forward perimeter was positioned to fire directly up the Killerton Track, and did so at regular intervals. Two boys in A Squadron were killed as they crossed the track. The men soon learned to wait for a burst of fire, then dive across a log and crawl to the other side of the track. Logan’s men reached Huggins that night, much to the relief of the Americans. Lieutenant Jim Donaldson was delighted to see that a mortar pit had already been dug for his two mortars.17


  The next morning, 19 December, the artillery opened fire and Major Murray Strang’s A Squadron advanced north up the road. ‘At daybreak today,’ Pearlman wrote, ‘we started on our big adventure, from which many of us will never return.’18 Success was immediate: Strang’s men penetrated the enemy lines and surprised a party of Japanese preparing breakfast in an open area about 500 metres up the track. They also seized a number of trucks, all without loss. Strang now saw the opportunity to break the Japanese defences in front of Sanananda. He deployed his three troops, Lieutenant Eustace Barlow’s on the left, Lieutenant Henry Tomkins’ to the right and Lieutenant Cecil McDougall’s straight up the road. But the Japanese quickly recovered and were waiting for them. On the left flank, Barlow lost four men before he was also killed. In the centre, Strang was mortally wounded and McDougall was among the thirteen men killed; only two men in his troop remained standing. On the right, Tomkins’ troop fared better, but Tomkins was killed, picked out by a sniper and shot in the side, then shot again as he lay beside a tree. There would be no easy advance to Sanananda. The shattered remnants of A Squadron pulled back.19


  Behind Strang, Logan ordered Captain Jack James’ B Squadron to the left and Captain Henry Cobb’s D Squadron to the right of the road. However, the Japanese troops whom Strang had earlier passed now opened fire. Jim Donaldson was close to Logan, advancing through a head-high kunai patch to the left of the road, when a machine gun opened up; Donaldson could see the bullets whistling through the kunai. Then he looked across to see Logan, who was a taller man, peering across the top of the kunai before abruptly dropping out of sight, badly wounded by a machinegun burst. His leg shattered, Logan started crawling back to Huggins, but he died on the way.20


  On the left, Jack James also found enemy troops waiting and was forced back onto the road. When Robert Everingham, the man in front of ‘Sandy’ Sanderson, was killed as he crossed a log, Sanderson dived over to see how he was. He then tried to spot the machine gun by drawing fire to himself. Judging that it was about 30 metres away, he threw two grenades, fired an Owen gun towards the position, then took up his rifle and bayonet and charged. In fact, the Japanese were only 5 metres away. They killed him as he came up on the position: three Japanese bodies were later found next to his. Sanderson’s action had saved the rest of his troop from the carnage of point-blank machinegun fire.21 Given the ferocity of the Japanese resistance, all James could now do was to form a perimeter where he was, about 400 metres north of Huggins, and hold on. James was a young and active man with guts and a streak of enterprise, but this situation would test him to the utmost.22 With fourteen wounded men to tend, James placed them in the centre of the perimeter, a cleared area just to the left of the road. James Perimeter had been established.


  A runner then came in from the south with the news that another twenty-two men were pinned down by machinegun fire along the road between the two perimeters. James turned to Jim Donaldson and said, ‘It’s up to you now.’ The phone line back to his mortars at Huggins was still intact, but Donaldson would have to judge the range by sound. Listening to the enemy machinegun, he estimated that it was 200 metres away, near a tall tree alongside the track. He called through to ‘Mick’ Burgess at the mortars and asked for a smoke round, but the bomb landed in the mud and failed to produce any smoke. Donaldson had heard the round drop, however, and thought it landed a bit close to their perimeter. He told Burgess to adjust the range ‘up 25 yards, five rounds rapid HE [high explosive].’ The bombs came down, and the first one struck the enemy position. Not all the Australians were pleased, though: ten minutes later, the twenty-two men reached the perimeter, only to tell Donaldson he had ‘got that mortar too close.’23


  Soon after Lieutenant Eric Baldwin’s troop led Cobb’s squadron crossed the road to the right, Ken Muiry was shot by a sniper and killed. Pearlman wrote, ‘From the start the Japs were ready for us. MGs were chattering everywhere and snipers are everywhere . . . we cannot see where their shots are coming from and we just have to crawl on into the very face of it.’ Frank Doolin, Pearlman’s section leader, led the way and was stitched across the midriff by a burst of machinegun fire from a position he never saw. After Pearlman helped pull him back to a shallow trench, Doolin told him he was done for and that Pearlman should take over the section. He then asked another man to shoot him, but he refused. So ‘in awful agony a real man passed away.’24 Two others also died. With four men dead or dying, Cobb realised the attack was suicidal, so the section pulled back across the road and found some shelter in the shallow roadside ditch. Cobb and Bob Ebner then tried to get forward along the ditch. They managed to clear out one enemy post before Ebner was ordered back. Cobb kept on and was killed.25 When his body was later found, there were three dead Japanese in a nearby weapon pit and another next to Cobb. Before he had died, Cobb had buried his pack, which contained the plans for the operation.26 Captain Fred Haydon took over the squadron.


  Meanwhile, Lieutenant Ken Cameron’s troop moved out of Huggins roadblock through the swamp, trying to outflank the enemy. When Ned Connell was hit, he called out to the men to stay away: ‘Don’t come over here. I’m pinned down. You’ll all be killed.’ When they came for him anyway, Connell pushed up his body to draw the enemy fire that would have killed the other men. A year and a half later, another brave soldier in New Guinea was awarded the Victoria Cross for a similar act of valour. Connell was mentioned in despatches. As with the attack further south, little had been achieved at dreadful cost. Cameron returned to Huggins.27


  On 20 December, Jack James sent three B Squadron men, Ham Morton, George Chesworth and Frank Hancox, to see if they could reach Huggins. They left in the dark, making their way through the swamps and scrub following a compass bearing. As they approached the American perimeter, the three men were spotted by the Japanese, so they charged the final stretch with their Owen guns blazing. Chesworth and Hancox were shot down, but Morton kept going, leaving five dead enemy soldiers in his wake. Though shot through the arm, he made the perimeter, only to be fired on by the Americans. ‘Huggins, are you there? Ham Morton here!’ he called out. The firing stopped, and he came in. The bodies of Chesworth and Hancox were never recovered.28


  On 21 December, Lieutenant Arch ‘Shill’ Shilliday, the 6 Troop commander, took a fighting patrol out from James Perimeter into the midst of the Japanese position blocking the road back down to Huggins. As James later told Dudley Leggett, ‘He went in fast, had a smack, made a swing and brought his troop back.’ At least ten Japanese defenders were killed; the three of Shill’s men who were wounded walked out. James added, ‘I didn’t expect them to come back. They stopped a crossfire and a head-on fire yet didn’t go to ground at all.’ Padre Frank Hartley noted that the patrol’s assault ‘awakened such a hornet’s nest that to retire became inevitable.’ But it also forced the Japanese to retire, easing the pressure on James. Shilliday later wrote, ‘How any one of us lived through the hail of lead at times is beyond my comprehension.’29


  Using the information from Ham Morton, Lieutenant Sam Hordern took a small party out from Huggins the next morning to the right of the road, moving through thick scrub and sago swamp. Hordern dropped off two standing patrols under Sergeant Oliver Batchelor and Lieutenant Franklin Morgan to form intermediate posts before making it through to James Perimeter. Rations and ammunition parties followed, and later most of the regiment, nineteen officers and 205 men, concentrated inside the perimeter. Padre Hartley, who went with the men, later wrote, ‘The track wound in and out Japanese defences that had been abandoned after James Perimeter had been consolidated.’ On Christmas Day, the thirteen wounded men within the perimeter, eight of them on stretchers, were taken back to Huggins.30


  Meanwhile, 36th Battalion took over the positions astride the Sanananda Road in the south, while the remnants of Kessels’ and Lovell’s shattered battalions swung right and left to extend the flanks. At 0722 on 19 December, four 25-pounders opened up in support of the attack. Captain Noyes took the forty-nine men in from the right flank, spread out in four platoon-sized groups. They did well and, reinforced by a company from the 36th, managed to reach Huggins late in the day. On the left, the 55/53rd was stymied by strong Japanese defences: seventy-five more good men fell. On 21 December, Porter threw the rest of the 36th Battalion in on the right, where Noyes had made his ground, but little more was achieved for the loss of another fifty-five men. Porter’s only contribution was to slight the 36th and 55/53rd for failing to achieve their objectives. ‘NOT fit for war,’ he wrote to Vasey on 22 December. Heedless of the gallantry with which his men had fought and died, he added callously that they ‘had been almost exterminated in 55/53 Bn and are likely to be exterminated in 36 Bn.’ He didn’t even mention the shattered 49th.31


  What confidence the men had in Porter at that point is not recorded. More of them might have been alive to express their views if Porter had bothered to ask himself how a poorly trained militia brigade could succeed where a crack AIF brigade and fresh American troops had failed. In terms of training, why had Porter—who had been the brigade commander of the 49th and a good part of the 55/53rd Battalion for over six months and who had experience on the Kokoda Trail—not taken more trouble to ensure that the battalions were fit for war? Most of the training they had had in Port Moresby was in unloading ships and shifting gravel. On 22 December, Brigadier Dougherty took command north of Huggins. He brought the remnants of the 39th Battalion across from Gona to join up with the remnants of the 49th.


  Back with the 7th Cav, Hymie Pearlman’s section was given the job of tackling the enemy machinegun position alongside the road. He told his soldiers, ‘It is like sentencing men to death,’ but they advanced until sniper fire stopped them. Pearlman did the point work, enduring ‘the strain of looking into every tree, every tree hole and bit of jungle . . . We just crawl, or keep very low . . . the going is mostly through dense knee to ankle depth swamps full of rotted dead men, mostly Japs, some Yanks and I believe, an Aussie artillery officer.’ Christmas Eve held no joy for the men on the Sanananda Road. Pearlman wrote, ‘We sleep and eat amongst the dead here and the stink of rotting flesh is everywhere.’32


  On 27 December, Lieutenant Colonel Charles Moses, who had escaped from Singapore earlier in the war, took command of the unit. Cyril Treasure flew across to Popondetta with Moses, but while Moses got a jeep ride up to Soputa, Treasure had to walk until General Vasey picked him up in a jeep. Treasure then trudged the ‘dead men’s bones’ track to Huggins and moved on along the supply track to James Perimeter, from where he was posted to Sergeant Batchelor’s intermediate position outside the main perimeter. Of his first patrol to pinpoint an enemy machinegun position, Treasure wrote, ‘The idea was to lie doggo and observe, but Don [Doyle] could not resist giving them a blast and in return fire Don went down with a wound in the face.’33


  Treasure again left James Perimeter on 1 January as part of Ken Hurst’s troop, sent to reconnoitre the enemy positions to the north. Moving through the mud and slush along the edge of the swamp, the men were at times waist deep in water, forced to hold their Owen guns above their heads. On the second day, the patrol moved along a creek, dodging enemy positions as Hurst searched for higher ground. Two days in the water was hard on the men, so on the third day they decided to shoot up the Japanese before heading back. After crawling up to the edge of an enemy position, Treasure and Hurst opened up on a Japanese officer and two men before scooting off. The Australian patrols from James Perimeter managed to kill seventy-eight enemy soldiers without loss. The country boys in the unit showed a fine instinct for such work.34


  The brave men of 7th Cav deserved a Christian burial, and Frank Hartley was committed to providing it. He asked Colonel Moses for two men to help with the burials. ‘Not while the hot stuff is going on,’ Moses told him. When Hartley then asked Brigadier Dougherty, he was told that he could go ahead, if he could get two volunteers. Two men did so, even though they had not attended any of Hartley’s services. They went out, dug the holes, and then pushed the bodies into them. At one point, small-arms fire broke out as Hartley was saying a prayer for the dead. The two soldiers hit the deck, but the padre stood there and finished the burial service. ‘Are you mad?’ the men said. ‘I’m doing God’s work,’ he replied, ‘and God will protect me.’35 God or fortune blessed Hartley, but not Reverend Clive Cox. Further south, on 28 December, Cox went out to bury the fallen from the 49th Battalion’s attack. He never returned: his God held little sway on this battlefield.


  Sanananda had become a stalemate, and Herring knew he would have to wait until Buna was reduced before he could put in more troops. The three battalions of 18th Brigade, already shattered, were now asked to give even more. Meanwhile, the US 163rd Regiment, led by Colonel Jens Doe, had moved into the area. Its 1/163rd Battalion took over Huggins roadblock and James Perimeter on 2 January. This was the first unit from the 41st Division to reach the front. Like the 32nd Division before them, they had a lot to learn.


  An American company arrived at Huggins en route to relieve the 2/7th Cav at James Perimeter. ‘Come with me,’ Jim Donaldson told its captain. ‘I’ll show you the track around.’ The captain said he would prefer to use the road, adding, ‘I’ll get my heavy weapons platoon.’ Donaldson watched the young platoon move out from Huggins: ‘They were babes in arms,’ he recalled. Within ten minutes, firing broke out further up the track. Having set out with twenty-five men, the platoon sergeant returned with only nine. Shocked, the captain turned to Donaldson and said, ‘I think we’ll try your track after all.’36 The Americans were still trying to break through along the road from Huggins to James three weeks later, but even a visit to the front line by General Vasey and the American commanders Lieutenant General Eichelberger and Colonel Doe could not help them advance. Meanwhile, the US 126th Regiment was withdrawn, only 165 men remaining of the original 1400.37


  The toll on the Japanese defenders was no less. Susumu Kawano, who had joined Kuwada’s III/144th Battalion just before the Kokoda campaign, was one of the defenders at Sanananda. His diary entries recorded the ghastly conditions. 1 December: ‘Enemy attack is terrific . . . I cannot stand the terrible stench of the dead.’ 8 December: ‘Today is the first anniversary of the present war. I have not eaten anything for 5 days.’ 31 December: ‘I am bony and skinny. I walk with faltering steps. I want to see my children.’ On 3 January Kawano went to Giruwa hospital to get food and made his last entry: ‘Dead bodies of our troops were lying about the hospital, so I could not even set my foot down.’38


  Brigadier Wootten sent the 2/9th Battalion, now under the command of Major Bill Parry-Okeden, to take over from the remnants of Kessels’ 49th in the swamp and scrub adjacent to the road. Lieutenant Colonel ‘Wolf ’ Arnold’s 2/12th was on the left, with the 7th Cav to its left. Wootten planned yet another attack on the Japanese road junction positions aided by three tanks and two companies from the 2/10th Battalion. Following the loss of Dobbs, the 2/10th was now commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Charles Geard.


  With his battalion still raw from the losses at Buna, Parry-Okeden had to make do. Lieutenant Paul Lloyd commanded A Company. ‘This lad was very inexperienced but was a good type and reliable with plenty of dash,’ Parry-Okeden wrote. ‘However I did not have much confidence in him.’ Lieutenant George ‘Ken’ Jackson, one of the original officers remaining in the battalion and ‘a most reliable commander,’ had taken over B Company. Heavy rain fell on the night of 10 January, turning ankle-deep tracks into waist-deep creeks. ‘There was water feet deep everywhere,’ Parry-Okeden observed. ‘We were plodding about over our knees in mud and water. Men’s feet were giving trouble. Tinea was prevalent.’39


  Two days later, the attack went in. Parry-Okeden later wrote: ‘The intention was to attack and destroy the enemy in the timbered area on the right. Two companies forward, B Coy right, A Coy left.’ Patrolling had shown that this area was lightly defended by Japanese outposts. The troops were issued with emergency rations for five days, another 200 rounds of ammunition each, and extra grenades. Jackson’s company gained the outer defences and consolidated. Parry-Okeden recalled: ‘Old Ken Jackson was speaking on the phone to me quite cheerfully with his usual old style. I gave him orders about consolidation and about 15 minutes afterwards McGinnis rang and said Ken had been killed. Shot clean through the head.’40


  Meanwhile, after the artillery barrage, Lloyd’s company crossed the creek under heavy enemy crossfire. Lieutenant John Grant, one of the reinforcement officers, was killed, while Len Teese was wounded in the head and shoulder. Brian ‘Lofty’ Wells pulled him out.41 Still concerned about Lloyd, Parry-Okeden then went forward to get the company moving. ‘They had come under heavy fire and Lloyd was not doing a thing about it. The poor bugger really did not know what to do. I am afraid that I was very short with him.’ Lloyd was killed soon thereafter, as happened to so many frontline leaders at Sanananda. An experienced NCO here could make all the difference. Accordingly, Parry-Okeden ‘reduced all reinforcement NCOs to privates and made all the originals NCOs, which was a great help.’42


  On the left, the 2/12th Battalion had little joy. Here, three Stuart tanks were used for support but could not deviate from the road. Lieutenant Des Heap’s tank went in first and soon had two 37 mm anti-tank gun shells ricochet off its front armour. Another shell hit as Heap fired back at the gun flash, then a fourth shot struck home. All Heap could do was get the dying machine off the road to allow Charles Boughton’s tank to advance. The anti-tank gun then bombarded Boughton’s tank with over twenty high-explosive rounds, wounding four crewmen, Boughton mortally. Despite burns to his face, driver Frank Lynn managed to turn the shattered tank and get back down the road, leaving the way open for Sergeant Ken MacGregor’s third tank. MacGregor took his tank further up the road, level with the anti-tank gun, before a land mine shattered a track and stopped the tank. Twenty-three mines were later found buried along the road, several of which had been driven over without exploding. A Japanese defender then attacked MacGregor’s tank with a Molotov cocktail, setting it afire. None of the five-man crew survived.43


  Despite the failure of the tanks, Captain John Trinick and Captain Owen Curtis, the sole surviving C Company officer from Buna, took their 2/12th companies forward. Trinick, who should not even have been in the front line, was mortally wounded. Curtis’ men made three attacks and three times failed, hampered by the twisted and torn trees felled by the artillery fire. Between them, the two companies had lost four officers and ninety-five men. After the horrific losses at Buna, Arnold’s 2/12th was now being bled white. Belatedly, Vasey realised that the head-on attacks against the Japanese defences were ‘repeating the costly mistakes of 1915–17’.44 When the Deputy Chief of the General Staff, Major General Frank Berryman met Vasey the next day, he noted that the commander ‘painted a gloomy picture on his front.’45 What none of the Australians knew at that stage was that, after almost two months of resistance, Tsukamoto’s stubborn defenders had been ordered to pull back: only the sick and wounded were to remain. By dusk on 14 January, the Australians had finally occupied the road junction.


  Next morning, they began the drive for the coast. The 2/10th took the lead, with Major Trevivian’s men advancing up the track towards Cape Killerton. Nightfall found them stranded in the swampy hinterland, perching in trees to stay out of the water. It was a slow slog through the swamps. Though up to their chests in water, the men somehow kept moving, and finally reached the cape. From there, they pushed down the coast towards Wye Point, where the enemy had dug in, stopping the advance. Captain Frank Cook took A Company inland, heading for the Sanananda Road, and by late on 16 January they were almost there. Wootten sent two companies from Arnold’s 2/12th to back them up. Drenching rain made the swamps almost impassable in places, but by midday on 17 January, Captain Harry Ivey’s company had reached the road, as had Cook’s company further south.


  Meanwhile, Wootten’s third battalion, the 2/9th, was also on the move. Pushing northeast through the swamps, A Company spent two days in the mud and water, meeting only enemy stragglers. Then, on the night the company reached the beach, a ferocious storm broke, leaving the men waist deep in water. At dawn, the attack went in along the beach against scant resistance, and Sanananda village was taken. Parry-Okeden then pushed C Company down the Sanananda Road to link up with the 2/12th. The men of that battalion had been stymied in their own push north, taking heavy losses as they tried to break through along the right-hand side of the road. In a final move, Colonel Arnold sent in Frank Cook’s company on the left. Here the Japanese positions were surrounded by swampland except for one narrow corridor of higher ground, well covered by machine guns. At 0850, Cook’s men charged the position under a barrage of hand grenades. Despite the heavy fire, Cook kept them going. The position, manned by around 150 enemy troops, was taken and a large quantity of supplies captured.46 That success allowed Arnold to push his men through to contact the 2/9th and reach the coast. More enemy pockets remained, with more trudging through the swamps and more casualties. The remnants of the Japanese hospital camps along the road presented a pitiful sight. Arnold observed that ‘the whole area, swamps and rivers included, [is] covered with enemy dead . . . the stench from which is overpowering.’47 The Americans encountered similar scenes. When they came upon a Japanese field hospital with about ninety skeletal patients, twenty resisted capture and were killed.48


  Meanwhile, Trevivian’s 2/10th company had been struggling along the beach. With the sea on one side and the swamps on the other, it was difficult work. As Lieutenant Gordon Mates’ platoon reached a narrow stretch of beach approaching Sanananda Point, machine guns opened up. To divert the enemy’s attention, Murray Saint, who had never been in combat before, stood up and fired back with his Bren gun. He was immediately wounded, but his action allowed the men in the forward sections to scramble for cover. Wounded four times and blinded in one eye, Saint did not stop firing until a bullet struck his Bren gun, disabling it.49


  On 20 January, the company managed to get 500 metres forward under cover of mortar fire and capture an important position. Trevivian killed an enemy colonel who stood beneath a Japanese flag affixed to a mangrove tree. Within 300 metres of Parry-Okeden’s men on the other side of the pocket, the remaining thirty men from Captain Hugh Matheson’s company made the final connection through the swamps on the inland flank. The men of the 2/9th saw them walking down the beach in line extended, each firing his automatic weapon. Sergeant Don White recalled that ‘ahead of the sixty slowly moving boots a wall of golden tracer studded fire marched ahead.’50


  Matheson had attacked at 0930 without the promised artillery barrage, though he had support from the mortars at Wye Point. The Japanese bunkers, which had to be built above ground because the water table was so close to the surface, were constructed from rice bags and ammunition boxes filled with sand. Matheson’s men surprised the defenders in the first two, killing the eight or so occupants before heavy fighting stopped the attack. When Dick Allen saw the defenders trying to get a machine gun into position, he ran down the open beach to the water’s edge and opened up with a Bren gun from 100 metres. Calling a warning to his platoon, he bowled over the Japanese soldier carrying the machine gun and kept firing on any other movement. His haversack riddled with holes and his webbing pierced, Allen stood his ground for an hour and a half until the rising tide forced him up the beach. From there, he indicated targets for ‘Snowy’ Evans, who hit many of them with rifle fire.51 In the late afternoon, the 2/9th moved down from Sanananda Point and joined the 2/10th in mopping up, leaving some twenty Japanese bodies on the beach. As the pressure told, more Japanese moved to the coast, and barges came in at night to evacuate them. The Australians could hear the throb of the motors as the barges approached. When one beached opposite the Australian positions, ‘Alf ’ Franklin’s crew quickly got the Vickers gun into position and sunk it.52


  The men of the 2/10th had done their job, but the survivors, already spent after the travails of Buna, were at the end of their tether. Trevivian later recalled that the final attack ‘was the hardest mental and physical ordeal of the lot.’ At the end, his body gave way and he was carried out. Back at Soputa, many men who had malaria but had somehow kept going finally collapsed. The strength of the battalion when it boarded the planes for Port Moresby was eight officers and seventy men: five officers and 150 men had come in as reinforcements before Sanananda. Matheson’s company was down to just twelve men. Matheson had already been evacuated with malaria, which had struck him as the final attack began.53


  General Eichelberger later observed: ‘One can’t imagine a more unfriendly country or worse conditions to fight in . . . the whole campaign was a military nightmare.’54


  As the final Japanese defenders were hunted down, the Papuan campaign came to an end where it had begun seven months earlier. For the Australians, these final battles to reduce the beachheads, so costly for all the troops involved, were the price of having the Americans as allies—the reverse side of the coin that until then had fallen so favourably for Australia. The United States Navy had prevented the Japanese invasion force from reaching Port Moresby during the Battle of the Coral Sea, and American aircraft had backed up the advance to Kokoda and the coast. Further afield, the US submarine fleet was starting to take a deadly toll on the Japanese merchant fleet. On the Papuan beachheads, however, it was the turn of the Australians to help out their struggling ally and turn the tide in the battle for New Guinea.


  Over 1250 Australians and 900 Americans died to give General MacArthur his victory. General Blamey knew what was at stake. His own position was a minor chip in the game: the real prize was the partnership with a powerful ally. The US Navy was pressing for an offensive in the Central Pacific, starting with attacks on the Gilbert and Marshall Islands and moving on to the Marianas. If the battle to reduce the Papuan beachheads had become locked in endless stalemate, the Central Pacific option would have acquired much more importance. This, however, would siphon naval resources away from the Southwest Pacific—and from MacArthur and Blamey. Victory in Papua opened the way for MacArthur’s preferred strategy of leapfrogging north through the islands of New Guinea and the Philippines concurrently with the Central Pacific drive towards Japan. The brigades of Vasey’s 7th Division had been all but destroyed in the struggle for Papua. Now they would be rebuilt. They were needed for the next stage: the contest for the mandated territory of New Guinea.
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			[image: 2.jpg]			A Japanese propaganda leaflet, inadvertently mirroring the fate of the Japanese Army in New Guinea. (US National Archives)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 3.jpg]			Burying Japanese dead. Gona, 14 December 1942. (Photo by George Silk. Department of Information)


		

		
			[image: 4.jpg]			‘Formosan (Taiwanese) unit fighting through the Owen Stanley mountains.’ New Guinea, 1942. Painting by Goro Tsuruta. (US National Archives)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 5.jpg]			Three of the Bren-gun carriers knocked out during the attack at Cape Endaiadere on 5 December 1942. (US National Archives)


		

		
			[image: 6.jpg]			One of the dual-purpose Japanese 3-inch guns at the western end of Old Buna airstrip. (US National Archives)


		

		
		

		
			[image: 7.jpg]			Buna, 1 January 1943. Stuart tank blasting bunkers in support of D Company, 2/12th Battalion, during the attack to the coast. (Photo by George Silk. Department of Information)


		

		
		

		
			[image: 8.jpg]			Buna, 3 January 1943. Japanese dead on the beach west of Giropa Point. (US National Archives)


		

		
		

		
			[image: 9.jpg]			‘Hard fight, tired men—wet capes—tired eyes . . . they prayed with sincerity their homage to their three fellow comrades.’ Timbered Knoll, 29 July 1943. (Photo by Damien Parer. AWM 127986)


		

		
		

		
			[image: 10.jpg]			Demonstrating the mast level skip-bombing tactics that were the key to success during the Battle of the Bismarck Sea, a USAAF A-20 Havoc attacks a 4000-ton Japanese transport off Wewak on 19 March 1944. (US National Archives)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 12.jpg]			‘A blinded digger led by an RAP sergeant stumbles over a stony creek.’ Gordon Ayre helping Wal Johnson across Uliap Creek, 13 July 1943. (Photo by Damien Parer. AWM 127971)


		

		
			[image: 11.jpg]			Infantrymen from 2/5th Battalion in a captured weapon pit at Mount Tambu, 23 July 1943. (Photo by Robert Buchanan. AWM 056767)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 13.jpg]			Lae, September 1943. Ninth Division troops disembark from LSTs. (US National Archives)


		

		
			[image: 14.jpg]			Grim work at the Advanced Dressing Station at House Banana near Mubo, 16 August 1943. (Photo by Gordon Short. Department of Information)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 15.jpg]			‘Not much more than a decorated tightrope.’ The rebuilt kunda bridge across the Busu River near Lae, October 1943. (Photo by Don Bain)


		

		
			[image: 16.jpg]			‘We were just bloody good.’ 2/6th Independent Company troops at Kaiapit, 22 September 1943. (Photo by Norm Stuckey. Department of Information)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 18.jpg]			Les Agars gets a light from one of the carriers, Ramu Valley, October 1943. (Photo by Norm Stuckey, Department of Information)


		

		
			[image: 17.jpg]			New Guinea theatre, October 1943. (US National Archives)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 20.jpg]			‘There never was country such as this.’ 2/9th Battalion infantry dig in on Green Snipers Pimple, Shaggy Ridge, 22 January 1944. (AWM 064260)


		

		
			[image: 19.jpg]			Les Thredgold and George Vandeleur on the southern shoulder of Shaggy Ridge, October 1943. (Department of Information)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 21.jpg]			View across the steamy coastal lowlands near Torokina towards the mountainous spine of Bougainville, Mount Bagana dominating. (US National Archives)


		

		
			[image: 22.jpg]			B-25 Mitchell bomber over Simpson Harbour Rabaul, 2 November 1943. (US National Archives)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 24.jpg]			Following the action at Milak, Lieutenant Ken Perkins (in hat) stands with Lieutenant Neil Redmond. Seated at left is Corporal Tony Gannan. (Courtesy of Keith Johnston)


		

		
			[image: 23.jpg]			Berry’s Hill on the Numa Numa Trail, Bougainville, August 1945. Japanese troops parade for surrender. (Photo by Don Bain)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 26.jpg]			Former Japanese bunker position, Cape Endaiadere. (Author’s photo)


		

		
			[image: 25.jpg]			Courage, endurance, mateship, sacrifice: the memorial on the Isurava battlefield to the Australians and Papua New Guineans who fought and died on the Kokoda Trail in 1942. View is north along the Eora Creek valley. (Author’s photo)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 27.jpg]			Jack Lattimore’s Stuart tank lost on 24 December 1942, clearly showing the 3-inch shell damage, National Museum of the Pacific War, USA. This tank, plus Lattimore’s and Grant Curtiss’s tanks lost on 18 December, was recovered in 1973. (Photo by Justin Taylan)
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			[image: 29.jpg]			The gorge of the Busu River, looking downstream. (Author’s photo)


		

		
			[image: 30.jpg]			View along the ridge from King’s Hill to Pallier’s Hill. Uria River gorge to the right. (Author’s photo)


		

		
		

		
		

		
			[image: 31.jpg]			Billy Wilson’s gun at Coonabarabran. (Author’s photo)


		

		
			[image: 32.jpg]			B-25 Mitchell bomber at Talasea, New Britain, 2001. (Author’s photo)
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  ‘They came like the rain’


  Wau

  January to February 1943


  Flight Lieutenant David Vernon left for work early on 6 January 1943. He made his way down to the foreshore at Cairns, where a marine-section boat took him out to his workplace, a Catalina flying boat at rest on the Barron River. The Catalinas of RAAF No 11 and No 20 Squadrons, based at Cairns, in far north Queensland, ranged across the South West Pacific Area carrying out aerial reconnaissance and other missions. On this day, one aircraft from each squadron was sent to search for a Japanese convoy that was moving along the south coast of New Britain from Rabaul, heading for Lae. Vernon’s Catalina took off just after 1100 and refuelled at Milne Bay before flying to the search area, where it arrived that night.1


  Vernon picked up the convoy on his primitive radar screen southwest of Gasmata. The five transports were in line, led by one destroyer with two others alongside the transports. Cloaked by the night and intermittent cloud, Vernon closed in from astern, flying along the convoy’s axis. His approach was undetected: the ships went on steaming ahead, taking no evasive action.2 At 0430 on 7 January, Vernon’s observer, Flight Lieutenant George Leslie, was able to drop two 250-pound high-explosive and two 250-pound antisubmarine bombs onto the second last of the transports. Explosions rent the night, and the stricken vessel pulled out of line, its forward hold hit by Leslie’s second and its stern hold by the third bomb. Vernon’s attack had struck the Nichiryu Maru, which was carrying troops from the Japanese III/102nd Battalion. One of the destroyers, Maikaze, dropped out of the convoy to pick up most of the survivors, but 456 men were killed or missing and another eighty-five wounded. Vernon landed back at Cairns about 0900 and went home for a rest, after a solid twenty-two hours at the office.3


  The other four transports in the convoy reached Lae the next day and landed the remaining two battalions. However, many of their supplies were destroyed on the beaches by concentrated Allied air attacks. The majority of the Okabe Detachment, made up of the 51st Division’s 102nd Regiment and commanded by Major General [image: 2] Okabe, had been brought to Lae. The Japanese command announced that ‘this will send chills through our conceited enemy.’4 The failure of the Air Force to stop the convoy did indeed rock the Allied command. The Allied air commander, Lieutenant General George Kenney, responded that his airmen had ‘learned a lot and the next one will be better.’5 It was.


  On the day the convoy reached Lae, orders were issued for Brigadier Murray Moten’s 17th Brigade to be shipped from Milne Bay to Port Moresby and then flown to Wau. The first elements of the 2/6th Battalion arrived at the small gold-mining town on 14 January.6 Meanwhile, the Kanga Force commander, Lieutenant Colonel Norman Fleay—no doubt still smarting over his embarrassing retreat from Wau the previous August—planned a last hurrah. Fleay concentrated more than 300 commandos, supported by 400 native carriers, to carry out the largest operation thus far against Mubo, 20 kilometres inland from Salamaua. The commander hoped that he could destroy any Japanese troops occupying the village by deploying his men on the high ground that dominated three sides of Mubo. However, due to poor planning, ambitious objectives and a lack of proper communications, the operation was doomed from the start.


  For Lieutenant Ted Byrne, it would be his first action, and for Lieutenant John Kerr, who had been in the Salamaua raid, his second. After the gruelling march across the Bitoi Valley, Captain Norm Winning told an exhausted Kerr to direct one of two ground attacks on Mubo. This attack, down Mat Mat Hill, which should have gone in at 0900, was delayed till 1330 while a Vickers gun and a 3-inch mortar were dug in. When Byrne asked, ‘What are your orders?’ Kerr replied simply, ‘Knock the Japs out.’ Byrne’s section waited in the burning sun on the eastern side of the ridge for the Vickers gun to open fire, the signal for the attack to start. After a scout reported, ‘There are twelve Japs sitting in the sun,’ Byrne quickly made up his mind. ‘OK, we are going to knock them out,’ he told his men. He would wait no longer: surprise would be his best support weapon on this day. But then the Vickers finally opened up, and Byrne’s section walked straight into heavy fire from the alerted defenders. Three of his men were killed and six wounded in what Byrne called ‘a bloody shambles.’7 The enemy positions on Mat Mat were well concealed in log bunkers, hidden in thick brush and screened by snipers. The attack stalled.
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  Wau to Mubo area


  Across on Observation Hill, Lieutenant Bill Ridley’s fifty-man detachment had made the gruelling climb up the trackless hillside to get above the Japanese positions on Garrison Hill. Stephen Murray-Smith wrote: ‘The slope was severe and in addition there was no real path and our progress seemed to call for pushing through the undergrowth, clawing up rock faces and desperately scrabbling up falls of loose rock; bent double, faces drawn with tiredness and running with sweat.’8 Ridley’s men took the Japanese defenders by surprise, but the enemy snipers hit back. Peter McMenamin, who lay wounded in the kunai out in front of the gun position, called out for the others to leave him. Bravely ignoring the danger, Lieutenant Johnny Leitch, who had led a commando party in the Salamaua raid, went out to drag him in, and the sniper claimed another victim.9 Unable to communicate with the other attacking groups and therefore unable to attack down into Mubo, which was still under Australian fire, Ridley pulled his men out.


  With the first troops from the Okabe Detachment rushed up to reinforce Mubo, the Australians would do well just to hold onto the vital Saddle position, from where both the Black Cat and Buisaval Tracks led to Wau. Just after dusk on 16 January, the Japanese attacked a platoon from Major Fergus MacAdie’s 2/7th Independent Company that was holding the track junction below the Saddle. The attackers got very close in the darkness, and eighteen of them fell to the Australian fire. Captain Geoff Bowen was also hit, shot through the pelvis. Bruce ‘Slugger’ L’Estrange carried him back up to the Saddle, but he died within days; he was buried overlooking the Saddle, and lies there still. The attacks continued throughout the night and into the next day, with Lieutenant Neal McKenzie’s section taking the brunt. There were now 350 enemy troops attacking. Concerned that his men might be cut off, MacAdie pulled them back along the Buisaval Track towards Skindiwai.10


  One of MacAdie’s men remained behind, and for a considerable time. On the other side of the Bitoi River, George Butler had gone missing during the Mat Mat debacle. Getting water from the creeks around Mat Mat Hill and food from abandoned native gardens, Butler waited. Men from his own company finally found him, gaunt and delirious, on 16 March 1943, sixty-four days after he went missing.11


  After the loss of the Saddle, the enemy made no move down the Buisaval Track towards Skindiwai. That worried MacAdie, who rightly deduced that the Japanese must be on the Black Cat Track. He discussed the situation with Major John Jones, who had come forward to Skindiwai with his company from the 2/6th Battalion. Jones decided he would cut across the ‘high road’ from Skindiwai to reconnoitre the Black Cat Track. MacAdie allocated one of his officers as a guide. Lieutenant Pat Dunshea, an astute and experienced bushman, was MacAdie’s junior section commander but had proven himself in the fight at the Saddle. Ted Byrne served with Dunshea throughout the war, and in his judgment, ‘Pat Dunshea was the toughest physical specimen, black or bloody white, in New Guinea.’12 On the morning of 21 January, Dunshea led Jones and his batman out of Skindiwai.


  The three men pushed across the range until they reached the crest of the ridge overlooking Buibaining and the daunting chasm of the Bitoi River gorge. It was immediately obvious to Dunshea that enemy troops had moved through the area in some strength, some as recently as that morning. The Japanese had come up from Mubo to Waipali and then past Buibaining before descending the gorge to the Bitoi River. They had driven pitons into the rock and connected them with rope to help them negotiate 100 metres of near-vertical rock face. By grasping a tree and dangling out over the edge, Dunshea was able to see a Japanese party at the foot of the gorge, bathing in the Bitoi River. On the slope above the bathing point, about sixty troops were already ascending the Black Cat Track towards House Copper, a simple tin-roofed hut. ‘Take a look at that,’ Dunshea told Jones as he handed him the binoculars. Jones replied, ‘I can’t count the buggers either, but they’re Japs alright.’13


  The Japanese had been moving along the Black Cat Track for four days; Dunshea and Jones had seen the first indication of the passage of some 1500 enemy troops. Looking closer, Dunshea observed that the well-disciplined Japanese had deliberately trodden in each other’s footsteps, preventing aerial observers from seeing how heavily the track was being used. The footsteps were quite deep—an indication that hundreds of men had passed, all carrying weighty loads. One of those men noted in his diary on 24 January, ‘After marching for nine days knapsacks and boots are badly worn, spectacles become blurred and we have no strength left to rub the rust off our swords.’14


  However, back at Kanga Force headquarters Brigadier Moten was unable to think beyond the theory that the enemy force in the area was only a strong patrol.15 Moten certainly saw no direct threat to Wau, and sent the other three 2/6th Battalion companies out of the town. One went down the Bulolo Valley, another moved up the Buisaval Track on the heels of Jones’s men, and a third went to reinforce Captain Winning’s 2/5th Independent Company at Black Cat mine. On 22 January, Winning had sent a reconnaissance patrol along the Black Cat Track towards House Copper in an effort to determine the strength of the Japanese force. However, the enemy troops had already moved up an alternative track, later named the Jap Track, which branched off near House Copper. Two nights later, Winning’s men looked south across the valley from the Black Cat mine and saw intermittent glimpses of what looked like firelight through the trees on the adjacent ridge. These were the lights of the Okabe Detachment.16


  Next day, it was confirmed that the Japanese were cutting a new track. Assuming that an attack on his position was inevitable, Winning sent a message to Moten that the enemy’s ‘patrol’ was swinging back towards the Black Cat mine.17 He was wrong on two counts: it was no mere patrol, and it was headed for Wau. Though Moten now had more troops available, he still did not recognise the threat, and sent the two newly arrived companies from Lieutenant Colonel Danny Starr’s 2/5th Battalion up to Skindiwai. He also ordered a three-way push to squeeze out the Japanese ‘patrol’. Jones’ company would move up behind from the Bitoi, Captain Hugh ‘Mick’ Stewart’s company would move down the Black Cat Track to link with Jones, and Captain Wilfrid ‘Bill’ Sherlock’s company, which had moved across from Ballam’s Camp, would advance east from the Wandumi area, outside Wau.


  At dawn on 28 January, Jones’ company moved out of the Bitoi River gorge, following the Black Cat Track towards Wau. Pat Dunshea was one of the forward scouts, leading the struggling company up a kunai-covered ridge. He moved cautiously, some 20 metres behind the leading scout, until he was about 400 metres from House Copper. At this point, a giant fig tree, bereft of foliage, had fallen across the track. The first scout crawled through the tree limbs and went ahead, but he soon returned, firing his Tommy gun back up the track to the spot where had been ambushed. Dunshea joined in with a burst from his Tommy gun as a barking dog came down the track, followed by its handler. Firing in bursts of two or three shots to save ammunition, Dunshea scrambled down the steep slope. He shot the dog dead when it was almost on him, along with its handler. More enemy soldiers arrived and a shot from one hit Dunshea in the left hand. The same bullet damaged the drum magazine on his Tommy gun, so he threw a grenade, forcing the Japanese patrol back towards House Copper.18


  With dusk approaching and his company’s advance stalled, Jones ordered his men to pull back to the kunai ridge for the night. He then sent for native stretcher bearers; four men had already been wounded, and the two stretcher cases each needed at least four carriers. Continuing the advance would risk even more casualties, so with ammunition and food running low and the company out of radio contact, Jones made his decision. ‘Rightly or wrongly,’ he later wrote, ‘I decided to get back to Buibaining.’19 Since Jones knew that the operation also involved an advance on House Copper from the other direction, his failure even to hold a blocking position seems unduly hasty.


  Captain Stewart, approaching from the other direction, was carrying three radio sets, yet within five hours of leaving Black Cat mine he had lost all communications. Incessant rain and a muddy track meant further delays, and Stewart’s company did not reach the start of the Jap Track near House Copper until 1230 on the following day, 29 January. By then there was no sign of the Japanese or of Jones’ company. Under orders to make contact with the enemy force, Stewart sent his company along the Jap Track, a 2-metre-wide, ‘very well defined old track’ that ‘you could drive a jeep down.’ His men soon came upon a dying Chinese carrier, who was able to tell Stewart that the track had not been used for two days. After a runner brought new orders, Stewart took his company back to hold the junction before returning to Black Cat mine on 31 January.20


  Back on the outskirts of Wau, Captain Bill Sherlock’s company had concentrated at Wandumi village by 27 January. His men were joined by about twenty 2/5th Independent Company commandos under Lieutenant Kerr. Sherlock badly needed the extra men, as his company was at less than half strength, with only three officers and fifty-seven men spread among the three platoons.21 Lieutenant Edward St John led 9 Platoon, but the other two had sergeants in command, Charles Payne and Jim Wild. Patrols that day had encountered Japanese scouts at the eastern end of Wandumi Ridge. Ordered to advance up the track the next morning, Sherlock’s men would soon find how many more were behind them.


  That same afternoon, General Okabe and Colonel Kohei Maruoka met at Wandumi Trig Point, from where they could see Wau spread out in the valley below. Maruoka then conferred with his two battalion commanders, Lieutenant Colonel Shosaku Seki and Major Kikutar Shimomura, to plan the final advance on Wau. Seki’s men were ready to move at 1900, just after dusk. But the track down to the eastern end of Wandumi Ridge followed a narrow path through thick jungle, and some sections were fairly steep. Though patrols had already gone ahead, in the inky darkness it was nearly impossible for the troops to find the way.22


  When Seki’s men did finally emerge from the jungle, they found that the Australians had occupied Wandumi village and blocked the track along Wandumi Ridge to Wau. The enemy advance faltered. When Sherlock heard the Japanese approaching, he and his men moved back from the village to the ridge, hugging the ground as mortar rounds fell. As the first enemy soldiers moved along the ridge-top track in the pre-dawn light, Johnny Noble took aim with his Bren gun, but when he pressed the trigger he heard only a loud click—the magazine had not been fitted properly. Noble snatched up the weapon and jabbed the first soldier he saw in the stomach before letting fly with his fists. But his mates’ fire drove back the Japanese.23


  Now aware of the scale of the enemy attack, Sherlock positioned his men back along Wandumi Ridge, a narrow and well-defined feature that wound back to the Bulolo River. They had a good field of view both north and south along the ridge’s entire length, and holding it would seriously delay any enemy advance on Wau airfield, only 6 kilometres away across the Bulolo River. With the first probes stymied, the Japanese opened up with heavy mortar and machinegun fire, though most of the mortar bombs failed to explode. After an hour, enemy troops began moving around the right flank, and Sherlock pulled his men 300 metres further back along the ridge. Sherlock placed his strongest platoon, St John’s, forward on and behind a prominent knoll. He positioned his second platoon on the left flank, where the ridge widened, and kept his third platoon in reserve. Kerr’s commandos were placed between the forward and reserve platoons, one section each on the left and right, and one in reserve. The new positions enabled the Australians to overlook any enemy moves from the front and the flanks. Sherlock’s headquarters was further back, in defilade from any frontal fire, though this also meant he could not see the forward positions. There was minimal cover on Wandumi Ridge, and with digging difficult in the hard ground, most men lay flat in the kunai grass, peering through their weapon sights over the crest of the ridge.24


  At 0705 Sherlock reported that more than seventy enemy troops with mortars and a machine gun were in Wandumi village and attacking up onto the ridge against St John’s platoon on the knoll. Fearing that the attackers were coming around the back of the knoll, Sherlock deployed a group of commandos in behind St John on the right side of the ridge to target enemy troops advancing across the open country south of the ridge. Careful not to betray his position, Bill ‘Mucka’ Lines was firing single shots from his Bren gun through a gap in the kunai grass as the troops passed less than 50 metres below him. However, not all the Japanese were ignoring Lines’ fire. One crawled up the side of the ridge through the kunai grass, then stood up and threw a grenade, which exploded directly in front of Lines. ‘For Chrissakes, somebody get me out of here,’ a partially blinded Lines cried out as he staggered towards the enemy. Ossie Kirkman went out, got Lines over his back, and carried him further down the ridge to company headquarters. Sherlock told Lines: ‘I can’t send anyone out with you; I’ve lost all my men.’ So Mucka Lines departed alone, making his way down Slippery Ridge to the Bulolo River, where a local villager helped him across.25


  Back on the forward knoll, one of St John’s men had been killed and another four wounded. They included Johnny Noble, who was badly wounded in both legs. The platoon sergeant, Jamieson Gray, had gone out and, with the help of St John, brought Noble back to company headquarters. Sherlock, ever the stickler for discipline, simply asked Noble, ‘Corporal, where’s your rifle?’26


  At 0740, Sherlock reported that his force was ‘holding them nicely’ but requested more ammunition. Most of the enemy troops had been making their move on Sherlock’s right flank, bypassing the ridge and heading down towards Kaisenik. However, Lines and other Australian marksmen were making it a difficult passage. Sherlock’s men still held the key ground between the Japanese and Wau. Some of the Japanese were tying bunches of kunai grass over their backs and heads as camouflage to avoid being picked off by the Australians, one of whom told Ossie Kirkman: ‘Watch the kunai grass. If it moves, shoot it.’27


  Further out to the southeast, Lieutenant Lin Cameron’s platoon had been ordered to move across from Ballam’s to reinforce Sherlock. Moten’s rash decision to send the two 2/5th Battalion companies out of Wau was coming back to haunt him. At 0905, Sherlock again requested ammunition and supplies, particularly water. He also asked for native carriers to help evacuate his wounded, who were lying out in the open kunai and suffering from the rising heat. All the while, the Japanese continued to move across the high ground towards Sherlock’s right flank. Some movement was also reported on the left, along the thickly wooded gully that led down to the Bulolo River. However, Japanese operations were severely dislocated by the loss of Colonel Seki, who had been killed at the head of his battalion.28


  At 0945, Sherlock reported that he was receiving small-arms fire from the Crystal Creek–Kaisenik area. The Japanese troops there had bypassed the ridge and could now easily move on Wau. Moten waited with increasing anxiety for the thirty transport flights that were scheduled to arrive that day, but to his dismay only four planes landed. He sent a frustrated plea to Port Moresby: ‘Flying conditions perfect. What about more planes.’ Unfortunately, though landing conditions at Wau were acceptable, the build-up of cloud in the mountain passes meant that no more flights could get through.29 Moten would have to face the increasingly serious threat on his doorstep with what men and supplies he had left in Wau, and that was very little. Sherlock’s stand on Wandumi Ridge now became crucial: if he could hold up the Japanese for just a day longer, the airfield might be kept in Australian hands until the weather cleared.


  At 1010, Sherlock informed Moten that more troops were moving towards him from Wandumi Trig. Looking through his field glasses at the troops crossing an open kunai patch on the jungle fringe, Sherlock observed, ‘The Japs are going to get a kick up the arse—that’s Winning’s mob’. One of the commandos replied, ‘No, they’re Japs.’ Both men continued watching. As more and more troops moved across the open patch, it became disturbingly obvious that the commando was right.30


  Winning had left Black Cat mine for Wandumi that morning with a mixed force of five officers and eighty-seven other ranks. Most of the men were inexperienced: even the commando platoon, under the recently arrived Lieutenant Jack Blezard, had only three of the original commandos from May 1942 among its twenty-eight men. Winning thought his men could be at Wandumi by midday provided they met no opposition. It was a vain hope. The party moved up the ridge to the Jap Track junction and followed the track down towards Wandumi, but they soon ran into stiff resistance and were forced to withdraw.31 Blezard—the son of a colonel who had fought with distinction in the First World War—was killed six days later.


  At 1210, Moten ordered Captain Nick Watts to keep the supply route to Sherlock open. Watts sent six of his 2/8th Field Company engineers up onto the ridge, four of them carrying much-needed ammunition. Meanwhile, Cameron’s platoon of twenty-five men had arrived from Ballam’s to bolster Sherlock’s weakened company. One section was placed on the right, another on the left, and the third with Cameron in reserve.32


  Two hours later, Sherlock sent twelve men back to Wau with some of the wounded. He was becoming concerned by the number of Japanese infiltrating down the heavily wooded gully on the left flank, and also wanted to ensure that the track down to the Bulolo River was kept open. Noble, whose legs were shattered, was carried out by two commandos, sitting on their rifles with his arms around their shoulders. They later cut some tree branches to make a rough stretcher. ‘It could be worse,’ Noble told one of them, and he displayed the two holes in his jumper where a bullet had entered and exited as it creased his stomach. After they crossed the Bulolo River at the suspension bridge at Kaisenik, a jeep carrying other wounded men took Noble aboard. It drove back to Wau through a gauntlet of Japanese infiltrators already alongside the road.33


  A wounded Jack Eaton also came down off the ridge. ‘They’ve got the Bull,’ he told the other commandos. Lieutenant Tom Bullock, despite telling his men to keep their heads down, had stood up to direct 2-inch mortar fire and been fatally hit. Sherlock’s runner, Allan Smith, later observed that ‘their snipers were very hot on our Bren gunners and mortar positions, killing and wounding the operators.’34


  Sherlock’s calls for help were becoming desperate. Cameron heard him bluntly tell a staff officer to ‘tell the Brigadier to get off his big . . . and if he trained his field glasses on Wandumi Trig Point he would see they [the enemy] were more than a strong fighting patrol.’35 Moten could easily look across onto Wandumi Ridge from his headquarters on the other side of the valley, so he should have been aware of the threat Sherlock faced. Observers near the airfield spotted ‘long lines of Japs like a plague of ants,’ while the Kaisenik people, having fled from their village, stood on a ridge to the south and watched as ‘they came like the rain.’ It was no mere patrol.36


  By mid-afternoon, Sherlock’s men were in desperate straits. In the cloying heat of the kunai grass, the men were out of water and under growing pressure from the enemy. After crawling up through the thicker kunai on the Australians’ left flank, the Japanese launched a heavy attack and finally managed to get among St John’s forward positions around the crucial forward knoll. Ossie Kirkman was up there: ‘It gradually got thicker and thicker and then they started screaming . . . they were close then.’37 At 1455, after Sherlock sent a desperate message—‘Look like being overrun, am cut off’—Moten immediately replied, ‘Sending all help possible.’38 The dozen or so remaining men from St John’s platoon had indeed been overrun. The few survivors made it back through the commandos’ lines. From a smaller ‘pimple’ behind the knoll, John ‘Sandy’ McNaughton covered the withdrawal with his Bren gun.39


  The Japanese soldiers quickly took over the captured knoll and began firing onto the now revealed positions further down the ridge. At 1510, Sherlock signalled Moten, ‘Things very hot, any help sent may be too late, one platoon overrun, countering now.’40 Knowing that the loss of the knoll exposed the other positions on the ridge, Sherlock prepared a counterattack. He rapidly gathered the remnants of St John’s men, two or three commandos, and Lyn Wilkinson’s section from Cameron’s platoon, some twenty men in all. He refused Cameron’s request to lead the attack: this was Sherlock’s moment.41 Snatching up a rifle, he dashed past his men with bayonet fixed, inspiring them to follow him. Bill Hooper later recalled that ‘It was only due to him leading us that we went back up that hill again. He led the whole way.’ The bayonet charge was too much for the Japanese on the knoll. ‘The Nips simply could not stand it . . . they all turned tail and shot back down the other side.’ Keith ‘Paddy’ Long gave covering fire with his Bren gun—quite a feat given that at Mubo, just a few weeks before, he had burned his hands so badly changing a Vickers barrel that he had to wear socks to protect the raw flesh.42


  At 1525, another message came from Sherlock’s position: ‘Attack on Wandumi still in progress, trying desperately to stop them.’ Moten now realised that he would have to strip Wau in order to hold Wandumi Ridge as long as possible. He now sent seven officers and 139 men from 2/5th Battalion to the ridge. Lieutenant Rex Samson’s platoon, with twenty men, had already left for Ballam’s at 1400. Once they reached Crystal Creek they were diverted to Wandumi Ridge.43 An hour later, a composite force of another forty men from Headquarters Company followed, with orders to relieve Sherlock. The 2/5th’s 2IC, Major James Duffy, was given command of this scratch force, which included cooks, transport drivers, and even the battalion barber. With next to nothing now left in Wau, Moten sent a desperate plea to General Herring in Port Moresby: ‘Enemy attacking in force. About four hours from Wau. No reserve left. You must accelerate arrival of reinforcements.’44 When Duffy’s force reached the Bulolo River, the water was running very fast and it was not clear how the fully loaded men could cross. A stocky corporal, Bill McAuley, swam across with a rope, but it was too short to tie off. So, with the rope wrapped around one hand and his other hand grasping the tree, McAuley stood fast while the men crossed the river four at a time.45


  Major Adam Muir, the 17th Brigade major, got a message to Sherlock at 1645 to say that reinforcements were on their way. The message arrived none too soon: at 1700, Sherlock reported that the ‘game is on again . . . the Japs are now engaging our positions with grenade and mortar bombs very severely.’ Muir, though not yet in touch with Sherlock, added, ‘the track above Sherlock is thick with Japs.’ At 1755, Sherlock reported, ‘Japs still pouring down past Trig Point. Having more casualties.’46


  With the pressure building, Duffy’s company arrived. ‘It was a very hard trail and very slow climbing,’ Duffy noted, ‘and by the time we got up there it was getting on towards six o’clock in the afternoon.’ Sherlock put Duffy’s men on his left flank, with Cameron’s platoon on the right. McAuley, who had done such sterling work at the river crossing, lost his helmet while crawling through the kunai grass to the edge of the ridge, exposing his balding head to the setting sun. A burst of enemy machinegun fire took his life.47


  In the gathering gloom, the Japanese were able to move unobserved around the flanks, and this was now the defenders’ greatest concern. Duffy, Sherlock and Cameron conferred and decided to withdraw to the other side of the Bulolo River. But at around 1900, as the men started to move down Slippery Ridge to the river, Major Muir arrived and assumed command. He told Sherlock that Moten’s orders were to hold Slippery Ridge at all costs. The ridge widened at this point, and it was by no means an ideal defensive position, so all the men could do was lie among the kunai grass a short way back from the crest of the ridge. To ensure that no infiltrating enemy troops came up the sides of the ridge and cut them off, several Australians were placed along the flanks extending down towards the river.


  As night fell, St John brought his men back from the knoll. One section at a time would go to ground and provide covering fire as the others passed through, the wounded being dragged across the kunai on groundsheets, a man on each corner. Realising that the Australians had consolidated further back, Japanese troops moved around the flanks to the Bulolo River. When Sherlock made a count of his original company at nightfall, only eighteen remained. At 1823 he sent out what would be his final message to Moten: ‘Don’t think it will be long now. Close up to flank and front about 50 yards in front.’48
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  Through darkness and heavy mist, the Australians could see sudden bursts of light from the Japanese grenades being tossed in their direction. The first ones fell short, then cries of pain went up as they found their marks. Star shells also cast an eerie half-light across the ridge, and the Bren gunners began firing at the shadows moving towards them. Ken O’Keefe was in the forward-most position, covering the main track. His No 2 was cut up by a grenade, but O’Keefe stayed in position with his Bren so the wounded could be evacuated before he too moved back out of grenade range.49


  From behind his Bren gun, Ron Beaver could see the silhouette of a soldier further up the slope throwing grenades. Beaver knew not to fire the Bren at night unless absolutely necessary, because the muzzle flash would ‘draw the crabs.’ But as the Japanese prepared to hurl another grenade, Beaver lifted the barrel to about waist height and fired three single shots at a range of barely 10 metres. The grenadier fell, screaming. Beaver then switched to automatic as more troops moved across the skyline. Thinking they might be stretcher bearers looking for the wounded man, he held his fire. Only when a pistol shot went off in front did he lower the gun and spray the kunai grass. ‘By the time I was finished,’ he recalled, ‘none of those bastards was saying a word.’50


  A deluge of rain drowned out any other noise, including the sounds of Japanese creeping around the Australian positions. The downpour gave the Australians other problems. Lou Nazzari and Jack Brooker were sent back to Wau with a message, but when they got to the Bulolo River, they found it in flood. Unless a way could be found across, all the men on Wandumi Ridge would be cut off. At 0300, Duffy, whose men were still holding the positions on Slippery Ridge, told Moten that the river crossing would be perilous, if not impossible.51 Just before dawn, Sherlock moved most of the remaining men down to the river, looking for a crossing point.


  The twenty to thirty men of Duffy’s rearguard had orders to remain on Slippery Ridge until 0730. As day broke, the Australians opened fire with a 2-inch mortar to delay the Japanese attack, but it wasn’t long before the Japanese returned fire with their own mortars, causing more casualties among Duffy’s men. Then, just on daylight, a line of enemy soldiers came over the crest of the ridge from the east. They were shoulder to shoulder in a straight line, with rifles and bayonets at the trail. The Australians held their fire as another line of men followed the first, rifles also at the trail. Behind them a third line came on. It was like something from a bygone era.52


  Ron Mackie was one of the Bren gunners watching the Japanese troops advancing in line abreast down the ridge. As the first wave crested the hill, clearly silhouetted against the skyline, an officer yelled ‘Fire!’ and the wave just seemed to disappear. ‘They were sitting ducks!’ Mackie observed. Then the second line was targeted, and those troops also went to ground. The third line was already down and crawling forward through the kunai. Then the order came for the Australians to withdraw, and it became a race to get off the ridge and across the river unscathed. Ron Beaver heard a desperate shout: ‘Every man for himself.’53


  Sherlock’s party had stayed on the ridge until the first light of dawn before he took them upstream, heading for the suspension bridge at Kaisenik. However, just before the junction of the Bulolo River with Crystal Creek, Sherlock found a large cedar log that had been felled so it lay across the river between two huge boulders. ‘Come on, boys,’ he called to his men as he straddled the log and made his way across. But as he reached the other side, the stutter of an enemy machine gun was heard. Sherlock called out, ‘Are you an Aussie?’ Another burst of fire was the reply. ‘I’ll give you Japanese, you bastards,’ Sherlock shouted. Leading the others forward, the brave captain was killed. There had been no more valiant soldier on this battlefield than Bill Sherlock: his staunch defence of Wandumi Ridge had created the chance to save Wau, and now he had been killed trying to save his men. ‘Bill Sherlock was wonderful’ Ted St John told Dudley Leggett, ‘He kept us together and inspired us all.’54 In recognition of the man whose bravery and leadership ultimately saved Wau and his own career with it, Brigadier Moten had Sherlock mentioned in despatches.


  Japanese troops had been across the river since the previous afternoon. A transport driver reported seeing troops marching along the Crystal Creek road, and a scratch platoon of transport personnel was sent to defend the banks of Big Wau Creek, adjacent to the airfield. Just up the hill, at Moten’s headquarters, the staff packed up documents and hid them in a deep gully nearby. The end seemed nigh.


  General Okabe’s plan had been for Seki’s II/102nd Battalion to attack along the ridge and for Shimomura’s I/102nd Battalion to head out to the south of the ridge and cross the river near Kaisenik. However, fearing that they could be fired on from Wandumi Ridge or bombed by Allied aircraft while crossing the open country in daylight, the men of Shimomura’s battalion waited until nightfall on 28 January before advancing from the cover of the jungle.55 The soldiers set off in single file following a small creek towards the Bulolo River near Kaisenik. For the last few hundred metres, they were up to their chests in water, as rain had turned the creek into a torrent. On reaching the Kaisenik area, the Japanese found Australian supplies hidden in the jungle. For the starving troops it was manna from heaven, but it also caused a serious delay in their advance on Wau. By daybreak on 29 January, Okabe’s headquarters group was still short of the suspension bridge, while the majority of Shimomura’s battalion had become hopelessly lost in the dark. They had gone too far south towards Ballam’s, and the first troops did not reach the suspension bridge until 0350; most did not arrive until daybreak.


  Apart from not being in position to attack Wau that morning, Shimomura had allowed two companies of the Australian 2/5th Battalion to cross the bridge at about 0330. These companies had descended the treacherous track from Ballam’s in the darkness and rain, each man clutching the gas cape of the man in front.56 By 0430 they had reached the Crystal Creek road and were heading for Wau. Even then, the Australian companies could have been stopped by Japanese troops alongside the road. Captain Cam Bennett pushed his men hard: ‘We saw in the fast-fading night, quite a lot of people sitting on both sides of the road, but a little way back from it . . . we were well past them before they opened fire.’57 As dawn broke on 29 January, there were only seven scratch platoons defending Wau against the best part of two Japanese battalions, so the arrival of these two companies was critical.
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  That same morning, New Guinea Force headquarters informed Moten that everything possible would be done to get the planes into Wau that day. The Australians were very fortunate that a new air transport group had recently arrived from the United States: thirty planes would be available to fly into Wau once the weather cleared. But the blanket of cloud over the valley prevented an early start to the airlift. American fighters patrolled the sky above Wau, anxiously waiting to report a break in the fog, which came at around 0900. The sound of the transports soon filled the valley, and the first plane landed at 0915. The aircraft landed in pairs, then taxied up to the top end of the strip before turning and opening their doors to disembark the troops. The wounded were taken out on those first planes.58


  Captain John May watched. It ‘was all movement now,’ he wrote, ‘the grey Douglas transports turning and facing down the runway, their sides clanging open, the unhurried speed of the soldiers disembarking and grouping ready for battle.’59 From up on the Black Cat Track, Stephen Murray-Smith also watched the troops disembark and move straight into defensive positions. ‘Life blood of green,’ he later wrote.60 There were fifty-nine flights that day. They brought 814 men to Wau: the balance of the 2/5th, and all of Lieutenant Colonel Henry Guinn’s 2/7th Battalion. Major Keith Walker, one of Guinn’s company commanders, had his hat shot off as he left the aircraft, and later wrote of ‘one of my lads being wounded and going back on the same plane to Moresby.’61 Three platoons under Walker immediately moved out to contact the Japanese troops, who were still gathering along the Crystal Creek road near Leahy’s Farm.


  At 1630, under sniper fire from trees around the old slaughter yards, Walker ordered two platoons to attack Leahy’s Farm. It was soon apparent that a strong enemy force was massed in the woods behind the farm. The enemy’s machinegun and mortar fire forced the Australians back along the road, where they dug in. However, Walker’s attack had achieved its aim, preempting any planned enemy move that afternoon and keeping the Japanese at arm’s length from Wau. With two Australian battalions defending the town, the opportunity for Japanese success had now all but disappeared. So why had the Okabe Detachment not attacked that day?


  After gathering on the Wau side of the suspension bridge by the early morning of 29 January, Shimomura’s battalion did advance, but it tried to get behind Wau airfield via the thickly wooded, rugged country to the south of Crystal Creek. The cover prevented any air attack, and the Japanese troops were also able to gather some food from the native gardens in the area, but neither of those benefits outweighed the loss of time. The most potent force of the Okabe Detachment spent the two most critical days of the battle wandering around southeast of Wau, with very little idea of where it was going. The condition of the men did not help. Lieutenant Yoshiro Saito wrote: ‘This was our fifteenth day we had been beaten by rain, gone without food and walked till our boots filled with blood.’62


  Next morning, 30 January, two 25-pounder guns from 2/1st Field Regiment, commanded by Captain Reg Wise, were flown into Wau. While the guns were quickly assembled at the airfield, Wise joined Walker’s forward troops on the Crystal Creek road. The gunners were well practised at the task, and once assembly was completed two jeeps were used to position the guns on the airfield’s northern side. The first target was registered by 1130, just over two hours after the guns had landed.


  At 1650 that afternoon, as Wise looked out from his ridge-top position down the Crystal Creek road, he could hardly believe his eyes: ‘Approx 400 Japs advanced in column of lump along the road right in front of me.’63 Wise used the phone to give the order to fire, and the first rounds fell just behind the Japanese commander, killing him and a number of his men. Wise next directed the shelling onto those attackers who had moved off the road. The shells included phosphorus smoke rounds, which set the kunai grass on fire. The effect was devastating, and any troops still advancing were soon picked off by the Australian infantry. The Japanese force then faced an air strike from six RAAF Beaufighters, which streaked over Leahy’s Farm on a strafing run. The attack had been stopped in its tracks.


  It was the enemy’s last thrust for Wau, though it would take more costly fighting to evict the Japanese from the area. Meanwhile, further Australian attacks to cut the Jap Track behind Wandumi Trig Point and isolate the Okabe Detachment would prove fruitless. On 12 February, a message was received at Eighteenth Army Headquarters in Rabaul advising of the failure of the Wau operation. Two days later, the withdrawal of the Okabe Detachment remnants to Mubo, which had already been underway for three days, was officially authorised. Some 1200 of Okabe’s men did not return from Wau but Yoshiro Saito did, reaching Mubo on 21 February. ‘They washed my body in the river,’ he wrote. ‘They gave me a new shirt and fed me more porridge, then I realised I was alive.’64
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  ‘A horrible dream’


  Bismarck Sea

  March 1943


  The glassy blue surface of the Bismarck Sea shimmered beneath a cloudless sky, the cloak of morning mist gone ‘as though wiped away’ by the sun. Major General Kane Yoshihara, the Chief of Staff of the Japanese Eighteenth Army, was aboard the destroyer Tokitsukaze, part of a convoy headed for Lae. Tokitsukaze translated as ‘favourable wind,’ but on this morning the weather would not favour the Japanese. As Yoshihara discussed disembarkation procedures below decks, disaster came from above. The destroyer stopped dead in the water, ‘as though the ship had struck a rock.’ By the time he reached the deck, a bewildered Yoshihara saw that only half the convoy vessels were still afloat. From many others, smoke billowed into the sky.1


  Flight Lieutenant Ron ‘Torchy’ Uren’s Beaufighter carried an extra passenger that morning: Damien Parer. He stood behind Uren, bracing his legs across the entrance well and balancing his movie camera on Uren’s head as the plane began its strafing run. Parer later told Burton Graham: ‘The first thunder of fire gives you a shock. It jars at your feet and you see the tracers lashing out ahead of you, and orange lights dance before your eyes on the grey structure of the ship.’2 Parer ‘came back literally frothing at the mouth with excitement. He had got about 5000 feet of the best material he had ever seen.’3
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  With the loss of the Papuan beachheads, Lieutenant General Hitoshi Imamura, the Japanese Eighth Area Army commander in Rabaul, planned to reinforce Lae and again threaten Wau. Emboldened by the successful convoy to Lae in January, he was now proposing that another be sent. Some 6600 army personnel, one-third of them from Lieutenant Colonel Torahei Endo’s 115th Infantry Regiment, along with tons of supplies, would be carried on eight transports. These ships would be escorted by eight destroyers and protected from above by forty naval and sixty army aircraft.4 The Eighteenth Army commander, Lieutenant General Hataz Adachi, and his staff accompanied the troops. Though aerial reconnaissance had hinted at such a convoy, Allied Intelligence was working with an ace up its sleeve: ULTRA decrypts of Japanese naval signals. On 19 February, Lieutenant Commander Rudolph Fabian’s Fleet Radio Unit in Melbourne handed General MacArthur decrypted messages that indicated there would be a convoy to Lae in early March.5


  For Lieutenant General George Kenney, commander of the US Fifth Air Force, responding to this was very much a case of making do. The European theatre took priority, so he had little choice about the type and number of aircraft he could use. The planes that were available then had to be adapted for the tasks at hand, including sinking enemy shipping. Kenney was very keen on the ‘attack aviation’ concept, encompassing low-level strafing and bombing. Accordingly, he had re-equipped his only light bomber group, the Grim Reapers of the 3rd Bomb Group, with Douglas A-20 Havocs and North American B-25 Mitchells instead of dive bombers. The 3rd BG material officer, Major Paul ‘Pappy’ Gunn, had then made significant modifications to the aircraft. The Bostons were fitted with four .50-calibre guns in the nose and two 1700-litre long-range fuel tanks in the bomb bay. The lower turret and tail gun were removed from the Mitchells and four .50-calibre machine guns were installed in the nose, with another four in forward-firing gun pods mounted on the chin of the plane. Two crew members per plane were also dispensed with.6 Given that the 3rd BG would have a major role in any convoy-busting mission, the crews practised mast-level skip-bombing, in which the sides of the shipwrecked Pruth, aground on Nateara Reef off Port Moresby, were directly targeted by releasing the bomb early and letting it skip across the water into the hull.


  Group Captain William ‘Bull’ Garing was the commander of RAAF No. 9 Group, responsible for all operational Australian air units in New Guinea. Kenney thought highly of Garing, and later said he was ‘active, intelligent, knew the theatre and had ideas about how to fight the Japs.’7 Garing believed a properly rehearsed plan that integrated all available aircraft was needed to target the next convoy. As soon as the convoy came within range of the Havocs and Mitchells, all available aircraft would need to concentrate and attack in quick succession, overwhelming any defences. Garing allocated the Beaufighters of Squadron Leader Brian ‘Black Jack’ Walker’s No. 30 Squadron RAAF a key role in the plan. They would strafe the bridge to disrupt each ship’s command.8


  The sixteen-vessel convoy left Rabaul at 0200 on 1 March and followed a route along the northern coast of New Britain. Allied air reconnaissance was hampered by stormy weather, but one plane spotted the ships that afternoon. As night fell, a Japanese soldier on board wrote that ‘the moon has already dropped below the horizon and we sailed on with uneasiness in the darkness.’9


  On 2 March, eight B-17 Flying Fortresses from the 63rd Bomb Squadron made the first attack. The three leading bombers, led by Major Ed Scott, claimed two ships sunk, one ‘breaking in half and sinking within two minutes.’10Teiyo Maru had been hit aft by two bombs, but it was not badly damaged. However, Kyokusei Maru took a direct hit, caught fire, and drew away from the convoy; it eventually sunk. Some 850 troops on board were transferred to the destroyers Asagumo and Yukikaze, both of which raced ahead of the convoy and landed the rescued men at Lae that night.11


  RAAF Catalina crews took over the shadowing of the convoy that night. Geoff Watson, the radio operator on Flight Lieutenant Terry Duigan’s Catalina, transmitted the vital radio message that the convoy was heading south through the Vitiaz Strait towards Lae. Duigan dropped bombs on one of the escorting destroyers and watched as ‘the bursts came marching up the middle of the wake and the last one shaved the stern.’ Unfortunately, navigator ‘Bob’ Burne had entered the ship as ‘stationary’ in the bomb sight. After a mission lasting more than fifteen hours, Duigan’s aircraft returned to Cairns.12
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  Bismarck Sea convoy route


  Torpedo-carrying Beauforts from RAAF No. 100 Squadron left Milne Bay before dawn on 3 March. Despite the heavy weather, two aircraft launched torpedo attacks on the convoy, but neither was successful.13 However, this action would lead the Japanese captains to misjudge the next attack, by Beaufighters.


  The day dawned clear over Port Moresby, and a growing noise reverberated from the surrounding ranges. As planned, all available aircraft gathered at staggered altitudes over Cape Ward Hunt, approximately halfway to the target area, at 0930. Though he had been grounded by the medical officer, ‘Black Jack’ Walker accompanied the Lightning escorts in his Beaufighter to watch over the battle. Sergeant Dave Beasley, the observer in Pilot Officer George Drury’s Beaufighter, noted that ‘the sky looked jammed full of planes.’14 Thirteen B-17s made the first attack. One was shot down by enemy fighters, which were then engaged by the Lightning escorts. Three of these were also lost, but they had helped divert the enemy fighters from the main attack force, which was now racing in at low level.15


  The Beaufighters came in just above the waves. With four 20-mm Hispano cannons in the nose and six .303 Browning machine guns in the wings, they were formidable opponents. Each Beaufighter picked its own target. Expecting another torpedo attack, the ship captains misread the threat and turned their bows to the attackers, thus allowing the entire length of their vessel to be strafed. The RAAF planes kept strict radio silence, but when the excitable Americans got over the convoy, they had a lot to say. George Drury overheard one: ‘Oh, baby, look at those boys down there, let’s go get ’em.’ The American pilots also got to the target area ahead of time, so their bombs were falling around the Beaufighters as they went in.16


  Flight Lieutenant Dick Roe was strafing a vessel at masthead height when a bomb from a Mitchell exploded on its deck. The debris dented his plane. Flight Lieutenant George Gibson had a similar experience when a bomb exploded amidships as he flew between a vessel’s masts.17 Sergeant Moss Morgan had just opened fire on a transport when a Mitchell passed in front of his Beaufighter and dropped two 500-pound bombs. The first hit the ship, and Morgan watched as ‘the whole thing blew up right in front of me.’ The second bomb skipped right over the top. Morgan observed that ‘it seemed a nasty experience to see a 500 lb bomb whistling past your ear.’18


  Flying only 10 metres above the waves, George Drury managed to line up three of the transports in a row and made his run on the first of them. ‘It was the start of five minutes of mayhem and pumping adrenaline,’ he said. He was attacking the ships from the side, as he was moving too fast to target them beam-on. When his four cannons and six machine guns opened fire, the recoil was tremendous, slowing the plane considerably. Then a Mitchell came in over a ship at masthead height and landed a bomb on the stern, spreading flame and debris in all directions. As Drury pulled up for a run at the second freighter, he realised that the terrific reverberation from his guns had blown the globe in his gun sight out of alignment. However, he was able to aim his tracers—one for every four bullets—at the ship’s waterline, then ease up the nose to fire at the bridge. He had to bank his plane at the end of his strafing run so as to fly between the masts, and could see fires starting as he passed overhead. As Drury pulled his plane up for the run on the third freighter, his observer, Dave Beasley, shouted, ‘Bandit, dive left!’ Drury headed off close to the waves, jinking the aircraft about by walking the rudder from side to side.19


  The Beaufighter of Flying Officer Bob Brazenor and Sergeant Fred Anderson strafed a 7000-ton transport from stern to bow. Then, as Brazenor attacked a second vessel, he was jumped by a Zero. Anderson could see the enemy plane coming down at them from above, the gun ports smoking. He yelled out to warn Brazenor, who, like Drury, stayed low and headed out of the battle, dragging the Zero with him.20 In another Beaufighter, Sergeants Ron Downing and Danny Box had their port engine and elevator disabled by anti-aircraft fire. Despite being wounded, Downing managed to crash land the aircraft at the forward airstrip at Popondetta.21 The Beaufighters were sturdy steeds, and, as Garing had anticipated, their strafing severely disrupted the transports’ commands, as well as their anti-aircraft defences. They also distracted the Japanese fighters, giving the Mitchells and Havocs an easier passage.


  As the Beaufighters went in, thirteen Mitchells bombed from medium altitude before Major Ed Larner’s twelve Mitchell strafers came in at sea level. Larner told his men, ‘I’m making a run on that lead cruiser. You guys pick out your own targets.’ Larner went in broadside, strafing first and then crashing two delayed-action bombs into the side of the destroyer Shirayuki. One of the bombs hit the aft turret and the magazine exploded, blowing the stern off the ship. On board the Kembu Maru, Tagayasu Kawachida watched the well coordinated attack on Shirayuki. He saw the first plane to attack, a Beaufighter, come from the port side and strafe the ship with machinegun fire. As the destroyer took evasive action, altering course and zig-zagging, a second aircraft attacked, planting its bombs squarely amidships. In the back of Drury’s Beaufighter, Dave Beasley watched as a bomb ‘blew the arse right off ’ the destroyer. The low-level attacks were devastating: of thirty-seven bombs dropped by Larner’s Mitchells, seventeen were claimed as direct hits. The Havocs had similar results.22


  The destroyer Arashio was hit and collided with the abandoned naval supply ship Nojima, which had been disabled during the initial attacks. Masuda Reiji, who was working in the Arashio engine room, observed: ‘Our bridge was hit by two 500-pound bombs. Nobody could have survived. . . . Somehow those of us down in the engine room were spared.’ The chief engineer and Reiji took over the ship, which was still able to make five or six knots. A second attack caused further damage, but eight men continued to steer the ‘ship of horrors.’23 Aboard Tokitsukaze, which was hit by the low-level bombers at around 1010, the Eighteenth Army headquarters staff, including Yoshihara, hurriedly abandoned ship. They transferred to Yukikaze, which had returned from Lae after its earlier rescue mission.24


  The low-flying Mitchells soon found Kembu Maru. ‘Now they turn their attention to a small cargo vessel, perhaps a 500-tonner,’ Burton Graham wrote. ‘One hit is made right off. It is too easy. Another hit on the port side. She lumbers about in the foam and then catches fire.’25 The hundreds of fuel drums on board soon exploded and the ship sank within five minutes. Like the other six transports, Shinai Maru was attacked within that first deadly fifteen minutes. A bomb hit amidships, setting the vessel ablaze, and it sank an hour later.26 On Oigawa Maru, Second Lieutenant Kiyoshi Nishio watched as ‘a cloud of aircraft appeared.’ The ship sped up, but was hit just aft of amidships by two bombs and immediately caught fire. The engine room had been blasted, and the powerless vessel stopped dead in the water.27Taimei Maru was bombed five times. Its lifeboats were smashed, forcing the troops and crew to jump overboard.28 On Teiyo Maru, the helpless Japanese soldiers watched the low-level bombers approach from three directions before one bomb struck the top deck and a second stopped the engine. The blazing ship was soon abandoned.29 By 1015, all seven of the Japanese transports were sinking.30


  Back at Port Moresby, as the second series of air attacks began, William Travis wrote: ‘They’re going out; bombing; returning; loading up again . . . the crews are drawing straws and fighting to see who gets to go out next!’31 That afternoon, Squadron Leader Charles Learmonth led a strike by five RAAF No. 22 Squadron Bostons which found the destroyer Asashio still afloat. The Bostons attacked it in pairs, and despite a heavy anti-aircraft barrage, two of their bombs hit Asashio amidships, sealing its fate.32


  The four surviving destroyers withdrew up the Vitiaz Strait and gathered east of Long Island. There they were joined by the destroyer Hatsuyuki, which refuelled them and, together with the damaged Uranami, returned 2700 survivors to Rabaul. The three other destroyers, with minimal crews, refuelled and headed back to assist other survivors.33 Over the course of the battle, the destroyers rescued some 3800 men.34


  Next day, there was another, less palatable mission for the Beaufighters. The air crews were ordered to strafe the survivors as they clung to their overloaded lifeboats. It was unpopular work. However, it did not violate the rules of war: the Japanese soldiers had not surrendered and would fight in the front lines if they reached land. Most of the lifeboats drifted further south and ended up in Allied territory. Documents were captured on Goodenough Island that provided a very accurate picture of enemy deployments. Captain Aubrey McWatters noted that ‘We gradually learned [a patrol from the 47th Battalion] had picked up the stud book and all the box and dice, etc.’35 It was estimated that 352 survivors were killed as a result of strafing by aircraft and attacks by patrol boats.36


  General MacArthur rightly commended his airmen. ‘It cannot fail to go down in history as one of the most complete and annihilating combats of all time,’ he said of the Bismarck Sea battle. ‘My pride and satisfaction in you is boundless.’ General Kenney, who was on his way to America to argue for more aircraft, added: ‘Tell the whole gang that I am so proud of them I am about to blow a fuze.’37 The acting New Guinea Force commander, Lieutenant General Iven Mackay, put the victory into perspective, saying, ‘You have inflicted more casualties on the Japanese in three days than we could do in three months.’38


  MacArthur issued a communiqué estimating that Japanese Army casualties numbered 15,000, all of whom had perished. Australian analysis put total Japanese personnel losses at 6000–7000, less than half MacArthur’s figure, with 3000–4000 survivors. MacArthur declared these new figures ‘glaringly wrong, I cannot fail to take exception to them.’ He also continued to insist that the convoy contained twenty-two vessels: twelve transports and ten destroyers.39 Damien Parer observed: ‘The war’s a phoney MacArthur-made one. He’s blown up a big balloon full of bullshit and some one’ll prick it one day.’40 After the war, it was established that the ships carried a total of 8740 personnel: 2130 naval personnel and 6610 troops. Of these, 2890 men were lost, 2450 of them army personnel and marines.41


  Lieutenant Masamichi Kitamoto watched survivors come ashore at Tuluvu, on the northwestern edge of New Britain. ‘One group was made up of seriously injured men whose faces were covered black with oil. Their eyes were all glassy and deeply sunk into their faces. All were jittery and full of fear as if they were seeing a horrible dream . . . A pitiful scene of a vanquished and defeated army.’42


  After the Bismarck Sea battle, the Allies kept up the pressure on Lae and Salamaua. During March, Learmonth’s Bostons flew seventy-two sorties over Salamaua, six of them on 18 March. On that day, Flight Lieutenant Bill Newton was piloting Boston A28-3, with Flight Sergeant John Lyon as his navigator and Sergeant Basil Eastwood as the rear gunner. During a similar attack two days earlier, Newton had taken four hits from anti-aircraft fire, but despite damage to his plane’s wings, engine and fuel tank, he had managed to return to Ward’s Drome at Port Moresby.43


  The Bostons came in across the ridges west of Salamaua, dropped their bombs on the airfield, then turned to strafe the adjacent buildings. After Newton bombed a building near an anti-aircraft battery, his aircraft’s fuel tank was hit by a cannon shell, forcing him to ditch the burning plane in the ocean off Salamaua.44 Eastwood was killed; Newton and Lyon swam to shore and were captured. The Japanese considered Newton ‘a person of importance, possessing considerable rank and ability.’ Newton and Lyon told their interrogators that they were only attacking the store buildings, not Japanese personnel, and stressed that, ‘We are fighting to preserve the Australian mainland.’ On the afternoon of 29 March, having been returned to Salamaua, Newton was told he would be beheaded. Newton looked at the sword and said, ‘One,’ meaning that it should be done in one stroke. Newton’s fate was not uncommon for captured Allied airmen.45 In Lae, navigator Lyon was bayoneted to death. Newton had been flying his 52nd operational mission when his plane was shot down; most of these missions were under enemy fire. For his valour, he was awarded the Victoria Cross.


  In the ranges behind Finschhafen, Captain Lloyd Pursehouse had observed the Bismarck Sea battle from an observation post overlooking the Vitiaz Strait. The quiet, red-headed Coastwatcher had been a patrol officer with the Australian Administration before the war and knew the country well. Familiar with the land and the local people, Pursehouse radioed back vital information on Japanese air and naval movements to Port Moresby. He was one of many Australian Coastwatchers who patrolled the shores of New Guinea and the Solomon Islands, providing the Allied commanders with a priceless advantage over the Japanese. Lieutenant Ken McColl, who had been serving as a Coastwatcher on one of the islands to the north, joined Pursehouse at the end of 1942. After the demise of the merchant ship convoys, Pursehouse and McColl were meant to play a vital role in preventing coastal barges from reaching Lae.


  On 3 April, a month after the Bismarck Sea battle, McColl headed down the track to his and Pursehouse’s forward observation post, leaving Purse-house resting at a hut further back in the jungle. McColl was surprised by a Japanese patrol but managed to dash off into the jungle. When he returned to the hut, the enemy troops had been and gone; Pursehouse was not there. The Japanese had surrounded the hut and fired into it, but Pursehouse had heard them coming and taken off. The two men met up the next day and reached a rear camp, from where they reported to Moresby by radio. Clearly compromised, they were ordered to withdraw across the Markham Valley to Bena Bena. After sixteen months of sterling service, Pursehouse was to be relieved.46
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  ‘Hell, what chaps these are’


  Bobdubi Ridge

  February to July 1943


  He ‘would make your blood go cold at his superlative courage and cool savagery,’ one of his fellow officers said.1 Major George Warfe had already made a name for himself in the Middle East, but in New Guinea, he and his 2/3rd Independent Company would attain legendary status. Once, as his men harried the Japanese retreat along the Jap Track from Wau, Warfe came across a group of Japanese soldiers preparing their dinner, and delayed his attack until the food was cooked so his own men could have a feed afterwards. Another time, Warfe waited at the top of a steep climb for two Japanese soldiers, who reached the crest exhausted. He sat down between them, and when they realised he was not one of them, shot one soldier while a fellow commando dispatched the other.2


  Warfe’s company had flown into Wau on 31 January 1943, at the height of the Japanese attack. Despite early setbacks, by the time they went back across the Jap Track from Wau on the heels of the retreating Japanese, his men had become very astute jungle fighters. Peter Pinney, who went across the track as a signaller with Lieutenant John Lewin’s platoon, illicitly kept a diary in an ‘attempt to record one slender thread of truth.’ Of tailing the Japanese over the Jap Track, he wrote: ‘Followed a muddy ridge churned up by booted feet, past a steady litter of bodies and equipment, discarded weapons . . . the trail leads over the top of a tight-meshed web of roots between some fairly big timber and a lot of lesser trees bearded with moss and lichen, permanently dripping wet.’ When some Japanese tried to waylay Warfe’s commandos, Pinney wrote, ‘the blokes up front blasted their way through the ambush by sheer firepower . . . Our mob outclassed them.’3


  Almost out of food and needing to care for the wounded, Lewin and his platoon returned to Wau. When Brigadier Murray Moten asked, ‘Why did you come back?’ Lewin replied, ‘I had sick and wounded.’ ‘You should have left them,’ Moten told him. ‘I’ll never leave them,’ Lewin said. The lieutenant served with distinction as a front-line commando platoon commander, a captain’s posting, for a further seven months during the Salamaua campaign, yet was not promoted.4 He never left a man behind.


  On 28 February, Warfe’s company was ordered back to Wau and thence to the Bulolo Valley. The men were keener to keep going towards Mubo and Salamaua. ‘For chrissakes,’ Pinney wrote, ‘we slogged our way up that rotten trail to get as far as this: we’ve paid our entrance fee, we’re all here armed and provisioned and in pretty good nick, what the hell’s the point of going back?’5


  The men of the 2/3rd Independent Company would get to threaten Salamaua, but from a different direction. General Blamey had told Moten, ‘I would be glad if you would give consideration to the question of inflicting a severe blow on the enemy in the Salamaua area.’6 That directive would push the Australian Army into the rugged jungle terrain that guarded Salamaua from any approach by land.


  On 9 March Warfe led two of his three platoons across the daunting Double Mountain crossing to Missim, west of Salamaua. Keith Myers recalled, ‘It was seven or eight false crests on Double Mountain, mud up to your knees, all the troops walking over it.’ Brian Walpole said, ‘You had to use both hands to get up there and I can remember you would get up and then you slide back ten or twelve feet and . . . you’d almost feel like crying.’ Later that month, a party of US Army personnel was ‘compelled to give up owing to sheer physical exhaustion.’7


  Although Warfe moved two platoons to Missim, he had major supply problems because the tenuous track across Double Mountain broke down under heavy rains. The carriers arrived at Pilimung exhausted, and air-dropping could deliver only a fraction of the supplies they needed. Though his immediate task was to establish a firm base at Missim and set up an observation post overlooking Salamaua, Warfe wanted more.


  On 1 May, Warfe submitted his plan for future operations to Major General Stan Savige, whose Australian 3rd Division headquarters had now taken command of the Salamaua theatre. Warfe stressed the need to bring a speedy conclusion to such operations: otherwise, malaria, typhus and dysentery would rapidly erode his unit strength.8 Savige did not support the extensive operations that Warfe was proposing, but he did sanction action against the northern end of Bobdubi Ridge to take some of the pressure off Mubo, where the Japanese defence was holding firm. However, Savige would allow Warfe to use only a single platoon for the operation.


  The northern end of Bobdubi Ridge rose like a fortress from the hinterland west of Salamaua, surrounded on three sides by its moat, the Francisco River. On 27 April, Peter Pinney led a three-man patrol to observe and map the Japanese positions there. From the riverbank he watched the approach of five enemy soldiers, one of whom lay down behind a light machine gun while another knelt alongside. Pinney ‘aimed square at the middle of his broad back and squeezed the trigger. He pitched on his face, and the game was on . . . The LMG gunner hesitated. Then of all things began getting up to take his gun behind cover. He didn’t make it, I shot him.’ Pinney and his two mates scooted back up the track to Missim. ‘We were white-haired boys,’ Pinney wrote. ‘Our maps were the first authoritative, dinky-die on the spot information they had had.’9


  Captain Wally Meares’s platoon would make the attack on Bobdubi Ridge, backed up by four Vickers machine guns, strictly non-regulation issue and operated by the transport section. Lieutenant Ken Stephens and his section would move north down the Bench Cut Track from Namling along the eastern side of Bobdubi Ridge to interdict any Japanese moves on or off the ridge. At the same time, Lieutenant John Lillie would take his section around the northern end of the ridge to threaten the enemy’s rear. Both moves were designed to sow panic among the defenders on the ridge. That way, when Meares sent Corporal Andrew ‘Bonnie’ Muir’s section along the ridge top, the defence would break.
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  Bobdubi Ridge area: 2/3rd Ind Coy operations


  Meares’ men gathered on the river flats in the shadow of Bobdubi Ridge early on 3 May, and Peter Pinney pointed out the locations on the ridge that he had chosen for the Vickers guns. There were three Japanese positions along the northern end of the ridge, each centred on a clump of coconut trees, named South, Centre and North Coconuts. Fire from South Coconuts stopped Lillie’s section, which then acted in a holding role while Stephens’ and Muir’s sections manoeuvred around the Japanese position. The Japanese withdrew to Centre Coconuts.


  Pinney went in first and located the enemy position overlooking the river flats. ‘I crawled ten yards to the edge of the knoll and made out quivering bushes and LMG smoke below me,’ he wrote, ‘and lobbed a grenade on top of it and took off crabwise on my belly like a gutshot bluetongue.’ He and George Tropman then guided Muir’s section up to South Coconuts as dusk fell. Pinney wrote, ‘The Nips seemed to know something was going on and opened fire, but they were firing in the wrong direction.’10 Muir also established a position on a dominating feature further back along the ridge which would become known as Old Vickers. From here a Vickers gun could be fired onto the Coconuts and also the Komiatum Track, the Japanese supply route between Salamaua and Mubo.


  Pinney was caught up in the battle. ‘The Vickers opened up with long strong bursts with ricochets and general hell flying everywhere . . . we hugged that dirt. The Nips were throwing everything everywhere: heavy and light machineguns . . . light mortars, grenade launchers.’ However, when Lillie’s section attacked, it was fired on from South Coconuts: after the commandos pulled back to allow the Vickers to fire, the Japanese had boldly reoccupied the position. Pinney watched Lillie’s forward scouts move up. ‘George Head and Tassie [Ossie McDiarmid] crept off to have a looksee, moving very carefully and slowly… and after a few minutes there was a long burst of Jap fire. George came back alone. Tassie was dead . . . we discreetly withdrew.’11


  On 5 May, Lieutenant ‘Jock’ Erskine’s engineer section, moving south along Bobdubi Ridge, opened long-range Bren gun fire on sixty enemy troops moving back from Mubo along Komiatum Track. The first fire left five Japanese dead on the track and fifteen minutes later, another seven were killed. That same day, Savige told Warfe that another large group of enemy troops was expected to move to Mubo. With Meares’ platoon occupied, Warfe grabbed the medical officer, Captain Fred Street, some riflemen and a Vickers gun. This was positioned below Gwaibolom, midway between Muir’s and Erskine’s sections. From here Warfe could see a 250-metre length of the Komiatum Track at a range of 800 metres. When fifty enemy troops moved up the track towards Mubo, a 250-round belt was fired, killing about fifteen Japanese and confusing the rest, who fired wildly at what they thought was an ambush. Later that afternoon, another eighty enemy troops were engaged.12 Damien Parer, who later met Doc Street, wrote of him: ‘He would rather have a gun than a hypodermic needle.’13


  On 6 May, Pinney led Captain Bob Hancock around the northern end of Bobdubi Ridge. ‘There was a bit of a pad, rough and a bit dicey in parts, squeezing along the bank; no scrub bashing. We found the supply trail which feeds Bobdubi, too. Nice piece of information: a sneaky route for an ambushing patrol.’14 Having found Stephens’ section, Hancock deployed the men to better cover the likely route of any Japanese approach. ‘During this time the recce work by Private Pinney was outstanding,’ Warfe later noted. Keith Myers put it another way: ‘Pinney moved like a ghost.’15


  On the morning of 7 May, Bonnie Muir led his section to Centre Coconuts, only to find the enemy troops gone. However, an hour later the Japanese returned and made three counterattacks, each one repulsed. When a fourth attack with mortar support succeeded, Muir withdrew his battered section. Brian Walpole was there: ‘I came face to face with this bloody Jap. We were both surprised. I pointed, he pointed, he was quicker than I am. Went to fire, the bloody thing jammed and he started to run away. So, well that’s not so bad, so I pulled out the Colt and shot him.’16


  That afternoon, Hancock led Lieutenant Gordon Leviston’s section up onto North Coconuts. This put further pressure on the last enemy foothold at Centre Coconuts, where eighteen men were now surrounded on four sides by Leviston, Lillie, Muir and Stephens. Lieutenant Toshio Gunji, who commanded the defenders, estimated that he was being attacked by 100 enemy troops. The Japanese moved quickly to reinforce Gunji, and by dawn the next day sixty enemy soldiers were moving up onto the ridge. Now Stephens’ section came into play, executing a perfect ambush that left twenty Japanese dead on the track and the rest fleeing back to Salamaua.17


  Though denied reinforcement and supplies, Gunji’s men continued to hold out—until the wily Warfe organised a night attack with accompanying flares and amplified screaming. Nerves got the better of the Japanese, and next morning the position was found vacant. ‘The Major came in tonight pleased as Punch,’ Pinney wrote of Warfe. Now in full control of the ridge, Warfe’s four Vickers guns flayed the Japanese columns moving to and from Mubo along the track across Komiatum Ridge. When the Japanese figured out where the Vickers guns were and began to shell them, Warfe would have them moved: ‘Punch and piss off,’ as Pinney put it.18


  The loss of Bobdubi Ridge and the interdiction of the Mubo supply line caused great consternation at the Lae headquarters of Lieutenant General Hidemitsu Nakano, and reinforcements were sent to regain control. A combined force under Lieutenant Takeshi Ogawa arrived at the Komiatum Track junction at dawn on 12 May and gathered up Gunji’s remaining men, who were to guide them across the treacherous terrain onto the ridge.19 That morning the Vickers guns killed another thirty on the track to Mubo. They repeated the dose the following day, even as a burial party was still busy with the first lot.20 Ogawa’s mission to retake Bobdubi Ridge suddenly became very urgent.


  When Ogawa attacked, the Vickers gun on North Coconuts stopped his men in their tracks. The Japanese responded with heavy artillery and mortar fire, and the fighting went on all afternoon before more enemy reinforcements arrived from Salamaua.21 Early on 14 May, Warfe was at his headquarters down on the river flats, ‘cleaning up and getting ready for further mischief,’ when the attack began. Ogawa had moved his men around the flank, ascending Bobdubi Ridge unobserved and overrunning Meares’ position from the south. Meares was about to tuck into some fresh fish when the enemy rushed forward, but he and his men got away. Ogawa now positioned two of his platoons on Old Vickers and the third on a knoll further south. Jock Erskine’s section ran into this platoon, and his section was forced to pull back along the ridge towards Namling.22


  Having recaptured Old Vickers, Ogawa now went after the Coconuts, driving the commandos off the ridge and back across the kunda (cane) bridge over the Francisco River. All men were across by 2030, and the explosions behind them signalled that the booby traps laid by Lieutenant Stan Jeffery’s engineers had ‘caused the Japs no end of excitement.’23 One of those injured was Major General [image: 2] Okabe, whose Okabe Detachment had undertaken the Wau operation. He got a bullet through his right foot after he stepped on one of Jeffery’s nasty toys. As ‘Vin’ Maguire noted, ‘We had all sorts of gadgets.’24


  That night, Savige warned Warfe that Japanese aircraft had landed at Lae and that he could expect attention from them the next day. Peter Pinney watched as they swooped in for the attack. ‘Back came the planes. Judas wept, we’d had the Richard now: we were trapped in the open . . . they could riddle us, like knocking chooks off a perch. But no—they strafed Bobdubi village, blew up our former HQ.’25 Warfe later wrote, ‘We were hilarious when the Japs bombed their own territory.’26


  General Savige later wrote of Warfe’s company: ‘It was their pre-campaign testing which enabled me to tackle the Salamaua campaign confidently. I tested my appreciation by letting Warfe onto Bobdubi Ridge.’ Warfe’s men, he added, ‘prowled their section of the jungle like hungry tigers.’27


  After weeks in the jungle, Warfe’s commandos were filthy and most carried beards. So when Keith Myers and Jim Buckley saw a chap coming up the track from Missim dressed in a safari-type outfit and carrying a large camera, Myers turned to his mate and said, ‘My God, what’s this?’ Buckley replied, ‘Jesus, what have we got here . . . look at this bloody dickhead, where do you think he’s going, a fancy dress ball or something.’ The chap nodded hello as he made his way past. ‘G’day, fellas, how are you?’ ‘Not bad, thanks,’ Myers replied, but Buckley couldn’t resist a jibe: ‘What the bloody hell are you supposed to be, mate?’ ‘My name is Damien Parer.’28


  After resigning from his job as an official war photographer, Parer had returned to the front. Frustrated with the pettiness of the bureaucrats and with the inadequacy of his allowances, he had given three months’ notice on 25 May. ‘They can go to hell!’ he wrote. But before he moved on, he was determined to record the life of a front-line infantry section; the beckoning finger of the Salamaua peninsula had tempted him back. By flying to Wau, he had avoided the Bulldog Track, but Double Mountain still lay ahead. ‘How the hell the native carriers can carry stretcher cases back over that slippery, steep rooty track I can’t imagine,’ Parer wrote of it. ‘This stretch is worse than any I encountered on the Kokoda Trail. Over there eight natives needed on a stretcher—sixteen here.’29 A few weeks later, Keith Myers saw Parer at Namling and told him, ‘I’m sorry for what my mate said.’ Parer replied, ‘Don’t worry about it, I can understand.’ When Myers asked him what he was doing there, Parer replied, ‘Well, I was sent here to take photos of the militia in action . . . I’ve been there a week and they haven’t moved . . . I came over to the fighting men.’30


  In early July, after the 58/59th Battalion had taken over at the north end of Bobdubi Ridge, Warfe’s company was moved to the southern end. This was part of Operation Doublet, a plan to unhinge the Japanese defences in front of Salamaua. It had three main parts: the 58/59th would assault the north and centre sectors of Bobdubi Ridge; an American regiment would be landed at Nassau Bay on the coast; and Moten’s 17th Brigade would make a major attack on Mubo. Warfe’s role was to establish a strong blocking position at Goodview Junction ‘to prevent the escape northwards of enemy forces in the Mubo area.’31 He would provide the anvil for the hammer blow against Mubo.


  Warfe moved down from Missim with two of his three platoons, accompanied by 200 native carriers. From Namling, eighty-five carriers would carry the supplies, two of Warfe’s beloved Vickers guns, and a 3-inch mortar to near Goodview.32 But the 58/59th failed to secure the Orodubi area on Warfe’s left flank, giving the Japanese a clear view of the track to Goodview. On the morning of 6 July, the carrier line was ambushed. Peter Pinney, who had passed through before the Japanese started firing, wrote: ‘Fierce fighting broke out behind us, and stopped . . . A Platoon had been ambushed.’33 Fresh Japanese troops had sprung the ambush as the Australians climbed a steep ridge-top crag later known as Ambush Knoll.


  That night, Brigadier Heathcote ‘Tack’ Hammer ordered Warfe to leave a small force to secure the track and continue to Goodview to carry out his original mission.34 Warfe detailed eight men to hold the position at Wells Junction, bluntly informing them that ‘if the Japs are here when we come back, you better be dead or you’ll be court martialled.’35 Warfe clearly had his difficulties. ‘Hammer was constantly on the phone, the rain was incessant and my temperature was 104 degrees,’ he later wrote. ‘We were all hungry and confusion reigned supreme.’36


  Two of Warfe’s platoons would attack Goodview Junction on 8 July. Wally Meares’ platoon would use Stephens’ Track, and Captain John Winterflood’s men would use the recently blazed Walpole’s Track. On 7 July, Meares’s men moved east along Stephens’ Track and settled for the night at Stephens Hut, about 400 metres west of Goodview Junction. ‘We bedded down in pouring rain after a frugal tea, on sodden ground, in darkness, half an hour from the Komiatum track,’ Pinney wrote. ‘Rain poured down all night. We got up at 4.30 and grateful to bring this travesty of rest to an end, packed drenched things in saturated packs, shaking and shivering with cold.’37


  Winterflood’s men moved off at dawn along Walpole’s Track. ‘It’s very steep,’ Norm Bear recalled. ‘To get along there it was single file. You couldn’t have a broad frontal attack.’ Fred Taylor led the men off the track and around the left flank of the Japanese blocking position, the sound of their approach deadened by the rain. As the Japanese guard dozed, Taylor slipped a grenade into his weapon pit. The explosion brought the rest of the enemy squad to their feet, to be met by Australian gunfire. Once again, Taylor was to the fore, charging in with his Tommy gun and capturing the position, which overlooked the track junction. ‘Les’ Poulson fired single shots from his Bren at a party of Japanese who were setting up a machine gun. ‘He killed seven of them before they woke up to the fact that they shouldn’t be trying to do it,’ Bear recalled.38


  That afternoon, the Japanese counterattacked Winterflood’s position from both flanks. ‘Robbie’ Roberts noted that ‘their aim was too high, as their bullets were hitting the trees above us and showering us with twigs and leaves.’ Winterflood’s men took a toll, but the platoon’s position in a bed of tree roots was untenable, and the men had to withdraw 300 metres up Walpole’s Track. ‘We didn’t have any support,’ Norm Bear said. ‘They had trench mortars. They had a mountain gun. They had half a regiment. We were totally undermanned, not in the race.’ Bear was wounded. ‘I got hit with a bloody bit of mortar shell . . . threw me to buggery getting whacked against a tree and put a hole in my bum, but I was OK. We got out.’ Not everyone did. Out on the flank, Tommy Kidd and ‘Pancho’ Stait were left behind. Next morning, after Stait had taken apart his Tommy gun to clean it, he heard enemy voices on top of the hill. After warning Kidd, he quickly reassembled his gun and the two men took off into the scrub, chased by enemy grenades. They rejoined the unit two days later.39


  To the left of Winterflood, Wally Meares’ platoon had moved up Stephens’ Track before dawn. ‘We adopted a fast pace,’ Ron Garland wrote, ‘as I wished to hit the Japs as early as possible.’ However, when Garland’s section reached the kunai clearing that marked the Mule Track junction, the Japanese machinegunners were waiting. Pinney wrote: ‘Thirty yards away was the bench-cut Komiatum track we’d heard so much about. The forward scouts and first few of the patrol darted across it safely and vanished in a jungled gulley, then suddenly an LMG opened up and swept the track with a long burst.’ The other sections bypassed Garland to the right and reached the main Komiatum Track, only to find a strong enemy position covering its junction with the Mule Track and Stephens’ Track. It would not fall until 8 August, one month later. Pinney wrote: ‘We were still flopping round like a bunch of chooks in a dust bath, selecting defensive positions where we wouldn’t shoot each others’ heads off, when Troppy [George Tropman] saw the leader of a mob coming. Seventy Japs passed us less than ten yards off, happily yodelling to each other like “Hi-ho” in Snow White. And somewhere close by a few hundred yards off, their mates with the LMG are being murdered by rascally intruders. Strange animals, these Nips.’40


  Meares now attacked from the east. ‘We couldn’t tell if the Japs had been reinforced, or how the patrol was doing,’ Pinney wrote, ‘so we began to circle around towards them . . . we attacked three times, and three times we withdrew. It’s not our forte, belting in frontal assault through fixed defences, and I don’t know why we bothered to try . . . It was confused fighting in too much cover where hardly anyone, once they went to ground, could see anyone else, and anyone who poked his head up copped a concentrate of fire.’41 With Japanese reinforcements moving up, Meares withdrew to a blocking position on Stephens’ Track at dusk.


  Later that day, Brigadier Hammer signalled Warfe: ‘Max. no. personnel possible MUST be concentrated in fight for Komiatum Track. Possession must be gained 9 July for success of ops.’42 Warfe stripped his rear areas and sent the men to Goodview Junction, where he was now fighting a full-blown infantry action better suited to a battalion. Signallers, cooks and carrier escorts were brought forward, giving Warfe 102 men on Stephens’ Track and forty-six at Goodview Junction. At Stephens’ Track junction, Pinney wrote, ‘Each of us put in two hours on listening posts through the night, and slept in pelting rain. You couldn’t have seen a Jap admiral at three paces.’43


  The next day, 9 July, started well for Pinney. ‘The everlasting rain cleared, and early morning was ablaze with glorious sunlight, steam drying the patch of open space we own. We stayed where we were, presumably an anchor point to secure the escape route out of this melange of confusion.’44 That morning, Winterflood’s platoon put in another attack. ‘Because it’s a narrow defile,’ Norm Bear recalled, ‘naturally the Japanese have got a machine gun set up on fixed lines, and the first bloke to shove his nose around the corner was killed, Les Prentice, and the whole exercise was called off, recognised of course by George [Warfe] that it was just a wasteful, stupid exercise. And it was.’45 On 14 July, the 2/5th Battalion, after advancing from Mubo, took over Warfe’s blocking position at Goodview.


  Warfe pulled his company back towards Well’s Junction on 14 July, but the Japanese moved faster: two days earlier, they had reoccupied Ambush Knoll, which Warfe’s men now had to capture all over again. Winterflood’s platoon moved off at first light around the precipitous eastern flank, while Meares’ platoon advanced down the main ridge-top track towards the knoll. The two Vickers guns and a 3-inch mortar provided support, with an observer in a tree calling down the range corrections.46


  Meares’ men attacked along a narrow ridge-top track that sloped up to a timbered area where the Japanese were dug in behind a bamboo barricade. Keith ‘Digger’ McEvoy volunteered for the job, thinking ‘it would only be a matter of picking up the souvenirs.’ He would later write: ‘We all make mistakes at some time in life . . . that would be one of my biggest . . . when I got over that barricade with half my shirt ripped off my back by a machinegun burst and four bullet grazes across my ribs I realised it was no place for Mrs McEvoy’s little boy.’ The shouts from Ron Collins kept him going: ‘Come on, Mac, let’s go through the bastards.’ Keith Myers was also there. ‘Fire was going over the top of us more or less, and there was blokes getting hit all the time.’ Myers helped bring one out. ‘I carried him out and I put him down the track. I came back; somebody else got hit. It was bedlam, you know.’47


  Garland’s section followed up the first attack, his eight men charging forward before the heavy fire forced them to ground. Then the adjutant, Lieutenant Frank Harrison, crawled up alongside Garland and said, ‘Let’s charge the bastards.’ As Pinney wrote: ‘He copped a gutful of LMG.’ He would never see his unborn daughter, Frankie Louise. Meanwhile, Winterflood’s approach across the side of the ridge through thick jungle had been a nightmare, but just before dusk his men attacked the eastern side of Ambush Knoll. After taking casualties from captured Australian grenades, Winterflood’s men pulled back.48 But the ferocity of the Australian attacks told: that night, the Japanese infantry squad and engineer platoon defending the knoll also withdrew.49


  The loss of Ambush Knoll rankled with the Japanese. On the evening of 19 July, Ron Garland heard booby traps go off and firing break out further down the track. By the light of a full moon, fresh enemy troops had come up the ridge and cut the track to Wells Junction. They were now coming for Ambush Knoll. Garland told his men to open up with a broadside at waist level along the narrow approach track as soon as he opened fire. When a twig snapped and bushes moved, Garland fired and his men followed suit, cutting the Japanese attackers down.50


  Back at Namling, Warfe had heard the attack and immediately sent two sections from Winterflood’s weary platoon to help. Two Vickers guns were already on their way, manned by the transport section crews. They arrived none too soon. As the second attack came in, it encountered an unexpected wall of fire.51 At dawn, Winterflood’s weakened platoon, carrying much-needed Vickers ammunition, also arrived. The Japanese launched at least fourteen attacks on 20 July, and ammunition was running low: all automatic weapons, including the Vickers guns, were switched to single-round fire.


  Down at Namling, Warfe pulled Brian Walpole aside. ‘Wally, the poor bastards haven’t got any food and they’re running out of ammunition and so forth . . . see if you can find a way we can get up there without the Japs knowing.’ Since the main approach was blocked, Walpole ‘looked at this other side . . . and it’s just straight up . . . and nothing there, virgin jungle.’ Still, that would have to be it. Warfe ‘sent everyone he could up there to take stuff up,’ Walpole recalled. ‘I went up with them . . . carried some food, ammo and your own gear . . . you reckon someone would do it for you, so why wouldn’t you try and do it for someone.’52 Even Damien Parer put down his camera and helped. Jack Arden wrote, ‘It was pitch dark and raining heavily. We had to carry cases of ammo, grenades, food, tins of water and medical gear. At least we knew the direction, it was always up.’53


  The enemy pressure on Bobdubi Ridge forced General Savige to divert a battalion from Moten’s brigade to take over at Ambush Knoll.54 Keith Myers was at Wells Junction when Warfe approached him. ‘I’ve got a job for you, Myers. 2/6th Battalion, they don’t know where we are, but they’re coming to reinforce us. I want you to go and find them.’ When Myers found the infantry company, one asked, ‘Are you having a bit of trouble, can’t you handle it, Snow?’ ‘You’ll find out when you get there,’ Myers said quietly.55 They did. But despite taking losses, they broke through and relieved Ambush Knoll.


  After being relieved, Warfe’s company moved further north along Bobdubi Ridge and took over a position on the reverse slope of the Japanese-held Timbered Knoll. Brigadier Hammer had decided that to maintain the initiative they should attack the knoll, and in the mid-afternoon of 29 July, John Lewin’s platoon moved out to do the job. It would be a tough nut to crack, but help was available: 3-inch mortars, and a fifteen-minute barrage from the artillery on the coast at Tambu Bay. It was the first artillery support the commandos had had since they left Wau.56


  Damien Parer went in with Lewin’s men. Before he left, Parer had the cook fill a drum with hot tea. ‘What are you doing?’ asked Myers. ‘Filling up with tea for youse,’ Parer replied. ‘When you take this ridge, which I know youse are going to do, we’ll have a cup of tea.’ ‘Cup of tea?’ Myers said. ‘I haven’t had a cup of tea for ages. We don’t have cups of tea here.’ ‘I’ll carry it,’ Parer said. And he did.57


  While Parer filmed, ‘Bill’ Robins made his way to the top of a grassy approach ridge and was hit by a burst of fire. His lungs punctured, he rolled back down the slope and ‘Roly’ Good, the unit medical orderly, tended his wounds before he was carried out. Parer filmed it all, and later wrote: ‘I saw Robbie wounded in the back, groaning, yellowing, white in the seeming interminable wait for the stretcher to come. Roly worked deftly—Robbie let a cigarette dangle unheedingly from his mouth. As the stretcher bearers were taking him, he turned and winked at us much as to say, “I’ll be home before you anyway.”’58


  The men attacking up the open ridge-side had faltered, pinned down by machinegun fire that killed Percy Hooks, Don Buckingham and Bonnie Muir. Parer wrote: ‘On the right, three men have been killed. The lanes of Jap fire are too accurate from this side. They pin us down. Swift realisation follows. A chap dashes down the slope to the side of our leader, Johnny Lewin. He decides that we’ll have to go round to the left.’59 Lewin took Lieutenant Sid Read’s section around to attack from the other side. Faced with a steep, razor-backed ridge and heavy covering fire from bunkers and trenches, Wal Dawson opened the way with Tommy gun and grenade. ‘Wally, worth his weight in gold,’ Norm Bear said of him.60 As Lewin’s men reached the crest, the defenders were facing the other way, giving them vital seconds to get onto the ridge. Fighting along the ridge line, the commandos cleared 20 metres of foxholes. Parer recorded how they ‘moved around to the Jap’s position feeling out the pits with grenades. Just rolling them in and ducking before the grenade went off.’61 The assaulting troops then linked up with the other sections, leaving eighteen enemy dead behind.


  In the morning, the three fallen commandos were laid to rest as mist swirled around the captured knoll. ‘Slowly the boys filed down and around the graves took off their hats and bowed their heads as the burial service started,’ Parer wrote. ‘Hard fight, tired men—wet capes—tired eyes . . . they prayed with sincerity their homage to their three fellow comrades . . . before I left John Lewin gave me one of the Jap watches that the boys had souvenired. It was from the platoon he said. I felt awkward. Hell, what chaps these are.’62
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  Given up for dead


  Bobdubi Ridge

  June to September 1943


  Ellen Savage was drowning. Shaken awake by the impact and explosion, the Australian nursing sister had left her cabin and climbed the stairs to the deck. The ship’s bridge was ablaze, lighting up the night. Told to abandon ship, she seized a life belt and leaped into the water. Now the suction of the sinking vessel was dragging her into the depths. Caught up in loose ropes, she struggled in death’s grasp, until suddenly she shot clear like a cork, and breached the surface—alive!1


  The war in New Guinea was making heavy demands on the Australian medical services. On 10 May 1943, the 195 men of the 2/12th Field Ambulance had left Sydney on the Australian Hospital Ship Centaur, destined for New Guinea. Also on board were seventy-five crewmen and sixty-two hospital staff, including Ellen Savage: 332 people in all. In accordance with international convention, the vessel had been painted white; along each side ran a wide green stripe broken by a huge red cross. Even at night, the vessel—its lights burning brightly—was clearly identifiable. The commander of the Japanese submarine I-177 certainly found it so. For him, it was a clear target. In the early morning hours of 14 May, off the Queensland coast near Caloundra, Centaur was torpedoed and sunk. Ellen Savage was one of only sixty survivors. When the wreck was discovered sixty-seven years later, the bow was found to have been almost severed from the rest of the ship.
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  Operation Doublet plan


  In New Guinea, the fighting continued. After the bold incursion by Warfe’s commandos onto Bobdubi Ridge, the Japanese were determined to hold onto the dominating positions at Old Vickers and the Coconuts. Meanwhile, the Australians were significantly increasing forces in the Missim area for Operation Doublet. The 15th Brigade, comprising the 24th Battalion, the 58/59th Battalion and the 57/60th Battalion, was flown to Wau. Brigadier Heathcote ‘Tack’ Hammer, who had impressed as a battalion commander at El Alamein, was the brigade commander.


  The 58/59th was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Danny Starr, who had been sacked from the 2/5th by Brigadier Moten after the battle of Wau. General Savige, who had commanded Starr in the Middle East, appointed him to the new role. After being airlifted to Wau, Starr’s new battalion assembled in the Bulolo Valley at the end of May. On 6 June, the first company began the four-day trek across Double Mountain to Missim, following the same punishing route that Warfe’s men had pioneered. Harold Hibbert remembered the crossing as ‘pretty precarious, hand over hand, had to pull yourself up along the track.’ Major Basil ‘Jika’ Travers recorded the slog in his diary: ‘We have been marching nine hours today and it was as cold as charity. I have never seen such a trail in my life. The mud and slush in the moss forest was terrific. The slush in parts was one foot deep.’2


  The role of 15th Brigade in Operation Doublet would be to deliver the second of three blows designed to collapse the Japanese position in front of Salamaua. Following an amphibious landing by units of the American 41st Division on the eastern flank at Nassau Bay on the night of 29 June, 15th Brigade would attack on the west flank the following day. As the Japanese command tried to deal with these threats, 17th Brigade would strike at Mubo.3


  The specific task for 15th Brigade was to move east from Missim to capture and hold the key positions along Bobdubi Ridge from where the Komiatum Track could be dominated following Warfe’s example.4 The brigade had only the 58/59th Battalion and Warfe’s company available for Operation Doublet. Its 24th Battalion was deployed to patrol the vast area south of the Markham River, while the 57/60th was guarding the site of a new airfield at Tsili Tsili, in the Watut Valley. On 29 June Lieutenant Colonel Henry Guinn, the temporary commander of 15th Brigade until Brigadier Hammer arrived, sent out a message that the enemy troops on Bobdubi Ridge were caught ‘like rats in a trap.’5


  Two of Starr’s companies would make the initial attack on Bobdubi Ridge, a difficult introduction to battle for troops with no front-line experience and little dedicated jungle training, and all the more so coming hard on the heels of an arduous trek. Major Herbert Heward’s company would attack the Orodubi–Gwaibolom–Erskine Creek area to the south, while Captain Ernest ‘Ossie’ Jago’s company would move against the dominating Old Vickers position at the northern end of the ridge. Following in the wake of Jago’s company, Captain Frank Drew’s company would move across the ridge to gain control of the Bench Cut Track on the eastern side. Starr was sure that everyone knew their tasks, and said, ‘No special opposition was expected or considered.’ It should have been.6


  After minimal rest, the men moved up to the start lines weighed down like packhorses. A typical rifleman carried a rifle with fifty rounds and his pack, along with 250 extra rounds, one 3-inch mortar bomb, as many grenades as possible, and a pick or shovel.7 George Warfe provided a number of guides, including Peter Pinney, who was advised: ‘Don’t get too far in front: don’t get knocked!’ Jago’s company went up to the start line at night. Rain began to fall in torrents, the steep track became slippery, and falls were frequent. Pinney wrote that there was ‘no starlight; it was overcast and pitch dark, and of course the plan was for us to all get down to the flats under cover of darkness.’8


  It was around midnight when the leading units reached the kunda bridge across the Francisco River. Harold Hibbert called it ‘a rough piece of carpentry.’ Dave Taylor recalled, ‘We were all heavily laden with packs, arms and ammunition, and in addition spare mortar bombs which made balance under the conditions awkward.’ Pinney put it more pungently: ‘Thank Christ none actually fell in because they would sure as shit have drowned.’9
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  At first light on 30 June, the remainder of Jago’s company crossed the bridge. ‘We kept under cover,’ Pinney wrote, ‘waiting for the Vickers guns and big mortars to make their way over that gutshot bridge in daylight. No way to hide that little performance from Japs up on Bobdubi Ridge . . . it should have drawn the crabs: but nothing happened.’10


  For Ossie Jago, a quiet, studious type who seldom raised his voice, this would be his first action. Two of his platoons, Lieutenant Ted Griff ’s and Lieutenant Richard Pemberton’s, would attack the crucial Old Vickers position. Pemberton, who was from Rabaul, had joined his platoon at Port Moresby; he told his men that when they reached Salamaua he would show them where the bank had buried its bullion.11 As they moved up onto the ridge, a Woodpecker machine gun opened up at close range. ‘It sounded as if it was just a few yards away, but was actually 60 yards off and well dug in,’ Pinney noted. Alarmed by the attack, the Japanese also sent over mortar rounds: ‘Incredible bloody stuff, you feel as if they explode inside your head. The only one that would have wiped out the bunch of us was a dud.’12


  Pemberton halted his men behind a large clump of bamboo, looked out over the objective and asked Jack Shewan if he could see any defenders. ‘No, I can’t see them,’ Shewan replied, before handing the Bren gun to Pemberton, who could see a target. But when Pemberton fired, the Woodpecker replied, killing him.13 Pinney saw it happen: ‘I was looking around for Pemberton. He was out left, trying to get a good look at just what the Jap position amounted to—and the ’pecker put a burst into him.’14 Further left, Griff ’s platoon went unnoticed until two men accidentally fired their Owen guns. Griff then saw the ominous sight of enemy troops gesturing in his direction before a machine gun opened up, pinning his men to the ground. ‘It was impossible to move on top of the ridge,’ he later wrote.15


  ‘Time passed,’ Pinney noted. ‘We weren’t making any further impression on those defensive positions and the mortars were coming close; we were eight men all told and no support was coming, so with my encouragement we all pulled back. No point in being heroes when there’s no reward in sight, and one of those shocking bloody mortars is feeling for your throat.’16 The Australians were 20 metres from three enemy bunkers at the southern edge of Old Vickers. They would not get any closer for another four weeks.


  Meanwhile, at the southern end of Bobdubi Ridge, Heward’s company moved forward at 0915. Lieutenant Frank Roche’s platoon was to capture Orodubi village, then the other two platoons would pass through onto Bobdubi Ridge. It was to be a surprise attack, but when a Bren gun opened fire prematurely, the twenty-odd defenders scurried for their weapon pits under the native huts. When Roche finally attacked, his two lead sections were fired on 70 metres from the Japanese position and forced to pull back. The leading Bren gunner, Brendan Crimmins, was killed and two others wounded; further back, Crimmins’s younger brother Kevin sat and wept.17 Six weeks later, he too was dead. Today they lie side by side in Lae War Cemetery.


  After twenty minutes, Roche withdrew his men to Namling, leaving a rearguard behind. An annoyed brigade headquarters then issued orders to contain Orodubi with one platoon and continue moving the other two platoons past the enemy position.18 Though the officers were inexperienced, the schedules were tight and had not allowed time for proper reconnaissance before the attack, the same issues that plagued Jago. The problem with hasty attacks was that if the men didn’t succeed on their first chance, they invariably suffered heavy losses in any further attempts.


  The failure to secure Old Vickers had prevented Captain Drew’s company from reaching the Bench Cut Track on 30 June and again on the following day. The men were exhausted, and the only other way forward was precipitous. On 2 July, Guinn replaced Drew with Griff and ordered a move across the ridge further south.19 The company finally reached the Komiatum Track junction, east of Bobdubi Ridge, on the following day. Their first ambush killed two enemy officers, including the 51st Division chief of staff, Colonel Tadao Hongo.20 Griff then pulled his men back to higher ground astride the track. However, when eighty Japanese soldiers moved through, the Australians made no move, and another two groups of 102 and 120 men were also left unmolested. Griff later explained that the Japanese ‘were well dispersed, moving cautiously and with weapons at the ready.’21


  On 4 July, Brigadier Hammer arrived and immediately got stuck into the 58/59th. As Jika Travers observed, it did not help the situation that ‘Hammer was very full of AIF and 9 Div and Alamein at this stage.’22 He would need to adapt quickly to circumstances radically different to those he had faced in that desert battle, with different troops, less support, and diabolical terrain. He told Starr that the Japanese troops had to be fired on and that ‘the offensive spirit must be built up.’ However, as Griff had observed, the original 200 Japanese defenders had been considerably reinforced. Two fresh companies from Captain Otoichi Jinno’s I/80th Battalion had arrived by motorised landing craft from Wewak, and there were now about 500 troops defending the ridge, supported by six mountain guns. General Nakano had stressed that ‘this location is the last key point in the defence of Salamaua’.23


  On 4 July, the 58/59th went after the Coconuts position at the northern end of Bobdubi Ridge. A patrol confirmed that North Coconuts was only lightly held before fire from Old Vickers forced its withdrawal. But in the late afternoon, Lieutenant Les Franklin’s platoon returned to capture the position and dig in.24 Next day, Jinno’s fresh troops counterattacked with a great deal of noise, waving of flags and blowing of bugles. After taking casualties, Franklin’s platoon was forced out again. Hammer was of the opinion that the men could have held their ground longer.25


  On 7 July, Hammer specified three objectives for the 58/59th: capture Old Vickers, patrol Bobdubi Ridge between Old Vickers and Orodubi, and gain control of the Komiatum Track. So on 7 July, just a week after the first unsuccessful attacks, Jago’s men had another go at Old Vickers, ‘the thorn in the side of the 15th Brigade.’26


  An air attack was laid on, but it delayed the ground attack for an hour. Two platoons advanced up the steep, knife-edged approach while mortar rounds were dropped ahead of them. The men only got to within 60 metres of the enemy’s seemingly impregnable machinegun bunkers, which were dug in and covered by a metre of logs and earth.27 Machine guns were only the start of the problem: the Japanese had brought up a 70-mm mountain gun, which killed three men with its first shell and then fatally wounded another two. Dave Taylor, who was standing with Ted Butler behind some bamboo as the gun fired, heard a swishing sound in the air, then clearly saw what he thought was a mortar bomb ‘touch the top of a cane and explode not more than ten feet from our heads.’ The attack may have failed, but it had shaken the Japanese defenders, who claimed they had been charged by 600 men. When Lieutenant Roy Klein’s platoon had another go on 9 July, Klein and two of his men were wounded, Bert Sutton mortally. Well-directed artillery fire was desperately needed.28


  The Japanese were also hitting back at the southern end of Bobdubi Ridge. On 10 July Lieutenant Griff ’s supply line was ambushed on the Bench Cut Track near Gwaibolom. When a sixteen-man patrol was sent to recover the abandoned rations, it too was ambushed. As the patrol rounded a horseshoe bend where the track cut into the steep slope of the ridge, the two forward scouts were hit, Bill Ryan in the chest and Bob Caspar in the shoulder. The patrol was then fired on from behind, and Bill Ware and Bob Cotter were both shot in the legs.29 ‘Sandy’ Matheson and Ron Williams stayed with them on the track while others dragged Caspar to the rear. Matheson and Williams strapped Cotter’s legs together and, when night fell, started dragging him up the precipitous slope. Despite their devotion, he died early the next morning. At least he died with his mates, Matheson thought. Bill Ryan also died but Bill Ware did make it back, his hands and knees badly cut up: he had crawled all the way.30 Four of the other men took more than a week to find their way back to the battalion.


  On 12 July, ‘Wal’ Johnson was wounded on a patrol up to the Coconuts. He was blown off the ridge, badly hit in the arm and with grenade wounds to his face. Gordon Ayre took him back to the dressing station at the edge of Uliap Creek, where he collapsed.31 Damien Parer, who had been in the area since 2 July, watched and filmed as ‘a blinded digger led by an RAP sergeant stumbles over a stony creek, then squelches ankle deep through the clinging mud of the jungle track.’32 Johnson was back in action ten days later but was again wounded, this time losing an eye. His war was over, but the image of ‘the blinded digger’ would endure. On that same day, Gordon McDonald was found near Old Vickers after surviving three days out in no man’s land with a badly wounded leg. Like the 58/59th Battalion itself, he had been given up for dead on Bobdubi Ridge.33


  Time and again, the Japanese outmanoeuvred the Australians. An incident on 13 July was typical. That morning Colonel Starr, Captain Heward, and Heward’s orderly, Len Osborne, set off to find Lieutenant Griff. When they arrived at a forward post, Heward asked for Griff; the section corporal said he would be back soon. Assuming that Griff was further down the track, the three men kept on, unaware that they had passed the forwardmost Australian position. Osborne led the party around a shoulder in the track, saw a wire stretched across it, and stopped. Starr ‘looked across to the other shoulder of the re-entrant, about ten yards away, and saw two troops jump down.’ Assuming they were Australians, he called out, but the answer was a burst of gunfire. Starr turned and dived back around the shoulder, but Heward and Osborne were killed. Starr passed Harold Hibbert on the way out. ‘We got jumped,’ Starr told him.34 Japanese records told the rest of the story: ‘Destroyed an officer’s patrol (major), captured materials, code book, map, operations order etc.’35 Heward’s loss had seriously compromised Australian operations. ‘What a terrible mistake to make,’ Parer wrote. ‘It is typical of this show—there is no detailed planning—no precise coordinates in this unit.’36


  The performance of the 58/59th drew considerable criticism. According to Starr, this came mainly from 15th Brigade headquarters staff and was condoned by Hammer. Starr later observed that ‘the loudly expressed opinion of the brigade command was gleefully taken up by members of the brigade staff, and the battalion signallers frequently had to listen to contemptuous remarks bandied back and forth on the one and only line.’ Ted Griff added: ‘The whole area was on a party line and all conversations were heard by signallers wearing headsets.’ Starr also thought that Hammer’s ‘methods of winning the war and mine were diametrically opposed.’ Starr favoured preserving his force for the main task of blocking the Komiatum Track, but he believed Hammer wanted to kill his men ‘pour encourager les autres.’ Hammer thought Starr incompetent and wanted him replaced, but Savige, the consummate manager, would have Starr relieved on medical grounds in mid-August. Lieutenant Laurie ‘Butch’ Proby, who was twice awarded the Military Cross, later wrote that Starr ‘was used as a scapegoat—to satisfy an ego.’37


  George Warfe, who would replace Starr, considered that the 58/59th ‘officers were bewildered, particularly by the early casualties and conditions of living. This was reflected in the troops’ utter lack of confidence in their leaders and their supply organisation.’ Lieutenant Russell Mathews, who didn’t reach the battalion until August, sagely observed that ‘the AIF battalions had the grain separated from the straw in the Middle East, but the 58/59 Battalion was not able to get rid of its incapable officers until the Salamaua campaign had sorted them out.’38


  Ted Griff later concluded that ‘lack of experience, in command, on active service, was our weakness.’ Proby also thought the battalion was hard done by: ‘All 1939–45 Australian troops had to learn the arts of war, and such learning takes some time no matter how well trained units appear to be.’ Proby also wondered ‘why is it so hard for commanders to truly appreciate the difficulties of fighting in such terrain?’ In his view, Hammer ‘had lots of drive—however at this stage he did NOT realise the difficulties of forward troops in the jungle.’39


  Lack of experience or no, Griff felt that the battalion was judged unfairly: ‘I think 58/59 Battalion had no hope of getting its head above water during this period. It got no credit for jobs similar to those which other commanders were writing up as successes.’ Other units involved in the campaign certainly suffered similar setbacks in their first encounters with the enemy, among them Warfe’s company and the 2/6th Battalion at Wau. More recently, the 2/7th Battalion had taken heavy casualties persisting with futile attacks near Mubo.40


  The officers of the 58/59th took their share of the blame for the initial failures. As Sandy Matheson observed, ‘We changed officers as often as most people change socks.’ 41 But it was not quite as simple as that: if new officers had been brought up from Australia, they would also have had to be tested in battle. The best option was to use those few who had already performed well under fire. One such man was Lieutenant Les Franklin. Recognised for his drive and ability, he was given command of Jago’s company and inherited the unenviable task of capturing Old Vickers.


  The inability to capture Old Vickers was at the heart of the 58/59th’s problems, but the battalion was still imposing serious stress on the enemy there. On 23 July, Sergeant Kobayashi wrote that ‘the situation grows worse from day to day . . . this is the 71st day at Bobdubi and there is no relief yet. We must trust our lives to God. Everyday there are bombings and we feel so lonely. We do not know when the day will come for us to join our dead comrades. Can the people at home imagine our sufferings? Eight months without a letter. There is no time even to dream of home.’42


  With Franklin’s company now down to only one officer and sixty-one men, the twenty-three men from Butch Proby’s platoon would also take part in the upcoming attack.43 However, the most telling addition to the attack plan would be artillery support from the 2/6th Field Regiment’s 25-pounder guns, which had been landed on the coast at Tambu Bay. The regiment faced a difficult fire task, as its rounds would have to cross Mount Tambu to reach the target. At times, the shells brushed the tops of the 4-metre-high cane stands on nearby Sugar Cane Knoll, but the gunners managed to hit their mark.44 On 27 July Lieutenant Roy Dawson brought down very accurate fire, plastering the Japanese positions on Old Vickers. For the defenders the accurate shelling must have come as a great shock. It sent them deep into their underground shelters and behind the far side of Old Vickers for protection.


  On 28 July, 200 25-pound shells were fired on Old Vickers within 15 minutes, closing with a creeping barrage and mortar smoke rounds to give the infantry the best chance of success. Three platoons attacked, with Butch Proby’s men advancing across the exposed ground in the centre, and Lieutenant Jack Evans moving up on the left. Both these routes were narrow approaches, so only one or two men could deploy at the head of each platoon. The third platoon, Sergeant Vic Hammond’s, attacked up the steep slope on the right flank. Franklin later noted that ‘success appeared to hinge on getting on to the objective quickly with the bulk of my force.’45
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  Old Vickers: 28 July 1943


  As the bombardment finished, the Australians were cresting the slope up to Old Vickers. When the Japanese machine guns opened up, the Australians were already among them, and the sound of exploding grenades crashed out. ‘I don’t blame Nippon for keeping his head down,’ Proby later wrote.46 In Hammond’s platoon, Dave Taylor led his section in across the intervening gully. ‘As soon as the bombardment finished we went straight down . . . it was straight down and up.’ Hearing a rustle nearby, Taylor turned to see Damien Parer beside him. Taylor held his fire, but didn’t hold back on telling Parer to stay put. Cresting the ridge, Taylor’s section found no defenders there: the artillery barrage had done the trick. ‘The first bloke I shot was playing doggo,’ Taylor later said. ‘My mate had jumped over the trench and I saw him move and I fired from the hip. I can still see it . . . a little brown spot like a cigarette burn on his shirt.’47


  On the left, Evans’ platoon had run into trouble as soon as they crested the ridge. Bill Lawry’s section led in, followed by Bert Ashton’s, which was hardest hit, with three of the five men in the section killed, including Ashton. Then Jack Evans too was killed as he went back to get more magazines for the lead section’s Bren. Butch Proby’s platoon had been allocated the direct approach, across the gully at its steepest point and then up a steep and narrow spur with room for only one man at a time. Proby later wrote: ‘What a high climb we have . . . on the way up the ridge, it is obvious that our request for lots of smoke has borne results . . . by pressing on we were able to reach the crest quickly . . . the smoke was so thick we had the chance to organise near the top of our spur and extend for our final charge . . . we surprised Nips coming up from underground positions tossing grenades to which we retaliated with the same medicine—ours was the best obviously.’48 The blast from one grenade caught Proby, wounding him in the hand, arm and head. As Jack Shewan passed him, Proby said, ‘Keep going, Jack—get the bastards.’49


  The Australians chased the rest of the defenders off Old Vickers. The Japanese left behind four bunkers, fifty-seven covered weapon pits, the 70-mm mountain gun and seventeen dead.50 Even Hammer was impressed with the 58/59th’s performance, and he applauded the ‘determination and vigour’ of the men in following the artillery barrage.51 But he also worried ‘that the weary 58/59 may not stand up to a series of determined counterattacks,’ so he had a company from the 2/7th Battalion take over on Old Vickers.52 Japanese counterattacks cut off the position, but the 2/7th held on until contact was restored, appropriately by two platoons from the 58/59th.


  The war artist Ivor Hele had been with Parer watching the 28 July attack on Old Vickers. Parer recorded that: ‘Today the boys went in and from this position we could see a wonderful battle panorama of smoke & men advancing. We were both as excited as hell.’53 Hele would later paint a stunning canvas of the battle. It now hangs in the Australian War Memorial, an enduring testament to the valour of a much-derided militia battalion at war.


  By late August, the Australians had crossed the Francisco River, and Lieutenant John Bethune’s company from the 58/59th had moved up to Arnold’s Crest to take over that position’s defence. A strong Japanese counterattack on 27 August isolated Bethune’s thirty-four remaining men, who held on against increasingly fierce attacks through that day and into the next. At the end Bethune concentrated his men in a tight perimeter before another violent thrust from the east finally broke into the Australian perimeter. With ammunition low and six men wounded, Bethune withdrew, heading northeast, away from the main lines of attack, and then cutting west to rejoin the battalion.54


  Seemingly blind to the realities of the situation, Brigadier Hammer signalled his new divisional commander, Major General Edward Milford, that ‘unreliability of 58/59 Bn [troops] has forced me to withdraw to hold a tighter line.’ Almost surrounded by a company of enemy troops, down to fewer than thirty men, with wounded to carry and nearly out of ammunition, Bethune’s company had, on the contrary, shown extraordinary reliability. One of the other 58/59th company commanders, Captain Charles Newman, pointed out that Hammer ‘had weak companies flung out into the blue where they could not be reinforced or supplied.’ After some reflection, Hammer approved a Military Cross recommendation for Bethune.55


  By the time the 58/59th Battalion reached the coast at Salamaua, it had been in continuous contact with the enemy for seventy-seven days, having nearly one man killed for every one of those days. General Savige later paid them a fine compliment: ‘The way the 18 and 19 year olds of 58/59 Bn from 30 June–13 September kept at Japs was one of [the] outstanding feats of both wars.’56


  14

  ‘Come on, boys’


  Mount Tambu

  June to August 1943


  Ray Mathers was fighting for his life. The barrel of his Bren gun sizzled against the muddy earth in front of the weapon pit. He had folded up the legs of the bipod to lower the gun’s profile and used the highest gas setting to overcome stoppages. Now the barrel had welded itself to the body of the gun and was glowing red halfway back to the magazine. Not far away, at the bottom of the pit, ‘Bluey’ Kalms sat in the mud with a bandaged hand: his thumb had been shot off a short time before, along with the handgrip of the same gun Mathers was now using. Bullets cracked overhead. Then Mathers felt a tap on his shoulder. It was Kalms with a magazine that he had held between his knees and filled with his one good hand.1 The rest of the men in Mathers’ section were dead.


  Jimmy Niblett also fought with a damaged weapon. He had kept firing his Owen gun until the end of the barrel had blown off, then grabbed another from his mortally wounded section leader. He kept firing until the end of that barrel blew off too. The men of Captain ‘Bill’ Dexter’s company, from the 2/6th Battalion, were desperately holding onto a muddy ridge-top position, firing down on their assailants, who were moving up both sides towards them.2 By 23 June, at the end of three days of battle, Dexter had ten men killed and twelve wounded, but his company had held onto Lababia Ridge, vital ground protecting the main track to Wau. It was the second Japanese attack on the ridge in just over a month, and when it was over, 173 of their dead would be left on the battlefield.


  One week later, the Australians and Americans began their own offensive. Operation Doublet kicked off with the landing of a US battalion at Nassau Bay on the night of 29 June, but it would be some weeks before the Americans could get organised. Ultimately, however, their presence on the coast would provide a simpler supply route and allow field artillery to be landed and used to support operations as far afield as Bobdubi Ridge. With the Americans ashore and threatening the Japanese supply line, the Australians attacked Mubo and secured the high ground of Observation Hill on 12 July. Further north, near Buigap Creek, they met up with the American advance but were too late to stop the Japanese escaping back to Goodview Junction and Mount Tambu, the highest point on the approaches to Salamaua.


  On the late afternoon of 16 July, Captain Vernon ‘Mick’ Walters led the sixty men of his 2/5th Battalion company up a steep track leading to the southern crest of Mount Tambu. Walters’ scouts reported that the Japanese had occupied two knolls just over the crest and were busy digging weapon pits. With barely sufficient room to deploy his men, Walters launched a bold attack. As Arthur ‘Unk’ Carlsen recalled, ‘Once we encountered the enemy, we attacked straight away.’ Surprise was total: ‘The forward scouts shot a Jap having a crap.’3


  Leading from the front, Sergeant Bill Tiller wiped out a machinegun post as Walters’ men took the eastern of two slight knolls at the southern end of Mount Tambu. Lieutenant Eddie Reeve’s platoon captured the knoll to the west. As he had done during the battle for Wau, the cocky Reeve went in hard and fast with his men.4 It was an extraordinary coup: the Japanese defenders had built positions for over 100 men, but only about thirty were present when Walters struck. Most of them bolted after a few shots, leaving the weapon pits to the Australians, who had neither time nor tools to dig their own.5


  That night the Japanese, determined to recapture the position, made eight separate counterattacks. Backed by heavy enemy mortar and mountain-gun fire, they crawled up close through the undergrowth before making screaming charges. More than 100 mortar bombs were dropped onto the Australian positions, and a searchlight from Salamaua was directed towards the position to assist the Japanese attack. By daylight the Australian riflemen were down to five rounds and the Bren gunners to two magazines each; now every round had to meet its mark. Walters noted that the ‘fighting was thick and furious during these counter-attacks and the small arms fire was the heaviest I’ve known.’6
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  Mount Tambu: 16–30 July 1943


  In the forward weapon pit of Lieutenant Tim McCoy’s platoon, Unk Carlsen, the No. 2 on Jack Prigg’s Bren gun, was up to his waist in empty cartridges. His job was to reload the magazines quickly and correctly so the gun would have no stoppages. Carlsen watched as Prigg ‘used that weapon with devastating effect.’ To assist the Bren crews, Ivan Gourley moved between the positions with bandoliers of ammo. Throughout the night, the Japanese crept up close to throw grenades. As the pressure built, one of McCoy’s section leaders panicked and withdrew his men; Walters immediately ordered them back. A week later, the same section leader was killed as he sought redemption, standing up in his weapon pit to direct the fire of his men.7


  With Walters’ men barely hanging on, Captain Lin Cameron managed to get the two available platoons from his company and a 3-inch mortar crew up onto Tambu the next morning via a new track from the southwest. ‘This track was much shorter and of better gradient than the old Jap track,’ he later wrote. Decorated at Wau and then given command of a company, Cameron set very high standards for his men but in return gave them his all. Captain Cam Bennett, who knew him as well as any, said: ‘Lin himself was tall, dark and intense and, during any show, completely without emotion. He led his men coldly and quietly and set an amazing example of efficient leadership. After a show he got on with the reorganisation, coldly and practically, but with tears streaming down his face.’ Ron Beaver also saw the two sides of Cameron: ‘If he lost a man it used to take him days to get over it . . . he was that sort of a bloke and yet jeez he was a good soldier.’8


  On arrival, Cameron attached Lieutenant Howard Martin’s platoon to Walters’ overstretched company. Further back, another of Cameron’s platoons carried up the vital supplies that would enable the Australians to maintain their precarious hold on Tambu. At midday there were more Japanese attacks, and Ernie Pike’s newly arrived 3-inch mortar section helped to repel them. Pike, a boxer, now found himself in the fight of his life. As he later observed, ‘We have fired so many rounds at these little blighters that they must be bomb-crazy by now.’ That afternoon, as the Australians fired on Japanese troops gathering for an attack, Fred McCormack crawled out to get closer and shot eight of them. Doug Kirwan, who would be killed the following day, accounted for another four. The attack hit Reeve’s platoon at dusk, but the men, though outnumbered tenfold, held their ground. Pike’s two mortars proved crucial, ranging almost on top of the Australian lines to break up the attack but wounding at least three of Walters’ men.9


  In the thirty-six hours that Mick Walters’ company held the line on Tambu, the men had repelled twenty-four separate attacks; Japanese losses were in the hundreds. At this stage, ‘The Australians were standing up in their trenches throwing grenades and firing with utter disregard for their safety, and using the most picturesque language.’ The jungle between the two forces had been obliterated by the intense fire.10 Such fighting was a ravenous consumer of ammunition, and battalion headquarters dispatched all hands to carry supplies up to the besieged company. It was a three-hour climb up the near-vertical track, and by the time the first supplies arrived, Pike’s mortars were down to three rounds. Lance Copland was in a twenty-two-man carrying party that set off along the unfamiliar track as night fell. ‘We struck a mountain stream, which marked the beginning of the nightmare ascent,’ he wrote. The men climbed up razorback ridges whose ‘precipitous sides trailed off into deep ravines.’ Their strength ebbed as they climbed, and then the rain began, adding to the challenge. The loads became almost unbearable as the men draped the bandoliers of ammunition across their shoulders to free both hands for climbing. ‘The final hill up to the forward position tested us to the limit,’ Copland continued, ‘for, at this stage, we were actually marching by sheer will-power.’ Ron Beaver said: ‘You ought to see the hill that went up Mount Tambu. You almost hit the [next] bloke in the face with your heels as you went up.’ Bill Swan, who helped lay the vital signal cable up to Walters, recalled, ‘That three miles was, I think, the worst march or climb through the most foul mountain country I’ve ever done.’11


  After having held so many enemy attacks, Walters attacked the Japanese on 18 July, securing the Northern Knoll, a 300-metre-long feature where the ridge narrows before rising steeply up to Tambu Knoll. One of Bill Tiller’s section commanders, the lanky Jimmy ‘Lofty’ Jackson, single-handedly captured one position, using three grenades to clear the bunker and then his Tommy gun to silence its three occupants. The Japanese lost eighty-two killed and many more wounded; the Australians had six men killed and thirteen wounded.12


  After a strenuous trek from Mubo, Cameron’s third platoon, Lieutenant Cyril Miles’ 17 Platoon, reached Tambu later that day. With the front line now further north along the top of the mount and the men clearly exhausted, Cameron told Miles, ‘Well, you’ve done all the hard work. I’ll put you in reserve. I’ll take 16 and 18 Platoon ahead where they’re likely to attack.’ With sheer mountainsides protecting his men on the flanks, Cameron told Miles that there was no need for his platoon to dig in—they should just get some rest. Taking just long enough to cut some branches to spread on the muddy ground beneath them, the men dropped where they stood.13


  That night, a severe earth tremor shook the mountain. Heavy rain followed, falling in blinding sheets across the ridge. Miles’ men huddled under their rain capes, miserable and tired, but the discomfort did not stop them from posting guards to cover the track up. ‘Jim’ Regan hunched over his Bren gun, trying to protect it from the rain, while beside him his West Aussie mate Fred Allan kept the magazines as dry as he could under his rain cape. They listened to the rain being whipped in by the wind gusts swirling up from the valley and then dripping down from the trees. Then there was another sound—a strange sound, a different sound. They listened even harder, sensing something wrong and alert to any movement along the side of the ridge. ‘Cyril,’ Regan hissed back to his platoon commander, ‘there’s something out there.’ Miles couldn’t fathom it. Cameron had been sure there was no threat, and Miles had seen the terrain himself: there was no way it could be the Japanese. Then the signal line was cut, and out of the night came human cries. A chill ran up the backbone of the most resolute. Gunfire followed almost instantly, lashing the exposed Australian positions. Regan replied with the Bren, firing straight down the track: there was no other possible approach route. This fire knocked out the enemy’s light machinegun, and the Australians stymied all attempts to retrieve it.14


  More than sixty years later, the look in Cyril Miles’s eyes and the quiver in his voice said more than any words. ‘You know, they just went mad, the Japs. Screaming and yelling; called out my name. It was just so unreal . . . when the Japs came charging up for their final assault, they were yelling out “Cyril, Cyril.” I can still hear it . . . I don’t know the strength of the force that hit us but it sounded like a hell of a lot . . . it was pitch black dark, I wouldn’t know how many hit us. It could have been forty, fifty, it could have been a hundred.’ Miles was one of the casualties. A bullet went through his jumper and then his arm before killing his batman, ‘Doc’ Doherty. ‘I had seven killed and six wounded in a matter of half an hour,’ Miles said, ‘I think I was around about nineteen or twenty strong in my platoon, so there weren’t too many left.’ Those who were left held their ground; had they failed, the consequences for the forward platoons would have been dire.15 The attack that almost unhinged the Australian hold on Mount Tambu had been carried out by forty men from Captain Kunizo Hatsugai’s company, part of Lieutenant Colonel Fukuzo Kimura’s newly arrived III/66th Battalion. Half of Hatsugai’s men were killed in the attempt. Japanese reports noted that the Australians were able to judge their positions and instantly pour fire down.16


  Up at Northern Knoll, Walters’ men had also suffered from the elements during the wet night, but they stood to, listening to the crucial battle raging behind them. By morning they knew that the threat to their rear had been held off, but that afternoon the Japanese came again from the front. With most of the men employed in bringing up ammunition, only two Australians occupied the forward post, Percy Friend with a Bren and Jack Prigg with a Tommy gun. They held for twenty minutes until the rest of the unit returned. Then once again it was Tiller, a colossus among his men, going at the enemy with grenades and dispersing the attack.17


  More attacks came, with the assailants crawling up close to the Australian weapon pits and screaming before launching their assault. Like so many of his brave men, Walters was wounded, as was his faithful lieutenant, Eddie Reeve. But despite everything, the Australians held: in this test of wills, they would not give in. Walters later wrote: ‘By 2.30 pm that day we knew we had him. Our men stood up in their trenches and sometimes out of them yelling back the Jap’s own war cry and often quaint ones of their own . . . it developed into absolute slaughter of the Japs.’18 Cameron recalled that ‘our mortar and, later, artillery broke up Japanese assaults before they got under way.’ After three days of fighting, the thick jungle on the top of the mountain was almost levelled.19 Just before dusk, Cameron’s company relieved Walters, whose men moved back to the southern edge of the mount. Meanwhile, all available troops were assigned to bring up supplies, toiling up the mountainside with their vital loads in the inky darkness.


  The morning light revealed 282 enemy dead around the Australian positions on Mount Tambu. The Japanese report took its own slant on the situation: ‘We again counter-attacked, applying skilful hand-to-hand fight by small forces and holding the hill line positions firmly.’ According to a Japanese reconnaissance patrol to the south side of Tambu, there was a substantial concentration of Allied troops, seemingly preparing to attack.20 Only the second part of that assessment was accurate.


  The remaining Japanese position on Mount Tambu was like a castle keep, complete with a moat-like ravine and near-vertical walls. About ten bunkers, reinforced by logs, were connected by tunnels that could shelter half a battalion, while a chain of weapon pits, some carefully positioned among the roots of large trees, was constructed on the ledge below. When the defences were later investigated, the overhead cover on the weapon pits was found to be up to four logs thick and all pits were interconnected by crawl trenches. Dugouts for sleeping and cover had been built some three metres underground, while the main headquarters had living quarters and office space built beneath about 7 metres of soil cover. The Japanese defenders would emerge like ants from well below ground, climbing up long bamboo ladders.21 The tunnel entrances were dug into the side of the peak directly behind the defence positions, allowing the defenders to shelter underground and return to their positions within seconds. The remains of the ledge dugouts and adjacent tunnels are still clearly evident more than sixty years later. Ernie Pike later remarked, ‘Our boys need to be equipped with ploughs as well as Tommy guns to get the Nips out of these funk holes.’22 One of the Japanese defenders wrote that ‘the company’s faces are pale, their beards long and bodies dirty with red soil from the ground. We are just like beggars.’23 But they fought like demons.


  On the afternoon of 23 July, Brigadier Murray Moten ordered that the final position on Mount Tambu be captured the next day. Cameron immediately requested a delay for reconnaissance so as to, in his words, ‘ascertain whether such an order was practicable.’24 Cameron would attack on the left flank with two platoons forward, while Walters, with another platoon under command, would move up the newly blazed Caffin’s Track to the west of Mount Tambu and attempt to cut the main Japanese supply route back to Komiatum.


  Covered by Corporal John Smith and another rifleman, Cameron crawled forward at first light on 24 July. He pinpointed seven enemy bunkers that had sharpened bamboo stakes set into the ground in front; these formed part of two defence lines. Cameron advised that a flank attack had the best chance, but was told that Moten had ordered that a frontal attack also be made. With three officers and fifty-four men up against some hundreds of defenders entrenched on a precipitous knoll, Cameron had few illusions about the likely outcome.25 His opinion counted for nought.


  While the Allied artillery and mortars lashed the ridge, the Japanese soldiers waited out the barrage in their shelters. At 1130, Cameron went forward with Sergeant Alvin ‘Hungry’ Williams’ platoon on the right and Lieutenant Bernie Leonard’s platoon on the left. Cameron hoped to drive a wedge into the line of bunkers and then use Lieutenant Martin’s platoon to move through and clear the top of the knoll. Cameron’s men approached to within 20 metres of the enemy bunkers ‘before all hell let loose.’ One of the men in the forward section was killed and Cameron had his right elbow shattered by a machinegun bullet. As he saw his men hesitate, the wounded captain called out, ‘Well, I’m stuffed. Get stuck into the bastards.’ The Japanese bunkers were well covered in soil, leaves, and ferns, with just a narrow firing aperture in front. Williams found them difficult to spot until he was almost on top of them. He had plenty of hand grenades on his belt and managed to get in close enough to drop some through the bunker apertures while Vic Carey provided effective covering fire. With his men falling around him, Williams then carried out Harry Hine, who had been shot in the leg.26


  On the left, Leonard’s platoon knocked out two bunkers before heavy enfilading fire forced his men to ground. With his right arm useless and his eyesight blurring, Cameron handed over command to Martin, who then put Smith in charge of a platoon. The fair-haired, solidly built Smith took the eleven remaining men through to follow up Williams’ success. As they headed for the crest through three lines of enemy bunkers, the courageous corporal called, ‘Follow me!’ Cameron’s last view before staggering out was of ‘Smith heading up Tambu with the bayonet.’ Three men managed to stay with Smith, but Japanese grenades caught them as they broke through a third line of bunkers. Smith too was hit, but he kept on. Soon he stood atop the final knoll, his back to the enemy, yelling, ‘Come on, boys! Come on, boys.’27


  Without further support, and with no indication that Walters had made any progress out on the left flank, Martin had to pull his men out, giving up their hard-won wedge into the Japanese defences. Two of Cameron’s men had been killed and fourteen wounded. The big stretcher bearer Leslie ‘Bull’ Allen helped get the wounded out and dress their injuries. The gallant Smith had to be dragged out: he would die two days later. Smith had, as Cameron recalled, ‘some forty-odd [wounds], the doctor told me later.’ Smith had been decorated for similar bravery in Syria in 1941, where he had cleared out three machineguns at a roadblock. Then, despite being badly wounded at Wau, he had come back for more at Mount Tambu. One of Smith’s former comrades later remarked that ‘death held no fears for him.’ Cameron requested that some of his men be recommended for awards but was told there was ‘not much hope with our Brig [Moten] for such to go through when the attack was a failure.’ Did that diminish John Smith’s bravery? His proud father thought not, and wrote to Prime Minister John Curtin, pointing out that his son ‘sought not to save his own life.’28


  Meanwhile, Max Caffin led Walters’ depleted company up the steep track from Buigap Creek while the attached platoon took up a blocking position across the main Japanese track to protect the left flank. Things began badly when five Allied artillery shells burst in the treetops overhead, killing one of Walters’ men. Caffin went forward with Bill Tiller and a scout to look at the Tambu Saddle track. They spotted two enemy soldiers, but as the rest of Walters’ company came up so did a company of 125 Japanese infantrymen, moving up from Goodview to reinforce Tambu in response to Cameron’s attack. Outnumbered, Caffin allowed them to pass before Walters’ men moved into the attack. They hit strong enemy positions along the saddle, but after Bill Tiller was killed by fire from the bypassed position, the attack was called off.29


  Although the 24 July attack failed to capture Tambu Knoll, it had achieved more than could fairly be expected of such a small force. Even if Walters had got behind Mount Tambu, Cameron’s men would still have faced the nearly impossible task of storming the bunker lines. The ferocity of their assault can be gauged from the Japanese account, which claimed that 400 troops had attacked with mortar and artillery support. The records also make clear the impact of John Smith’s action: ‘One portion of the enemy, fiercely throwing hand grenades, counterattacked repeatedly and fiercely advanced into our position.’ The Japanese admitted to having twenty men killed and twenty-one wounded in the action.30


  Four days after the failure of the latest attack, the Australians moved out of the front line on Mount Tambu. Back at Wau Hospital, Mick Walters told Damien Parer that a different approach was required. He espoused assailing the bunkers with flammable explosive delivered from planes fitted with belly tanks. Napalm bombs, though not available at this point, would be introduced later in the war. General Savige also met Walters at the end of July and noted that the company commander ‘was full of praise for the gallantry of his troops but it was evident he had lost confidence in his CO and was bitter about some frontal attacks the battalion was ordered to undertake.’ The attack on 24 July had been ordered by Lieutenant Colonel Tom Conroy without any first-hand knowledge of the terrain or the condition of the men he was sending into combat there. However, it was Moten who pulled the strings. He later tried to deflect the criticism, saying, ‘Conroy was trying to run the battle from too far back and I had to give him a kick in the pants.’31 When asked to comment on the battle after the war, Conroy declined.


  How much can be asked of any troops? Walters’ company was only sixty men strong when it stormed Mount Tambu on 16 July. After fighting off two dozen Japanese counterattacks in thirty-six hours, they were ordered to make a further attack, in which they captured the Northern Knoll and then held it against fierce counterattacks. Lin Cameron’s depleted company also suffered, particularly Cyril Miles’ platoon. Yet it was then ordered to make a frontal attack on the toughest position on Mount Tambu. There were 743 enemy troops in the Tambu–Goodview–Komiatum area at the time, most from Colonel Katsutoshi Araki’s fresh 66th Regiment.32 With American relief imminent, it seems likely that both Moten and Conroy were trying to upstage the Americans—more of the same attitude that had cost so many Australian lives on the Papuan beachheads. Whatever the reason, Walters’ and Cameron’s companies paid a heavy price, bled white on Mount Tambu.


  On 28 July, the Yanks arrived. Ron Beaver watched: ‘One morning things were nice and quiet and all of a sudden these bodies started to come up this track, and there seemed like a million of them.’ Not quite. Toiling up Mount Tambu were three companies from Colonel Archibald MacKechnie’s 162nd Regiment, part of the 41st Division, about 500 men. Craig Agnew was in the 2/5th’s intelligence section and often had to accompany American patrols. He would tell them, ‘You guys go ahead; I don’t know if I want that firepower up my arse.’33


  Lieutenant Colonel Harold Taylor’s 1/162nd Battalion had landed at Nassau Bay on the night of 29 June, coming ashore amid the crashing surf in a ‘shipwreck landing.’ All but one of twenty-four landing craft was wrecked on the beach. Like the 32nd Division at Buna, the 41st Division troops struggled to adapt. Bob Burns later recalled, ‘The training we had didn’t do much for us when we came to the New Guinea jungle.’34 On the first night there were forty-five casualties from gunfire around the beachhead, yet it is questionable whether any enemy soldiers were present.35 The Americans were not terribly particular about whom they fired at: when a RAAF Boomerang flew over the beachhead on 5 July, it was promptly shot down. The pilot, Flying Officer James Collier, was killed when he crash landed on the beach.


  With orders to move quickly to cut the Japanese supply line to Mubo, MacKechnie took more than a week to get his men into position, and then they were too few for the task. This had allowed the Japanese driven out of Mubo to withdraw to Goodview Junction and Mount Tambu unmolested. The Americans had also moved north along the coast to Tambu Bay, opening a crucial coastal supply link for all Allied units in the Salamaua area. The problem was that they could not take Roosevelt Ridge, the imposing northern bulwark overlooking Tambu Bay. The position proved as stubborn as the man it was named after, Major Archibald Roosevelt, a cousin of the incumbent President. His battalion had struggled to make any headway, not least because of him. General Savige and Brigadier Moten went up against Roosevelt over whether his force was or was not under Australian control, and he was soon sent south. The ridge would remain unconquered well into August.36


  Captain Delmar Newman’s company took over the front line on Northern Knoll, while Cameron’s Australians continued to hold a firm base of fire on the left. The second American company, led by Captain John George, held the southern end of the mount. Here the Americans’ 81-mm mortars were deployed alongside the Australians’ 3-inch ones. Ron Beaver watched as ‘they nearly dug bloody Tambu away getting into position.’ Late on 29 July, eight 105-mm guns and five Australian 25-pounders opened fire on the Japanese positions. The barrage continued all night, and in the morning the mortars and machine guns joined in. Beaver observed: ‘They blew the shit out of the place . . . they burned barrel after barrel out of their Brownings . . . the jungle was disappearing at a hell of a rate, everything was chopped down.’37


  Two thirty-man platoons from Newman’s company advanced under cover of the Brownings, heading for the right flank. The first terrace on the slope up to the knoll had eight bunkers, six of which were knocked out, along with two Juki machine guns, destroyed by rifle-fired anti-tank grenades. Then, as the infantry moved up onto this terrace, the defenders on the second, higher tier opened fire. Grenades were also rolled down the slope, and a machine gun enfiladed the terrace from the far left. Using the extensive tunnel and trench system, other enemy troops moved back into the previously neutralised bunkers on the left and opened fire. The two American platoons were trapped and unable to move.38


  Newman’s reserve platoon now moved up, climbing up the slope to the left of the earlier attack, straight towards the centre of the Japanese stronghold. Fierce enfilading fire from the left flank soon halted this move; if the attack was to progress, those positions needed to be dealt with. George’s company was given the task, his first platoon moving forward at midday. To protect their left flank, one of the Brownings was moved even further left to fire into the key bunker on that flank. However, as the platoon moved down into the ravine at the base of the knoll, another Japanese bunker even further to the left was now able to bring fire to bear. At the same time, the supporting Browning had its line of fire masked. The platoon commander, Lieutenant Barney Ryan, was immediately hit, along with one of his corporals. In half an hour, four men had been killed and another twenty-five wounded; only six men remained untouched. Lieutenant James Clarke just lay down as flat as he could and wondered how he would survive.39


  Now forward with his men, the gallant Captain Newman had machinegun rounds pass through his shirt sleeve and take the pockets off his webbing belt. Colonel Taylor finally ordered a withdrawal. The mortars laid down smoke rounds, and the Brownings fired off 17,000 rounds to cover the move back. Within an hour, the men of Newman’s three platoons had extricated themselves, but Ryan’s shattered platoon on the left flank took longer. Taylor was concerned that a Japanese counterattack would threaten his main position on Northern Knoll. ‘Had the Japs attacked,’ Beaver observed, ‘the Yanks would have lost the rest of their blokes because we would have killed them all . . . that was the order, and our mortar was then ready with the HE.’40


  Masao Shinoda later wrote: ‘On this occasion, the camp was secured owing to the efforts of our machinegun company and a platoon from the battalion artillery unit. Our defending troops had become familiar with the method of attack of the enemy, who would advance after close artillery support. Consequently, we would ride out the artillery inside bunkers, then our ground troops would pour down withering fire on the attackers.’41


  Two American medics, Byron Hurley and Samuel Sather, were killed trying to bring in some of the fifty-three wounded Americans. 42 The Australian stretcher bearer Bull Allen again stepped forward, responding to plaintive cries of ‘Bull, Bull, Bull.’ Clyde Paton watched as ‘Allen came ploughing hurriedly upwards through the slippery mud. He brushed past me and then was lost to view . . . Shortly, back came Bull Allen with a soldier draped over his shoulders. Under the weight he staggered a little and then lowered the body to the ground right before me.’ Paton watched Allen go out, again facing the prospect of being shot like the men he rescued. However, ‘Providence watched over him.’43


  Twelve times Allen went forward and brought back wounded Americans. Watching him carry in the last man, Lance Copland thought that Allen was at the end of his tether. Ron Beaver observed: ‘He had about seven touches altogether [from enemy rounds] but he had holes in his hat, he had holes in his sleeve, he had holes in his pants, he had holes under his shirt . . . Jesus Christ . . . and each time he went out, the Yankee O Pip blokes [forward observers], they were having bets . . . Do you think he’ll make it this time?’ Allen survived and would be awarded the American Silver Star to wear beside the Military Medal he already held for similar work during the battle for Wau. Astonishingly, his own country did not decorate him.44


  Now realising that Mount Tambu was essentially impregnable, the Americans reverted to their artillery. Shinoda wrote that ‘going into August, artillery became for us a part of everyday life.’45 In the end, success for the Allies would come from Captain Harold Laver’s company of the 2/6th Battalion. After extensive reconnaissance, Laver’s men moved across Buirali Creek from Bobdubi Ridge and forced a lodgement on Komiatum Ridge at daybreak on 16 August. This cut the enemy supply line to Mount Tambu and, though the Japanese counterattacked with vigour, the Australians held the position. Concerned by the stalemate on Tambu, General Blamey’s deputy, Major General Frank Berryman, had arrived at the front to distribute bowler hats (dismiss commanders). He ended up noting that Laver’s attack was ‘the best bit of tactical surprise I’ve seen in the campaign and will crumble the Nip front.’46


  That it did. On the night of 18–19 August, the Japanese abandoned their forward positions at Mount Tambu and Goodview Junction. But the defenders had not yet exhausted all their options. There were other hellish features in the Salamaua hinterland: Charlie Hill, Kunai Spur, Arnold’s Crest and Rough Hill among them. All had to be wrested from a tenacious enemy before Salamaua could be captured. Ironically, the Australians had never wanted to capture Salamaua. Their objective was only to keep as many enemy troops as possible defending it and therefore away from Lae. Salamaua was a feint for the main move to seize Lae. Salamaua would fall, but not until a week after the Australians had landed at Lae.


  Each year in August, some of the few remaining veterans of the 2/5th Battalion gather to commemorate Tambu Day, proudly saluting their mates’ endurance and bravery on the tambu—‘forbidden’—mountain. Local legend tells of a wild boar that devours those who go to the mountain. In 1943, the mythical beast had its fill.
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  ‘A sense of hell’


  Lae

  September 1943


  The ABC war correspondent Peter Hemery watched as, ‘The slowly clearing darkness split with light as flame stabbed from the warship’s guns.’1 It was the morning of 4 September 1943, and while the Japanese Army fought to hold onto Salamaua, the troops of the Australian 9th Division made an amphibious landing east of Lae, the first such operation by Australians since Gallipoli. This landing too took place at first light: ‘This strange mechanised mission intruding upon the beauty of the tropic dawn,’ Private John Holmes wrote.2


  Earlier, Hemery had watched the invasion convoy assemble: ‘From every point of the compass ships were converging on us mirrored in the glassy waters . . . a convoy of staggering size for these waters.’3 The convoy had crossed some 600 kilometres of ocean from Milne Bay via Buna, creeping by night along the coast past Salamaua and Lae, to reach the landing beaches 30 kilometres east of Lae and out of range of any coastal artillery there. Once the beaches had been identified, the destroyers bombarded the shore briefly before the three battalions of Brigadier Gordon Windeyer’s 20th Brigade and the attached 2/23rd Battalion, all part of Major General George Wootten’s 9th Division, began landing at 0630. ‘As each wave [of landing barges] discharged its load and drew offshore to reassemble,’ Hemery recalled, ‘another wave grounded in the shallows.’4
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  Lae operations: 4–16 September 1943


  The first few waves met with no opposition. Beachheads were quickly established at Red and Yellow Beach, and the engineers got to work clearing the beach area and constructing roads. But about half an hour after the initial landing six aircraft approached, flying low along the beach from the airfield at Lae. Before Allied fighters could intervene, three fighters and three Ki-51 Sonia bombers swooped towards the seven infantry landing craft (LCIs) of the fifth landing wave, which were in line abreast about 250 metres from shore. ‘Suddenly the dull roar of barge engines was drowned by the staccato crack of ack ack,’ Hemery wrote.5 With puffs of smoke along the wings signifying their deadly intent, the fighters made one pass over the landing craft and the bombers made another. One bomb scored a direct hit on LCI 339 and another blew a hole in the side of LCI 341 with a near miss. On board the LCIs, nine men from the 2/23rd Battalion were killed, including the commander, Lieutenant Colonel Reg Wall, and forty-five more were wounded. The two damaged landing craft made it to the beach and were unloaded. This was the only significant enemy response to the landing; by mid-morning, 7800 men and a considerable quantity of supplies were ashore.6


  That afternoon, the convoy carrying the 2/4th Independent Company was making its way up the coast towards Lae. Many of the 2/4th men had served as commandos in Timor, where they had fought well in a harsh and isolated environment. Cooped up in a landing craft, unable to bring their skills to bear, they waited anxiously to reach the Lae beachhead. Anxiety turned to alarm when Japanese dive- and torpedo-bombers struck the convoy’s six tank landing ships (LSTs). All the troops were ordered below deck, and the watertight doors were closed. Then the blasts came. Two bombs hit LST 473, killing seven crew and wounding twenty-six commandos. The helmsman, a Texan named Johnnie Hutchins, was mortally wounded in the attack but guided the vessel away from the torpedo tracks of the second wave before he died; his hands still on the wheel. One of the Australian commandos, Brian Jaggar, took over an anti-aircraft gun after its American gunner was hit and helped keep the attackers at bay. Then the torpedo bombers found their mark, killing thirty-four Australian commandos in LST 471.7
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  Hanging beneath the canopy of his parachute, Lieutenant Johnny Pearson was in a fairly uncommon situation for a gunner in the Australian Army—as were the other thirty-three gunners falling to earth alongside him. Two disassembled Short 25-pounder guns, their parts packed into parachute loads accompanied the gunners down. Pearson’s detachment, from the 2/4th Field Regiment, was jumping to provide artillery support to American Colonel Ken Kinsler’s 503rd Parachute Regiment. One of Pearson’s men, Lieutenant Alan Clayton, had not even made a training jump; he was replacing another officer who had broken his ankle doing so. David Wilson had also broken his ankle, but he kept quiet about it and made the jump. All the men got down, and though a crosswind scattered them along the kunai-covered Nadzab airstrip, the gun crews managed to get the first 25-pounder ready for action in short order.8


  In the most audacious strategic move of the New Guinea campaign thus far, General MacArthur had followed up the amphibious operation east of Lae with an airborne landing to the west the next day. ‘While the Lae units were keeping at bay the tiger at the front gate,’ Major General Kane Yoshihara later wrote, ‘the wolf had appeared at the back gate.’9


  From Port Moresby and Dobodura the wolves came, 302 aircraft in all, swarming in the skies over Tsili Tsili for the run to Nadzab. Six squadrons of Mitchell bombers, armed to the teeth with .50-calibre guns and fragmentation bombs, were followed by six Havocs flying in pairs, laying down a smoke screen as the last bombs exploded. Then the eighty-two Dakotas carrying Kinsler’s parachute regiment arrived, flying in three columns. Three groups of fighters above and on either side of the transports provided air cover, while five Flying Fortresses flew behind with supplies to be dropped to the paratroopers.10


  Alongside the main force, twenty-four Liberators and another four Flying Fortresses carried out bombing raids on Japanese positions at Heath’s Plantation, between Nadzab and Lae. To complete the armada, five weather planes were present to update conditions, and three Fortresses carried interested observers, including MacArthur in the shining Talisman and Air Force Commander Lieutenant General George Kenney in Cap’n & the Kids. For both men, the seizure of Nadzab opened up the long-awaited possibility of taking the war beyond New Guinea. The wide Markham and Ramu Valleys extending northwest from Lae would give Kenney the ground he needed for his airbases. Major General George Vasey was up there too. ‘I wanted to see [paratroops] land from the top rather than the bottom as in Crete,’ he wrote to his wife.11


  Over Nadzab, Lieutenant Colonel John ‘Smiling Jack’ Tolson, the commander of Kinsler’s 3rd Battalion, led the way, making the first Allied combat jump in the Pacific War. In four and a half minutes, the entire 503rd had cleared the transports. Three Americans were killed in the drop, two ‘streamers’ and one man who was caught in a tree and fell.12 There was no resistance: Johnny Pearson’s gunners, who had dropped five hours after the 503rd, never got to fire a shot in anger.


  The 2/2nd Pioneer Battalion trekked in overland to prepare the airstrip. On the strenuous two-day journey down from Tsili Tsili, they were helped by 700 native carriers but bore their own 35-kilogram loads. After the parachutists had landed, the pioneers crossed the main channel of the Markham River on an improvised footbridge laid across eight motorised fold boats about 10 metres apart and anchored against the strong current. The boats had been brought down the Watut River by the versatile engineers of the 2/6th Field Company. On reaching Nadzab, the pioneers immediately began burning the grass and clearing the rubbish from the airstrip.13 The 2/25th Battalion was flown in on the following day, and it took the lead in the drive east for Lae. The US 871st Airborne Engineer Battalion also arrived with all of its construction equipment; a fortnight later, it had prepared two sealed airstrips. The Allied airhead was firmly established. The wolf had not only got in the back gate, she had made her den in the yard.


  The cloak of night still hung over Jackson’s Strip in the early morning hours of 7 September. In Port Moresby, night is more of a darkened pause than a respite from the cloying heat of the Papuan coastal lowlands, but a slight sea breeze blowing in from Bootless Bay to the south helped counter the remaining humidity. The US ground crews were beginning their day, preparing bombers to be airborne well before dawn so they could be over their targets at first light. Lieutenant Howard Wood’s B-24 Liberator was being readied for a reconnaissance sortie to Rabaul.


  At the southern end of Jackson’s Strip, the soldiers of the Australian 2/33rd Battalion sat in the backs of eighteen trucks waiting for the move to Durand airfield to embark for Nadzab. In the pre-dawn darkness, most dozed fitfully. Others were too anxious to sleep as they waited for their flight, which for many would be their first ever. By late 1943, Port Moresby was bursting at the seams with new aerodromes, aircraft dispersal areas, fuel dumps, ammunition dumps and troop concentration areas tightly packed into the narrow strip of land between the coast and the foothills of the Owen Stanleys to the north. The movement of troops across to Nadzab created a need for marshalling areas, putting further pressure on space. This vacant patch at the southern end of Jackson’s Strip was in reasonable proximity to three aerodromes, all of which could be used by the transport aircraft in the upcoming operation. Captain Reg Seddon was arranging the assembly and despatch of the various planeloads. It was a testing task: the previous day, he had organised the embarkation of sixty-eight loads.14


  Captain John Ferguson’s D Company was the third company in line. The men sat in the last five trucks, which were closely strung out along a raised track straddling a barren gully. Ferguson sat in the lead truck, while Bill Crooks, a young platoon sergeant sat on the tailgate of the fifth and last truck. After joining the Army at the age of fifteen, Crooks had served with the 2/33rd in Syria and then during the Kokoda and Gona campaigns. Now seventeen, he was one of the most experienced soldiers in the company, though still one of the youngest. Across to the right, the men could hear the movement on the airfield, whose end lay less than a kilometre to the north. At 0415, the roar of bomber engines drowned out any other sound as a Liberator, its lights burning, lifted off and passed over the Australians. Five minutes later, a second roar was heard and another Liberator took off. It too headed towards them, but its lights were shining straight at the line of trucks. For several painful instants, the plane seemed to hang almost motionless in the air. Crooks was chatting with Frank Smith and Billy Musgrave as the fully laden bird lumbered on, sparks and flames firing out from the exhausts as it clawed desperately for height off the runway. ‘Christ, it’s going to hit us!’ somebody screamed. ‘Look out! Look out!’15


  Frank Mumford was in a gully a little further south, trying to rest in the back of a truck as he awaited the move to the airstrip. Then a blast shook the ground around him and a fearsome flash of yellow light splintered the darkness.16 In the adjacent gully, tragedy had struck Ferguson’s company. As the Liberator struggled to clear the end of the strip, the port wing dipped and clipped a tree, shearing it off and sending the plane crashing into two more trees. Three of its bombs detonated in a series of ear-splitting explosions, and burning fuel erupted from the wreckage.


  The five trucks carrying Ferguson’s company were strung out across the path of the crashing bomber. As the fire reached them, men screamed in pain and ran for their lives. Some who survived the impact blast were killed or burned in the fireball from their own exploding ammunition.17 The blast lifted Bill Crooks from his perch on the tailgate and flung him into a nearby tree, where he found himself hanging from a branch, caught by his belt. Totally disoriented, he wondered where the heat was coming from and soon realised the tree was burning, as was the bed roll on his back. Releasing his belt buckle, he crashed to the ground and ducked under a truck with his mate Jimmy Laing. Crooks could smell petrol all around. Rivulets of flaming fuel were flowing towards them down the slope: the ground itself was catching fire. The two men crawled away as fast as they could.18


  Ben Waring met them. ‘Come quick,’ he said urgently. ‘All the boys are over here.’ In an adjacent gully they could see about thirty men on fire. They were rolling about on the ground, trying desperately to extinguish the flames. The three men set to the task of tearing the burning equipment from their mates. One of the last men they found alive was ‘Big’ Jim Condon. He was lying next to an unexploded 500-pound bomb, watching it intently: a badly injured leg prevented him from moving. ‘I’m bloody glad you found me,’ he said quietly. ‘My eyes are sore staring at that great bomb and waiting for it to go off.’19 It was the only bomb that hadn’t.


  Captain Doug Cullen, the commander of C Company, ordered his men up the hill away from the fires. Braving the edge of the inferno himself, he found an unconscious Frank McTaggart, slung him across his back, and carried him to safety. Another man, naked and terribly burned, emerged from the fire and quietly asked, ‘Sir, where shall I go?’ He was one of the plane’s crew; minutes later, he was dead. Elsewhere, Jack Reinke, the company sergeant major, appeared. ‘Can I have a cigarette?’ he asked. Handed one, he took a drag on it and died.20


  Captain John Balfour-Ogilvy watched men, some already burning, running in all directions to escape. He tackled some as they ran past and managed to get them to a makeshift aid post. When two American fire-fighters in asbestos suits headed into the inferno, the captain accepted the bodies and charred body parts they recovered. The battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Tom Cotton, had been 500 metres away when the plane crashed. Thinking there had been a bombing raid, he had ordered his men out of the trucks and under cover. Then he saw a smoking aircraft engine on the ground. When Captain Dick Cox came to tell him what had happened, he hurried off to the disaster site, passing horribly burned men with their skin hanging in shreds. Cox had taken the first steps to gain control, arranging for firefighters and the first ambulances before reporting to Cotton. Reg Seddon also worked methodically, calling for all units across Moresby to send their ambulances.21


  When Brigadier Ivan Dougherty arrived and asked Cotton if the men should go ahead and board the planes for Nadzab, Cotton gathered his three remaining company commanders and put the question to them. ‘We go, Sir,’ Major Dave MacDougal replied. ‘We can’t stop. Morale will drop like a lead balloon, Sir.’ All the officers were in agreement, and the battalion headed for Durand strip.22


  Incredibly, Bill Crooks and Johnny Beck, who had both been wounded, also embarked. As their transport started its take-off run, the port engine caught fire. ‘Get ready to jump,’ the pilot told those aboard. The aircraft hit the side of a revetment and jolted to a halt with a burst tyre. For Crooks and Beck, it meant the trip to hospital they had avoided earlier—and the end of a nightmarish day.23


  From the blackened gullies at the end of Jackson’s Strip, the firefighters recovered the pitiful remains of the dead: fifteen Australians and eleven American airmen. That was only the beginning of the grim toll. Another forty-five would die from their burns. Ninety-two others were injured, many of them horrifically maimed. Two of the dead Australians, Drivers Vic Kearines and Joe Taranto, were from the 158th General Transport Company. The rest were 2/33rd men.24 ‘So many mates gone,’ MacDougal reflected.25 In New Guinea it was just another way to die.


  From the beachheads east of Lae, the men of Wootten’s 9th Division began the push west. For Sergeant Tom ‘Diver’ Derrick, whose previous soldiering had been in the barren lands around El Alamein, the vagaries of this new battlefield took some getting used to. ‘The going is extremely hard hot and steamy,’ he wrote. ‘The heaviest rain I have seen . . . downpour in the arvo, most uncomfortable, everyone looking like shags.’26


  Late on 8 September, the lead units of the division had closed up to the Busu River, the major barrier east of Lae. As the principal outlet for runoff from the rains falling on the mountain range to the north, the Busu always runs fast and strong. Swollen into a torrent by tropical storms and with enemy defenders behind it, it was the most daunting of obstacles. Brigadier David ‘Torpy’ Whitehead’s 26th Brigade had reached the Busu on the inland flank, but after seeing that it was running at 13 knots, he told Wootten he would need bridging equipment to get across.


  On the coastal flank, the West Australians of Lieutenant Colonel Colin ‘Hugh’ Norman’s 2/28th Battalion—leading the way for Brigadier Bernard Evans’s 24th Brigade—also faced the challenge of crossing the Busu. At dawn on 9 September, a patrol under Lieutenant Peter Rooke tried to cross just upstream of the mouth but could only make it across the minor channel to an island. A platoon then tried the local route directly across the river mouth, but when one of its scouts was killed and another wounded, it was clear that the Japanese had that crossing well covered. With the raised opposite bank offering some cover, Norman decided to send the battalion across the minor channel to the island, from where they would cross the main channel in four lines just before dusk.


  The men of Lieutenant ‘Pat’ Hannah’s company were the first to step out into the raging torrent of the main channel, which was about 50 metres wide. Many lost weapons as they were swept off their feet, but most of the men washed up on the far bank. Captain Leo Lyon’s company followed, with similar results, though they were helped ashore by human chains formed on the far bank by Hannah’s men. The rest of the battalion followed, ‘as though on parade until the current hit them.’ To try to counter the flow, the final company entered the Busu further upstream. Desultory enemy fire was now coming from the far bank; the Bren gunner next to Colonel Norman was hit and went under. Norman had lost thirty men during the crossing, thirteen of them drowned. The rest managed to scramble out at the bar across the river mouth, though one in four was now weaponless. For those who were unable to swim, crossing the Busu was already like going into battle without a weapon.27 It was also a bold move on Norman’s part to tackle the raging river rather than the enemy machinegunners at its mouth.


  But the enemy were not far away. Neville May, who was with Hannah’s lead company, quickly identified and then destroyed a machinegun post covering the river bar. With the drenched signals gear not working, John Crouchley then swam back across the river to tell Brigadier Evans what had happened so Evans could arrange supplies and signals. Organising the defence of the newly won bridgehead was difficult with companies mixed up along the bank and in the towering kunai grass. But, as Norman later wrote, ‘We had a perimeter and were in a position to fight.’ The men waited out the night in the cold and rain, the river rising behind them. Alec Wilson, one of those who had been swept across the bar and out to sea, managed to get ashore behind enemy lines later that night before finding his way to his unit.28


  With the main force still held up along the lower Busu, the 2/4th Independent Company closed up to the east bank further upstream. Despite the tragic loss of most of Lieutenant Sam Cox’s platoon during the convoy attack, it was still operating. On the afternoon of 10 September, Cox’s men closed up to the east bank, where a native kunda bridge spanned the river. It was a flimsy-looking construction: an A-frame on each bank, with vines strung between them and anchored to the shoreline. Padre Arthur Bottrell called it ‘not much more than a decorated tightrope.’29 Cox had strict instructions not to cross the river. When an enemy soldier and two natives approached the west side of the bridge the following afternoon, they were allowed to cross unmolested. An hour later, about a dozen more soldiers approached, this time with twenty native carriers. The commandos watched the party gather at the end of the bridge before two men started across, one an officer resplendent in white gloves, his sword at his hip. ‘They got in the centre of the bridge, this big captain, and we had to shoot him,’ Norm Miles said. ‘I wanted him on our side, you know, because he was full of medals, swords and what not.’ However, Cox ordered his men to open fire, and the officer and the other enemy soldier fell into the river; two more Japanese lay dead on the river bank. The enemy party retaliated with mortar and machinegun fire.30


  As the sun rose next morning, the Japanese were still dug in on the west bank of the rising river. When enemy reinforcements arrived, Cox’s men fired on them, too. Meanwhile, Lieutenant Gordon Hart’s platoon had moved up with orders to cross the river the following day, 13 September. That morning, after the river had dropped a bit, Lieutenant Wally Staples’ section tried to wade across upstream of the bridge under covering fire from Lieutenant Carlyle Brooker’s section on the east bank. But the current in the narrow channel carried most of the men downriver, past the bridge. Clearly, the river was still unfordable. There seemed to be no enemy troops near the western end of the bridge, so it was decided that Lieutenant David Trevaldwyn’s section would walk across.31


  What would have been possible earlier, however, was now a deadly exercise. The lead scouts had almost crossed when someone’s equipment clanged and the Japanese opened fire, catching ten men on the bridge. Four of them dashed across to the west bank and another three joined them before the gunfire brought the frail structure down. The Japanese had set up two machine guns, one aimed at each end of the bridge. Of the seven Australians who made it across, ‘Bob’ Haly and Frank Mannion were wounded. Three others—Dudley Sheldrick, Doug Sidney and Bruce Veitch—were killed on the bridge, while Trevaldwyn was thrown off it when a bullet struck his rifle butt and was carried about 300 metres downstream. Norm Miles, one of the Bren gunners on the east bank, was shot across the scalp and temporarily paralysed from the waist down. Wally Staples, who had dragged himself up onto the east bank further downstream, was also hit and wounded.32


  Brian Jaggar was one of the seven to get across the bridge. He had already shown his courage during the air attack on the convoy to Lae; now he did it again. Using the supporting fire from the Australians on the eastern bank to keep the enemy’s heads down, Jaggar cleaned up two light machinegun positions and a mortar post, killing two Japanese, one of them a marine no doubt bent on revenge for his fallen leader. Crouched under the riverbank, the seven commandos hung on all day before trying to recross the river after dark. The three best swimmers, Jaggar, Hunter and Timmins, held the stricken Haly between them, but the fierce current soon swept them all off their feet, bruising and battering them on submerged rock. The lion-hearted Jaggar hung onto Haly and somehow got him over. Timmins, who tried to get across using the fallen bridge, had his trousers and leggings torn away by the current. Hunter lost all his clothes before being spat out onto the east bank further downstream. James Pitos was a less able swimmer, but as the section corporal he felt duty-bound to carry Jaggar’s and Haly’s rifles. He slung them around his neck and was swept to his death.33


  Frank Mannion and Andrew Hamersley, having watched the Busu take the others away downstream, knew what was in store as they made their attempt. Hamersley was pulled under and never seen again. Mannion too was swept downstream, but he managed to stay afloat and after about a kilometre scrambled ashore, still on the western bank. In the morning, some Australians spotted him from the other side. They used a grenade-discharger cup to fire some signal wire across to Mannion and then, as he clung to it, began dragging him across. Less than 25 metres short of the eastern bank, however, the wire snapped. Only the bravery of another commando, who plunged into the torrent and grabbed hold of him, finally brought Mannion to safety.34


  In his use of the independent company, Lieutenant General Ned Herring, the I Corps commander, responsible for coordinating the operations of Wootten and Vasey, had shown a poor appreciation of its strategic capability. Although Cox’s platoon was under-strength, when it first closed up to the undefended kunda bridge on 10 September, a great opportunity was missed to secure the crossing, send the company across the Busu, link up with 7th Division patrols further west and expose the intentions of the Japanese.


  By 13 September, the 7th Division’s drive down the road from Nadzab to Lae was also reaching a critical point. Brigadier Ken Eather, commanding 25th Brigade, had directed the 2/25th Battalion to make a flanking attack north of the road around Whittaker’s Plantation, in the shadows of the Atzera Range. The 2/33rd Battalion would advance to the south of the road, with a patrol of 2/2nd Pioneers moving up from the southwest. All three units would converge on Heath’s Plantation, where the enemy was believed to be holding a strong blocking position. Lieutenant Bill Stokes, a forward observation officer with the 2/4th Field Regiment, would direct artillery support as required.


  The 2/25th commander, Lieutenant Colonel Richard Marson, had ordered Captain Gilly Gow’s company to drive for Heath’s Plantation on a compass bearing through the scrub and ‘hit the enemy opposition with everything they had.’ Lieutenant Jimmy Howes’ platoon struggled through the rough foothills north of the Lae road and, when the going got too tough, moved down through a re-entrant into a cocoa plantation nearer the road. The Japanese were waiting for them. At about 1000, the platoon came under heavy fire and was soon pinned down in the fire lanes the enemy had cleared between the cocoa trees. Lieutenant Geoff Burns then moved his platoon from behind Howes and pushed down from the hills around the left flank.35


  Billy Richards was in charge of the lead section of Burns’ platoon. He and his men fanned out in an extended line as they moved to contact. Stuart Sawers slotted his section alongside Richards’ right flank, while Jack Duckham’s section moved up on the left. All sections came under very heavy fire as their men probed for the enemy flank. Gow then pushed his last reserve, Lieutenant Don Macrae’s platoon, out along a ridge even further to the east, still trying to outflank the enemy position. As the platoon got into the Japanese rear, Bernie Hill cleared a machinegun post; others captured a headquarters post and cut the phone line to the enemy’s forward troops. Meanwhile, Burns’ platoon was still taking heavy fire; Sawers was killed at the head of his section. The Australians were up against well-trained Japanese marines who overlooked them from strongly entrenched positions. As Richards went forward, the man behind him was hit and one of the grenades he was carrying exploded, badly wounding him and Richards. Though hit in the shoulder, back, and stomach and rapidly losing blood, Richards went on trying to direct his section’s fire, but his position on the forward slope of a rise in front of his men left him very exposed.36


  Further back, two men in Richards’ section, Johnson Bickle and Richard Kelliher, were sheltering in a small dip behind a tree stump. They knew Richards was in trouble. It was Kelliher who made the first move: Billy Richards was his cobber. ‘I’d better go and bring him in,’ the thirty-eight-year-old Irishman told Bickle. ‘You’ll get shot to pieces,’ Bickle replied.37 Kelliher rose from behind the tree stump and rushed forward, flinging his own and Bickle’s grenades at the machinegun post but killing only some of its crew. Still needing to silence the post, Kelliher dashed back to the section and took the Bren gun from the gunner, Thomas Ramsden, who had been shot in the foot. Again Kelliher went forward, raking the enemy position with fire from the Bren. After emptying its magazine, he returned, reloaded, and this time lay down to shoot so his aim would be more accurate. When the Japanese machinegun finally fell silent, eight marines and their officer lay dead. Kelliher then went out to fetch the wounded Richards and, braving rifle fire from another position, brought him in.38


  For his bravery, Richard Kelliher received the Victoria Cross, the only such honour awarded in the Markham–Ramu Valley campaign. ‘I didn’t think of doing it to get a medal,’ he said later. ‘My primary purpose was to bring my cobber Billy back, and that was the only way to do it.’39 Ten months earlier, at Gorari, Kelliher’s courage had been questioned. A court martial eventually found him guilty of cowardice—a finding later quashed.40 It would be nearly three years before the native Irishman was invested with his Victoria Cross by King George VI.


  Two days after Kelliher’s action, another soldier with the courage of his convictions went forward to attack Japanese positions on the road to Lae. Following the Liberator tragedy, many of the rear-area men in the 2/33rd Battalion had been transferred to the weakened front-line platoons. As his troops were about to break out of the timber and rush towards the enemy, company commander Dave MacDougal looked to his right and, to his astonishment, saw one man charging with his rifle back to front, the butt pointed at the Japanese. The man was a former bandsman who had been put in the line as a rifleman; he had deliberately emptied his magazine. The brave pacifist was sent to the rear and correctly reassigned as a stretcher bearer, a task he performed admirably.41 On 16 September, the 7th Division entered Lae from the west; shortly thereafter, the 9th arrived from the east. Brigadiers Evans and Eather met on the outskirts of the town. ‘I was covered in mud and had all my belongings on my back,’ Evans later wrote. ‘Eather was smart and trim and riding in a jeep.’42 They found Lae empty—just ‘one vast, crazy rubbish heap.’43 The Japanese had gone.


  After the loss of the Bismarck Sea convoy the previous March, the Japanese command in Lae had seen the writing on the wall and made contingency plans for evacuation. As part of those preparations, the engineering unit of Lieutenant Masamichi Kitamoto had orders to blaze a land route across the Huon Peninsula to Lae. At the 1932 Olympic Games in Los Angeles, Kitamoto had run for Japan. Now he would again be asked to use his legs for his country. A week after the loss of the Lae convoy, his fifty-man detachment from the 30th Regiment Independent Engineers crossed the Vitiaz Strait from Tuluvu, on the western tip of New Britain, and landed on the New Guinea mainland. With a native guide, the heavily burdened engineers set out to cross the Saruwaged Range to Lae. ‘It was just like climbing a slide from the bottom to the top,’ Kitamoto wrote later. ‘You had to bend forward deeply to bring the centre of gravity before you. It was as if someone had put a heavy weight on our heads and [was] pulling our legs at the same time.’ It only got worse: ‘The incline kept going up and up into the skies. Our legs grew stiff and we gasped for breath . . . Gazing at the clouds below us, we continued the march up the sharp incline . . . It was so cold that it seemed that our hands which grasped the rocks to pull us up would become frozen.’ At 4500 metres, Kitamoto’s engineers crossed a summit higher than Mount Fuji in Japan. Almost as testing was the descent down the other side. The expedition to Lae took three weeks, but when Kitamoto reported to Lieutenant General Hidemitsu Nakano’s headquarters on 3 April, just a month after the Bismarck Sea debacle, Nakano had his escape route.44


  Now it was mid-September, and the Japanese situation in Lae was desperate as Kitamoto again reported to Nakano’s headquarters. When the young lieutenant entered, Nakano was in conference with his key officers, poring over a map spread across the table. Kitamoto soon learned that Nakano had ordered a retreat: there would be no final battle for Lae. Civilian employees had already left, beginning their trek on 4 September.45 For the troops who remained, there were two potential routes: across the Saruwaged Range to the north coast, or through the foothills of the Finisterre Range, parallel to the Markham Valley. Having traversed both, Kitamoto was asked for his opinion. ‘The second plan is impossible,’ he told Nakano, knowing that Allied aircraft could easily interdict a route through the kunai grass that covered the foothills. Kitamoto continued: ‘The first plan is difficult, but there is still some chance of success. If I had to make the final decision I would choose Plan 1. However, the sacrifice will be great.’ The die was cast: the order was issued.46


  The first group of Japanese soldiers, about 2000 naval troops including Kitamoto’s men, set off from Lae on 12 September, making their way inland along the west bank of the Busu River. They formed one of four groups, totalling 8650 men, headed for the high mountains with enough rations to last ten days. Intermediate supply dumps were established north of Gawan and at Iloko. The first and third groups went into the mountains via Gawan, the second and fourth groups via Kemen. Kitamoto’s engineers led the way, setting up signposts and repairing the track as they went. They crossed the Busu about 3 kilometres upstream from the now fallen kunda bridge. General Nakano travelled with the second group, which halted at the Busu for three days while a new bridge was constructed.47 The final organised group left Lae on 15 September.48


  Shigeru Horiuchi, a twenty-two-year-old private with III/238th Battalion, had arrived in Lae only a week before the Australian invasion. Since then, his unit had gone through ‘two weeks of hell,’ under constant attack from Allied bombers; ‘even the officers were trembling in funk holes and had no taste for fighting.’ Horiuchi’s company did not leave Lae until 17 September, but Horiuchi was soon forced to drop out because of a leg wound. He was captured a few days later sheltering in a native village 25 kilometres north of Lae.49


  In the first days of the trek, 200 men had died, mostly wounded and sick. ‘The mountains were only 500 metres high and this much casualties,’ Kitamoto observed with dismay. ‘How many will die before we clear Mt. Sarawaket, which is 4500 metres high? The sharp precipices rising before us will take many victims.’ Once the track began to rise, ‘the soldiers helped each other along, the strong carrying the rifles of weak men. However, as they grow tired, even the strong began to discard their rifles.’ Kitamoto ordered that any discarded weapons should have the chrysanthemum insignia filed off because ‘it was humiliating to throw away the arms that belong to the emperor.’50


  As the men weakened, the incidence of malaria increased and more men dropped out. In the first 1500 metres of the climb after leaving Kemen, 500 men died. Steep precipices dropped away on both sides of the track. ‘After we escaped the clutches of the enemy we were confronted by nature,’ Kitamoto wrote. Those who lived also confronted the corpses of those who died. ‘Using the dead bodies as stepping stones and clinging to the slippery lichen-covered rocks, the men made their way up the mountain. Fresh red blood ran from the mouths of the dead when they were stepped on and their glassy eyes stared us in the face.’ Approaching 4000 metres, the cold bit hard into lightweight tropical uniforms; though exhausted, the men were afraid to fall asleep lest they freeze to death. Another 800 men died crossing the top of the range. ‘The screaming voices of the men who slipped from the log bridges to their death in the canyons below, the wailing cries of the men who could move no more and were asking for help . . . it was a sense of hell, something quite out of this world.’51


  By now the rations had gone. Starving, some men ate human flesh. As he approached the summit of Mount Saruwaged, Kitamoto saw that ‘in the shadow of the rocks, three soldiers had pinned a trooper to the ground while one of them stabbed him in the heart with his bayonet. There were no signs that the dead man had asked the others to kill him. The remaining three soldiers cut slices of the dead trooper’s thigh and began to devour the human flesh.’ After Kitamoto shouted at them, ‘the men looked in my direction, flies that gathered about dead meat swarmed about their faces but they had no strength to drive them away. They had become mad with hunger and fatigue.’ Kitamoto covered the corpse and moved on.52


  In the end even Kitamoto’s strength gave out, and he was carried to the coast on a stretcher. He reached Kiari, some 20 kilometres west of Sio, twenty days after leaving Lae. Staff Officer Sugiyama told him: ‘I wish to bow my head in gratitude for your strong legs. Your legs saved the whole division.’ Once he recovered, Kitamoto headed back to the top of the range to help the stragglers reach the coast. The last stretcher case was brought in on 15 November. An 18th Army report showed that of the 8650 who had left Lae, 6417 survived—a loss of over 25 percent. Most of the survivors staggered into Kiari suffering from malnutrition and malaria. Although only 1271 of them were officially classified as ‘sick,’ Kitamoto wrote that all the men ‘were a group of invalids . . . in no condition to fight.’53


  Even on the coast, safety was not assured: three men died as they rested on the beach, crushed by a falling coconut tree. ‘At second look, I discovered that they were the men who became mad and ate their comrade during the march,’ Kitamoto wrote. His right-hand man, the native guide Rabo, also knew what these men had done. ‘Those soldiers no good,’ he told Kitamoto as he stared at the three dead men. ‘They eat friend. God punish them.’ As Rabo turned away, Kitamoto felt a shiver run down his spine.54


  In the end, Lae had been delivered on a plate to the Australians: the Salamaua campaign and the aerial blockade had drained the Japanese strength at Lae, and the daunting ranges of the Saruwaged had almost destroyed it. The Australians now looked north, towards Finschhafen, and west, where the open expanse of the Markham and Ramu Valleys beckoned.
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  ‘We were just bloody good’


  Kaiapit

  September 1943


  Captain Gordon King’s maxim was fire and movement. He had drilled it into his men over the preceding months of intense training on the Atherton Tablelands, inland from Cairns. Having served as Major Harry Harcourt’s 2IC during the Papuan campaign, the twenty-four-year-old now led the 2/6th Independent Company. He drove his troops hard—to them he was the ‘boy bastard’. ‘Fight on your feet and on the move,’ was King’s rule. ‘Never be static, never be on the ground.’ Down low, he argued, a soldier’s vision and aim were severely restricted. In place of shovels, King’s men carried extra ammunition, and with eighteen Bren and ninety Owen guns spread across nine sections, they had great need for it. The 2/6th had been attached to Major General George Vasey’s 7th Division in a reconnaissance role, ready to strike swiftly. Now Vasey was about to let it loose.1


  After Lae fell on 16 September, Major General Ennis Whitehead, the deputy Allied air commander, told Herring and Vasey that he wanted Kaiapit—a village about 65 kilometres up the Markham Valley west of Nadzab—taken. Its small grass airstrip would be a good site for a fighter base to facilitate the air offensive against Wewak and beyond.2 The need to secure Kaiapit gave Vasey the perfect opportunity to use King’s company. After waiting in the marshalling area three mornings in a row for no result, the commandos finally got the order to go on the morning of 17 September. They toiled in the pre-dawn darkness to load the thirteen Dakota transports, and soon after dawn, the lumbering ‘goony birds’ rose from their earthen nests.3


  In a country where soldiers had had to throw the textbooks of warfare out the window in order to adapt to the extraordinary terrain, the Markham and Ramu Valleys presented the most extensive stretch of level and open ground in New Guinea. Flanked by imposing mountain ranges, the valleys formed a broad corridor leading west from Nadzab, a natural route of advance that also provided excellent sites for airfields.


  The planes carrying King’s company were to land on the western side of the Leron River, 46 kilometres up the valley from Nadzab, in a stretch of open grassland selected by the US engineer, Lieutenant Everette ‘Tex’ Frazier, that had been burned off by incendiary devices. Moving overland from Chivasing, two platoons from Captain John Chalk’s Papuan Infantry Battalion company also reached the west bank of the Leron that day, headed for Sangan. They served as a screen ahead of King’s men.4 Fred Ashford, who was in the fourth plane down, recalls that it bounced three times on landing, a testament to the sturdiness of the Dakota’s landing gear. He and the other men were seated along the sides of the plane, facing each other across the gear piled up—rather chaotically, Ashford thought—in the centre. Twelve planes were soon down, but the thirteenth and last continued to circle: only one of its wheels had locked down. The pilot managed to bounce the plane off the single wheel, keeping the opposite-side wing in the air as long as possible before bellying in for a safe landing.5 The undercarriage collapsed, however, making take-off impossible.6 But the audacious choice of the Leron landing area had succeeded: the Allies had inserted a fully equipped commando company behind enemy lines. The company spent the day organising the supplies and preparing for the move to Sangan.7


  With Vasey’s instructions for urgent action ringing in their ears, fifteen officers and 176 men headed off to Sangan early the next day, 18 September. King waited until after midday for Vasey’s Piper Cub to fly in; Vasey confirmed the instructions to capture Kaiapit while holding a firm base at Sangan. Warrant Officer Peter Ryan, from the Australian New Guinea Administration, also arrived at the Leron River that day to organise the thirty native carriers who would carry the remaining supplies to Sangan and beyond. That morning, King had ordered Lieutenant ‘Ted’ Maxwell’s section to continue from Sangan that same day and reconnoitre the approaches to Kaiapit. That done, Maxwell was to rendezvous with the main body of the company the next day at Ragitumkiap, 2 kilometres south of Kaiapit. The timing of the company’s move to Kaiapit on 19 September was crucial. The men would cover as much of the distance as possible in the cool of the early morning, taking a ten-minute break every hour. King needed to reach Kaiapit in the afternoon: it must be cleared and a defensive perimeter formed before nightfall.8


  Despite the level ground, the head-high kunai grass through which the track passed held the heat and humidity like a blanket, sapping the energy of men heavily weighed down with ammunition. Just as worrying, King had left the unwieldy main wireless radio at Sangan and was equipped with only four of the Army’s new portable No. 208 radio sets. Only a kilometre out from Sangan, he lost wireless contact. His company was on its own, isolated out in front of 7th Division.9


  But King pressed on, and by mid-afternoon the company had arrived at Ragitumkiap, only 1500 metres from the start line for the attack. Excellent maps and aerial photos had enabled King and his officers to put the plan together in Moresby. There were an estimated sixty Japanese in Kaiapit, but none of them appeared to be occupying Mission Hill, the dominant feature in the area. Instead, the defenders were thought to be located in Kaiapit’s three villages and just to the south, where the track entered the village area. As King approached from that direction, he could see Maxwell’s section out to the northeast, moving back from Kaiapit through the foothills, trying to evade an enemy patrol that King could also see. When a series of shots rang out across the foothills, it was clear to an annoyed King that Maxwell had been compromised.10


  Alex Mackay was a Bren gunner in Maxwell’s section. He could not only hear the shots being fired, he could see them whistling through the grass. Ahead of him, the rest of the section had scampered into a dry gully as the enemy patrolmen moved towards the ridge top like hounds on the scent of a fox. Under strict instructions not to engage, Maxwell had pulled the section back. But as Mackay turned and raced off down the hill, the double sling on his Bren gun caught up in his legs. He only just managed to find cover in some scrubby kunai as the enemy patrol crested the ridge above him. Content to have seen off the Australians, the patrol remained there.11


  By 1515, the main body of the company had formed up in the kunai on the edge of swampy ground about 1200 metres south of Kaiapit No. 1 village. Ahead lay more kunai, masking the village and its Japanese defenders. Captain Gordon Blainey deployed the men from A Platoon on a wide front, with Lieutenant Sam Southwood’s 1 Section straddling the track that would be the axis of advance. Lieutenant Bert Westendorf ’s 3 Section was to the right of the track and Lieutenant Reg Hallion had his 2 Section to the left, his flank up against the dried up watercourse of Zoya Creek. To help compensate for the shallowness of Blainey’s line, King positioned Captain Derrick Watson’s C Platoon behind it, with Lieutenant Geoff Fielding’s B Platoon at the rear. Fielding was still without Maxwell’s section but had a PIB section attached. King’s headquarters was behind Blainey, just off the axis of the raised track.12


  King had given strict instructions that there was to be no movement on the track itself. ‘For chrissakes,’ he told the men in the lead section, ‘don’t walk on that bloody track.’ Around 200 metres from Kaiapit No. 1, however, an exhausted Tom Gimblett stepped out of the suffocating kunai and onto the track. ‘I can’t walk any further through this,’ he told his mate Wally Hagan. At this point, the track was slightly elevated, providing a straight approach to the village through the kunai. But as King had foreseen, the enemy had covered this approach with a machine gun. Its fire killed Gimblett and wounded King in the leg. The rest of Blainey’s men kept steadily on through the kunai grass.13


  Fred McKittrick and Hagan set up the 2-inch mortar to try to counter the enemy fire. ‘Where do you reckon it’s coming from?’ McKittrick asked. ‘Looks like the pandanus clump,’ offered Hagan—that was the only visible cover lined up with the track. Hagan set the mortar for full range, about 220 metres, then laid out four bombs and dropped a fifth down the tube. Flicking the wheel at the mortar base to engage the firing pin, he fired all five bombs. All hit their mark, smashing the enemy position. ‘Let’s go and get them!’ shouted Blainey. Southwood’s section stormed into the village, rapidly clearing the forward weapon pits, the occupants either fleeing or dying at their posts. The tactics were reasonably simple. The Australians kept the defenders pinned down with grenades, then rushed them, putting King’s maxim of fire and movement into deadly practice.14
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  Kaiapit: 19–20 September 1943


  Meanwhile, Westendorf ’s section had swung out to the right flank, led in by two scouts. Charlie Banks was on the left with the Bren gun, keeping Southwood’s section in sight to ensure there was no gap and that the sections did not overlap in each other’s line of fire. A shot rang out and Westendorf went down, hit in the head by a sniper hidden among the trees up ahead. The men responded quickly. Raking the trees with gunfire, they went in hard, sweeping around the village huts and clearing the weapon pits at close quarters. As Banks entered the village, another commando warned him, ‘There’s Nips in that hut, keep your eye on them.’ The hut was elevated on log stilts, and Banks saw an enemy soldier’s legs appear below floor level on the other side. That was enough: a burst from the Bren cut him down.15 Meanwhile, King hobbled forward through some shrubbery and out onto the cleared ground between the coconut trees. There he saw ‘Blue’ Burrows, one of Westendorf ’s men, still dealing with some weapon pits. ‘Look out, Sir, get out of my bloody way,’ Burrows shouted, firing his Owen gun and then rolling grenades into the pits.16


  The Japanese defenders had been in a strong position, but the force and fury of the assault had decided the issue. Thirty of them lay dead and the rest had fled. Three of King’s men had been killed and seven others wounded, including Syd Graham, who kept on fighting: one-third of the enemy’s death toll was his doing. ‘Snowy’ Boxall, a Kalgoorlie lad, had been badly wounded and was sewn up by the first-aid man. Early next morning, a grenade landed near him; as he crawled away, the wound opened up and he bled to death.17


  At 1630, King called Watson’s platoon forward and the men moved through the Kaiapit villages, across the landing ground, and up onto Mission Hill, clearing the whole area before night fell. That job done, the platoon returned to the perimeter that had been formed around the huts of Kaiapit No. 1. Three villagers had been found tied to poles in one of the huts and bayoneted. About 1700, Lieutenant Doug Stuart, an Australian officer with the Papuan Infantry Battalion, showing initiative and stamina, came up from Sangan to take back the message that Kaiapit had fallen. He dashed back to Sangan to report to Captain John Chalk that the 2/6th was in a tight spot and ask the PIB to establish a firm base half an hour to its rear. Two PIB platoons were sent forward the next morning.18


  At Kaiapit No. 1, the Australian defensive perimeter had booby traps laid out in front. Watson’s platoon was in the northwest sector, Blainey’s to the northeast, and Fielding’s at the southern end. Like most of the men, Tom Strika had only his bayonet to dig in with. It made little impact on the hard-baked earth, so his shelter for the night was a mere scrape in the ground.19 At about 1930, a native approached the northeastern quarter of the perimeter and called out in pidgin that he had a message for the commander. Only when he reached King’s headquarters did the man realise that Kaiapit was now occupied by the Australians. He cried out, turned and ran, only to be felled by an Owen gun. When a note in Japanese was found on the courier’s body, King knew that more enemy troops must be close by. When later translated, the note was found to read: ‘We believe there are friendly troops in Kaiapit. If so, how many and what units?’20


  At 2000, a six-man Japanese patrol, probably the one that had earlier chased Maxwell, marched toward the northeastern segment of the perimeter. The soldiers, rifles slung over their shoulders, were singing and chanting, clearly unaware about what had happened at Kaiapit that afternoon. At the last moment, the silence alerted them. As they unslung their rifles and crouched down on the path, a Bren gun opened up at point-blank range, killing them all. Another four enemy soldiers returned to Kaiapit at about midnight. This time, one of them got away, his cries echoing off the foothills as he ran.21


  For the men on the perimeter, it was a tense night. Every shadow was potentially an enemy soldier. Adding to the sense of foreboding were the howls of wild native dogs, attracted by the scent of blood, and the ubiquitous swarms of mosquitoes, also in search of their share. Brief heavy showers compounded the men’s discomfort; when they stopped, fireflies danced across the sky. Watson’s platoon prepared to move out when first light came. The plan was for Lieutenant Bob Scott’s 7 Section to advance on the left, beside the creek, and Lieutenant Bob Balderstone’s 9 Section to go on the right. Watson himself was to accompany Lieutenant ‘Jack’ Elsworthy’s 8 Section, which would move along behind. Watson wasn’t expecting any resistance.


  What Watson did not know was that a much larger enemy force was moving down the track from the northwest, heading directly towards his line of advance. As many as 500 Japanese troops were on the march, eager to reach Kaiapit before dawn’s light exposed them to prowling Allied aircraft. Having sent out a messenger, Major Tsuneo Yonekura assumed that the Kaiapit garrison would be awaiting his arrival. His force, designated the Yonekura Tai, was substantial, comprising three infantry companies, an engineering company, a heavy machinegun section and a signals section. Wary of Allied aircraft, the unit had travelled by night since leaving Kankiryo, further up the Ramu Valley, on 12 September. Yonekura intended to use Kaiapit as a base from which to strike the Australians at Nadzab, thus enabling the remnants of the 51st Division to withdraw across the mountains to join him.22 But the major was way behind the game. Vasey and King’s decision to strike swiftly had paid huge dividends: if King had been delayed by a single day or if Yonekura had arrived a day earlier, King’s commandos would have faced a much stiffer defence and taken much heavier casualties.


  Just before dawn on 20 September, as Watson’s men made their final preparations to move out, they spotted the head of the Japanese column and immediately opened fire. This brought chaos to the Japanese ranks as the rest of the column bunched up and milled about, utterly confused in the early-morning half-light. Some screamed out that they were Japanese and to let them through, but others realised that Kaiapit had been captured and opened fire. The shots soon became a torrent. Thousands of rounds were fired, but all passed harmlessly over the Australians’ heads. King watched as the confused enemy infantrymen did exactly what he had taught his own men not to, shooting at shadows, wasting ammunition and firing too high. ‘In all that enormous activity of firing,’ King observed, ‘nobody got hit, nobody got hurt at all.’23


  For King too, the situation came as a shock. The volume of fire indicated that a considerable force was gathering, and it would be right in the line of Watson’s intended advance. Watson wanted to move immediately, but King held him back, wanting to trap more of the approaching force and also shore up Watson’s left flank with Geoff Fielding’s platoon in case more Japanese approached from that direction. Watson watched for King’s signal, each second seeming like a minute as the Japanese gathered in the half-light. ‘He was standing up there, looking back to me, waiting,’ King later remembered. When King dropped his arm, Watson blew his whistle and his men advanced. They ‘killed over a hundred Japanese in the first 100 yards.’24


  With their automatic weapons blazing, the Australians waded into the mass of enemy soldiers. But the Japanese did not go down easily. On the left, Scott’s section came up against very heavy fire. John Tozer was shot in the chest at close range, but the bullet hit his identity disc. ‘It was like being belted in the middle of my chest with a sledge hammer,’ he later wrote. ‘The bullet cartwheeled across my chest tearing a good shirt to shreds and leaving a nasty—but quite superficial—burn.’ Tozer was not the only man to have a lucky escape. Derrick Watson had two: he was hit on the hip by grenade shrapnel that deflected off his wallet, and soon afterwards a bullet tore away a swivel on his rifle. He emerged unscathed. Yonekura and his command group were not so lucky, cut down by the first wave of Australian fire.25


  Lieutenant Bob Balderstone took 9 Section in on the right. At twenty-two, Balderstone had been through the Army NCO school and Officer Training Unit before being attached to a Victorian pioneer company alongside Bert Westendorf and Reg Hallion. The three officers had then been allocated to the 2/6th as section commanders, joining the company on the Atherton Tablelands in March 1943. Only Balderstone would survive Kaiapit. He now led his section forward over relatively open ground, with only scattered coconut palms providing any semblance of cover for the Japanese. Balderstone knew the attack had to be fast and furious to maximise the advantage of surprise and minimise ammunition usage.26


  One of Balderstone’s men, Lori Vawdon, who was in his first action, found it very hard to see anything in the early half-light. He soon came across Cliff Russell, a Bren gunner from Scott’s section, who had been shot in the wrist. ‘Here, take this,’ Russell said, and thrust the Bren into Vawdon’s arms. The gunner had already done considerable damage, killing twelve enemy soldiers, including an officer and a native mercenary, before he was hit. Nearby, Vawdon saw a good mate, Wally Blake, dead on the ground, another loss from Scott’s decimated section.27


  On Watson’s command, Jack Elsworthy’s section moved forward in a line behind the leading sections. Jim Clews and his mate Johnny Haine, who had transferred to the commandos from a docks company at Port Moresby, advanced side by side, heading straight for a machinegun position. They fired on the move, looking for clear targets. Clews carried a rifle with spare ammunition in the bandolier around his neck and extra grenades in his webbing pouches. The Japanese machine gun was hidden in some bushy scrub, and Elsworthy’s men were unsure if the forward sections had knocked it out. About 20 metres on, amid the roar of gunfire, explosions and shouting, Clews heard another sound—a warning shout from Haine. Looking to the right, towards the machinegun position, Clews saw a wounded Japanese soldier with a rifle. Moments later, a bullet lanced through Clews’ lower leg and he collapsed to the ground, his fight over.28


  Though the Australians had seized the moment, their victory was not without cost. Watson’s platoon lost eight men killed and another fourteen wounded, most from Scott’s section on the left. The initial advance took Watson’s men to the northern edge of Kaiapit No. 3 village; to their front, an enemy machine gun covered the clearing beyond the huts. Almost out of ammunition, Watson had his men hold position while he moved back to get a resupply. He suggested to King that if Blainey’s platoon could be brought around on the right flank, the rest of the Japanese could be cleaned up. However, the first priority was for Blainey to get a section up onto the high ground of Mission Hill, which dominated the battlefield.29


  Meanwhile, Lieutenant ‘Dickie’ Row’s medical section had moved through in the wake of Watson’s attack and, with the help of all the headquarters men, brought in the wounded. Any who could not walk were brought back to the aid post on groundsheets. As Jim Clews was helped back, his rifle and spare ammunition were taken forward to help Watson. Half an hour after the first contact, King committed Blainey’s platoon out on the right flank, keeping Fielding’s platoon back to hold a firm base and cover the evacuation of the wounded. Blainey had already briefed all his section leaders to be ready to move; they were to head for Mission Hill.30


  As they had on the previous day, Blainey’s sections advanced in an open line, looking out for any Japanese fleeing in the wake of the thumping Watson’s men had given them. Charlie Banks was at the head of a spearhead formation with the Bren gun slung from his shoulder, held in place by two joined rifle slings. He had a man on each side, about 2 metres away and somewhat to the rear, leaving him a 180-degree arc of fire to the front. Wedging the butt of the gun into his stomach, Banks used the top handle to swing the muzzle from side to side as he scoured the kunai grass for targets.31 Blainey’s men moved into Kaiapit No. 2 village, driving any enemy troops in their path out into the kunai to the east. Once again to the fore was Syd Graham. Despite being wounded on the previous day, he had rejoined his unit from the aid post, only to cop more wounds to his hands and chest.32


  After fire from Mission Hill sent Wally Hagan’s section to ground, Fred McKittrick asked him, ‘Do you think we can do a double?’ They certainly could. The 2-inch mortar dropped a bomb on the enemy position, an isolated copse near the base of the hill.33 The platoon then cleared the area between Kaiapit No. 2 and Mission Hill. Sam Southwood’s section climbed the hill, and found the mission station on top deserted.


  Meanwhile, Watson had sent out patrols to scour the battlefield for detached groups of his men and for ammunition. Soon after 0700, he finally received an ammunition resupply, much of it gathered from the other platoons and from headquarters troops. Seeing that Blainey had secured Mission Hill, Watson judged the moment right to continue the assault using Balderstone’s and Elsworthy’s sections, which were still reasonably intact. Balderstone was behind a coconut palm as his section gathered. When he came out to watch the men move into position, a bullet nicked the top of his right arm. ‘Who did that?’ he bellowed. Though not serious, the wound fired him up. Keen to finish the job, he led the section forward, inspiring the men around him as he personally tackled the Japanese machinegun positions with grenades.34 With Johnny Haine’s help, Balderstone also brought back the badly wounded John ‘Pecki’ Woods, who had been hit in the knee. Again the Japanese retreated into the kunai, unable to halt the Australians’ drive.35


  Blainey’s platoon was still busy. Ron ‘Junior’ Griffiths, a Melbourne boy who looked as if he should still be at school rather than in battle, had been wounded during the previous day’s attack. But he picked himself up again and returned to the fray, guiding one section through Kaiapit No. 2 on the right of the advance while another moved through Kaiapit No. 3 on the left. Both sections joined up at Mission Hill, isolating the Japanese stragglers who remained between them and Southwood’s section up on the hill. Alf Miller shot seven with his rifle and another two with his revolver. ‘You simply could not miss,’ he later told the war correspondent Merv Weston.36


  At the end, with Southwood’s section observing, directing, and supporting from the hill, Reg Hallion’s section cleared the final Japanese positions along the base of the hill. The men up top had a bird’s-eye view, and as one later observed, it was ‘like duck shooting’ as they pointed out the enemy positions in the kunai. Charlie Banks was up there alongside Wally Roach, the South Australian rifleman. Banks’ Bren was inaccurate at the ranges now required, but Roach showed why he was considered the platoon’s best marksman, dropping an enemy soldier on the run at about 300 metres. Another soldier, half hidden in the kunai, was bowled over at nearly 400 metres.


  With a grandstand view of the battlefield, the men on the hill were able to direct other commandos onto the enemy troops still in the area, and around forty were killed. ‘It was almost like Flemington on Cup Day,’ was one comment. Southwood would later elaborate on the tactical advantages of such a commanding position: ‘We could see every move the Japs made when they broke into the kunai. We could pinpoint every Jap for our men, and it was slaughter from that point, very much like quail shooting.’37


  After clearing two machinegun posts below Mission Hill at bayonet point, Reg Hallion was killed as he attacked a third. The section corporal, the tall, laconic John ‘Butch’ Wilson, took over command and, despite a hand wound, kept the men moving forward to clear out the remaining enemy positions. With many of the men in his section now running out of ammunition and having to rely on bayonets, Wilson had them pick up enemy rifles to use.38


  At around 0800, with the hill and villages secure, Fielding’s platoon—still without Maxwell’s section—was sent in to clear out the few Japanese still scattered amid the kunai between the airfield and the villages. Tom Strika was out in front and moving along the native track. Call it intuition or a soldier’s sixth sense, but as he ducked down off the track, a shot rang out and the man behind him fell. Strika leaned forward and spotted the enemy position. ‘Here the bastards are,’ he called, turning to the others. Then he was hit in the back as if by a sledgehammer. ‘Who the fuck hit me?’ he cried out as he went down. The section moved through and cleared the position before a first aid-man ran in to help Strika, cutting half his shirt off before applying sulfa powder and a dressing.39


  As Fielding’s platoon advanced, King headed for Mission Hill with his headquarters group. With Charlie Enderby and the orderly accompanying him, he reached the edge of Kaiapit No. 2, from where he could see Fred McKittrick up on Mission Hill. Then King heard shouting and saw McKittrick pointing to the kunai between the village and the hill. The kunai waved as three enemy soldiers moved towards King. Enderby bowled one over, and the others made a frantic dash to get away. King picked up a rifle that was leaning against one of the village huts and also had a shot, figuring he had succeeded when the ripples in the kunai ceased.40


  Once up on the hill, King’s first priority was to get an ammunition resupply for his company. He sent a message party back to Sangan to advise that Kaiapit had been taken, and at 1130 a carrier line arrived with ammunition, a radio set, and the two PIB platoons from the fallback position. The Papuans were ordered to patrol the approach track from the west and to check the village area for stragglers.41 A makeshift hospital was set up in the old Lutheran mission station on the top of the hill, and the cooks prepared a hot meal for the men. Tex Frazier soon arrived in his Piper Cub and inspected the pre-war airstrip. He decided that it was unsuitable for the larger transports: a new strip would need to be cleared on better ground below Mission Hill. Frazier supervised the work, which basically entailed cutting back the kunai. They would trust to the sturdiness of the Dakota transports to handle uneven ground.42


  Each enemy body was searched for documents and tagged by Lieutenant Maurie Davies’ intelligence section before Geoff Fielding added them to his body count. Before the 2/6th left two days later, 214 enemy dead were counted and buried; at least another fifty went uncounted. The men of the 2/16th and 2/27th Battalions, who were next to move into Kaiapit, found and buried a considerable number of additional bodies. The Australians lost fourteen men killed in action and another twenty-three wounded.


  The final Australian casualty at Kaiapit was a particularly tragic one. King’s commandos had operated throughout under the strict maxim that no wounded Japanese soldier was to be left alive on the ground behind an advance. The policy was at odds with the accepted rules of warfare, but it was necessary to prevent wounded and ‘dead’ enemy soldiers causing further casualties. But King had also made it known that if one or two prisoners could be taken, they would be valuable.43 Herbert Harris, a thirty-year-old medical orderly, was trained to save lives. Now that the Australian wounded had been treated and moved to the rear, he turned his attention to a wounded enemy soldier he found lying amid the kunai. Harris had in mind King’s words about taking a prisoner, but he also saw a life he could save. As he bent to help his enemy, the Japanese detonated a grenade he had hidden on his body. He died at once, but Harris hung on for a day, long enough to talk with King. ‘You’re responsible for my condition, Sir,’ Harris told him. ‘I was trying to follow your orders, and this is what’s happened to me.’44


  General Vasey arrived in a Piper Cub at around midday and walked over the corpse-strewn battlefield to Mission Hill. ‘My God, my God, my God,’ he repeated, clearly shocked by the scale of the carnage—and by the size of the force against which he had sent a single company.45 Gordon King was resting his wounded leg in a shady spot on top of the hill, but when Vasey suddenly appeared, he struggled to his feet. ‘No, no, sit down,’ Vasey told him, noting King’s injury. But King stood to talk. Vasey told him to get the first available aircraft out before adding, ‘Gordon, I promise that you’ll never be left out on a limb like this again.’ Vasey then returned to his plane, which headed back down the Markham Valley.46


  The first Dakota landed at Kaiapit on the afternoon of 21 September, the day after the battle. Colonel David ‘Photo’ Hutchison brought the plane in, dodging Mission Hill and pulling up within the length of the newly cut airstrip. He took the wounded back to Nadzab. By dusk, another six transports had landed, bringing in Captain Garth Symington’s company from the 2/16th Battalion.


  By any measure, the Kaiapit action was an extraordinary feat of arms by King’s men. In one stroke, it had opened up the Markham and Ramu valleys for Vasey’s troops and for Kenney’s airfields. The action had also justified the role of the independent companies in the Army structure and demonstrated the validity of King’s fire and movement maxim. Some months later, Vasey told him, ‘We were lucky, we were very lucky.’ King replied, ‘Well, if you’re inferring that what we did was luck, I don’t agree with you, Sir. Because I think we weren’t lucky, we were just bloody good.’47
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  ‘I know it’s hard, son,

  but it has to be done’


  Markham and Ramu Valleys

  June to October 1943


  The reflection in the shaving mirror was the first and last time Harry Lumb saw his killer. The forty-two-year-old warrant officer with the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit had thought there were no enemy troops anywhere near the village 4 kilometres north of Kaiapit where he was sheltering. It was 7 June 1943, and Lumb was operating deep behind enemy lines, recruiting native carriers in the Markham Valley, which the Japanese nominally controlled but seldom patrolled.1 Lumb’s assailant was part of a patrol led by ‘marathon man’ Lieutenant Masamichi Kitamoto that had come up the valley from Lae, travelling light and moving fast through the foothills.2


  Police sergeant Arwesor had left Lumb earlier that morning, but after hearing small-arms fire he returned to the village. The Japanese were waiting for him. They tied him to a coconut palm tree and interrogated him. From their questions, Arwesor deduced that treacherous natives had led the Japanese to Lumb. That night, he loosened his bindings and made his escape. On 13 June, when the triumphant Japanese party returned to Lae, one of the officers wore Lumb’s clothing and carried his Owen gun.3


  Captain Les Howlett and Warrant Officer Peter Ryan were on another ANGAU patrol in the ranges north of the Markham Valley when they learned of Lumb’s demise. Trapped in the mountains behind Boana, they decided to cross over to the north side of the Saruwaged Range, head west and then re-cross and enter the Markham Valley away from their normal route which may be compromised. After an extraordinary journey, on a route that would later be used in the Japanese retreat from Lae, the two men, accompanied by their devoted Amyen carriers and a group of native police, re-entered the Markham Valley and followed the Irumu River down to Chivasing, on the Markham River.4
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  Ramu Valley to Huon Peninsula


  It was mid-afternoon on 21 June as Howlett and Ryan warily approached Chivasing, stopping at a coconut grove on the edge of the village while one of their native guides, Arong, went ahead to check that the village was clear. He confirmed that no Japanese were in the area and that rafts and canoes were available for the trip down the river to the Australian outpost at Kirkland’s Camp. Leaving the eight native policemen behind, Howlett and Ryan followed Arong into Chivasing. The atmosphere was uneasy, the villagers oddly aloof. Suddenly, rifles cracked and a machine gun began to chatter from a row of huts. Arong was captured while the Australians dashed for cover. Ryan made it into a creek bed, but Howlett was caught in a second volley and fell face down, dead.5


  With fear driving his feet, Ryan scrambled up the other side of the creek, losing his shirt and Owen gun in the thick scrub. With bullets lancing through the undergrowth around him, he looked frantically for a hiding place—and found one, in the mud of a pig wallow. After about half an hour, he heard villagers calling out that the Japanese had gone, but having being deceived once, he stayed hidden. Then, as darkness fell, he made his way towards the Markham River. He spent the night in another mud pool, braving the crocodiles to escape the mosquitoes. Next day, he reached the river and swam across. After forcing two local villagers to take him downriver by canoe, he finally reached the Australian outpost at Kirkland’s Camp.6


  Well before the Lae operation, Bena Bena, in the highlands south of the Ramu Valley, had assumed increased importance as a possible base for operations against Lae, Madang and Wewak. An infantry platoon had been flown there in January 1943 and been replaced a few months later by Major Fergus MacAdie’s 2/7th Independent Company. From Bena Bena, patrols could harass any Japanese moves into the Ramu Valley.7 The area also served as a major source of native carriers for the Australian Army.


  A dummy airbase was constructed at Bena Bena, and from 4–16 June the Japanese made twelve air attacks on the area. They were also planning a ground assault. By late June, when Japanese forces occupied Kaiapit, enemy patrols had moved further up the Ramu Valley to Dumpu and Wesa. The Japanese had built a road from Madang to Bogadjim and were now extending it to Yaula, with the intention of reaching the Ramu Valley.8


  On 8 July, Bruce Rofe, Con Bell and Ted Wilson were manning an observation post at Sepu, on the Ramu River west of Madang. They had just returned from a morning patrol when the post was attacked. Bell was wounded, but he and Wilson managed to clear out. Rofe was more seriously hurt: shot three times, then cut about the head with a sword. He passed out in a daze, vaguely aware of his identification tags being taken and the pain of a stab wound. When he came to, Rofe tried ineffectually to tackle his assailant, a Japanese officer. Furious, the man drew his pistol, pointed it at Rofe’s chest, and pulled the trigger. The pistol misfired, and Rofe got up and ran. Dodging shots, he plunged into the jungle and, after bathing his wounds, propped himself against a tree for the night. After reaching the main track next morning, he walked all day and then spent another night in the scrub. Late on the third day he came across some other commandos, who patched him up and made a bush stretcher for him. Once the medical officer, Captain John McInerney, arrived on 17 July, Rofe was taken back to Bena Bena and flown out to Moresby.9


  On the night of 28 September, moving in total darkness, Captain David Dexter led a patrol from the 2/2nd Cavalry Commando Squadron across the eight streams of the Ramu River. Marching on a compass bearing, they reached the jungle foothills on the northern side of the valley after midnight. After moving to the Madang track west of Kesawai just after dawn, Dexter sent Arthur Birch and a native policeman east towards the occupied village to draw the enemy out. The main ambush party, arrayed in a semicircle on both sides of the track, waited as Birch and the policeman returned from Kesawai after drawing fire. Behind them, two natives led small groups of Japanese soldiers around a bend towards the ambush site. By the time the lead enemy troops were within 30 metres of the ambush site, sixty of them had rounded the bend in the track. With two Brens, nine Owens, four rifles and a liberal supply of grenades, the automatic fire ‘was like a reaper’s scythe among the Japanese’ leaving some forty-five dead and others wounded. Cyril Budd-Doyle was killed and Dexter wounded before the Australians broke contact and headed back across the Ramu. A bullet had creased Dexter’s forehead. Kaipa, a Kesawai villager, chewed leaves, added some lime, and applied the paste to the wound to stop the bleeding. He also helped carry Dexter back up to Bena Bena, quite an ordeal. Asked in later years if he still remembered Kesawai, Dexter, who had written a masterful account of the New Guinea offensives for the official history, pointed to the white scar on his forehead and replied: ‘Kesawai is indelibly marked on my mind, body and soul.’10


  Since proving himself an exceptional scout during the fighting at Wau, Lieutenant Pat Dunshea had continued his exploits in the Ramu Valley, operating out of Bena Bena. With the help of his native policeman Kalamasi, Dunshea confirmed that the Japanese had built their road from the coast up towards Yaula. After the fall of Kaiapit, the three battalions of Brigadier Ivan Dougherty’s 21st Brigade had been flown in to the new airstrip there, and since 26 September Dunshea had been patrolling the area out in front of the brigade’s advance. In the early morning hours of 29 September, Dunshea hid in the kunai grass watching an Australian sentry silhouetted in the moonlight. He waited until the sentry was relieved, then followed him back to unit headquarters at Sagerak, where he surprised the unit commander and reported that the valley ahead was clear.11


  From the moment the Australians flew into Nadzab, they were under insidious assault. Carried by the fragile mosquito, malaria could fell and even kill the strongest of men, and the Ramu Valley, the valley of death in the local dialect, had one of the highest incidences in the country.


  The traditional treatment was with quinine, but 90 per cent of the world’s supply came from cinchona-tree plantations in Java, which was now under Japanese occupation. After the 252 Lark Force escapees ran out of quinine on New Britain in early 1942, fifty died within five weeks and most of the remainder needed hospitalisation.12 An alternative malaria suppressant had to be found or it would be impossible to maintain troops in northern Australia, let alone New Guinea. Atebrin, a synthetic version of quinine that had been developed in Germany before the war, became the Australian Army’s official antimalarial drug, and what quinine remained was reserved for treatment. Australian scientists helped develop practical methods of synthesising Atebrin and pinpointed the dosage that most effectively suppressed malaria among deployed troops. In New Guinea, wearing protective clothing, using mosquito nets, spraying, improving drainage and of course taking the bittertasting Atebrin pills became as important as any combat discipline.


  Malaria is not found above elevations of about 1000 metres, but most of the fighting in New Guinea took place along the coast or in the lowlands of the Markham and Ramu Valleys. High rainfall increased the opportunities for mosquitoes to breed, so the relatively dry area around Port Moresby was less dangerous than Milne Bay and the Papuan beachheads, where malaria was rampant. From October 1942 to April 1943, malaria caused almost five times more casualties than combat did. Even that was not the full story, as most affected men had recurrences of the disease after returning to Australia.13


  The highly malarial environment of the Ramu Valley almost crippled the Australian campaign. Almost 1 in 10 of the operational troops were falling ill with malaria each week, meaning that within eleven weeks almost all would be infected. There were other diseases, some—such as scrub typhus—much deadlier, but malaria accounted for 90 per cent of losses due to disease. As a result of the scientists’ studies, the daily Atebrin dose was doubled, and the infection rate fell by about two-thirds.14 For Japanese troops in New Guinea, malaria was also a serious problem. Though they had stocks of quinine, the progressive breakdown of their supply system meant that almost all frontline troops were infected with malaria, and deaths from it increased as the war went on.


  The companies of the 2/14th Battalion advanced west from Kaiapit along the north side of the Ramu Valley, close to the foothills of the Finisterre Range. In its first campaign since Papua, the unit had a new leader, Lieutenant Colonel Ralph Honner, the outstanding battalion commander of the Papuan campaign. Having led the 39th Battalion at Isurava and Gona, Honner now commanded the battalion that had come to his aid in the nick of time at Isurava and had then fought alongside the 39th at Gona. On the afternoon of 4 October, the 2/14th was in the region of Wampun village when Honner decided they would stop there for the night and look for a water supply. All the men were low on water, and the native bearers had none at all to cook their rice. Captain Colin McInnes’s company was sent towards Koram to find water and to act as a screen for the rest of the battalion.


  Following a divisional order, both Honner and his adjutant, Captain Stan Bisset, had not carried their bedrolls during the march, leaving both men relatively fresh at the end of the day. Despite Bisset’s protests, Honner decided to go out and see whether McInnes had found water.15 Honner was a strong-willed man and liked to be involved in everything that affected his men’s welfare, an attitude that had played a major role in his success with the 39th Battalion.


  Honner headed off along the track at a cracking pace looking for McInnes’s company. Bill Bennett, Tommy Pryor and two others were in tow. Tim Moriarty watched Honner walking past, picking berries from some shrubs and eating them. ‘He’s a cool customer,’ he told his mates.16 The fresher Honner got further in front as the group headed towards a nearby village; only Pryor was able to keep up. Moving along a foot-worn local track through the tall kunai grass, they were unaware that McInnes’ company had already turned off the track and headed up into the foothills.


  Honner could see troops up ahead, cutting leaves from banana trees in a patch alongside the village. Moments later a machine gun opened fire down the track, and Honner went down, shot in the groin. Pryor was hit in the chin but was able to drag his bleeding commander back into the kunai before heading back for help. He soon found Bill Bennett, but there was little they could do: the Japanese soldiers were now advancing in a line through the kunai, walking 10 metres apart. A crippled Honner hid and waited, clutching a grenade ready to use if needed.17


  Back at the battalion lines, Pryor reported the situation to Captain Gerry O’Day, the D Company commander, who immediately sent Lieutenant Alan Avery’s platoon to get Honner. This was not an easy task, as Avery had to be careful not to alert the enemy party. ‘Honner, Honner,’ he called as he moved through the kunai. ‘Here, over here,’ came the reply. When Avery reached Honner, he was smothered with black ants attracted by the blood from his wound.


  ‘I’ll get you out now, Sir,’ Avery told him.


  But Honner refused. ‘Oh no, Mister Avery. Wait a minute, we are going to put in an attack on this position.’


  ‘I’m sorry Sir, my orders are to bring you out.’


  ‘Mister Avery, who gave you that order?’


  ‘Captain O’Day, Sir,’ Avery replied.


  ‘Mister Avery, I think my orders are a bit above Captain O’Day’s,’ Honner said. ‘Get your walkie-talkie going, and get them to send up the rest of the company.’18


  When the rest of the company arrived, Honner instructed the stretcher party to wait in a dry watercourse while he pointed out the enemy positions to O’Day. Two platoons went around on the right flank and captured the village while Avery’s platoon held the enemy’s attention in front. Having seen the successful attack, Honner told the waiting stretcher bearers, ‘Right, you can take me out now,’ and handed over command to Captain Ian Hamilton. After the war, Honner told O’Day that his decision to go and look for McInnes had been ‘a mistake.’19
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  Soon thereafter, another of Dougherty’s battalions, Lieutenant Colonel John Bishop’s 2/27th, turned north into the Finisterre Range and seized King’s Hill, overlooking Dumpu, where a rough airstrip was being prepared. Bishop’s men then moved further into the ranges, probing for the Japanese supply line from the north coast. On 11 October, as Charlie Lofberg and Frank Ranger escorted a native carrier line through the Uria River gorge, below King’s Hill, the party was fired on from above. The carriers dropped their loads and fled; Lofberg and Ranger sheltered in the gorge. The small-arms fire had come from Japanese troops who had captured a prominent knoll east of King’s Hill.


  Further forward, Alan Avery had seen soldiers digging in on the position that morning. Presuming they were Australians, he called 2/14th Battalion headquarters for confirmation. Things at headquarters were a bit hectic. Around this point in the campaign, the 2/14th had no fewer than five commanding officers within two weeks. On 6 October, Major Bill Landale had arrived from Moresby to become the latest in line, and he knew that there were no Australian troops up there. When he told Brigadier Dougherty that there were Japanese troops digging in to his front, Dougherty’s reply was brief: ‘Kill ’em.’20


  Up on King’s Hill, the commander of 9 Platoon, Lieutenant Noel Pallier, watched the enemy troops digging in at the other end of the ridge through his field glasses. Their motions had a rather frenzied quality. Personal entrenching tools were also not standard issue in the Australian Army. Looking harder, Pallier could see the distinctive mushroom-shaped helmets of the Japanese army. He was soon on the phone to Landale, who told him to send out a patrol to confirm his suspicions. Pallier thought the order ludicrous, but an order was an order, and he could not disobey. He told Landale he would send a patrol, but only if he went with them. ‘Why?’ Landale asked. ‘Because it’s suicide,’ Pallier said. Landale was slowly getting the message. ‘Christ, don’t do that,’ he replied.21


  The Vickers guns down below King’s Hill opened fire on the Japanese. In response, a sniper shot dead one of the gunners, Jack Barnard. It was just before midday, and Landale had all the confirmation he needed. Stan Bisset was now given the unenviable job of organising a successful plan of attack over terrain more suited to mountain goats than infantrymen. When he scaled Three Pimples Hill on the other side of the Uria gorge to see what he was up against, the outlook was not promising. Every approach to the enemy position was steep, with towering cliffs to the north and south. Bisset arranged for a platoon, a Vickers section, and artillery and mortar observers to join him on Three Pimples Hill to provide supporting fire for an attack that would have to be made from King’s Hill.22
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  Pallier’s Hill: 11 October 1943


  It was now approaching midday, and Dougherty was increasingly concerned about the 2/27th’s supply line. The battalion’s forward units had been shelled and were expecting a major enemy attack. The supply route had to be reopened. Dougherty was now at Landale’s headquarters and had brought Major Mert Lee with him. Lee had served the 2/27th with distinction, having received his second Military Cross for his leadership and bravery at Brigade Hill, on the Kokoda Trail. He was currently 2IC of the 2/16th Battalion; after relieving Landale of his command, Dougherty put Lee in charge of the 2/14th. His brief was clear: throw the enemy off the ridge and do it now. When Bisset next called headquarters, he was surprised to get Lee on the line. ‘Stan, it’s Mert here,’ Lee said, and proceeded to tell Bisset that his plan would go ahead as soon as the men were in position. Bisset, who knew Lee well, felt reassured by the change in command.23


  Lee then ordered Gerry O’Day to get some men up onto King’s Hill to support Pallier and coordinate the assault. O’Day sent up two platoons, 11 and 17, but it would be late afternoon before they were in position. O’Day had commanded 9 Platoon in Syria, where he had led the unit up the almost-sheer crags at Jezzine. He had lost half his men that day, but here he feared Pallier might lose the lot.24


  By mid-afternoon, Doug Chrisp’s section had managed to haul a Vickers gun up onto Three Pimples Hill, and Bisset had positioned it to fire across the gorge onto the forwardmost point of the enemy position. Alex ‘Jorgie’ Jorgenson fired a few bursts and estimated the range at 400 metres.25 The men of 18 Platoon would add the fire from their Brens and rifles, though at that range they could only hope to distract the enemy with the noise. Don MacEwan was also on hand to direct the 3-inch mortars back down in the valley. Heavier support would come from a Short 25-pounder gun, one of the two originally dropped at Nadzab—though it had only nineteen rounds available. With the support in place, Dougherty, Lee and the other headquarters staff anxiously watched the narrow land bridge for the first sign of Pallier’s advance.26


  The situation confronting Noel Pallier was diabolical. King’s Hill and the enemy-occupied knoll were about 550 metres apart, connected by a knife-edged ridge with a small pimple about halfway along. The razorback ridge sloped down to the pimple, then up again to the summit of the enemy-held knoll, with a steep pinch at the end. The only cover on the kunai-blanketed ridge was a patch of scrub near the pimple.27


  As Pallier made his plans, Japanese fire was raking King’s Hill, and despite the long range, it was hitting home. ‘Freddie’ Johns, who was alongside Pallier, took a bullet through the elbow; further forward, Mark Anderson was also hit. Watching Anderson make his way to the rear, Gordon Davies thought he might really be the lucky one among them.28 Pallier’s platoon had a fine record to uphold. Its nucleus was made up of men who had not only stormed the Jezzine fortress but had fought against overwhelming numbers at Isurava, where the platoon’s finest soldier, Bruce Kingsbury, had fallen.


  Sergeant Lindsay ‘Teddy’ Bear, who had fought beside Kingsbury at Isurava, would be in the forefront of the coming assault, though he should not have been anywhere near the front line. After his gruelling trek back from Isurava, he had had bullets extracted from his knee, hip, thigh and shoulder, but two had remained in his foot. Bear had attended a sergeant’s course before returning to the platoon. Then, just before the 2/14th was flown across to Nadzab, his left foot flared up, causing so much pain he was unable to walk. Doctors investigated and found the two final bullets, which had worked their way out of his ankle to the top of the foot. After these were cut out, Bear was told it would be three to four weeks before he could return to his unit, but he slipped out of the hospital after five days. When he rejoined the platoon, Pallier told him, ‘You’re not supposed to be here.’ ‘Oh, no, I’m fine,’ Bear replied. ‘I’ll be OK.’29


  Corporal Ted ‘Hi Ho’ Silver, a thirty-one-year-old Middle East veteran renowned for his expertise at sharpening bayonets, commanded 7 Section. Another veteran corporal, John ‘Bluey’ Whitechurch, led 9 Section, while Bill Parfrey was in charge of 8 Section. All three were Victorians. The platoon also included Alf Edwards, from Sydney, who had joined the Army as soon as he turned eighteen. His mother was only too happy to give her permission. ‘For chrissakes get him into the Army,’ she said. ‘He’s driving me crazy.’ Edwards joined the 2/14th on the Atherton Tablelands in mid-1943.30 Another newcomer was Hugh ‘Lofty’ Norton, a strapping lad whom Pallier had helped train at Bathurst. Spying his tall frame among the newly arrived reinforcements, Pallier asked him to come over to his platoon and bring any reliable mates—one of whom was Alf Edwards.31 Ernest ‘Lofty’ Back was the real character in the platoon. When the tall, laconic Queensland shearer first joined up, an officer had given the new recruits a talk about the history of the 2/14th, covering the battles in Syria, on the Kokoda Trail, and at Gona. ‘Any questions?’ he asked as he finished. Lofty piped up: ‘I’d just like to say we’re due for a win.’32


  Pallier had three options for the assault. On the left of the ridge, his men would be out of sight of the supporting fire, along the top they would be too exposed, but on the right there was a better chance. The men would be moving in the late afternoon shadows and in full view of the men providing supporting fire from Three Pimples Hill. The approach would need to be in single file. Silver’s section would lead the way, with Pallier’s small headquarters group next in line, followed by Whitechurch’s and Parfrey’s sections. Pallier decided to put his own support weapons, the 2-inch mortar and a Bren gun, on the pimple-like knoll in the centre of the ridge.33


  The terrain also made it difficult for the Japanese to put up an effective defence. The enemy position was angled back towards the north, meaning that Pallier’s approach along the southern side of the ridge could be seen only from the most forward weapon pit. If Pallier had taken his men forward along the northern side of the ridge or along the top, they would have been subject to fire from most of the enemy positions.


  Mert Lee had a final discussion with Pallier over the phone and told him he must take the position before dark. More enemy troops were expected that night: if Pallier failed, the ridge would become an impregnable fortress in the heart of the Australian brigade. ‘Of course you understand it’s do or die,’ were Lee’s final words. Pallier swallowed hard. ‘Right, Sir,’ he replied.34


  The late-afternoon clouds were closing in as Pallier gathered his twenty-nine men and explained the plan. He mentioned the 25-pounder, the mortars and the Vickers support before stressing, ‘Let’s use that support.’ Pallier’s batman, Johnny Cobble, stepped forward and asked, ‘Skipper, can I go on the supporting Bren?’ He was given the job. Meanwhile, Gerry O’Day had finally reached the top of King’s Hill with his men. ‘I’m on the way, boss,’ Pallier told him. Knowing the risk they faced, Pallier’s men shook hands and wished each other luck. Lofty Back and Johnny Cobble were both bushies from western Queensland, where Back had been a shearer. ‘See you at the Winton races,’ Back said to his mate as they set off.35


  At 1650, the Short 25-pounder opened fire down in the valley, the signal for the platoon to move forward. Pallier had spied a washed-out gully just off King’s Hill: his sections got organised there before moving out in single file along the side of the ridge. Scrambling across the steep slope through the sparse scrub, Hi Ho Silver took the lead, digging in his boot heels to gain purchase. The others followed in his very footsteps and reached the pimple halfway along the ridge unmolested. The support group—Cobble with the Bren, Bill Patterson with the 2-inch mortar, and Bobby Malcolm with an EY rifle—stopped and remained there while the others went on.


  The 25-pounder was firing over open sights and an observer up on Three Pimples Hill was calling back the fall of shot. The gun’s lightened carriage and lack of a base plate meant it was jumping all over the place, so it had to be realigned after every shot.36 As Pallier’s men clambered around the pimple, he was counting the shells—one a minute—knowing he had just nineteen minutes to get as close as possible to his objective. The Australians heard a whoosh as each shell went over, then a thump when it hit the ridge ahead of them. Pallier imagined the enemy defenders hunkered down in their foxholes, just getting ready to have another look when the next shell arrived. As the nineteenth shell was fired, a cry of ‘There she goes!’ rang out. Now it was a climb up into the face of the enemy. The 3-inch mortar continued firing, but its high trajectory and the narrow target area made aiming difficult, and most of the bombs fell short or overshot into the gorge beyond.


  The Vickers gun across the gorge continued to give supporting fire right up until the attackers reached the crest. The Vickers barrel was locked to fire along a fixed line: it could be shifted a degree or so to left or right by giving the firing handles a slap of the palm. Jorgie Jorgenson and Jack Cunningham shared the work behind the gun, firing at right angles to the advancing men. Stan Bisset carefully watched the enemy positions for any movement, knowing how vital it was to keep the Japanese soldiers’ heads down until the Aussies could close with them. The riflemen and Bren gunners added their firepower, but at that range they felt powerless to help. Some men just shook their fists at their enemy across the gorge, hoping to keep the defenders distracted. The considerable enemy fire directed back at Three Pimples Hill was largely ineffective, and it diverted the Japanese gunners’ attention from Pallier’s men as they climbed, watching the Vickers rounds churning up the earth in front of them.


  To Pallier’s amazement, there was still no enemy fire as his men reached the final pinch up to the knoll. Here the ridge was at its worst and very steep: one misstep could send a man hurtling into the gorge below. A few Japanese rifle shots rang out, followed by a machinegun burst, and soon the fire became one continuous roar as the defenders, suddenly noticing the men on the small pimple, targeted them with a vengeance. With the assault sections hidden by the slope up to the summit, the defenders seem to have thought the supporting section were the only attackers. First hit was Johnny Cobble: he would never make it to the Winton races. Then Bill Patterson was shot dead, and Bob Malcolm, between them, knew he was next in line. He took what cover he could behind the small pimple, hugging the ground as a First World War Digger had once told him to. He would survive.37


  Further back on King’s Hill, O’Day’s men could only watch. Tim Moriarty was having a smoke. He turned to Bill Leslie and said, ‘They’ve got hummingbirds up here like back home.’ ‘Get down,’ said Leslie, ‘those are bullets.’ ‘Jack’ O’Dea was shot in the face, and though the men did what they could for him, they could not save his life. As they would continue to prove throughout the campaign, the Japanese riflemen were deadly shots at long range.38


  Pallier’s men fanned out under the cover of the slope below the enemy positions. Hi Ho Silver gave his men their orders. To Johnny Twine: ‘Now Johnny, you stop at my right hand with the Owen.’ Then, to Billy Howarth: ‘You keep on my left arm with that Owen gun, Billy.’ Then, to both of them, ‘And don’t you move from there.’39 In the centre, Pallier had his headquarters group, including Teddy Bear. On the left flank was Bluey Whitechurch with his section, Alf Edwards and Lofty Norton among them. Bill Parfrey’s section would come in behind once the lead sections had climbed up.


  Without making an order of it, Pallier calmly said, ‘Fix bayonets if you like.’ Most of the men did, the metallic clash of the bayonet lugs on the rifle barrels echoing across the hill.40 Pallier also carried a rifle to help avoid being recognised as an officer, but he did not carry a bayonet. Across on Three Pimples Hill, Stan Bisset watched through his binoculars as the men formed up to tackle the final few metres of the incline. He cut the supporting fire as they began to climb, then told the Vickers crew to move the gun to a second firing position off to the right. From there it could fire further back along the ridge, across the path of any retreating or reinforcing enemy troops.41


  Finally seeing the Australians looming up on their position, the Japanese defenders raised their heads from their weapon pits and rolled grenades down on the attackers. There were so many grenades, Pallier recalled, that it was as if a sugar-bag full had been emptied onto them. But the slope was so steep that most grenades rolled too far before detonating. Others landed above the Australians, rolled down among them, and were speeded on by a vigorous push or kick. Pallier copped a grenade blast on his left leg but kept going. He hardly felt it at the time, but would later find his left knee badly damaged and shrapnel in his leg and around his ribs.42


  Hi Ho Silver hauled himself up the slope while on his right Johnny Twine struggled to get a grip on the loosened surface. ‘It’s hard Hi Ho,’ he gasped. Struggling himself, Silver turned to him and said, ‘I know it’s hard, son, but it has to be done.’ At the same moment a grenade landed in the dirt next to Silver’s leg; he kicked it away while still urging Twine on.43


  One of Whitechurch’s men on the left copped a grenade blast, while another almost slid off the ridge as he dodged other grenades. Alf Edwards would never forget the sound of enemy grenades being banged against helmets or rocks to initiate the striker, or the Australians’ frantic attempts to brush them away as they landed.44 Lofty Norton later said: ‘The Japs began to jabber and an avalanche of grenades rained down on us . . . we were very lucky to suffer so few casualties from them. If they had been as good as our own grenades are, half of us would have been killed.45


  But within minutes they were hurling their own grenades up into the Japanese positions as they scrambled the last few metres to the summit. The supporting shellfire had badly loosened the surface, so the men had to dig in hard with the toes of their boots to get a firm foothold. Somehow they found the strength and will and drove themselves on, shouting, ‘We’ll get you bastards . . . We’ll make you sorry.’46


  Reaching the top first, Teddy Bear and Hi Ho Silver got their heads and shoulders over the crest and fired everything they had at the defenders. Bear worked his rifle bolt in a blur, while Silver emptied his Owen gun magazine in one withering burst. Then, using the split second they had gained with that opening salvo, they both scrambled over the top. Johnny Twine, who was right behind Bear and Silver, watched as a defender in the critical first weapon pit tried to fire at each in turn, and they at him—all in vain, because all three had already emptied their magazines. Though wounded in the back by a grenade blast moments earlier, Bear reacted first, lunging with his bayonet as he rushed the pit, hurling the first defender aside, then turning back to the next one and crashing the butt of his rifle down on him. Bear and Silver then reloaded and dashed forward.47 The Japanese weapon pits were echeloned back along the top of the ridge, and both men, with Silver’s section behind, moved from one position to the next clearing out the defenders.


  Teddy Bear was a big man and very strong. At least twice more he thrust his rifle down onto cowering defenders, skewering them with the bayonet and hurling them aside. Back on King’s Hill, Gerry O’Day stared in amazement at Bear’s silhouette tossing enemy soldiers off his bayonet like sheaves of wheat off a pitchfork. It was a sight that would stay with him for the rest of his life.48 For the defenders, their weapon pits became their graves. Some sat in the pits with their backs to the oncoming Australians, throwing grenades over their shoulders, while others fixed their own bayonets and came out to fight. But the narrowness of the ridge meant they could do so only one or two at a time, and Bear and Silver were unstoppable.


  It was a terrible business having to use the bayonet, but Pallier’s men had the red mist in their eyes and one goal in their minds: they had to take the ridge, and nothing would stand in their way. Bear later told his son-in-law that he ‘was like a madman.’49 He did what needed to be done, and he had the skill and courage to do it: he was surely one of the finest soldiers Australia ever put into the field, in any war.


  As the rest of Silver’s section reached the top, the left-hand section also charged in after the ginger-haired Whitechurch, who was firing his Owen gun from the hip. Johnny Twine, who had watched Bear and Silver race ahead, thought Whitechurch’s section must have had an easier climb. The men streamed out onto the hill, cutting in front of those of Silver’s section.50 The incline on the left was indeed somewhat easier and had not been churned up by the supporting fire, but that flank was also open to counter-fire from the defenders further back along the crest. Rather than attacking the Japanese lines along the top of the crest, as Silver’s section was doing, Whitechurch’s section was arriving across their front. For the Japanese soldiers facing the onslaught led by Bear and Silver, the sudden appearance of another group of screaming attackers coming directly at them from the flank was too much, and they broke. Whitechurch later described the outcome: ‘We could see them now and opened fire on their heads as they bobbed up above their foxholes . . . Somebody gave a shrill blood-curdling yell that startled even us, and was partly responsible for some of the enemy running headlong down the ridge in panic. Unable to stop at the edge of the cliff, they plunged to their doom hundreds of feet below.’51


  Lofty Norton remembered: ‘Bluey Whitechurch, our section leader, let out a terrific yell: “Come on you yellow so and so’s, we’re Australians and we’re going to kill every one of you” . . . we took up the yell and got stuck into the Nips. I think the yell must have unnerved a lot of them. One Nip stood up in his foxhole; I think he must have been trying to escape. Every chap who saw him let him have it and I saw his tin hat jump up in the air at the impact of the bullets against his body.’52


  Watching from down in the valley, Alan Avery saw about ten defenders run straight over the cliff. Having arrived in the night and worked all day preparing their positions, the defenders may not have known of the cliffs further down the ridge side.53 Those who did not fall to their deaths fled in panic down the access track to the east and sprinted off into the jungle as the Vickers gun on Three Pimples Hill sprayed deadly fire across their path.


  Back on the crest, Gordon Davies came running over to Pallier to tell him, ‘Parfrey’s been hit.’ He had been badly shot through the upper arm. Pallier told Davies to instruct Lofty Back to take over the section and attack. Soon there came a blood-curdling yell that startled everyone. It was Back. ‘Come on, come on,’ he urged—and then he was dead.54 Not all the Japanese had fled: one had targeted the section leader. Like his mate Johnny Cobble, Lofty Back wouldn’t make the Winton races.


  Behind Whitechurch, Alf Edwards joined in the screaming as he reached the top. Spotting the head of one defender above his weapon pit, he dropped to one knee and fired, the shot sending a helmet flying as it found its mark. Then, as he looked for Whitechurch, Edwards was struck in the upper right arm as if by a sledgehammer. He fell back down the slope. ‘I went arse over head and I sort of slid down the side of it,’ he later recalled. When he stopped, his rifle clattered into him from above, the bayonet hard up against his neck, the barrel pointed at his head. Claude Lamport was dressing his fractured arm when a couple of other men arrived. Hi Ho Silver called down: ‘Come on, you lot, it doesn’t take half a dozen to look after him.’55


  Up on top, a machine gun opened fire from further back along the ridge and the Australians hit the ground, clinging to the knoll they had just taken. Teddy Bear had finally fallen, shot in the knee. He was lying above and to the left of Pallier, in the path of a machine gun. Bear knew he was in trouble. ‘They’re on to me, Noel,’ he called to Pallier. Seeing his sergeant’s plight, Pallier told Bear to roll towards him. Bear did so and survived; he later named his son Noel.56


  Pallier had also been hit, with a bullet wound to his groin. Apart from the machinegun fire now raking the exposed crest of the knoll, he was also concerned about an enemy counterattack. Seeking cover, the Australians pulled enemy bodies from the weapon pits and greedily gulped what water they could find from enemy canteens.57


  As Alf Edwards made his way back to the crest of the knoll he passed Bill Parfrey, who was lying on his belly with shrapnel wounds to his legs. ‘Like a smoke, Bill?’ was all he could offer. Pallier, clearly in considerable pain from his wounds, told Edwards, ‘A job well done, son. You made a name for the platoon. Tell Captain O’Day to get something up here in case of counterattack.’58


  For Pallier, the fight was over. He handed over command to Jack Arnold, who pushed further down the track off the end of the hill. Back on King’s Hill, Gerry O’Day watched the wounded men returning along the ridge. ‘Keep going, keep going,’ Teddy Bear kept telling Edwards as they made their way back. At the pimple, Edwards saw Bob Malcolm, who ‘was white as a bloody ghost.’ When Edwards asked what had happened, Malcolm just pointed to the bodies of Cobble and Patterson. ‘There they are,’ was all he said.59 O’Day sent a platoon forward to relieve what was left of Pallier’s on what was now known as Pallier’s Hill.


  Down in the gorge below, the men of the supply train escort waited anxiously for news of the battle that had swept across the ridge above them. That night they took it in turns to watch the track across the river. But nobody came. Any Japanese who had not fled from the ridge above lay dead at their posts or broken on the rocks at the bottom of the gorge.60
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  ‘They didn’t know the country

  was impassable’


  Finschhafen to Saidor

  September 1943 to February 1944


  This wasn’t the way you were meant to win a battle. With a brigade of some 2500 highly trained infantrymen and supporting arms deployed, it shouldn’t have come down to a single soldier, no matter how able he was or how brave. The battalion commander had given the order to pull out, but as Sergeant Tom ‘Diver’ Derrick hauled himself higher up the ridge in the fading light, he knew there was no going back. Behind him, five enemy posts had already been knocked out and more lay ahead. Taking a haversack of grenades with the pins fixed so they could be pulled easily, Derrick kept on clambering across the precipitous slope, at times hanging onto vines as he threw the grenades unerringly into the apertures of the enemy bunkers just moments before the fuses ran down. Behind him the Bren gunners fired over his head, while further back along the narrow spur the rest of the platoon made as much noise as possible to distract attention from Derrick. Derrick cleared three more bunkers before reaching a kunai patch below the ridge crest. The hold was tenuous, but the Australians were now in dead ground below the second line of enemy defences.1 He didn’t know it then and would never admit it afterwards, but Tom Derrick had single-handedly driven the Japanese Army from the mountain fortress that was Sattelberg Mission.
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  After the rapid victory at Lae, further opportunities beckoned for the Australians. While Major General Vasey’s men headed west to clear the Ramu Valley and threaten Madang, Brigadier Gordon Windeyer’s 20th Brigade jumped back on the landing craft and headed to Finschhafen, at the eastern end of the Huon Peninsula. Finschhafen was a Lutheran mission station that not only had an excellent sheltered anchorage but was a fine site for a major airfield. It would serve as a staging post for further operations on New Britain, just 100 kilometres across the Vitiaz Strait, and west towards Madang and beyond—more steps along the road to Tokyo.


  Aware that the fall of Lae was imminent, the Japanese command had been building up troops in Finschhafen. Two battalions from the 80th Regiment, an artillery battalion from the 26th Field Artillery Regiment and the 7th Naval Base Force, all under the command of Major General Eizo Yamada, had travelled by barge down the coast from Madang, and had arrived by 15 September, a week ahead of Windeyer’s brigade. Another 800 troops from the 238th Regiment who had been en route to Lae were also now in Finschhafen. Added to the 400 men of the 85th Naval Garrison already there and Yamada’s 2800, the Japanese now had about 4000 men facing the 9th Division—a considerable force. In addition, 3080 men, mainly from the 79th Regiment were also on the way from Madang, accompanied by Lieutenant General Shigeru Katagiri, the 20th Division commander. As they marched overland from Sio and Sialum, these soldiers passed the exhausted and starving remnants of the 51st Division at Kiari. They did not know it then, but they were glimpsing their own future.2


  Windeyer’s brigade landed north of Finschhafen before dawn on 22 September. Lieutenant Colonel Noel Simpson’s 2/17th and Lieutenant Colonel George Colvin’s 2/13th Battalion made the main landings at Scarlet Beach, between the Song River and Siki Creek, about 9 kilometres north of Finschhafen. Confused in the darkness, however, the first two waves of the landing force came ashore further south, at Siki Cove. The commander of John Dickson’s LST grounded the craft on a reef and the men left the ramp into water four metres deep. ‘He dipped us like sheep,’ Dickson recalled.3 The landing was difficult, but resistance was sporadic, the coastal defenders soon withdrawing to stronger positions in the foothills at Katika. Having secured the beachhead by day’s end, Windeyer’s troops then pushed south, closing up to the steep banks of the Bumi River. The main enemy defences were behind the river in Salankaua Plantation, protected on the inland flank by a confused tangle of jungle-covered ridges and ravines. The Japanese had selected the positions well, using the terrain to their advantage. As Peter Hemery wrote: ‘The only thing left out of his calculations was the AIF’s ignorance. They didn’t know the country was impassable.’4
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  Finschhafen area


  When his brigade met with serious resistance along the coast, Windeyer sent troops inland. Two companies from Lieutenant Colonel Colin Grace’s 2/15th Battalion hacked through the tangled terrain on compass bearings, creating a narrow winding track. Under cover of machinegun fire, the men then crossed the Bumi River further upstream at a waist-deep ford. ‘We grabbed our Brens and went for the lick of our lives,’ Lieutenant James Dunn later wrote. ‘. . . Some of us did submarine sprints. Others flew across the twenty-five yards of water so fast they hardly got their boots wet.’5 The enemy’s resistance was sporadic, hindered by the almost sheer riverbank below its positions. However, the Australians would now have to climb that obstacle.


  Colvin’s 2/13th Battalion then passed through, Captain Edwin Handley’s company leading, the men crossing the river one at a time and scrambling up the opposite bank on hands and knees.6 Climbing cliffs and crossing two sets of ridges, they were held up by the final ridge overlooking the coastal strip, the heavily fortified Kakakog heights. Colvin’s men fought their way up the steep ridges, using one hand to hold on and the other to fire their weapon. As Hemery observed, ‘It was literally a jungle Gallipoli.’7 Having hacked their way up the ridge, the Australians screamed and howled as they broke out across the crest, putting the Japanese defenders to flight and capturing three 13-mm automatic cannon. Mortar sergeant Bert Chowne, just twenty-three and already a distinguished veteran of Tobruk and El Alamein, dragged the signal wire up through the jungle and then directed mortar fire onto the enemy positions. He was awarded a Military Medal for that action and commissioned as an officer at the end of the campaign. Even higher honours were in store.


  On the morning of 1 October, American light bombers made low-level attacks on Kakakog. As ‘they came up from their pass you’d hear a solid crash of sound,’ Hemery wrote. He then watched as RAAF Vultee Vengeance dive bombers arrived: ‘They screamed down just over our heads in near vertical dives . . . the jungle heaving skywards in great gobs like bubbles bursting in a sea of green lava.’8 For at least one of these pilots from RAAF No. 24 Squadron, vengeance was indeed sweet. Flying Officer William Hewett had been shot down while serving with the same squadron, piloting a Wirraway against Zeros during the dark early days over Rabaul.9


  The air attacks were followed by a barrage of 600 rounds from the 2/12th Field Regiment’s 25-pounders. The dazed defenders fought back but gave way throughout the day to the hardened infantrymen, who had moved in under the barrage. More shelling, some of it directed by Colvin, helped two of his companies to get forward and make the final assault. The first thrust was stopped by sheer cliffs and intense fire from the heights; Colvin’s men were trapped in the confined gully below. The axis of the attack then swung around to the left, along the edge of Salankaua Plantation. Two platoons from Captain Paul Deschamps’ company formed up in the bed of Ilebbe Creek under Sergeant Geoff Crawford. They then rushed four machinegun positions, with Crawford and a Bren gunner, Fred Rolfe, to the fore. Both men were badly wounded.10 Les Clothier, who led the attack on the right, wrote of the savagery inherent in such fighting: ‘One bloke lay doggo pretending dead but as I passed him he opened his eyes so I bayoneted the animal.’ Five of the eight men in Clothier’s section were casualties, including Clothier himself, who also wrote, ‘I hope Mum don’t worry too much about my little Blighty.’11 Deschamps was also wounded; in the end Lieutenant Ken Hall was the only officer who emerged unscathed, though his batman and sergeant were both wounded beside him. It would happen again later in the campaign.12


  On Deschamps’ right, Captain Bruce Cribb’s company also struggled to make headway. As soon as they crossed the creek the men came under heavy fire, some of it from Australian artillery shells hitting the tree tops. Twice that night the Japanese counterattacked, but now they were only masking the final withdrawal. When the diggers advanced the next morning, Finschhafen was deserted, ‘as bare of Japs as Martin Place’, in the centre of Sydney.13


  On 2 October, Windeyer’s brigade met up with the 22nd Battalion, which had fought its way along the coast from Lae. The Allies now had access to the finest natural harbour on the New Guinea coastline—and, soon, one of the largest airbases in the South Pacific. Rabaul, the linchpin of Japanese operations in the region, was now well within striking range. For now, however, Allied naval forces off Finschhafen were also within striking range of the Japanese: they were hammered from the air and then struck from below, the destroyer USS Henley torpedoed and sunk by a submarine on 3 October.


  Although Finschhafen had fallen, it was by no means secure. Control of the dominating heights around the old rest station at Sattelberg (Saddle Mountain in German), 8 kilometres inland from Scarlet Beach, would be needed before Finschhafen could be used as an Allied base. Soon after landing, the 2/17th Battalion had pushed up into the hills below Sattelberg, only to find the area strongly held. In the early hours of 30 September, this force was relieved by Lieutenant Colonel Robert Joshua’s 2/43rd Battalion, which put ashore from three US destroyer transports; the 2/17th rejoined the rest of 20th Brigade for the final operations against Finschhafen. The Australian command had wanted more than a battalion deployed here but had been stymied by the inability of the Americans to organise the necessary transport either for carrying the troops or for maintaining them. General MacArthur was hampered in his decisions by poor intelligence, which had considerably underestimated Japanese strength.


  Joshua’s men were soon in contact with enemy troops on the Sattelberg Road. On 1 October, two platoons from Captain Eric Grant’s company and a platoon from the Papuan Infantry Battalion were cut off at Jivevaneng. Attacks by two other companies failed to break through, but a PIB sergeant, Terry Scott-Holland, was finally guided in by two Papuans who had been sent out of the perimeter. These three led Grant’s men out on the morning of 4 October, only hours before the two relieving companies finally broke through. The previous day, two companies from Simpson’s 2/17th were sent up a rough track, ironically named Easy Street, to capture Kumawa, south of Jivevaneng. This action cut the main Japanese line of retreat from Finschhafen and also helped support Grace’s 2/15th Battalion, which took over at Kumawa. The task of pushing through a jeep track would take longer.


  At Jivevaneng on 9 October, Captain Tom Sheldon’s company from the 2/17th attacked a key knoll straddling the road about 400 metres west of the village. Sheldon’s men moved around the north flank of the position via a deep ravine. Artillery then opened up and, guided by PIB scouts, Lieutenant Robert Bennie’s platoon moved up a very steep spur to within 10 metres. The rain helped to conceal the approach and deaden the sound. As Ron Stanton recalled, ‘we left the jungle and were almost on top of the enemy when all hell broke loose . . . the rain suddenly stopped and we charged up a very steep slope on our hands and knees midst a shower of grenades from the Japs.’ Bennie’s men broke through to the road and crossed it under machinegun fire from the flank. ‘Clarrie’ Brooks moved up the road, firing his Bren from the hip, and silenced the enemy position. Sheldon’s two other platoons followed and consolidated on the knoll.14


  The sound of bugles soon heralded an enemy counterattack. ‘Peering down the hill, I felt my heart pound as I saw the points of bayonets moving slowly forward,’ Harry Wells later wrote. Wells opened fire with his Owen gun ‘and the sweet ecstasy of sound that came from it brought comfort beyond expression.’15 The Bren and Owen fire, and grenades rolled down the slope, stopped the Japanese—though not without loss. Fred Peters, who occupied a Bren gun post 5 metres out in front of the main defences, fell to a sniper, as did Tom Brown when he went out to recover Peters’ body after dusk. A second attack was also made, and the advantage of higher ground and better grenades told for the Australians. In Bennie’s words, the enemy ‘yelled when the grenades went down.’ Next morning, the Japanese tried to blast Sheldon’s men off the knoll, which was now stripped of cover. Bennie counted fifty-three shells; three of his men were killed. Sheldon was among the wounded, hit in the knee. Evacuated, he handed over command to the resourceful Bennie. The shelling was the prelude to additional counterattacks, five that day.16


  That same day, the headquarters of Major General George Wootten’s 9th Division arrived, accompanied by that of Brigadier Bernard Evans’ 24th Brigade. However, despite the introduction of Lieutenant Colonel Alfred Gallasch’s 2/3rd Pioneer Battalion, troops were still spread thin: the Australian lines now stretched from south of Finschhafen across the Song River to Bonga in the north, and west into the foothills of the Cromwell Mountains.


  On 13 October, Captain Bill Angus’ company from the 2/15th would attack from Kumawa, looking to evict the Japanese from strong positions across the track further west. It was a blind attack, as the thick undergrowth prevented any reconnaissance and heavy preliminary fire failed to elicit a response from the well-concealed enemy positions. Sergeant Alick Else, in command of 7 Platoon on the left, could not stop looking down at his watch as the artillery and mortar support thundered down before the 0900 start time. When Angus whispered the awaited command, a simple ‘Forward,’ the men began moving up the steep slope through the dense cane. Ten metres from the crest, Else watched as ‘all hell was let loose from the Nips.’17


  Bill ‘Dad’ Woods, two days short of his thirty-third birthday, led the section in on the left. It was cut to pieces. Soon five men were dead or dying and another down, leaving only Woods and Len Hinton to clear out the enemy machinegun post with grenades. The rest of the platoon started to yell, a collective howl of anger and determination. In the heat of battle, Woods had the presence of mind to collect and use ten grenades from his fallen men and to swap his rifle for an Owen gun. Hinton handed recovered Owen magazines up to Woods, who fired some fifteen of them at the second machinegun post. This enabled Doug Smales to get forward with his section and get stuck into the remaining positions. ‘Both his and Dad’s clothing are bullet ridden,’ Else observed, before ordering the reserve section up. The men crossed the track as one and gained the first line of defence. Else later wrote, ‘Smithy has his ankle blown off and before he falls he shoots three Nips with his Owen.’ Meanwhile, Woods continued to fight for those who could no longer do so. But Else’s platoon had lost two-thirds of its men, and the survivors, who were almost out of ammunition, lay down among the dead. Angus now ordered 9 Platoon forward. ‘Under a withering hail of lead,’ they advanced through Else’s remnants to drive the Japanese from the rear posts. ‘Half past nine and the position is ours,’ Else wrote. One of the outfought defenders later recalled, ‘With tears in our eyes we had to withdraw.’ Alick Else’s tears would come later: during the assault, he had seen his younger brother Cyril killed.18


  Japanese reinforcements were also arriving. General Katagiri reached the front on the same day as General Wootten and immediately planned an offensive using both the 79th and 80th Regiments. Katagiri’s plan included two diversionary attacks from the north and a bold amphibious raid on Scarlet Beach. His main ground attack would be directed down the Sattelberg Road. The challenges Katagiri faced were typified by the method he used to communicate with his sub-units. In a throwback to another era, the date of the attack would be confirmed by a fire lit on the Sattelberg heights. Unbeknown to Katagiri, the Australians had captured his plans; they were confident the attacks could be held. At dawn on 16 October, the Japanese struck the 2/17th at Jivevaneng and, though attacks continued throughout the day, the Australians maintained their positions.


  Next morning, the Japanese made an audacious attempt to land three barges full of infantry at Scarlet Beach. Like the kamikaze pilots of later days, Lieutenant Kazuyuki Sugino’s men drank a toast of sake before leaving Nambariwa, 5 kilometres southeast of Sio, on what was virtually a suicide mission. Of the seven barges that set out, only three made it along the coast to Finschhafen.19 Shielded by heavy rain, these barges were not sighted until they neared the mouth of the Song River, where they were too low in the water to be targeted by the Bofors anti-aircraft gun on the beach. A 37-mm anti-tank gun further down the beach crashed a shell into one of the barges, forcing it to retire to the north, but the other two barges kept on and made landfall.


  Nathan Van Noy, an engineer with the US 532nd Boat and Shore Regiment, was manning a .50-calibre Browning machine gun only 15 metres from where the two barges beached. His loader, Stephen Popa, was on watch and woke Van Noy with a nudge: ‘Heh, Junior. The damn Japs are comin’.’ Waiting until the barges were committed to landing, Van Noy directed a withering hail of fire at the disembarking raiders. Even after a grenade exploded in the gun pit, shattering his leg and wounding Popa, Van Noy ignored the calls to withdraw. He continued to flay the raiding party, pinning Sugino’s men down at the water’s edge. A second grenade struck another hammer blow to his legs, but still Van Noy kept shooting. Then a third grenade found its mark. The gallant young man died with his finger hooked around the trigger of the Browning, whose ammunition was all spent. Out in front of the barges, thirty-nine Japanese raiders lay dead, most of them killed by Van Noy. He was awarded the Medal of Honor, his country’s highest military decoration.20


  Though none of Sugino’s men got beyond the shoreline, Lieutenant General Adachi gave them a citation and a stirring obituary. Though divorced from reality, Adachi’s report provides insight into the expectations he had of his troops. They ‘fought so furiously it would make even the Gods cry,’ he wrote, and had ‘demonstrated the unique and peerless spiritual superiority of the Imperial Army.’21 Sergeant Masatsugu Ogawa, serving with the 79th Regiment, gave a more plausible description of what it was like going up against the superior firepower that the Australian infantry could deploy. ‘You can’t raise your head,’ he said. ‘When the bullets come low you can’t move. Your back is heated by the bullets. You can’t fire your single-shot, bolt-action Type-38 infantry rifle. You’d feel too absurd.’22


  Across the Song River to the north, the main thrust of the Japanese attack had more success, infiltrating the positions of Colonel Gallasch’s Pioneers. Lieutenant Colonel Colin Norman’s 2/28th Battalion, the Busu River veterans, moved up to reinforce the position. However, Brigadier Evans was still worried that his brigade was too dispersed, so he pulled some companies back to protect Scarlet Beach. The Bofors gunners also proved effective, at times firing over open sights to hold back the Japanese thrusts, which in some places reached the coast. A panicked Evans now gave up a dominant position at Katika to reinforce his beachhead. Like others before him, Evans had been unable to adjust his tactics to the terrain and make it work for him instead of against him. In this situation, maintaining unbroken defensive lines was not as critical as holding the higher ground. Nonetheless, Scarlet Beach was secure. Not so Evans, who was relieved of his command on 1 November.


  With landing barges the only means of transporting supplies from the main Japanese base at Wewak, and Allied torpedo boats and aircraft on the prowl along the coast, the defenders were in dire straits from food shortages. One of the 80th Regiment officers at Sattelberg wrote: ‘My one wish is to defeat Americans and get their good food. However, with our casualties from enemy shells how in hell am I going to survive through this.’ Things only got worse. On 12 November he wrote: ‘Have enough rations for one meal—will have to make it do three. We are always hungry and find it hard to get along.’ Five days later, he was killed in action.23


  On 13 October, another 80th Regiment soldier noted the torments of Sattelberg but also demonstrated an almost spiritual belief in his mission: ‘Where could there be such hardship outside of war? We cannot even build fires to keep ourselves warm when drenched in the rain and shivering. We are constantly attacked by malaria mosquitoes and suffering from poisonous insects. The trench, which is the safest place, is filled with rain water . . . If I should be so unfortunate as to die from an enemy bullet, my soul will positively chew to death the American forces.’ On 22 October he wrote: ‘I eat potatoes and live in a hole and cannot speak in a loud voice. I live the life of a mud rat or some similar creature.’ Nine days later: ‘I shall die fighting and praying for the prosperity of the empire.’ On 15 November he made his final entry: ‘The platoon leader told us about the suicide squad.’24


  One Japanese officer at Sattelberg showed an almost unbelievable resolve, writing on 4 November: ‘We’ve been without rations for a month . . . We have eaten bananas, stems and roots, plantation trees, bamboo shoots, grass and flowering ferns, in fact, everything up to leaves of trees that could be eaten . . . this is splendid training for us.’25 But not all saw suffering as desirable. ‘How do we of the Imperial Army, enjoy rationing?’ First Lieutenant Uchimura observed. ‘As we have no rations we fight while only eating grass.’ ‘We are hoping to depart from this southern battle front, but this unforgettable existence in the jungle seems never to end,’ another soldier wrote. ‘We dream of good food, having only potatoes day in and day out. Friends die every day. I want to return alive from this war. When I am alone I always think of my family in Japan.’26


  An engineering company commander with the 20th Division, Lieutenant Toshiro Kuroki, knew just how badly the higher command had let the troops down. On 16 November, he wrote: ‘Since our arrival, 11 November, we have had hardly any rice. We added a few potatoes to what rice we’ve had and continued to fight. We have an army, a division, and an area army, with a C in C, a div commander, a C of S, a director of intelligence, and what have you, but in the front lines we have to contend with a rotten supply situation, and live a dog’s life on potatoes.’ The next day he continued: ‘You won’t find many smiling faces among the men in the ranks in New Guinea. They are always hungry; every other word has something to do with eating . . . The men in the rear, whose biggest job is talking, know nothing about the soldiers on the hills, in the valleys, and in the native villages of the forward areas, dying off like flies. The stupid fools!’27


  The Japanese were hungry, but they would defend Sattelberg, which, as Official Historian Gavin Long wrote, ‘looks like a natural fortress, whose walls rise steeply from the surrounding mountains.’ Wootten’s third brigade, Brigadier David ‘Torpy’ Whitehead’s 26th, now entered the fray. A squadron of nine Matilda tanks from the 1st Tank Battalion had also arrived. At Jivevaneng on 17 November, the tanks and the South Australian 2/48th Battalion set off towards Sattelberg along the road. On their right flank, the 2/24th attempted an approach from further north, while the 2/23rd was on the left. However, as Brigadier Windeyer observed, ‘in this country an advance of ten yards is the equivalent of 200 yards in open country.’28 The tanks, moving in single file, advanced in groups of three, each tank protected by an infantry section. Two infantry companies attacked with the tanks. Along the road, the Japanese used anti-tank ditches, mines and guns to try and stop the advance. When Gavin Long had a look at a knocked-out Japanese 37-mm anti-tank gun, he noticed two indentations on its shield from tank rounds. ‘It was a two-pounder HE,’ a skinny youth told him. ‘They knocked the crew about—look at that bush.’ Hanging from a branch of the blasted bush behind the gun were the remnants of a khaki uniform. Tom Derrick saw the same gun, with ‘the crew a mangled bloody heap near it.’29


  On 20 November, as the battle along the Sattelberg Road continued, Derrick observed, ‘Fighting was hard and bitter with casualties mounting up.’ That day the 2/48th lost one of its finest when Sergeant Bob ‘Snow’ Ranford was shot by a sniper. ‘The end of a dashing, courageous and fearless soldier,’ Derrick wrote; ‘easily the [battalion’s] best.’ The twenty-six-year-old Ranford had been decorated for saving two people from drowning in Australia, then received the Distinguished Conduct Medal for helping save the lives of fellow soldiers at El Alamein, before giving his own life in New Guinea. Next day, Derrick was given command of 11 Platoon, which had lost its commander and platoon sergeant in the earlier fighting. He considered the remaining twenty-two men ‘a very capable crew.’30


  On 23 November, it was found that the Sattelberg Road was blocked by a landslide. In any case, it was proving too rough for tanks. Early the next day, Captain Dean Hill’s company was sent across the deep ravine of Siki Creek, ‘a sheer drop of white cliff,’ according to Derrick, to attack Sattelberg via its precipitous eastern slopes. The rugged terrain meant that the only possible approach to the Lutheran mission was through an open kunai patch directly beneath the top of the cliffs. For two hours in the late afternoon, two platoons vainly tried to clamber forward in the face of fierce machinegun fire and a shower of grenades from above. Hill observed of the Japanese defenders that ‘if they ran out of grenades they could use rocks.’31


  Derrick’s platoon was then sent in on the right flank. ‘First look at the ground made the task a suicide one,’ he wrote. ‘Jap bunkers on top could fire down on us and drop grenades down, a very sticky [position] indeed. Decided to give it a go, using 4 & 5 [sections]. The move off required great courage and nerve and not a single man hesitated.’32 The dense jungle and steep slope allowed only one section to go forward at a time, each man pulling up the next in line, who was practically beneath his boots. Worming his way to within 15 metres of the enemy positions, Derrick scrutinised the approaches but could see no way forward. He sent a runner back to the signallers to inform Hill by phone. When the runner returned, it was with orders to withdraw.33


  In the interim, two of Derrick’s men, Stan Davies with a Bren gun and Don Spencer using a captured LMG, had been able to clear one enemy bunker. Now they were up for more. ‘Things seem to be coming our way,’ Derrick wrote. He got on the phone and told Hill: ‘I think we can get forward, we’ve done over about five posts.’ Hill told Derrick the orders were to break off and try a different approach the next day. But Derrick was adamant. ‘Bugger the CO,’ he said. ‘Just give me twenty more minutes and we’ll have this place. Tell him I’m pinned down and can’t get out.’ Hill gave him the twenty minutes.34


  So Tom Derrick had his moment, and his platoon’s action unhinged the Japanese position. Though posts higher up on Sattelberg remained intact, the Japanese abandoned their positions that night. Heavy fire passed over the heads of Derrick’s men for half an hour, and they expected a counterattack to follow, but the fire was only masking the withdrawal.


  Derrick’s move had only been the final straw. Four days earlier, on 20 November, the main Japanese supply line from Gusika on the coast to Sattelberg had been cut at Pabu Hill. Troops from Major Keith ‘Bill’ Mollard’s 2/32nd Battalion, led in by local guides, occupied the dominant position and held it for seven gruelling days against determined enemy counterattacks. Pabu Hill became ‘an Australian island in a Japanese sea.’35 Cut off from outside aid, Medical Officer Major Kiernan ‘Skipper’ Dorney did all he could to keep the wounded alive. Those who succumbed were buried in a little cemetery with each name beaten into the bottom of a ration tin and nailed to a cross set above the grave. The battalion padre, Don Williamson, buried twenty-two in all.36 The staunch defence of Pabu Hill made it impossible for the Japanese to hang onto Sattelberg. The famished defenders had run out of food and medicine, and their stocks of ammunition were desperately low. One of them wrote, ‘If I could have one good meal of rice I would gladly die.’37


  Patrols on the morning of 25 November found Sattelberg deserted, and Tom Derrick was given the honour of raising the Australian flag from a shattered tree. A mate of his, Max Thomas, went over the route Derrick had blazed up the ridge and observed, ‘Hell, you’ll get another gong for this, Diver.’ Derrick replied, ‘I might catch up with Tex now.’38 Sergeant Jack ‘Tex’ Weston had been awarded both the Distinguished Conduct Medal and the Military Medal. For his courage and gallant leadership, Derrick was awarded the Victoria Cross.


  On 15 November, Pilot Officer Robert Stewart was returning from directing artillery fire over the front lines in his RAAF Boomerang. Like the Wirraway, the Boomerang had proved to be unsuitable as a first-line fighter aircraft, but it was ideal for support operations. Gavin Long noted a typical radio conversation between a gunnery officer and a pilot. ‘Is there a MG post at . . .?’ said the gunner. ‘I’ll have a look at the bastard,’ was the pilot’s obliging response. After shelling the post, the pilot reported, ‘I can see pots and pans flying all over the place.’39


  Stewart spotted another aircraft up ahead, and was relieved to see the familiar outlines of an American P-38 Lightning. If there were any Japanese aircraft about, Stewart knew the Lightning could outmatch them. If he had known who the Lightning’s pilot was, he would have felt even more secure. Major Gerald Johnson was already an air ace, and by the end of the war he would have shot down twenty-two enemy planes. Unfortunately, he mistook Stewart’s single radial-engine plane for a Japanese example, and opened fire in a head-on pass, not realising his error until he zoomed by. But the damage had been done, and a considerably shaken Stewart had to crash-land the Boomerang at Finschhafen, where it burned out. That error wasn’t the dumbest thing Johnson did: he later had an Australian flag painted on his fuselage among the Japanese ones tallying his ‘kills.’


  Despite the loss of Sattelberg, the Japanese still held dominant hill positions at Wareo and further north. Difficult fighting continued throughout 1943 as the Australians moved north and then west along the coast of the Huon Peninsula. The Japanese remnants retreated before them, leaving rearguards to delay the Australian advance. On 22 December, Surgeon-Lieutenant Tetsuo Watanabe, who had arrived by submarine only two weeks earlier, left Sio with 200 men behind the naval ensign of Captain Ken Ukai’s 82nd Naval Garrison. Seven days later, 180 of the men reached Gali 2, where they set up camp, eating green papayas and tree roots to survive.40


  New Year for Masamichi Kitamoto was no occasion for joy. ‘Leading the lives of moles in the jungles, we welcomed the year 1944,’ he wrote. ‘One rice cake and some sake was divided among the troops . . . suddenly, there was a roar of airplanes and cracking of machine guns as the enemy planes strafed the camp . . . The rarely held New Year’s drinking party was over . . . I looked toward the sea. About fifty ships with white waves in their wakes were sailing towards the west.’41


  The American 126th Regiment landed unopposed at Saidor on 2 January, the regiment’s first operation since the travails of Buna. The sight of the invasion convoy and the effect of the naval barrage had caused the few Japanese rear-area troops in the vicinity to flee in haste. The tenuous supply line linking them to the Japanese forces further east was now broken. Kitamoto was sent to report on the landing. After dodging air patrols and crossing dangerous river estuaries, his scouting party reached the American perimeter two days later. By then, American engineers were already at work on a new airfield. Back at Kiari, Kitamoto reported his findings to General Adachi, who swiftly cut short his inspection tour and took a submarine out on 5 January, leaving 13,000 of his men stranded east of Saidor.42
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  Huon Peninsula—north coast


  Captain Lloyd Pursehouse, whose knowledge of the Huon Peninsula coast had made him such an effective Coastwatcher, had been attached to the 9th Division for the push up the coast from Finschhafen. Pursehouse guided the forward troops, bringing them as far as Sio Mission. There he made a detour across the narrow channel to Sio village and recruited native labourers to help maintain the advance. Returning across the channel by canoe, Pursehouse was gunned down by a solitary Japanese soldier hidden in the nearby jungle.43 There was no safe refuge on hell’s battlefield.


  Further west, at Gali 1, the Japanese Army was dying. As the soldiers grew weaker, the death toll steadily rose. On 17 January, Tetsuo Watanabe informed his commander that his unit was starving to death. Two days later, more troops arrived from Sio, further stretching the meagre supplies. On the morning of 23 January, Watanabe went to the field hospital, where the helpless patients looked to him for succour; he could only offer death. As the adjutant issued new blankets, a weeping Watanabe carried out his commander’s orders, placing a grenade beside each man’s pillow.44


  Now supplied only by irregular submarine runs and enduring regular aerial and naval bombardment, the Japanese were nearing the end. Those who could walk began the daunting trek to Madang, performing the ‘side crawl of the crab.’ With any westward movement along the coast now blocked at Saidor, the withdrawal had to be along the rugged trails of the eastern Finisterre Range, the end of the earth for many. On 18 January, Kitamoto’s engineers led the way back into the mountains, and the remnants of the 51st Division followed, though without rations. They in turn were followed by the first units from the 20th Division, which had obtained a week’s rations from a submarine supply run to Kiari.45


  Having reached Gali 2, the first of 5000 Army troops began the trek into the mountains on 22 January, followed by the naval units the next day and another 1500 troops on 24 January. Other disparate groups followed. Colonel Sadahiko Miyake’s 80th Regiment travelled in three echelons. Only I/80th and II/80th Battalions were provided with rice and salt at Gali 2, as Miyake thought the III/80th, going first, could live off the land. Colonel Kaneki Hayashida’s 79th Regiment, divided into four sections, made up the final organised group.46


  Tetsuo Watanabe had set off with the naval units, along with his friend Seaman Okada, who was struggling with malaria. Back home in Tokyo, Okada had a sushi bar in the Shinjuku district, and he had said Watanabe must come and visit one day. Watanabe now watched as Okada collapsed and ‘his face turned pale and bloodless.’ Then blood flowed from his mouth; he had bitten off his tongue so he would die and relieve the burden on his comrades. He was nineteen.47


  On the second day, the track climbed up into the mountains. ‘By the track dead bodies were scattered, reeking a horrible putrid smell,’ Watanabe wrote. ‘Those who had perished on this climb must have exhausted their last strength.’48 This route would become known as the Dead Man’s Trail. The ABC war correspondent Fred Simpson wrote: ‘Most of the Japanese soldiery had been left to die of starvation and disease. They were across the track, they were along the track, they were everywhere . . . of food there was no trace.’49 Watanabe had precious little food, but he gave some to a despairing soldier, whose ‘hollowed eyes showed surprise, twinkled a second and misted with tears.’ The chief medic turned to Watanabe and said, ‘If you sympathise with every soldier you won’t survive.’ The gardens near mountain villages provided some sustenance in the form of taro, sweet potato and sugar cane. Nonetheless, after three days one-third of Watanabe’s unit had dropped out. Watanabe nearly joined them. As he slid down a muddy slope in the rain, he felt a wonderful ease coming over him, the beguiling embrace of death. But a fellow soldier saved him, urging him on.50


  ‘After inching our way over the rocks for a whole day we would cross one peak,’ Kitamoto wrote. ‘The next day, it was another precipice that we had to cling to. When this continued for days, men began to slip with fatigue from the cliffs to their death.’ Major General Kane Yoshihara later recalled that when the men ‘trod the frost of [Nokopo] Peak they were overwhelmed by cold and hunger. At times they had to make ropes out of vines and rattan and adopt rock-climbing methods; or they crawled and slipped on the steep slopes; or on the waterless mountain roads they cut moss in their potatoes and steamed them. In this manner, for three months, looking down at the enemy beneath their feet, they continued their move.’ When men began to freeze to death crossing the 3000-metre Mount Nokopo, Kitamoto took his group over a less elevated route, closer to Saidor—a course made possible by the failure of the Americans to go beyond their perimeter. But other hazards awaited, including flash flooding in the narrow ravines. As he had done in the Saruwaged, Kitamoto went back into the mountains to help the stragglers out. There he met a medic named Sugimoto, a faithful soul who had made the first and second crossings of the Saruwaged, to and from Lae, with him. A former office worker from Osaka city, Sugimoto had shown great skill in dealing with the New Guinea natives. Now, near death, Sugimoto told Kitamoto to leave him. When Kitamoto refused, Sugimoto decided the issue: with a single rifle shot, he took his own life.51


  The mountain cold was also a killer. Naked bodies lined the track, stripped where they fell by soldiers desperate for extra clothing. On 6 February, Watanabe met men from Major General Masutaro Nakai’s 78th Regiment, who had come from the opposite direction to help them. Three days later, Watanabe saw the sea west of Saidor. The next day he and the other survivors descended to the coastal track and proceeded to Mindiri on the coast, crossing a series of river mouths under the gaze of waiting crocodiles. The coastal route was easier, but it was still another five days before Watanabe could catch a boat ride to Madang.52


  According to Kitamoto, of the 13,000 who had begun the trek, about 9500 starving and exhausted men made it through to Madang, which was little more than a patchwork of bomb craters. The Australian estimate was 8000. It was with good reason that Yoshihara called Kitamoto ‘the mountain god of the Finisterres.’53


  Some 16 kilometres inland from Gali 2 was Tapen, the junction of two Japanese withdrawal routes from the coast. Watanabe had passed through here on 26 January. Nearby, the trail towards Saidor crossed an imposing chasm via a suspension bridge. Once the main force had passed over it, on about 10 February, the bridge was cut, leaving thousands of stragglers behind. Masatsugu Ogawa was one of them, part of the force that had been retreating from Finschhafen for the past two months. He arrived the day after the bridge plunged into the chasm. Now he faced a month-long detour via the higher mountain route through Nokopo.54


  Captain Frank Farmer’s company from the 35th Battalion moved up the Dead Man’s Trail from Gali 2 on 14 February. Ahead of them went Papuan scouts, including Corporal Bengari, who had infiltrated Japanese-held villages to gather intelligence during the Salamaua campaign. Farmer’s infantrymen hauled each other up the steep muddy slopes into the ranges, taking rest breaks beside the decomposing bodies of Japanese troops. One Japanese naval rating was found alive, semi-conscious and suffering from malaria and malnutrition.55 The Australians struggled on to Ruange village, perched high on a razorback ridge. Farmer’s men counted sixty bodies on the way to Ruange and another five in the village.56


  At the next village, Bwana, the Australians met with resistance and killed twenty-seven Japanese. The PIB scouts found another thirty-seven bodies in the village and killed five more heading up the track. On 17 February, they reached Tapen, a large village of about fifty huts spread out on a plateau astride the track and surrounded by hundreds of garden plots. A reconnaissance found about 100 enemy troops in occupation, so Farmer deployed his men for an attack. Those with automatic weapons would advance line abreast, while the clever Papuan scouts would get around the flanks, clearing out the gardens and cutting off any escapees. ‘They were ruthless fellows,’ Lieutenant Dick Youden said of the scouts. ‘They could smell the Japs.’57


  The Australians attacked in the late afternoon, catching the enemy unawares with a wall of automatic fire; fifty-two Japanese were killed within 50 minutes. The Papuans killed fifty-one more in the gardens and along the tracks to Wandiluk and Moam. Bengari and two other Papuans accounted for forty-three of them. Farmer’s men were greatly helped by the exhaustion of the enemy soldiers, who had posted no forward sentries and had left extensive defence works unoccupied. Sergeant Tom Griffith was the only Australian wounded, nicked across the scalp by a sniper’s round. An angry Griffith cut down the sniper with his Owen gun before his grenades accounted for four other Japanese hiding in the same hut. As in the other villages, more corpses were found, in this case another forty. The PIB war diary commented: ‘decaying and filth everywhere.’ On 20 February, the village was burned to the ground.58


  Wandiluk was next. Though only 8 kilometres from Tapen, it was near the bottom of the Yupna Gorge, down a winding, precipitously steep track. Farmer would send only forty-three men into the gorge, stripped down to their basic equipment and accompanied by the PIB scouts. New Guinea had few landscapes more daunting than this. The soldiers picked their way down the tenuous, muddy track, clinging to vines and roots. On the way, they had to negotiate the even steeper banks of four streams that cut across the track, forcing them to remove the basic pouches from the front of their uniforms to squeeze along the cliff-side track. They passed some eighty Japanese corpses; the stench of death was everywhere. Down below, they could see planes strafing the village, keeping the Japanese distracted. After a gruelling five-hour descent, the Australians attacked at 1700, encountering sparse resistance and killing forty defenders. The PIB scouts accounted for another ten. Just past the village lay a kilometre-deep drop into the lower part of the Yupna Gorge. Seven fleeing enemy soldiers crashed to their deaths on the rocks at its base.59


  This was no place to be wounded. One Australian soldier who had been hit in the legs by a grenade blast had to be carried back to the coast. In a superhuman effort, the native bearers somehow got him back up out of the gorge on their shoulders. The audacious Bengari was also hit, shot through both shoulders as he fired from atop a native hut, yet somehow he was able to walk out. The men advanced further up the gorge after building a tall ladder to help scale a 60-metre-high cliff, but once past Kwembum—and another seventy-four Japanese bodies—the Australians were finally beaten by the terrain. However, some of the PIB scouts managed to get through to Nokopo and set the village afire.60


  Warrant Officer Alf Robinson, who was serving with the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit, was asked to assess the feasibility of operating a supply line between Tapen and Wandiluk. This was the same Alf Robinson who two years earlier, as a NGVR rifleman, had escaped from the Japanese massacre at Tol. He had operated over some of the most difficult country in New Guinea, but now he reported, ‘I can confidently state there is no feature anywhere approximating the difficulties of the proposed L of C.’61 Captain Ernest Hitchcock, the PIB commander, who had spent twenty-three years in New Guinea, said the terrain was ‘not fit for any white man.’62


  Another patrol came up from the coast at Malalamai. It reached Gabutamon on 18 February, killing forty Japanese and finding the same number already dead. The patrol then set out to reach Tapen from the west, traversing the steep razorback ridges. It was more like a mountaineering expedition, with the lead man digging finger and toe holds into the treacherous slopes for those who followed. In some places the men had to be roped together, and at one boggy defile they were up to their shoulders in mud, travelling less than a kilometre in eight hours. Muddy patches in the kunai at the edges of cliffs indicated where enemy soldiers had fallen to their deaths. At the bottom of a 100-metre-deep chasm—probably the one that had stymied Masatsugu Ogawa—the Australians found ropes dangling from the cliff edge high above. Beneath the ropes’ lower ends lay some eighty decomposing bodies, smashed across the rocks. The Japanese soldiers who had reached this point had not had the energy to climb out. Some had tried, but others had just lain down to die.63


  The terrain was hellish, but Tapen and Wandiluk held something worse. The first signs came on the trail up into the ranges: corpses with chunks of flesh cut from the buttocks. In the villages, the ghastly sights were repeated. Clearly, an expert butcher had been involved, ‘so cleanly had the muscles of arms and legs, the buttocks and flesh around the ribs, and even the cheeks of the face been removed,’ Lieutenant Gordon Holland wrote. In one hut in Tapen, Lieutenants Geoff Rennie and Dick Youden—both from the 30th Battalion and attached to Farmer’s unit—found a heart and liver still dripping blood and wrapped in banana leaves. A large hut on stilts in the centre of the village was like a slaughterhouse. Two bodies on the bamboo floor had been gutted. One had slices of flesh missing from the buttocks; the other had been stripped to the bones. Outside, dixies and clay pots held human flesh ready to be cooked. In another hut, flesh was already roasting over a fire. Youden observed, ‘We all grew up pretty quickly.’64


  At Wandiluk, Farmer and Captain Robert Escott saw more signs of cannibalism. On one body, ‘all the flesh had been removed and all that remained was the framework of bones.’ In one hut a pile of flesh had been prepared for cooking, and in another, there was flesh in a dixie and a human liver cooking over a fire. Elsewhere, Escott found a fresh corpse with deep cuts down the backs of the legs. ‘The look of horror on [the dead man’s] face was so terrible that I am convinced they started to carve him up before he was dead,’ he said. Farmer had all his men witness these scenes before burning the village to the ground.65 For the young Australian soldiers, the ghoulish scenes they had witnessed could not be so easily erased.
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  ‘Some bastard is going to

  pay for this’


  Shaggy Ridge

  December 1943 to February 1944


  Like a fallen prehistoric beast, Shaggy Ridge lay across the Finisterre Range above the Ramu Valley, pointing the way north to the coast below Madang. A thick green hide of dense jungle covered its western flank, while on the open, eastern side veins of jungle stood out from the crevices where streams bled from its side. At the top, it was as if the hide had fallen away, leaving the fossilised vertebrae standing out in sharp relief along the narrow crest of the ridge. There was no battlefield more challenging.


  On 15 December, Major General Vasey had visited Shaggy Ridge, seeing for himself the single weapon pit atop the narrow razorback that represented the front line. ‘G’day,’ he said to Frank Murphy and Bill Ryan, and offered them a smoke.1 Later, Major Garth Symington, the acting commander of the 2/16th Battalion, told Vasey that the men were fed up with just patrolling. ‘I think we could take Shaggy Ridge,’ he added. ‘I don’t think you could,’ Vasey replied. ‘Two colonels have told me it is not possible to take it from the front.’ But Symington held his ground. ‘Thanks, Symington,’ the General said. ‘That’s interesting.’ Some days later, Brigadier Ivan Dougherty phoned Symington. ‘Garth,’ he said, ‘did you tell Vasey you could take Shaggy Ridge?’ ‘Yes, I did,’ replied Symington. An obviously annoyed Dougherty then told him, ‘You had no right to do it, now you have to do it.’2


  Sergeant Tom ‘Pinky’ McMahon, who had fought with distinction at Gona, would plan and lead the critical initial assault on the Pimple, the forward-most Japanese position on Shaggy Ridge. ‘You know what you’re doing,’ his platoon commander told the redhead. ‘I’ll go along with you.’3 With reinforced bunkers echeloned back along the crest, most shielded from direct fire by the Australian artillery, the Pimple seemed impregnable. Heavy air and ground support were laid on for the attack, including the most intense artillery bombardment of the New Guinea campaign thus far. On the morning of 27 December, every eye was turned to the Pimple to watch the awesome display of firepower. From up on the 5500 Feature west of Shaggy Ridge (and named for its elevation in feet), Lieutenant Lance Logan phoned back, ‘Boy, are they pasting shit out of Shaggy.’4


  As if in a castle siege, the assault troops placed two bamboo ladders against the rock face below the Pimple, but the loose rock provided no firm footing: the men would have to scramble up as best they could. With adrenaline coursing through him and knowing time was at a premium, McMahon threw himself at the wall of rock and somehow managed to make progress up its crumbling face. Behind him, Merv Hall’s section began angling around the right side in an attempt to gain better purchase.


  McMahon levered himself over the crest and scrambled into a dip in front of the Pimple as the first shots cracked overhead. He fired back with his Owen gun and then threw a grenade into the enemy bunker. It was immediately thrown back, landing by his side to be quickly brushed away down the slope. McMahon delayed his next grenade throws, but they too came back. One exploded near his left side, shattering his hand and wounding his head. Blood coursed down his forehead and into his eyes. By now, he had thrown his six grenades and was rapidly using up his Owen ammo. He suddenly realised he was still the only man up there. ‘Come and give me a hand,’ he shouted to the others. ‘Why don’t you come?’5
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  Shaggy Ridge: 27–28 December 1943


  Warrant Officer George Morris was an imposing man, standing over 2 metres tall. Against Symington’s wishes, he had joined the assault. Symington later said, ‘The thing you could see first was Pinky McMahon’s red head and George Morris, bloody tall, lanky George, crawling their way up there.’6 Morris had edged around to the right side before a burst of fire from an enemy position further down the ridge stopped his progress. He heard McMahon calling for help, and then a grenade burst almost on top of him. Morris and three others were wounded, probably by one of the Australian grenades that the Japanese had thrown back at McMahon. Nearby, Merv Hall also scrambled up the slope.7


  The bombardment had left the crest bare, but down below the tree line on the left side of the ridge, the shattered wood had piled up to create a tangled platform of sorts. Monty Stewart held his Owen gun with one hand and used the other to navigate through the splintered tree limbs as he led his section forward. Stewart emerged from the debris beside an enemy bunker. As he brought the Owen to bear on a defender crouched in the bunker doorway, he saw movement from the corner of his eye. On the other side of the ridge, a man broke the skyline and charged the bunker: it was Merv Hall. Stewart then watched as the defender flipped back into the bunker under a burst from Hall’s Owen gun. When another defender dashed out, Hall stepped forward and crashed the butt of his empty Owen down on him before tossing grenades through the doorway.8


  Stewart then led his men around the Pimple and along the razorback, still moving through the tangled mass on the left side of the ridge. Ahead was a small knoll behind which the ridge top appeared to drop away. As the section reached the knoll, Danny Leu took a machinegun burst across the chest and collapsed back into the tangled scrub. Stewart held onto him as Japanese grenades began landing nearby, brushing them away down the slope before propping up his haversack for cover. As more men arrived, he helped get Leu out.9


  Frank Murphy and Bill Ryan took over the forward position just behind the knoll. Later that morning Jack Ritchie, another Bren gunner, came forward to relieve Murphy. Before leaving, Murphy told him, ‘If you want to have a go at it, go around to the left,’ then added, ‘Whatever you do, don’t put your head over the ridge or you’re a goner.’ Murphy had not gone far when a single rifle shot rang out followed by a shout of ‘Bloody hell, no!’ from Tim O’Brien, the No. 2 on the Bren. Ritchie had chanced a look forward and now lay dead in O’Brien’s arms.10


  In the late afternoon, Sergeant Eric Thunder, an interpreter attached to 21st Brigade, came up to the front line. He made straight for the knoll, where he was told in no uncertain terms not to raise his head over the top. The men then watched stupefied as Thunder got up on the crest and shouted out in Japanese, apparently trying to elicit the surrender of the position. It was all over in seconds, and Thunder’s body tumbled away down the side of the ridge.11


  That night, the men dug a trench around the left side of the troublesome knoll, tough work in the rocky ground. Further forward, Len Rigoll kept the enemy heads down by firing from a slight recess in the ground. He stayed there for sixteen hours straight, enabling the trench to be dug unimpeded.12 By dawn, the trench was alongside the enemy bunker but below the crest of the ridge; the means to blow the bunker was also at hand. The engineers down in the valley had made up blockbuster bombs, each consisting of a metal canister filled with about three kilograms of ammonal and detonated by a grenade screwed to the base. Ray Mantle was up at the front of the trench when one of the bombs was handed to him. ‘Here, you get rid of this,’ he was told. Mantle flung the bomb into the hole at the side of the bunker before ducking back down. A fearful blast blew out the entire side of the bunker, taking Mantle’s hat with it as the shock wave washed over his position.13 The way forward was open.


  As the bunker blew, the men of Lieutenant Jack Scott’s platoon were climbing up the eastern side of the ridge, poised to storm the next set of bunkers along the ridge. Having seen the perils of moving along the top the previous day, Scott had decided to attack the defences from below. He was using a walkie-talkie so he could be talked onto the objective by observers up top. Smoke shells would help cover his approach, while supporting fire from the crest would distract the defenders. Scott’s platoon had descended the ridge at dawn, sliding most of the way down the initial descent owing to the steep incline and the loose rubble from the bombardment.14


  Charlie Cunningham, the battalion padre, went with the platoon. ‘What do you think you’re doing here, Pard?’ Scott asked him. ‘Wherever my boys are going, I go too,’ Cunningham answered. Once the men had moved a few hundred metres along the side of the ridge, it was time to ascend. Scott spread them out so they would reach the crest in a line abreast, giving them the best chance of striking the enemy at the right point. Hubie McDonald, Bill Broughton and Clarrie Trunk were out on the right flank when someone shouted, ‘Look out, there’s a grenade.’ The three were wounded by the blast; McDonald was blown off the side of the ridge, stopping only when he hit a ledge further down the slope. Cunningham went down and told him, ‘Your family has already lost one son. I am going to see to it that they don’t lose another.’ Hubie had transferred to the 2/16th after his brother Terry lost his life on the Kokoda Trail. Now he lay seriously wounded on another New Guinea mountainside.15


  Higher up, Scott was given his last instructions on the walkie-talkie. ‘You’re directly below your objective, you are now on your own,’ his company commander, Captain Vivian Anderson told him. Sheltered under the overhang at the top of the cliff, Scott planned the final assault. It would be led by the platoon sergeant, ‘Jack’ Longman. Known to all as Springy, Longman was a battalion original whose standard comment was a laconic, ‘She’ll be right, mate.’ He was also a livewire, always running about and in the thick of any action. Some looked on him as indestructible: on an earlier patrol down in the valley, he stood up and fired his Owen gun while bullets seemed to pass him by. He was the right man for the job.16


  Scott’s plan was for three men to climb the cliff carrying only Owen guns, spare magazines and a few grenades. Longman would lead this group to the right, and Scott would bring the rest up on the left once Longman silenced the bunker. The other men formed a rough pyramid to support the three climbers while they scrambled up far enough to find handholds on the rock face. It was just after midday as ‘Springy’ Longman pulled himself over the crest with his left hand while firing his Owen gun with the right. The bunker, covered by loose rubble thrown up by the bombardment, was dug into the rock right in front of him.17


  Longman’s fire was immediately answered by the Japanese. Two of his men were hit, but despite the steep approach and the loose rubble, Long-man managed to crawl up to the bunker as an enemy machine gun fired over his head. Further back, ‘Jock’ Agnew fired his Owen at the bunker aperture to give Longman some cover, while down below, in a well-practised tactic, Jimmy Knight managed to position his Bren gun so it too targeted the embrasure. As Knight’s Bren cut out, Longman pushed a short-fused grenade through the narrow slit. The way ahead was clear.18


  Further back, enemy troops in the dugout on the side of the ridge below the Pimple were still causing trouble. Jack Buck had been lying prone on the crest, leaning out to fire downwards into the position, when he was shot straight through the mouth. Grenades lowered on bamboo poles were also ineffective because the position was dug into the side of the ridge in an L shape, allowing the defenders to shelter from the blasts by ducking around the corner into the tunnel.19


  Meanwhile, the wounded Hubie McDonald had been dragged up the side of the ridge and placed on a stretcher. Padre Cunningham and ‘Bud’ Harley had begun to carry him back when they heard a shout: ‘Look out, the blockbuster is about to go off!’ There was an almighty blast from below and debris whistled by, one piece striking the padre on the knee.20 The explosion had come from a blockbuster bomb that the engineers had used on the troublesome dugout in the side of the ridge. With two fellows holding his legs, one of the engineers, Len Hoskin, had been lowered down head first to drop the bomb into the small opening at the top of the dugout. His first attempt missed the hole and took some time to explode further down the ridge side. Hoskin then ‘told the fellows to heave me back in a hurry when I shouted out. I pulled the pin, counted to four . . . shouting out at the same time as I let it go. As I came back up I was delighted to see the bomb drop truly into the opening and that was that.’ The two bodies that were recovered were unmarked, killed by the shock wave. After they had been searched, one of the men heaved one body down the side of the ridge.21 There was no love lost between the Japanese and the Kokoda veterans of the 2/16th, whose mates had been used for bayonet practice back on Brigade Hill. A prisoner from another bunker, lying face down further along the ridge, never saw his end coming. ‘Just watch this,’ a Kokoda vet quipped as he walked beside him with the muzzle of his Owen gun pointed downwards. ‘I hate the bastards.’22


  With enemy snipers further back along the ridge now seeking targets, Jack Scott had his men move off the crest into the timber cover on the western side. However, it was only a matter of time before the trees attracted shells from the mountain guns. Scott, who had experienced tree bursts at Ioribaiwa Ridge, was quick to lessen the risk. The old heads in the platoon were already hacking at the trees with their bayonets. Scott headed back to get axes just as the expected shells began falling.23


  Lieutenant Sam McCaughey had led his men further forward along the ridge. He was accompanied by Johnny Pearson, the artillery observer who had parachuted into Nadzab at the start of the campaign. Pearson’s task was a demanding one. Using the 25-pounders in a sniping role, he called down fire as close as he dared to the Australian positions. To John ‘Blondie’ Bidner, the forward section commander, it was as if you could reach out and catch the shells as they went by.24


  The Japanese had dug most of their positions down the ridge’s timbered western flank for better protection from the Australian artillery. McCaughey’s men had to crawl in single file along the crest with their rifles slung across their backs. Bidner had a sugar-bag full of grenades as well as some blockbuster bombs that he would pass forward as required to clear the enemy positions. One man at a time went forward to clear a dugout while the others provided covering fire. Jimmy McCulloch took care of one, then Wally Offer saw to another, and then it was Bidner’s turn—the section was run on very democratic principles. Since Bidner’s target was dug into the side of the ridge, he used a blockbuster. The dugout’s embrasure faced out to the flank, so he edged his way unobserved along the ridge crest, found the small entrance, dropped the charge inside, then leaned back to avoid the fountain of earth that erupted in front of him.25


  Now cresting the steep knoll they called Green Sniper’s Pimple, McCulloch took out two more posts over the top with grenades.26 The Japanese defenders, mostly young men wearing three or four shirts to keep out the night cold, died at their posts. McCaughey’s men quickly occupied the enemy pits around the further knoll, the highest position along this part of the ridge, denying the Japanese an extensive view of the Ramu Valley. The mountain guns were now the danger, and McCaughey’s boys didn’t muck about. Lacking axes, they used concentrated Bren and rifle fire on the trunks to cut down the trees.27


  When the mist lifted the next morning, the shelling recommenced, more accurate than ever. During the night, the Japanese had moved two 75-mm mountain guns out of the Faria Valley to Kankiryo, and these were now firing directly along the ridge. The steepness of the slope meant that the men on the final knoll were almost beside the tree tops, so even an inaccurate shot to the west could result in shells bursting across the Australian positions. It was not long before the gunfire took its toll. After Wally Offer was hit, Sam McCaughey called out for a stretcher bearer. Then he said, ‘Bugger it, I’ll do it myself,’ and moved out to help Offer. Another blast rolled across the ridge, and McCaughey was caught in the rain of deadly shell fragments. Bidner, who had also been hit, tried to help his platoon commander, but McCaughey just turned to him and said, ‘I’ve had it, Blondie.’28 The son of one of Australia’s most esteemed pastoralists died on the ridge beneath the knoll that would bear his name.


  The men of the 2/16th had done what Garth Symington had told General Vasey they could do, throwing the Japanese off the key heights of Shaggy Ridge. Now the shimmering blue sea beckoned from the north.
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  A flight from RAAF No. 4 Squadron was based at Gusap in the Ramu Valley. Its men had a strange war, spotting enemy positions and directing artillery fire or acting as guides to bring fighter and bomber strikes onto targets on and around Shaggy Ridge. The squadron was equipped with Wirraways and Boomerangs, ideal for loitering about the sharp ridges and deep valleys of the Finisterres.


  Two Boomerangs, nicknamed Bluey and Curley, operated daily over the Australian lines. When flying up a jungle-covered valley towards a mountain spine, the challenge for the pilots was to judge the correct incline, often greater than the aircraft’s maximum rate of climb. Judgements had to be sharp, because the option of turning back was rapidly lost as a valley narrowed. ‘There were many times when I thought I had misjudged it and came out with heart pounding,’ Flying Officer Alex Miller-Randle wrote. Flying down the valleys was greatly preferred.29


  ‘What a way to spend New Year’s Eve,’ thought Allen ‘Ossie’ Osborne as he watched Bluey the Boomerang weave its way across the northern end of Shaggy Ridge. Osborne served with Major Gordon King’s renamed 2/6th Commando Squadron, manning an observation post on the 5500 Feature west of Shaggy Ridge. It was a monotonous task, so Osborne appreciated the flying display.30 From the cockpit of his Boomerang, Flight Lieutenant Eric ‘Bob’ Staley peered down into the thick jungle that spread along the ridge-tops behind Kankiryo Saddle. Staley was looking down for any sign of the enemy. If he caught sight of a mountain gun, he would direct the 25-pounders onto them. Some 300 metres above Staley, Alex Miller-Randle piloted a second Boomerang, keeping an eye out for enemy fighters.


  There was an art to flying over the enemy positions. For observing, the best way was to fly along the valleys below the tree line so as to see beneath the jungle canopy. The pilot would then break away low to the left or right to deprive anyone on the ground of a clear shot through the trees.31


  After some harsh lessons from the Australian artillery, the Japanese officers had issued orders not to use anti-aircraft guns against the spotter planes for fear of retribution. However, after the reverses on Shaggy Ridge and the loss of a mountain gun to counter-battery fire, the Japanese were determined to hit back in some way. So, as Staley’s Boomerang circled with perceived impunity, Sergeant Major Fujita had no intention of leaving him unmolested. Five of his men were waiting for the aircraft to appear overhead, and as Staley brought his plane down low, they opened fire.32 The Boomerang was a sturdy aircraft, and the pilots had often brought them home full of bullet holes, but not this time. Flying at tree-top height, Staley’s Boomerang immediately crashed into the jungle.


  Allen Osborne had seen the plane descend to the tree tops. Now he stared at the spot on the ridge where it should reappear. Not having a compass or a map, he scraped a line in the dirt with his boot, pointing to the spot where the Boomerang had vanished. Then a small stream of smoke rose from the jungle, clearly marking the location of the fallen bird. The sound of exploding ammunition echoed back from the ridge.33 In the sky above, Miller-Randle had also lost sight of Staley and was vainly trying to raise him on the radio. ‘Panther One. Do you read me? Over.’ Then he also saw the plume of smoke rising from the jungle-covered hillside.34


  When an Australian patrol reached the crash site the next day, it was found that fire had burned half of one wing and the engine; the plane was otherwise intact. Bob Staley had been killed in the crash and was lying next to the wreck. An engraved holster hung from his body, the gun taken. The Australians cut the parachute from Staley’s broken body and scraped a shallow grave for the fallen flyer.35


  The new year of 1944 brought a new brigade to Shaggy Ridge, Brigadier Fred Chilton’s 18th, replacing Dougherty’s 21st Brigade. Chilton’s task was to capture the remainder of Shaggy Ridge and drive the Japanese back to Madang. Operation Cutthroat would be the first operation for the rebuilt brigade since it had won the battles of Buna and Sanananda. The 2/9th’s Bruce Martin put the challenge of fighting on Shaggy Ridge into perspective: ‘The Cape and Sanananda were nightmares to fight in, but the steep, slippery, long zigzag climb, steaming and wet was terrible. We used to piss ourselves with effort carrying supplies in.’36 East of Shaggy Ridge, the 2/10th Battalion launched the operation along Faria Ridge on 20 January, and the next day the 2/9th went in along the top of Shaggy Ridge.
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  Shaggy Ridge area: 19–24 January 1944


  When morning came, the ridge was shrouded in mist and there was a tense wait for the cloak to lift. After air attacks, the men of the 2/9th moved along the crest but soon encountered a machinegun position tunnelled into the side of the ridge. When a Japanese soldier sprang from his weapon pit and tangled with Tom ‘Ginger’ Childs, the machine gun sent both men to their deaths, locked together in a wrestling match.37 It was only when Eric Knight got close enough to grenade the position that the platoon was able to advance towards the eastern side of Green Sniper’s Pimple. This feature, captured earlier during the 2/16th attack, had been given up owing to the mountain-gun menace. The Japanese, well dug in on the western side behind the protective lee of the ridge crest, hurled grenades over the top, while their snipers waited to pounce on anyone who dared show his head. As with the earlier attack by the 2/16th, success would come from below.


  Doug Wade fired his Bren gun from further down the slope as the rest of his platoon scaled the ridge. Clutching tufts of short kunai grass that grew amid the rubble, the men hauled themselves up the battered slope, dodging grenades rolled down from above. Ron McAuley copped a buttocks-peppering blast, but he kept going up the ever steeper gradient.38 Shawn O’Leary later wrote: ‘Guns break into red laughter and slugs churn around you. You’ve got to climb; climb where there are no holds and the slopes fall down like a leaning wall . . . Your chest burns with the pain of effort and you fight for gulps of air . . . Thirty feet from the top you lie, and the grenades commence to rain as the Japs, from the shelter of the lip of the hill, hurl them at you. The mountain-guns open a barrage against which Brens can do nothing. This is hell . . . You must lie . . . and lie and wait . . . and wait. Wait for the caress of agony from flying steel . . . There never was country such as this.’39


  As Ron McAuley approached the peak of Green Sniper’s Pimple, he could see that the defenders, well ensconced with a ready supply of grenades, were winning the fight. Most of the Australians only carried two grenades, so McAuley headed back down the side of the ridge for more. By the time he returned, things appeared to have cooled down, but when he started throwing more grenades, more came back. When one landed in his trench, McAuley jumped out, only for a second grenade to land beside him. Instinctively, he tumbled back into the trench just as the first grenade exploded, badly wounding him in the head. His first and last action of the war was over.40


  The fight for control of Green Sniper’s Pimple continued. Once Doug Wade reached the crest, he fired his Bren down into a gully at Japanese positions that were dug in along the slope with empty rice sacks veiling the entrances. The targets were difficult to see, so Wade stood up to get a better shot, feeling the reassuring recoil of the Bren as he sent forth a burst of fire. ‘God, be careful,’ cried Gordon Davidson, his mate from the Riverina. He heard the single crack of a rifle-shot, and the valiant Wade fell back into Davidson’s arms. When Jim Pacey chanced a look, two more shots rang out, the first striking the side buckle of his helmet and pushing it up over his head, the second going straight through the raised helmet.41 The Australians held Green Sniper’s Pimple, but they would not be going any further for the moment. The decisive move would come in the north.


  At the head of the Mene River valley, on the western side of Shaggy Ridge, Lieutenant Colonel Charlie Bourne’s 2/12th Battalion prepared to attack the northern end of the ridge. Here the ridge levelled out at a feature named Prothero by a patrol from the Papuan Infantry Battalion after Ron Protheroe, who had drowned in the Watut River in July. The north end was known as Prothero 1 and the south, Prothero 2. Like clockwork, the rain started in the late afternoon of 21 January and continued through the night. Without shelter or fires, the men huddled together as best as they could with their gas capes drawn around them, their thoughts on the coming battle. Tojo Etchells, back with the battalion after being wounded at Buna, later remembered how ‘it poured all night and the bloody water came down like a bloody waterfall.’42 It would not be an early start next morning, as the plan for Operation Cutthroat relied heavily on the 2/9th and the 2/10th drawing the Japanese defenders onto them up on Shaggy and Faria Ridge respectively.


  The climb up the near-vertical river bank was an early test. The first men crossed the start line just before 0930 as the 2/9th attack along the top of the ridge began. With strict instructions to maintain silence as long as possible, the men of Lieutenant Alwyn Francis’ platoon made their way carefully up the spur out of the valley. The men travelled light, ditching their helmets for slouch hats. As they climbed, they could hear the Japanese mountain gun firing at the men of the 2/9th further along the ridge. Where the spur narrowed, two trees bracketed the track, a land mine squarely between them. With no defenders in sight, the men edged between the left-hand tree and the mine. Later, more explosives were found buried beneath it.43 The defenders, distracted by the other attacks, had been caught unaware. According to Captain Masahiko Ohata, there was only one infantry squad defending the approaches to Prothero; in hindsight he would ask himself, ‘Why [didn’t] I demand [the] battalion to reinforce in the valley below Prothero.’44


  Francis’ men reached the crest and took up defensive positions as the rest of the battalion gathered. There was a deafening crash of artillery, and Francis looked back to see shell fragments raining death onto the gathering infantrymen. The losses from those opening salvoes were horrendous. Despite going to ground, Bob Davis found no protection from the shell bursts: one fragment passed through his hat and another struck his leg. Scrambling for cover, he passed the big redhead ‘Bluey’ Rowe propped up against the side of a tree, apparently hit by machinegun fire across his midriff and vainly trying to hold onto life. Nearby, Brian McNab glanced across to his left to see, just yards away, ‘Homey’ Connell lying dead from a fearsome blow to his head. Also down was ‘Pop’ Alcorn: a shell fragment had taken his arm off before a blow to the head had killed him.45


  McNab’s section commander, Gordon Marsh, was close by and was one of the first to appreciate what was happening. Ted Crawford saw Marsh pointing down off the side of the ridge. ‘There’s the bastards,’ Marsh shouted as he headed off. McNab followed as another great blast rang out. As he hurtled across the slope he passed a body, the head so smashed up it was almost unrecognisable. It was Marsh. More than half of McNab’s platoon would be killed or wounded that day.46


  ‘Bluey’ Berwick was quick to dive for cover behind a log when the shelling started. Following another blast, he felt his legs go numb and looked down to see blood. Then the pain hit. Teddy Edwards took one look and called for the stretcher bearers, who gave Berwick some morphine. He was carried off the ridge that night minus his right leg.47


  The wiry stretcher-bearer ‘Tex’ Parnell walked towards the medical officer, Captain Jim McDonald, holding one of his arms with the other. McDonald could see daylight showing through the shattered arm, which had been torn open from shoulder to elbow and was attached by only two shreds of tendon. Max Thow had seen a mate killed next to him at Tobruk, but that sight of Parnell became his enduring image of the war. McDonald too was dumbstruck. It was Parnell who spoke first: ‘Hey, Doc, look what I have done to my arm! Can you do anything for it?’ he said. ‘I’m afraid it’s got to come off, Tex,’ McDonald replied. Parnell sat down on a log. ‘OK, Doc,’ he said. ‘Whip it off.’ Next day Parnell made his own way down the ridge, but the exertion would kill him. The inspiration of his stoic courage would live on.48


  Lieutenant Brodie Greenup was in command of the signals platoon. When the shell fire began, Greenup was with Colonel Bourne, moving up the track towards the ridge. ‘What do you make of that?’ Bourne asked him. ‘Sounds like a demolition to me,’ Greenup replied. Bourne then said, ‘Hold the track and we’ll go around into dead ground.’49 Though there was dead ground from direct gunfire, there was no such thing from the tree bursts. Bourne could only watch as men fell all around him. He called over the artillery officer, Captain Bill ‘Bluey’ Whyte, to organise counter-battery fire, but before Whyte could reach him, Bourne himself was struck down.50 Captain Norm Sherwin, the adjutant, watched as his CO suddenly fell and rolled over, grabbing at his abdomen and crying out, ‘I’m wounded, I’m hit.’ Sherwin propped him up against a tree and looked for the wound. He could see only a narrow red slit with a seemingly innocuous shard of metal poking out from it. There appeared to be no bleeding. ‘You’re all right, Charlie,’ he told his commander. ‘It’s only a little bit of shrapnel.’ Sherwin grabbed the metal between finger and thumb and pulled on it. In fact, it was more than 15 centimetres long and very jagged. Bourne passed out but survived. The medical officer later asked Sherwin, ‘Are you the bloody idiot who pulled it out?’51


  The Australians had identified their nemesis: a Japanese mountain gun sited across the gully from the main track. Firing out the back door of its bunker at murderously close range, it sent shells smashing directly into the thick belt of jungle on the ridge line and raining deadly fragments upon the Australians. Inside the bunker, nine Japanese gunners from the Kageyama Mountain Artillery were firing the deadly high explosive shells as rapidly as possible. The gun commander, Second Lieutenant Yo Baba, a twenty-seven-year-old from northern Kyushu, was in charge of the most potent Japanese weapon on Shaggy Ridge, a 75-mm Type 94 mountain gun.52 The position Baba and his men occupied was a recent construction. The earlier 2/16th Battalion attacks along the ridge had underscored the need to shell both sides of the ridge. The bend in the ridge just north of the Pimple meant that a gun placed on the northernmost end could fire back along the western side.53


  Six men had started construction of the gun bunker, at Prothero 1, on New Year’s Day. They climbed up the ridge from Kankiryo before dawn and worked until dusk, first digging the base a metre deep and then constructing the bunker. They laid a floor of wooden planks and reinforced the outside of the bunker using heavy logs; the embrasure faced south, along the western flank of Shaggy Ridge. They even made a back door, with an observation window alongside. The roof was covered with about two metres of earth and saplings planted for camouflage. The position was completed on the third day. On the next, 4 January, all available personnel carried the gun parts up the steep and muddy track and reassembled the gun inside the bunker; the ammunition was hauled up in the afternoon. On 5 January, Baba’s men took up their personal belongings and an extra supply of shells and set up their tents under the jungle canopy around the new gun emplacement. On 8 and 9 January, after the gun was fired for the first time, the Australians shelled the area heavily and bombing raids followed. Ten days later, more shells were carried up and after some were fired, the area was again heavily bombed. Each time, the bunker’s sturdy construction and ingenious location protected it from these attacks. It had been built behind Shaggy Ridge, in defilade from the Australian artillery fire and at the edge of the Prothero plateau making it a difficult bombing target.54


  When the 2/9th Battalion had begun its attack on the morning of 22 January, Baba’s gun had fired thirty rounds at 0830 and then more as the attack developed. It was about 1230 when a soldier dashed up to the rear door of the bunker with the incredible news that the Australians were almost on top of the ridge. Baba immediately ceased firing and positioned two LMG teams to support a small machinegun bunker that was already manned.55 Baba’s main concern was that his gun still faced south, but by detaching the gun trail, his men were able to turn the gun so it fired out the back door, though with limited traverse. The other difficulty was the lowness of the floor. With its base just a metre below the bottom of the doorway, the gun could be fired only while elevated, with the shells fused to explode on contact with the trees. By 1330 it was obvious to Baba that it was no mere patrol on the ridge: the Australians were arriving in force. He waited as more of them gathered in the kill zone beneath the trees. Then one man shouted and pointed towards his position, and Baba immediately opened fire. Knowing their fate was sealed, the Japanese gunners worked like demons, firing at least twelve rounds a minute. Each of those minutes could well be their last.


  Bourne’s 2IC, Major Colin ‘Bull’ Fraser, was nearby when Bourne was hit. Hearing the blasts, he had broken with normal procedure and come up to see what was going on. Now he was the battalion commander, an ‘unwelcome variation,’ in Fraser’s view. He would later rise to the rank of major general, and his ability to deal with unwelcome variations would benefit the men under his command in another jungle war, in Vietnam. Fraser’s immediate concern was that the explosions presaged a Japanese counterattack, so he asked Bluey Whyte to bring down artillery fire further forward, onto Prothero 2, the likely forming-up point for such an attack.56 Whyte sent his observation officer, Captain Colin Stirling, up to the forward platoon and Stirling directed the shelling. The guns were connected via the tenuous signal line strung out down the approach spur and then along the Mene River valley back to the guns in the foothills near Dumpu. Whyte had carried a roll of cable up the ridge on his back to make this possible. The 25-pounders soon hammered out their salvos, directly towards, but staying just in front of the Australian positions. It was exceptional work from Stirling: the thickness of the jungle meant he had to range the guns by sound while also taking care not to expose the Australians to the shell blasts.57


  ‘I’m going to take the gun,’ Lieutenant Charlie Braithwaite told Captain Kevin Thomas. ‘Just settle down a bit,’ the canny Thomas advised, knowing that a hasty initial attempt had already failed. Thomas gathered all the available Bren gunners and told them to lay down concentrated fire on the enemy position while Sergeant Don McCulloch got hold of one of the blockbuster bombs. The plan was for him to move up to the bunker under the covering fire and fling the bomb inside.58


  Fraser was also anxious for the next attack to succeed, so he had a Vickers machine gun brought up. Norm Sherwin had the gun positioned at the base of a tree to the side of the bunker, able to fire into the back door at an almost ninety-degree angle. Fraser now called out to Brodie Greenup, who was still hunkered down with some other men at the head of the track, in the line of fire of the Vickers. ‘Greenup, can you hear me?’ Fraser called. ‘Keep your men down.’ As the Vickers opened up, Fraser turned to Lieutenant Hughie Giezendanner and said, ‘Get in there and get that gun.’ Then there was another shout, again directed at Greenup. ‘Get your head down, Brodie, I’m coming through.’ It was Charlie Braithwaite.59


  It was now 1700, and as the Vickers ceased firing, Melven ‘Nugget’ Robinson moved down into the gully with his Bren gun blazing from the hip, heading for the bunker door. Dick Lugge, a big country lad from Murgon, was up with Robinson, while McCulloch was on the left, trying to stay in defilade from the machine gun. Further back, Bob Davis saw it all unfold. As Robinson advanced, he unmasked one of the enemy LMGs and was stitched up across the chest. Davis could see the bullets popping out the back of Robinson’s shirt before the brave corporal collapsed to the ground. Seeing Robinson fall and the attack falter, McCulloch pulled the pin and flung the blockbuster out towards the gun bunker. In the confined space of the gully, the explosion was horrendous, and the LMGs outside the bunker fell silent.60


  Lugge was the first to react, going for Robinson’s Bren and then rolling down to the base of the bank and firing from the ground point blank at the bunker door. Watching from further back, Braithwaite could see that a machinegunner in the adjacent bunker was targeting Lugge. He yelled a warning and Lugge moved like lightning, rolling to his right, drawing a bead on the support bunker, and firing at close range into the narrow embrasure. The machine gun fell silent, enabling others to rush up and fling grenades through the door of the mountain-gun bunker. The explosions and screams from inside told their own story. The nemesis had been silenced.61


  On the previous day, after the gruelling approach march along the river valley, a weary Dick Lugge had sidled up to Drew Hunter. ‘Some bastard is going to pay for this, Drew,’ he said. Someone had.62


  For the stretcher bearers and medical staff, the battle had only just begun. There were twenty-three stretcher cases at the regimental aid post that night. Their treatment was supervised by Sergeant John Palmer, who had dragged two of them back from under the blast of the enemy mountain gun himself. His job now was to keep the wounded men alive until they could be carried down off the ridge in the morning. That was a challenge for any one man, but for Palmer, who was riddled with malaria and should have been on one of the stretchers he tended, it was a heroic effort indeed.63


  It took up to sixteen men to manhandle one stretcher down the side of the ridge. A standard Army stretcher was useless in such conditions, so the bearers made their own by using a hessian bag or blanket that would sag and keep the patient below the level of the side rails. The poles were cut from small trees and at least 4 metres long so there was room for many hands at each corner as the stretcher was passed up and down the steep slopes. The stretcher bearers carried machetes to fell the saplings, half-blankets for stretcher bases, and twine to bind to the poles. They worked quickly, dragging the wounded from under the shellfire and constructing the stretchers where they lay. Terry Wade had seen nothing to compare to the carnage at Prothero. He thought the bearers worked like scared rabbits to get the wounded out of the line of fire.64


  Back at the 2/5th Field Ambulance dressing station at Geyton’s Post, forty-two casualties arrived on 22 January, every one of them wounded by the mountain gun.65 Captain Clarrie Leggett, the surgeon, worked until 0500 the next morning before taking a two-hour rest. ‘Call me at seven,’ he told Lloyd Tann. He then worked on fresh casualties all day and all night, not stopping until 0500 the following morning. Another thirteen casualties arrived on 23 January, making a total of fifty-eight. Leggett was so fatigued that at times he could not lift his feet out of the mud without assistance, yet he kept this up for three days and nights until he was relieved. For him, Operation Cutthroat was in fact forty-five operations.66


  A surgeon at one aid post, perhaps Leggett, came out and chatted to some men who were on their way to the front line and had watched an operation he had performed. ‘You blokes must have great nerves to be able to slice a bloke up like that,’ one soldier said. ‘What about yourself?’ the surgeon said. ‘It’s not exactly a Sunday afternoon picnic to slice up Japs. And besides, a scalpel is sharper than a bayonet and you can’t put the Jap under ether.’67


  Chilton’s three battalions now converged on the final Japanese redoubt in the Finisterres, at Crater Hill, which fell on 1 February. The remnants of Major General Nakai’s 78th Regiment, pressed by Brigadier Heathcote Hammer’s 15th Brigade, were soon in retreat to the coast. Madang fell on 24 April, abandoned by the Japanese as General MacArthur moved to isolate Lieutenant General Adachi’s entire army and take the war beyond New Guinea.


  ENDGAME
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  20

  A great leap


  American operations

  August 1943 to September 1944


  Captain Akira Yamanaka knew that disaster was imminent. That mid-August morning, the Japanese Fourth Air Army intelligence officer learned that the American bombers were on their way to Wewak. But he did so when the bombers were less than 15 minutes away. Following heavy air attacks the previous night, most of the signals network was down and senior officers were absent at a staff conference. All Yamanaka could do was run to the flight line and yell a desperate warning. It was the beginning of the end for Japanese air power in New Guinea.1


  In line with their change in strategy following the loss of the Papuan beachheads, the Japanese had decided to move the main base for air operations in New Guinea from Lae to the Wewak area. The Battle of the Bismarck Sea confirmed that this was a wise decision. After three new airfields were constructed around Wewak and another upgraded, the planes of the Fourth Air Army were flown in directly from Japan and the Philippines. The deployment of the Air Army also completed the shift in responsibility for air operations on mainland New Guinea from the Imperial Japanese Navy. Also learning from the well-planned Bismarck Sea battle, Lieutenant General George Kenney, the Allied air commander, realised that the destruction of the Japanese air arm at Wewak would require a coordinated approach that emphasised his low-level bombers. However, the Japanese commanders had the advantage, and they knew it: the Allies had no viable combat airbases for fighter escorts within close range of Wewak. And without fighter escorts, the Japanese fighters could make Kenney’s bombers pay a heavy price.


  One of Kenney’s key men at this stage of the war was the tall Texan airfield engineer Lieutenant Everette ‘Tex’ Frazier, who had influence out of all proportion to his rank. Kenney placed great faith in Frazier’s judgement, and ended many a discussion on airfield site strategy by saying, ‘Well, Lieutenant Frazier has been there.’2 It was Frazier’s task to find a suitable site closer to Wewak. The airfields at Wau and in the Bulolo Valley were too restricted by the terrain and too well known to be used as major staging bases. But a rough bush strip built before the war held promise: it was in a relatively open area, at Marilinan, in the lower Watut Valley. Airfield construction equipment was flown in, and Lieutenant Colonel Murray Woodbury’s 871st Airborne Engineer Battalion began building the new strip in June 1943. Within months a new airbase named Tsili Tsili had sprung up in the jungle, and though Kenney feared that the name would come back to haunt him, by the time the Japanese discovered the base on 11 August, it was already operational.


  On 17 August, six squadrons of P-38 Lightnings flew into Tsili Tsili. The fork-tailed fighters refuelled and then took off to escort five squadrons of B-25 Mitchells, which were already on their way from Port Moresby to Wewak. It was their first operational mission using long-range fuel tanks, and despite teething problems with the tanks, the ground-hugging Mitchells that made it surprised the Japanese defenders. After fifty heavy bombers had carried out high-level raids the previous evening, the Mitchells attacked the four airfields at low level, catching some 225 aircraft from the 6th and 7th Air Divisions on the ground. Hundreds of 10-kilogram parafrag bombs were dropped over the runways from low level, directly targeting the aircraft. Designed to break into tiny fragments when detonated, the bombs were attached to small parachutes to slow and straighten their descent and give the pilot time to get away. ‘A wicked little weapon’ was how Kenney described them.3


  Lieutenant Garrett Middlebrook, who piloted one of only three Mitchells from his squadron to reach and attack Dagua airfield, northwest of Wewak, on the first day, later recalled the devastating effect of the low-level attacks: ‘God, it was unbelievable . . . The first twin-engine Sally bomber which my tracers poured into exploded and the concussion caused an identical plane alongside it to jump several feet into the air before settling back to earth where it too began to burn. I saw the tail section upon a third bomber disintegrate while the wing of yet another was shredded.’4


  Though hampered by the weather, the attacks continued the next day, and the air battles were fierce. Ten to fifteen enemy fighters intercepted a flight led by Major Ralph Cheli, but with flames erupting from his right engine and wing, Cheli led the way across Dagua drome, strafing a row of enemy aircraft before instructing his wingman to take over the flight and ditching into the ocean. Cheli, who was captured, sent to Rabaul and later murdered by the Japanese, was awarded the Medal of Honor.5 After the first two days of air attacks, more than 150 aircraft had been destroyed, crippling Japanese air power in New Guinea.


  The Australian war correspondent Peter Hemery went on one of the Wewak raids in a B-24 Liberator. He wrote that ‘The great force of planes seemed to stretch for miles, as indeed it did.’ But it was still a hellish battlefield. ‘As we crossed the coast the weather hit us. The plane bucked and jumped. The formation disappeared. I could only occasionally see our wingman, flying a foot away through the driving clouds and horizontal sheets of sleet and rain . . . One minute we’d be alone in that immensity of storm. The next, like a theatre curtain parting, we’d see the rest of our formation, straggling now . . . Mitchells were all over the sky . . . Zeros came a yell . . . sleek shadows moving so fast they made us seem to stand still.’ Hemery watched one of the Zeros attack. ‘He was a pretty plane, painted a bright green with his engine cowling painted pillar box red . . . Even the tracers twinkling from his wing guns looked pretty, until you realised that those bullets arcing by were meant for you . . . He almost seemed to hit our bomber before he pulled away.’ Unable to find a gap in the weather, Hemery’s Liberator turned for home.6


  Kenney’s air offensive continued, spreading out to Alexishafen and Hansa Bay and building in intensity as new Allied airbases were opened at Nadzab and Gusap following the fall of Lae. Damien Parer, now working for the Americans at Paramount News, flew with the Mitchells on a raid to Wewak on 27 November. His plane was named Little Hell, and Parer wrote, ‘I had a feeling I might cop it today.’ The Mitchells came in low over the airfield, strafing and then dropping parafrags. As Parer filmed, the aircraft was hit; some hydraulics were shot away and the navigator was wounded, but it returned safely to base. Parer simply wrote, ‘I was rather excited.’7


  The conquest of New Guinea’s airspace paved the way for the Lae, Ramu Valley and Huon Peninsula operations.


  Following the success at Wewak, Kenney’s next target was Rabaul. This new air offensive was launched on 12 October by eighty-seven heavy bombers, 114 B-25 Mitchells and twelve RAAF Beaufighters, escorted by 125 long-range P-38 Lightnings. Kenney had thrown into the fight every plane he had that could reach Rabaul. The B-25s raised such a dust cloud taking off from Dobodura, the extensive airbase south of Buna, that the Beaufighters only reached their target at Tobera airfield, east of Rabaul, as the Lightning escorts returned. Mistaken for Japanese aircraft, the Beaufighters were fired on by the Lightnings as well as by the enemy fighters, and one Beaufighter was shot down.8


  Kenney wrote: ‘This is the beginning of what I believe is the most decisive action initiated so far in this theater. We are out not only to gain control of the air over New Britain and New Ireland but to make Rabaul untenable for Jap shipping and to set up an air blockade of all the Jap forces in that area.’9 After his experience at Wewak, Peter Hemery accompanied a high-level pattern-bombing mission targeting ships in Rabaul’s Simpson Harbour. Sitting at the navigator’s table just behind the pilot, Hemery wrote: ‘We levelled, straightened for the bomb run—minutes seemed to go by before the first of the flak burst, then a continuous menacing curtain stained the crystal blue sky.’ As each flight of Liberators dropped their bombs and banked away, another flight took their place. Hemery looked down at the harbour as ‘a bunch of six naval vessels moored alongside one another just vanished in a flash, brilliant even from that height . . . Then a huge mound of flame, smoke and debris arose from the water.’10


  Captain Joe Stevens watched as a Japanese cruiser lowered its main guns. He didn’t hear the guns fire; he just saw the yellow flash before his plane passed over the warship. Stevens—an Australian air liaison officer working with the Mitchells of the US 499th Bomb Squadron, the ‘Bats Outa’ Hell’—was crouched down behind the pilots on a bombing run across Simpson Harbour. On this day, 2 November, the Mitchell bombers had wreaked havoc. Coming in low over the ridge behind Rabaul, they had dropped to almost sea level to carry out their attacks under the cover of smoke and phosphorus bombs.11


  The attacks on Rabaul in October and November had lessened the air threat, and for good reason. Once the US Marines made their first landing on Bougainville on 1 November 1943, the Japanese naval air arm at Rabaul was unable to sustain a challenge against the landing force. As the next phase in a series of operations to isolate Rabaul, collectively known as Operation Cartwheel, General MacArthur now planned further landings on West New Britain to secure the eastern shore of the Vitiaz and Dampier Straits. Though there was much fighting to come on the ground in New Guinea, once Rabaul was isolated, the Japanese troops in New Guinea could no longer be effectively supplied, reinforced or provided with air support, and Allied amphibious operations were no longer at risk from significant Japanese air or naval action.


  The way Kenney had organised his resources and implemented his strategies had a lot to do with his drive and his ‘can-do’ attitude. The Australian reporter George Johnston wrote, ‘He is dynamic, and he thinks, and the sentence he hates more than any other is, “It can’t be done!”’12 In Kenney, MacArthur had someone he could trust to carry out the mission of clearing the Japanese from New Guinea as soon as possible to open the way to the Philippines. On 4 August 1942 Kenney had replaced Lieutenant General George Brett, in whom MacArthur had no confidence. ‘MacArthur is prone to make all decisions himself,’ Brett wrote in a parting letter to Kenney. ‘Commanders are not conferred with prior to either major or minor decisions.’ According to Brett, Vice Admiral Herbert Leary, the naval commander, and General Blamey, the land forces commander, had a similar opinion of MacArthur. The Supreme Commander had no control over the three men’s appointments, but he did control their fates. He replaced Leary with Vice Admiral Arthur Carpender in September 1942, and Blamey would be increasingly marginalised as 1943 progressed. Although MacArthur was less than satisfied with his chief of staff, Lieutenant General Richard Sutherland, no one on hand was considered qualified to replace him. MacArthur told Kenney that Sutherland ‘is a brilliant officer whose ego is ruining him. He bottlenecks all action over his own desk.’ In the Papuan campaign, the Australian commanders found the ‘unpopular and sarcastic’ Sutherland very difficult to work with but, as the war developed, so did the working relationship. It had to.13
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  US Operations: November 1943–April 1944


  On 15 December, the Americans landed at Arawe, at the south-western end of New Britain. This was the fourth operation for what was termed ‘MacArthur’s amphibious navy’ and the first opposed landing in which American assault troops were used. Vice Admiral Daniel Barbey, commander of the Seventh Amphibious Force, was as adept at utilising MacArthur’s meagre naval forces as Kenney had been with the air arm. At a time when the demand for amphibious troops from Europe and the Central Pacific seemed insatiable, Barbey had cobbled together the means to advance in great leaps around the New Guinea coast. Like Kenney, Barbey had a ‘can-do’ attitude. A good example was his agreeing to convert one of his LSTs to a first-aid ship with seventy-eight hospital beds. One of Barbey’s medical officers did the design, the work was carried out in Sydney, and the vessel operated throughout the war. Nine months after the conversion, Barbey received notification from the Navy Department denying his request.14


  Having a blue-sea amphibious force was one thing, but using it judiciously was another. Captain Charles Adair, Barbey’s planning and operations officer, later summed up MacArthur’s strategy for amphibious operations as ‘to go where the Japanese were not and hit them where they didn’t expect it.’ Adair considered that the time it had taken to break down the Papuan beachheads had a profound effect on MacArthur’s thinking. As Adair observed, ‘He decided that the only way to do it was to bypass these people, cut off their supplies, and establish yourself with a base, jump from there and bypass another group, and cut them off.’15


  Following heavy air support and naval gunfire, the Arawe landing was made by two squadrons from the 112th Cavalry Regiment—some 1100 men—and 500 support troops. The Australian landing ship Westralia, carrying eighteen landing craft, took part alongside the USN landing-ship dock Carter Hall, which carried thirty-nine Buffalo and Alligator amphibious vehicles. It was Barbey’s first use of attack transports. The Westralia was the first of three merchant cruisers converted to that purpose in Australian shipyards. Along with the Manoora and Kanimbla, it would prove a vital component of Barbey’s navy for the remainder of the war. The Westralia and Carter Hall unloaded before dawn as the first shots rang out from the landing beaches. The fire was from an ancillary landing by a unit of Rangers which had faltered in the heavy surf and been beaten off by the Japanese. The main landing went in as day broke, and the two companies of Japanese troops defending the area soon withdrew to the east.16


  Damien Parer, who left the Westralia before dawn and headed for the beach in one of the landing craft, wrote that ‘It was half light and the Alligators and Crocodiles can be seen ahead of us with their wakes all white.’ These tracked landing craft kept the US Cavalrymen safe from fire until they reached the beach and, if necessary, beyond. Despite fighter cover, enemy aircraft from Rabaul caused the most concern. Parer was caught up in a late-afternoon raid: ‘The AA was giving them merry hell . . . I thought one of the bombers had dropped a bomb towards us and I went to ground. It floated slowly down . . . It was part of a bomber that had apparently disintegrated in mid air.’17


  Two other war correspondents, Harold Dick and Pendil Rayner, were also at Arawe. Dick had landed with Parer but left soon after. On 19 December, the twenty-six-year-old West Australian journo was killed along with thirty others when a Dakota transport plane crashed northwest of Rockhampton. Only a week later, Rayner was killed when the B-17 bomber he was flying in—en route to cover the landing at Cape Gloucester, on the western tip of New Britain—crashed on takeoff at Port Moresby. Parer survived Arawe and his own flight to Cape Gloucester, where he watched the landing from above: ‘The glow of dawn is seen over Gloucester . . . Great masses of bombs cascade down from B24s . . . Naval shells landing by the shore . . . Mitchells fly beneath us and lay a smoke screen . . . LCTs with white wake showing going in, others are seen coming out.’18


  With Japanese attention diverted to Arawe, elements of the 1st Marine Division, the veterans of Guadalcanal, landed at Cape Gloucester on 26 December. As at Arawe, a heavy air and naval bombardment, including shelling from the RAN ships Australia, Shropshire, Arunta and Warramunga, preceded the landing. Though Japanese resistance on the landing beaches was minimal, the US destroyer Brownson was sunk by Val dive-bombers from Rabaul. The Japanese troops were focused on defending the airfield at Cape Gloucester, or Tuluvu, as they knew it, so the Marines landed further east before advancing along the beach supported by Sherman tanks. Beyond the narrow beach, the Marines came up against other enemies: thick jungle and muddy swamps fed by regular heavy rain. The airfield was secured on 29 December.19 Japanese battalions under Major Masamitsu Komori were sent from Rabaul and Cape Bushing to attack the Arawe beachhead, but the Americans were well entrenched by the time they arrived. After a series of costly and fruitless attacks, Komori’s remnants withdrew to Rabaul in February.20


  Although the original Cartwheel plan as set out in March 1943 had the capture of Rabaul as its aim, MacArthur had persuaded the Joint Chiefs of Staff that the same result could be achieved by isolating the Japanese base. Resources would then be available for operations towards the Philippines and beyond, MacArthur’s focus since March 1942, when he had left the Philippines vowing to return. His strategy was agreed to in August 1943.21 However, the Allied command was still concerned about the threat from Rabaul and Kavieng. Kenney’s bombers continued strikes against Rabaul well into February 1944, and US carrier-borne aircraft struck at Kavieng on 25 December and 1 January.22


  Having kept his powder dry for so long as he built up his air and naval resources, MacArthur now began his push west along the northern coast of New Guinea. American detachments had already landed on Umboi and Long Islands, thus fully securing the Vitiaz Strait. Then the American invasion convoy that landed troops at Saidor on 2 January 1944 consigned the Japanese on the Huon Peninsula to the horrors of retreating to Madang across the Finisterre Range. Unfortunately the Americans, whose objective was to establish air and naval facilities at Saidor, were content to count the enemy troops heading into the ranges without helping the Australians stop them. Nonetheless, within two weeks of the landing, the airfield at Saidor was fully operational and a naval supply base established, both ready to support operations further afield.23


  One more objective needed to be taken to ensure the isolation of Rabaul: the Admiralty Islands, off the north coast of the New Guinea mainland. A secondary advantage was that Seeadler Harbour would serve as an excellent anchorage for future amphibious operations. Kenney’s airmen soon rendered the two Japanese airfields inoperable, and intelligence estimated that few troops remained on the islands. With a good chance of rapid victory, MacArthur agreed to land a minimal force on Los Negros Island. What the Americans did not know was that Colonel Yoshio Ezaki had ordered his troops to conceal their presence by neither moving nor firing during daylight.24


  Watched by MacArthur from aboard the cruiser Phoenix, a force of 800 men, including a 500-man squadron from the 5th Cavalry Regiment, landed on Los Negros on 29 February 1944. Concerned for their flanks, the Cavalrymen stayed in their shallow beachhead perimeter. When the Australian war correspondent Frank Legg, who had seen active service in the Middle East, went in with the second wave, his landing craft came under considerable fire at the narrow entrance to Hyane Harbour. Once ashore, Legg met up with the Australian war photographer Frank Bagnall, who reckoned there were no Japanese ‘within a mile of us.’ He and Legg proceeded to move across Momote airfield; only after they had returned did the 5th Cavalry move out to ‘capture’ the airfield.25


  Back at the Hyane Harbour entrance, Japanese reinforcements had made further passage difficult. Destroyers and minesweepers under the Australian naval captain Emile Dechaineux tried to force the entrance but did not have the firepower to take on the enemy guns. Heavy Japanese attacks on the night of 3 March were held off, thanks in large part to the intricate American defences, well constructed by the engineers, the fighting Seabees. They also manned the lines: nine of seventy Americans killed that night were Seabees, and it was now obvious that more combat troops were required. On 7 and 9 March, more troops, including units from the 7th Cavalry Regiment (of George Custer fame), were landed in Seeadler Harbour, but Los Negros was not totally secured until May.26 The next objective was the airfield at Lorengau, on the adjacent Manus Island.


  On 11 March, a twenty-six-man patrol was sent to Hauwei Island, off the north coast of Manus, to look for suitable artillery sites. Warrant Officer Alf Robinson, from the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit, and two native guides would lead the patrol, which went across to Hauwei on a landing craft escorted by a PT boat. The quick thinking that had saved Robinson at Tol Plantation would again be tested here.


  Major Carter Vaden led the patrol ashore without interference, but when he threw a grenade into an enemy bunker, concealed Japanese mortars and machine guns opened fire on the patrol and on the craft offshore. The PT boat was hit and withdrew, while the landing craft went in and picked up five men, including Robinson and his native police assistant. After embarking another group, the boat pulled back, but it was hit by a mortar round and began taking on water. Eight Americans, including Vaden, were killed and fifteen wounded, the entire landing craft crew among them. Another PT boat, covered by the Arunta, was sent to rescue the survivors, who had spent three hours in the water. The next day Robinson, notwithstanding severe sunburn from his sojourn in the ocean, guided a larger force in to capture Hauwei. After a fierce firefight, the Allied troops counted forty-three dead Japanese; Hauwei now became an artillery support base for the invasion of Manus Island.27


  Later, Robinson was aboard a PT boat with Captain ‘Keith’ McCarthy, the former Administration officer who had helped bring him out of New Britain in 1942. Near Manus, the boat approached an outrigger canoe carrying nine Japanese soldiers, and the PT’s crew beckoned for them to swim across. Three of the Japanese were on the outrigger’s platform when one produced a grenade, struck it on his helmet and ended the three men’s lives. Two others with grenades were shot, while another disappeared into the sea. The last three dropped their grenades and swam to the boat. When one asked, ‘When you kill us?’, McCarthy replied, ‘No can kill you,’ then spied Robinson looking down at the scars on his wrists from Tol. Later, one of the prisoners jumped overboard to drown himself, but he kept surfacing, driven by the natural instinct to survive. Finally Robinson, driven by his own appreciation of the value of life, dived in and pulled the hapless prisoner back on board.28


  On 15 March, the 8th Cavalry Regiment landed on Manus, and the airfield at Lorengau fell three days later. Damien Parer had seen dead Japanese before, but this was a vision of hell. ‘I think they have been ordered to annihilate us or not return,’ he wrote. ‘I heard and saw the debris flying when the last of them blew themselves up.’ Later it got worse. ‘Over 70 dead Japs packed like sardines, disembowelled, heads missing. Some still dying.’29


  On 20 March, Emirau Island, 120 kilometres northwest of Kavieng, was occupied unopposed, and by the end of April two airfields had been constructed there. With Kavieng and Rabaul isolated, MacArthur could now make a great bound towards the Philippines. Having convinced the Joint Chiefs of Staff that Wewak should be bypassed, he planned to strike Hollandia (modern-day Jayapura), just across the border from Wewak in Netherlands New Guinea. Apart from isolating the Japanese Army in New Guinea, MacArthur wanted the prime anchorage of Humboldt Bay and the Lake Sentani airfields for his drive towards Japan.


  Intelligence made the Hollandia decision possible. ULTRA decrypts, the decoded Japanese naval and Army communications, had already played an important part in New Guinea operations. ULTRA’s first success had been to expose Japanese intentions during the Papuan campaign, particularly the planned invasions of Port Moresby and Milne Bay. Later plans to reinforce Lae had been uncovered by ULTRA and then undone by the Battle of the Bismarck Sea. ULTRA had then kept MacArthur informed of the air buildup at Wewak, which had been so efficiently nullified by Kenney’s air arm. Now it gave MacArthur the priceless advantage of knowing that Hansa Bay was being reinforced and would be a tough nut to crack. The same was true of Wewak, but the decrypts confirmed that both Aitape and Hollandia were weakly held.30 The Japanese commanders were thinking in small steps, while MacArthur was planning a great leap.


  The Australians played a major part in this intelligence coup. When the radio platoon from the Japanese 20th Division headquarters had pulled out from Sio in the wake of the Australian advance, its men had to carry the heavy components of the radios. However, a large trunk containing all their code books and other cipher material was left behind, buried in a nearby creek. It was discovered by Australian sappers sweeping the former headquarters site for mines and sent back to Australia, where the documents were painstakingly dried out and analysed. The cipher keys gave the Allies access to crucial intelligence on Japanese Army strength and plans in New Guinea.31


  So MacArthur would boldly strike for Hollandia six months ahead of the originally scheduled date. Though the operation’s code name, Reckless, may have indicated otherwise, MacArthur had the intelligence and the resources to succeed.


  Another element of the intelligence war was Captain Gwynne ‘Blue’ Harris. The balding redhead, a member of the Australian M Special Unit, had operated behind enemy lines on New Britain, at Finschhafen and along the Rai Coast, southeast of Madang. His next mission would be to lead a two-week patrol behind enemy lines at Hollandia. The eleven men of Harris’ party—six Australians, four New Guineans and Sergeant Launcelot, an Indonesian interpreter—were to assess the proposed landing beaches at Tanahmerah Bay, 50 kilometres west of Hollandia. Another party under Captain Claude Millar was landed inland about 160 kilometres to the south in order to relay radio signals from Harris.32


  Lieutenant Ray Webber, who had previously served with Harris, was his second-in-command. The initial five-man reconnaissance group left the US submarine Dace on the night of 23 March, but rough weather meant a difficult start to the operation. Both their rubber boats overturned in the surf, and the walkie-talkie was lost. Then a fire flared up at a nearby native hut, indicating that the landing had been seen. Harris and Launcelot went to the hut and were told that the nearest Japanese troops were 5 kilometres away to the west. A suspicious Harris decided to abort the operation, so he had Webber send the washout signal to Dace by flashlight: the rest of the party were not to land. However, Webber could not get acknowledgement of his signal, and when he climbed a hill to resend the message, he saw that the other two rubber boats were already on the way.33


  Harris gathered his men and what weapons and supplies remained and headed inland, intending to reach Millar’s party. He took a young man from the hut as a guide, but when the youth went missing, he knew his party was compromised. The natives back at the hut, hundreds of kilometres behind Japanese lines and with little reason to throw in their lot with Harris and his party, had informed on them once they moved inland. Next morning, as the party reached a wide patch of kunai grass, they heard voices from their rear. When Webber went back, he spotted a line of enemy troops headed his way. As Harris led the rest of the men across the kunai towards the jungle, the Japanese opened fire. The four New Guinea men in the party reached the scrub, and Julius MacNicol, Philip Jeune, Launcelot and Webber hid in the kunai grass.Harris decided to fight, John Bunning and Greg Shortis joining him in a last-ditch attempt to hold off the Japanese and gain time for the others to escape.34


  The three Australians were outgunned by the Japanese troops, who were well armed with light machineguns and mortars. Bunning and Shortis fought for four hours before both were cut down. MacNicol, who had crawled up to the edge of the jungle, beckoned Harris to join him, but Harris stayed till the end. Thrice wounded, his pistol empty, he was finally captured, propped up against a tree and roughly interrogated. He knew the invasion convoy would soon be off the coast, and if the Japanese found out, there would be many more lives lost than his. That life was finally taken at the end of a bayonet.35 He never talked—a brave man, Blue Harris.


  Launcelot hid for four days, licking dew from the grass to survive while the Japanese searched the area. He then met up with a local native who fed and hid him. Once the Americans landed, he made his way back to the beach and took a canoe out to a destroyer; he later told his story to Lieutenant General Eichelberger. Jeune and Webber also made for the coast. When Jeune’s legs gave out, Webber took him to a hut for shelter, but as they reached it, a sword-wielding Japanese soldier charged them. Jeune was badly cut about the head and arms as he tried to fend off the blows. Afraid to fire his weapon, Webber punched the man before thrusting the pistol into his midriff and firing. He then grabbed the sword and finished the job. The two men kept on for the beach and finally met up with the Americans. Julius MacNicol was the last Australian in, after thirty-two days. Two of the New Guinea men had headed for Saidor, 650 kilometres away. One, Buka, died on the way; the other, Yali, made it to the American lines at Aitape.36


  Though MacArthur would have naval air support for the Hollandia operation, he would also need his own fighter planes on hand. It was therefore decided that an ancillary landing would be made at Aitape, midway between Wewak and Hollandia. In the lead-up to the operation, Kenney based new long-range P-38J Lightning fighters at Nadzab, and these escorted a series of heavy bombing raids on Hollandia, the most devastating of the war in New Guinea. As at Wewak, the Japanese thought their airbase at Hollandia was out of range of escorted bombers but once again they had been trumped by American ingenuity. During the first raid, on 30 March, sixty-one Liberators dropped almost 6000 fragmentation bombs over the three airfields, targeting aircraft, fuel dumps and anti-aircraft positions. When the airfields were later captured, 340 Japanese planes were found wrecked on the ground, another sixty having been shot out of the air. On 4 April, a Japanese seaman wrote, ‘We received from the enemy greetings which amount to the annihilation of our Army Air Force in New Guinea.’37


  Not all the air raids against Hollandia went to plan. For over 300 aircraft in the eighth and final raid on Sunday 16 April, things began well enough, but by day’s end it would be known as Black Sunday. A strong force of fifty-eight Liberators, forty-six Mitchells and 118 Havocs, escorted by Lightnings, took off for Hollandia.38 Most flew out of Nadzab, with three Havoc squadrons flying from Gusap and another two from Saidor. The bombing went well, but as the aircraft headed home a massive storm front rose in their path. One of the Lightning pilots, Carroll Anderson, wrote in his diary, ‘As the black smoke pall over Hollandia fell behind, it became obvious that thunderheads loomed ahead . . . It stretched from the mountains to the south and to the north as far as we could see.’39 The route back into the Ramu Valley and on to Nadzab was blocked.


  There had been weather warnings before the raid, but the imminence of the Hollandia invasion made the risk seem worthwhile. Now the planes could not return the way they had come. The first Liberators headed back along the north coast only to find that Finschhafen was also clouded in, but at least one bomber got down in Lae. Most landed at Saidor. The Mitchells came in first. Landing in the rain and skidding across the wet Marsden steel matting, the first two collided just as a Liberator also landed. A third Mitchell came in and slewed into an embankment, while a fourth slammed into a Lightning coming down from the other direction, blocking the strip. Men rushed out to clear the wreckage and to rescue two of the crew. As they did, another Lightning, running on vapours, belly-landed and skidded through the wreckage. The pilot survived, but the airfield was a shambles.40


  Havoc bombers circled overhead waiting for the wreckage to be cleared. The first one down clipped some wreckage and lost a few metres off its right wing. More followed, guided in through the wreckage and in some cases adding to it—often while taxiing. Lieutenant Stan Northrup’s Lightning landed on top of a slower Mitchell, but he gunned the engines at the last moment and leap-frogged to land. Another Lightning came down just as a Liberator landed the other way, the Lightning pilot hitting the brakes and side-slipping his aircraft around the bomber.41


  Some aircraft landed on the nearby bush strip at Yamai, others in the sea off the coast. More put down in the swamps and other small dirt strips behind the coast. By day’s end twenty-six planes had been destroyed in crash landings and eleven more were missing. Fifty-three airmen were killed or missing. Kenney later wrote, ‘It was the worst blow I took in the whole war.’42


  There were 164 ships in the invasion convoy, a ripe target indeed for an air attack, but no attack came. Kenney’s bombers had seen to that while the temporary presence of the US carrier fleet ensured that any such attack would be harshly dealt with. This was the seventh and largest operation to date for Barbey’s Seventh Amphibious Force. On the night of 21 April, the convoy split into three parts for two landings at Hollandia and another at Aitape. The main objectives at Hollandia were the airfields behind the Cyclops Mountains. In what the Americans might have termed a squeeze play, there would be a landing at either end of the range, at Tanahmerah and Humboldt Bays and the troops would advance from east and west to secure the three Japanese airfields. The ABC war correspondent John Hinde, the passionate film reviewer of later years, wrote, ‘The incredible realisation that the Japs didn’t even suspect we were coming came only in the last hour of darkness on D-Day morning.’43


  Two RAN heavy cruisers, Shropshire and Australia, and two RAN transports, Kanimbla and Manoora, took part in the Tanahmerah Bay operation. Though the landings here were unopposed, the aerial photos failed to show that there were extensive swamps starting only 30 metres behind the main landing beach. The ground was passable only by lightly equipped infantry, and the Americans had everything but. The supplies had to be piled up on the narrow beach and then transshipped to a second beach, near Dépapré, at the head of the bay. Later landing waves were diverted to Humboldt Bay.44
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  Hollandia area: 22 April 1944


  Despite the confusion of the Dépapré landings, Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Clifford’s 1/21st Battalion immediately set off up the rough trail to Lake Sentani and the airfields. The advance was unopposed, and Clifford had reached Jangkena, about 13 kilometres inland, by nightfall. The other two battalions followed before torrential rain on 23 April prevented supply trains from getting through from the beach. The inclement weather also prevented an airdrop.


  At Humboldt Bay, Westralia had been one of the thirty-three ships involved in the landing. MacArthur watched from the cruiser Nashville as the warships opened fire at 0600 and the troops landed at 0700. All day the warships supported the landing, their heavy fire sending most of the defenders scurrying inland. John Hinde wrote, ‘Twenty minutes after the first troops touched land word is flashed back that the main landing beach is clear.’ He noted one reason why ‘they met silence instead of gunfire’:


  the Japanese defenders had chosen death rather than defeat even before the initial bombardment from the sea had ceased. They crouched along the walls of the pillbox, knees drawn up, heads hunched forward and a bullet hole in the centre of each forehead. The officer who had shot them lay before his men disembowelled in ritual fashion by his own sword.


  Next day was sunny and Humboldt Bay was a lovely ruffled blue dotted with ships and criss-crossed with the wakes of high speed landing craft . . . In spite of the din it was hard to take the war seriously. 45


  Hinde then caught a boat ride across to newly captured Hollandia. ‘There was a thin haze of smoke in the foothills beyond the town and the crash of bazooka and mortar fire came solidly down the valley. But Hollandia itself was a scene of peace and red and white neatness that would have delighted the heart of any Dutchman.’46


  On the main landing beach at Humboldt Bay, there was a sizeable Japanese ammunition dump. Just after dusk on the second night, a lone Japanese plane came over and dropped two bombs and an incendiary right on top. The narrow beach had the sea on one side and a swamp on the other, so when the ammunition in the dump started exploding, the beach was cut off. Shells cooked off and exploded every few seconds, and occasionally there would be a massive blast. Hinde was in a group of men who were cut off and pulling back towards the point. ‘I remember looking back and suddenly seeing the fire clawing up the beach after us in an arching rain of red tracer bullets, rockets and glowing fragments,’ he wrote. When Hinde left for home two nights later, the dump was still burning.47


  By then, the airfields were in American hands. The advance from Humboldt Bay had been difficult, with the mud so deep that even the amphibious tractors got bogged. When the track was hemmed in by the ranges to the north and Lake Sentani to the south, the amtracs—amphibious tracked landing vehicles—took to the lake. The two thrusts made contact late on the afternoon of 26 April.


  Operation Persecution, the landing at Aitape, was also made on 22 April. Tadji airfield was soon secured, and RAAF No. 62 Works Wing started working on it that same day. Work continued under floodlights throughout that night and the next, and the 1250-metre fighter strip was available on the morning of 24 April. The first twenty-five Kittyhawks from RAAF No. 78 Wing flew in that afternoon, and the rest arrived the next day. Steel Marsden matting was then laid down, and the strip was operational on 28 April. The RAAF engineers then moved across to the bomber strip to assist the two US aviation engineer battalions already working there.48


  On 2 May, General Adachi’s Eighteenth Army had been ordered to move west from Wewak, bypassing Aitape and Hollandia. Adachi knew better than anyone that such a move—across wild rivers and through the rugged interior—would destroy his army, and the orders were cancelled two weeks later. Though Adachi had 50,000 men at Wewak, only about 8000 were trained infantrymen, most of the remainder being supply troops. He would attack Aitape with 15,500 men, use another 15,000 as supply troops, and leave 20,000 at Wewak. The move west would be by land, as any boats or barges were rapidly jumped on by Allied air or naval craft: on the night of 26 June alone, American PT boats sank fifteen barges near Wewak.49


  After the travails of the Saruwaged and the Finisterres, Masamichi Kitamoto had just completed another testing trek across the coastal plains of the Ramu and Sepik Rivers. ‘We sank up to our knees in the marshes which continued endlessly,’ Kitamoto wrote. ‘Mangrove and other swamp bushes obstructed the way. It was like walking in a steam bath. Even in the humid jungles, this is the most unhealthy and difficult place for man to live . . . The whole army was in rags and many of the men were bare footed as we arrived in Wewak. They were no longer a fighting force.’ Now General Yoshihara gave him another task, to walk the 200 kilometres to Aitape and reconnoitre the American defences there. ‘You are the only one I can depend on,’ Yoshihara said.50


  The eastern flank of the American perimeter at Aitape rested on the Driniumor River. Patrols had pushed east from there and found indications that Japanese reinforcements were moving into the area, though these could hardly be termed fresh. Remnants of the Japanese 20th Division, having fought at Salamaua, Lae, Finschhafen and Shaggy Ridge, had now made their way to the area. Some of the 41st Division units were in better shape, having only had to trek up from the Madang area. Both divisions faced further misfortune when Lieutenant General Shigeru Katagiri, the 20th Division commander, was killed in a bombing raid along with six staff officers of the 41st Division. The rest of the troops, usually travelling by night, were harried all the way from the air.


  By mid-June 1944, MacArthur, who had access to ULTRA decrypts and captured documents detailing the Japanese operation, had decided to reinforce the Aitape perimeter. Indications were that Adachi would attack with 20,000 men and another 11,000 in reserve. The American commander of XI Corps, Major General Charles Hall, strengthened his forward positions, emplaced his artillery, built a fall-back line and waited.51


  On the night of 10 July the Japanese came. At midnight the companies of I/78th Battalion, the veterans of Shaggy Ridge, attacked in two or three screaming waves across the Driniumor River. Defending the west bank were two companies of the US 128th Regiment. That river and barbed wire slowed the attack, and the defensive artillery concentrations soon reduced the Japanese battalion from 400 to thirty men. Captain Emory Peebles, a forward artillery observer, noted: ‘I observed one bunch coming down the river and called on our guns for support. The first salvo of shells landed right in the middle of them, blowing some to the tops of trees and when the smoke cleared at least 25 were lying dead on the river bed.’52 The Japanese kept at it, throwing in troops from the 80th and 237th Regiment until they had punched a 1200-metre-wide gap in the line. The Americans responded to the threat with more concentrated shelling and attacks on both sides of the lodgement.


  Meanwhile, Major Iwataro Hoshino’s Coastal Attack Force, supported by artillery, moved against the American perimeter on the coast. The heavy American guns soon prevailed. It took longer to deal with the main inland force, and the fighting went on for many weeks, but when it was over, Adachi’s army was broken. On 3 August, he ordered a withdrawal, having lost almost half of the 20,000 men committed to the fight.53 After the battle, the ABC war correspondent Haydon Lennard went to the Driniumor River, where ‘scores of enemy bodies bloated by the tropical sun are floating down the stream and the stench from the eastern bank is a continuous reminder that hundreds more are lying there in jungle undergrowth.’54


  In the full context of the Pacific war, the Japanese attack at Aitape was insignificant. By mid-August 1944, MacArthur had already moved on from Hollandia, seizing Wakde Island and Sarmi before landing on Biak and Noemfoor Islands, off the north coast of Netherlands New Guinea. New airfields had already been built, more were in construction, and the threat to the Philippines was immediate. New Guinea was now a backwater.


  Peleliu, a nondescript island in the Palau group about 1000 kilometres north of New Guinea, was another stepping stone on the way to Japan. Damien Parer landed there with the US Marines in September 1944, and as they fought across the barren sun-parched airfield, he shot his last roll of film. Just as he had done with the Australian commandos along the ridges above Salamaua, Parer stalked the front-line soldiers with his camera. Before his Wewak air-raid assignment the previous November, Parer had prayed that Our Lady would protect him ‘not only from death but if I was to die to do it well.’ He did it well.55


  21

  The waiting game


  Bougainville

  November 1944 to August 1945


  It was 11 October 1945, and the war had been over for nearly two months. Tired of waiting to go home, Peter Pinney was leaving Bougainville the way he had come, cadging an unauthorised plane ride. As he sat under the aircraft wing that night waiting for the morning flight, he wrote: ‘Never again Bougainville! You’ve seen the last of me. They’ll never con me again to wriggle in your slime and rot and dust and wet monotony. A toss-up which I hate most—that mongrel island, or the mongrel animals we fought amid all that mass of wet forest and thorns and moccas and palms and silence and suddenness and gut-ache and mossed trees and everlasting bloody mud. I won’t be back: not till hell freezes and the devil wears skates.’1


  While operations in General MacArthur’s South West Pacific Area had seen the tide turn in New Guinea, Admiral William ‘Bull’ Halsey, the South Pacific Area Commander, had orchestrated the drive through the Solomon Islands. After the successful conclusion of operations on Guadalcanal, Halsey had landed forces on New Georgia on 30 June 1943. Progress was slow, thanks to the punishing jungle terrain as well as the Japanese defenders. The American command had thought one division would be sufficient for the operation, but in the end, elements of four divisions were needed to secure the Solomons. In September 1943, the stubborn Japanese commander, Major General Noboru Sasaki, had evacuated 9400 of his men to the island of Bougainville.


  Following the US Command’s decision to isolate rather than capture Rabaul, Halsey decided to ‘contain and strangle’ the Shortland Islands and Southern Bougainville from New Georgia. However, it was still important to make a landing on Bougainville to build airfields for the projected operations against West New Britain in late 1943. The coastal plain at Cape Torokina, only lightly held by the Japanese, was selected as an ideal airfield site. Torokina was also hemmed in by mountains and coastal swamps, making it difficult for the strong Japanese forces in Southern Bougainville to threaten the landing.


  The spine of Bougainville Island was formed by two jagged mountain ranges that included a pair of active volcanoes, Mount Bagana and Mount Balbi. The island was defended by Lieutenant General Haruyoshi’s Hyakutake’s Seventeenth Army, most of whose 37,500 soldiers and 20,000 sailors were deployed in the south around Buin and the Shortland Islands. The rest were focused at Buka and Kieta.


  The American 3rd Marine Division landed at Torokina on 1 November 1943 and, aided by strong air cover, soon overcame limited but fierce opposition. The Japanese Navy reacted quickly. A task force of four cruisers and six destroyers under Admiral Sentar mori immediately left Rabaul and headed for the beachhead. Warned by reconnaissance aircraft, Admiral Aaron Merrill’s task force of four cruisers and eight destroyers intercepted Omori’s ships in the early hours of 2 November. With radar guidance, the American destroyers closed in and loosed their torpedoes while the cruisers stood off and fired their 6-inch guns, before rapidly changing station to avoid enemy torpedoes. The Japanese light cruiser Sendai and the destroyer Hatsukaze were sunk, while one of Merrill’s destroyers, Foote, was badly damaged by a torpedo. With another four of his warships damaged, Omori withdrew his ships to Rabaul. The Japanese sent four heavy cruisers and more destroyers from Truk to make a second attack, but they were caught by a US carrier strike at Rabaul on 5 November and not sent into battle. Despite heavy air attacks from Rabaul-based aircraft, the lodgement at Torokina was safe.
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  Bougainville


  By March 1944, the Americans had three operational airfields and 62,000 troops at Torokina. Their perimeter extended in a semi-circle about 10 kilometres deep, with patrols operating further afield on the approach tracks. By this time, General Hyakutake had also concentrated a force in the hills around the American perimeter, but with Rabaul now neutralised as an air and naval base, he was on his own. After organising his force into three detachments and an artillery group, Hyakutake struck just after midnight on 8–9 March as the rain fell. American firepower did its job, and over 5000 of Hyakutake’s men were killed and another 3000 wounded for the loss of only 263 American defenders. It was carnage.2


  One of the highest forms of courage is to save the lives of others at the risk of one’s own. What Corporal Sefanaia Sukanaivalu did on Bougainville went beyond courage. Suka, as he was known, had arrived at Torokina with the 3rd Fijian Infantry Battalion, which was then used to make amphibious raids along the coast, harassing the enemy lines of supply. On 23 June 1944, the Fijians made one such raid on the Japanese roadhead of Mawaraka, but they ran into more opposition than expected and were forced to withdraw. During the move back to the barges, Suka, who was helping the wounded, was himself hit in the thigh and groin. Unable to move, he cried out to his comrades not to come for him, but he knew they would never leave him to the Japanese. So he raised himself on his hands, drawing a deadly machinegun burst that killed him but undoubtedly saved other men’s lives. The selfless Suka was awarded the British Commonwealth’s highest honour, the Victoria Cross, the first of three awarded for valour on Bougainville.3


  The first Australian units arrived at Torokina in September 1944. They were part of II Australian Corps, which was to relieve XIV American Corps for service further afield. The Australian corps commander, Lieutenant General Stan Savige, had led the 3rd Division during the difficult Salamaua campaign. That division, now under Major General William Bridgeford and comprising the 7th, 15th and 29th Brigades, was part of Savige’s corps. Savige’s command also included the 11th and 23rd Brigades and the 2/8th Commando Squadron. Their main air support came from Royal New Zealand Air Force Corsair squadrons based at Torokina.4 At this stage there were still about 52,000 Japanese on Bougainville, significantly outnumbering the Australians.5


  General Blamey thought it undesirable for the Australian troops to sit placidly within the Torokina perimeter, but Savige faced some constraints in taking the attack to the enemy.6 General MacArthur would not provide support for such operations; he was quite content for the Australians to do as his Americans had done. Savige had insufficient landing barges to support moves around the coast, and any land advance would be restricted by the need to build supply routes, including bridges.


  In late November, troops from Lieutenant Colonel Geoff Matthews’ 9th Battalion, uncommitted at Milne Bay, but first into action here, moved northeast from Torokina up the Numa Numa Trail and came upon an enemy position at Arty Hill, halfway to the north coast. It was more than a year since the first American landings at Torokina, and this was the first major operation outside the perimeter. Matthews called it ‘a day of days.’ The attack went in on the morning of 29 November after 200 high-explosive and smoke rounds had informed the Japanese that the extended hiatus was over. The infantry cleared out the enemy bunkers, killing about twenty defenders, and held the position against strong counterattacks. Edwin Barges, a stretcher bearer, was the first Australian killed in the Bougainville campaign. There would be many more.7


  On 30 December, Lieutenant Colonel John McKinna’s 25th Battalion attacked Pearl Ridge, the next feature beyond Arty Hill. McKinna expected to confront a company, but his troops came up against 550 men under Major General Kesao Najima, who were not only well entrenched but backed by artillery and mortar support. McKinna’s battalion took thirty-five casualties, ten of them killed, but the razorback ridge was taken. It was an important position: from the crest, the coastline of Bougainville could be seen on both sides. When Brigadier John Stevenson’s 11th Brigade took over, Savige ordered that there be no advance east of Pearl Ridge. Having secured the centre, the Australians would now advance north and south from Torokina.


  The 31/51st Battalion led the push north along the coast towards the main Japanese defensive position, on Tsimba Ridge, in front of the Genga River. This 20-metre-high, 200-metre-long, semicircular ridge ended in a coastal cliff, and it would have to be taken in order to continue the advance north. On 23 January 1945, the Australian mountain guns opened proceedings, but the attack next day was unsuccessful. On 25 January, a flanking patrol reached and crossed the Genga. The rest of Captain Alwyn Shilton’s company followed and held the bridgehead against enemy counterattacks.


  Waist-deep in water, Jack Horton and ‘Slim’ Anderson manned a Brengun pit within the bridgehead. In the pre-dawn darkness of 1 February, Anderson sensed an enemy presence and brought the Bren around to face it. Suddenly, slashing blows from a sword severed two fingers from his right hand and almost took another from his left. As he tried to defend himself, Anderson’s arm was broken and deeply gashed. Then he heard Horton shout, ‘Grenade, Slim!’ and the assailant was gone. Horton helped Anderson climb out of the pit, but now he faced the same menace alone. When the shadowy swordsman returned, the Bren gun misfired. Then Horton heard a bang and saw the muzzle flash of a pistol just in front of him. He jabbed the Bren into the midriff of his assailant, who fell forward into the flooded weapon pit. As the man surfaced, Horton crashed the Bren gun into his face and scrambled from the pit, but not before the sword swung again and caught him across the heel. A single rifle shot rang out: Cec Brooks had shot Naval Warrant Officer Tsunematsu in the head, ending the duel.8


  The 31/51st had another go at Tsimba Ridge on 6 February. After a 40-minute artillery bombardment and air attacks by Corsairs and Wirraways, two platoons from Captain ‘Nick’ Harris’ company attacked at 0900. The men in Lieutenant Lionel Coulton’s platoon waded through a swamp up to their waists before advancing in line abreast up the timbered slope towards the ridge. The scrub kept them hidden until they had almost reached the first enemy positions. One of the Bren gunners, Alan Dunlop, turned twenty-five that day, but his thoughts were not on celebration. He had just had a ‘Dear John’ letter from his girl back home and was still churned up about it. He charged forward, firing his Bren from the hip: it was death or glory, and he didn’t care either way. Despair could be as deadly as any bullet. For Dunlop, the combination was fatal.9


  When Bill Bunting, the platoon sergeant, copped a grenade blast in the back, Cec Cook tried to patch him up, but Bunting died in his arms. Cook then moved on across the ridge, now cleared of trees by the shelling, and jumped into a captured trench. The trench was about 2 metres deep and had a small bridge across the top under which Cook took shelter. Using his bayonet, he built a dirt wall across the trench. Later, one of Cook’s own men tossed in a grenade, thinking enemy troops had entered the trench. The dirt wall saved him.10


  With Harris’ two other platoons also successfully attacking, the Japanese positions on Tsimba Ridge were untenable. On the night of 7 February, the defenders from Captain Kawakami’s III/81st Battalion company withdrew, leaving sixty-six corpses behind. Harris’ company had lost seven men killed and twenty-two wounded. Lieutenant Coulton had gone in with twenty-eight men, but only seven walked out. They all deserved a decoration, so the seven names were put in a hat and Colin Jorgensen was awarded a Military Medal.11


  Bombardier Herbie Dhu was serving with the Second Mountain Battery, supporting the assault on Tsimba Ridge. Dhu and a number of his North Sydney Rugby League Club teammates had joined the unit back in 1943 and they had been sorely missed by the Bears in the grand final of that year. Three months later near Finschhafen that loss had been put into perspective when six gunners from the battery had been killed and seven wounded by an exploding shell as they sat down to dinner in the mess hut. Behind Tsimba Ridge Herbie Dhu finally earned his decoration, calling fire orders back to the guns and helping evacuate the casualties.12
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  General Savige was making his strongest push in the south, where Brigadier Raymond ‘Bull’ Monaghan’s 29th Brigade, the veterans of Salamaua, advanced towards Mosigetta. Troops of the 15th Battalion were taken down the coast by barge and seized the south bank of the Tavera River, while troops of the 47th and then the 42nd Battalion were landed even further south, gaining ground across the Hupai River. Savige, Bridgeford and many others of lesser rank were unimpressed by Monaghan’s bullish persona and poor control of his brigade. He was relieved and transferred a jungle warfare training role in Australia.


  After his time fighting along the ridges around Salamaua, Peter Pinney had switched to the 2/8th Commando Squadron, commanded by another Salamaua veteran, Major Norm Winning. The unit had been in Bougainville since early November 1944 and was now operating as a screening force for the infantry. Captain Pat Dunshea, with two Military Crosses to his name from his actions at Wau and in the Ramu Valley, now led a commando troop under Winning. On 27 January, Dunshea and the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit officer, Captain Ray Watson, another Salamaua veteran, led a fourteen-man patrol out from Sovele Mission to attack a Japanese-occupied village. The patrol met up with Pinney and Daniel Fitzgerald, who had already scouted the village and learned that it consisted of a central cluster of huts and two outlying ones beside a garden area.13


  Dunshea split his force in two, and the men were in position just before dusk. The Japanese troops were preparing their meal as Dunshea gave the signal to open fire; the first salvo followed by a shower of grenades at the village. Pinney wrote, ‘Cries of shock and pain as huts were riddled and Japs tumbled over in the blast . . . Under the hut there was a Jap still alive, but no chance of him surviving as a prisoner, so I put him out of his misery.’ After gathering all the documents they could find, the commandos left to spend the night away from the village. Next morning, two badly wounded Japanese soldiers were killed and the compound was burned to the ground.14


  At this stage, about one-third of the available Japanese troops were engaged in gardening to feed the rest of the Army. Targeting the gardens would reduce the enemy’s food supply and divert more troops into guarding that supply. Pinney later wrote, ‘We all understood our role: keep up in the foothills behind the Jap lines, and raid down on the flats. Pinpoint his strongholds for our Corsairs and field guns—and ambush his roads and gardens. Shoot and shoot through.’15


  The Owen gun was a good weapon for such tactics, but it could also be dangerous to handle. Like Pinney, Daniel Fitzgerald was an exceptional scout: as Pat Dunshea said, ‘You could send him anywhere on his own.’ On 2 April he was asleep on a groundsheet stretcher at Sovele. When he got up during the night, he accidentally stepped on the cocking lever of his Owen gun. The gun discharged and fired twenty to thirty rounds into Fitzgerald, killing him.16 In his honour, the commandos named the rough landing ground next to their Niheru base Fitzgerald Field.


  At the end of January, Brigadier John Field’s 7th Brigade took over from the 29th and pressed inland towards Mosigetta and beyond. At this stage, the Japanese were only contesting the advance with ambushes; the battlefield itself was the greater threat. Troops here found themselves in the middle of deep swampland, trying to pick out a route from one narrow island to another. On 17 February, Mosigetta road junction was captured, and Field moved two battalions south towards the Puriata River. Field’s other battalion, the 25th, was landed on the coast near Toko and moved inland up the Puriata. This too was by no means easy going, with endless rain soon turning the Buin Road into a knee-deep wallow of mud. On 4 March, Captain Robert McInnes’s company from the 25th crossed the Puriata River; just over two weeks later, it attacked an enemy position astride the Buin Road. The war correspondent Arthur Mathers watched McInnes, ‘the Queensland youngster from Toowoomba whose three pips were inked faintly on his green clad shoulders,’ brief his men. Then eight RNZAF Corsairs came over and dropped daisy-cutter bombs on the enemy positions. As the last bomb crashed down, the artillery opened up. McInnes’s men moved back along the road to their former position, then took to the thick jungle on the right, reaching the jumping-off point as the last artillery round fell. As mortar fire came down, Lieutenant Ron Darlison’s platoon moved to the left with another platoon to the right in an extended line. ‘The mortars were still hammering the Japs as magazines and clips were thrust into Brens, Owens and rifles and grenades clipped on to belts,’ Mathers wrote. When the Vickers guns opened up, the men moved ahead. ‘Then,’ Mathers wrote, ‘came answering fire from all points of the compass.’17


  Casualties mounted as the well-protected enemy machine guns found their range. Corporal Reg Rattey knew that if he moved his section forward the men would be cut down but thought he might be able to dash up on his own. While firing his Bren from the hip, he rushed the nearest bunker and threw a grenade inside. This proved effective, so he returned to get two more grenades before attacking the next bunker and an open weapon pit. Using his Bren and the two grenades, Rattey killed seven defenders and put the remainder to flight. Then, hearing a heavy Juki machine gun on the right flank, he moved towards it with his Bren, hitting the enemy gunner and dispersing the other defenders. While Rattey finished with the Juki, Ken Forrester and Ian Cooper chased the fleeing crew through the jungle to a nearby creek, shooting down three of them. Arthur Mathers watched from a perch to the rear as ‘grim silent men with the sweat and blood of battle upon them sought out any lurking Japs.’18 For his valour, Reg Rattey was awarded the Victoria Cross.


  Preliminary attacks, captured documents and prisoner interrogations all gave indications that the Japanese were planning a significant offensive in the south in early April. Lieutenant Joe Chesterton was in command at Slater’s Knoll, the forwardmost Australian position south of the Puriata River. After a series of Japanese attacks on 30 March, only beaten off with the help of Matilda tanks from 2/4th Armoured Regiment, Chesterton’s men had done much to strengthen the defences. They cut back the scrub in front of the perimeter and replaced it with barbed wire and cleared interlocking fire lanes for the Vickers guns. Three killing grounds were prepared in this way, to the north, northwest and southeast of the perimeter.19


  An hour before dawn on 5 April, wave after wave of Japanese troops attacked the 129 men on Slater’s Knoll. The Japanese had surrounded the position during the night, but the attack was launched prematurely after one of the Australians spied an enemy soldier in the pre-dawn gloom and alerted his comrades with a warning shot. The main line of attack was from the southeast, through a patch of thinned out jungle between the road and a low, bare ridge. Three Bren guns had been positioned here for enfilading fire to complement a Vickers gun and an anti-tank gun firing from the front. Dawn revealed the enemy dead piled up in heaps at the double-apron wire barrier.20


  Lieutenant Syd Giles and Sergeant Ted Lloyd, two of the eleven men who went out to check the perimeter, were shot dead by a waiting sniper. The Japanese toll was much higher. A total of 292 bodies, including that of Lieutenant Colonel Takatsugu Kawano, who had commanded the attack, were buried in three mass graves, but that was only about half of the death toll. An estimated 620 enemy troops had been killed and even more wounded from about 2400 men in the two infantry regiments used in the abortive attack.21 If the odds were indeed 18 to 1 against the Australians, it speaks volumes for the relative tactical nous of the opposing forces.


  In mid-April, Brigadier ‘Tack’ Hammer’s 15th Brigade took over from Field’s 7th. After waiting in vain for weeks for the Japanese to make another sacrificial attack, Hammer continued the advance southeast. The objective was the Hongorai River and then the Hari. Led by Matilda tanks, the 24th Battalion moved east along the Buin Road, with flanking units patrolling to the north. After crossing the Hongorai, they had a rough fight for Egan’s Ridge before the 58/59th Battalion took over the advance to the Hari River. Here the Japanese were well dug in on the east bank. As he had done at Salamaua, Hammer pushed the 58/59th hard. Three company commanders were wounded within days of each other, Captain Cedric Baumann mortally so. On 9 June, General Blamey cautioned, ‘Take your time, Hammer, there’s no hurry.’22


  Blamey’s comment reflected the general view of the Bougainville campaign. Many of the men, and many Australians back home, thought it a futile exercise. Though a number of the former militia battalions on Bougainville were now designated as AIF, with over 75 per cent of their troops volunteering for service elsewhere, these men would continue to serve, and be killed, only on Australian territory.


  Peter Pinney knew how to kill. On 2 June, he waited beside a track with the rest of a commando patrol near Mobiai, watching several groups of enemy soldiers moving back and forth. When a bunch of twenty marines came along, the ambush was sprung. The lead man went down almost instantly under the hail of fire. ‘With my first man riddled,’ Pinney wrote, ‘I gave the rest of the mag to the bloke just behind him.’ But the enemy response was swift. ‘These Nips were no pikers,’ Pinney noted. ‘They were so good they were firing back within four seconds . . . I let a second mag rip . . . Chick [Parsons] got two white-hatted officers and as a Nip was crawling away he riddled him from arse to Adam’s apple with his Bren.’ However, after Alan Cobb thumped down on the butt of his Owen gun and accidentally shot himself, Pinney’s officer hastily pulled the men out. ‘I raced off like a hare, zigzagging,’ Pinney wrote. ‘Emptied the rest of the mag at khaki movement, from behind a second tree—and then blew in earnest. It was scary . . . my legs wouldn’t run fast enough, and I was flat to the boards.’23


  Improvised explosive devices were part of the Japanese delaying tactics along the Buin Road. The 58/59th found more than 100 mines and booby traps in just three days. The men of Lieutenant Bill Woodward’s 7th Bomb Disposal Platoon were kept busy clearing the way for the tanks by walking in front of them and prodding the ground with a bayonet. In the first ten days of June, they took care of some 200 ‘mines’—most of them improvised by rigging a detonator to a cluster of artillery shells.24 Further north, a streamlined 57/60th Battalion pushed eastward through uncharted territory and reached the Mobiai River on 23 June, unhinging the enemy’s defence of the Buin Road.


  The 29th Brigade—now under Brigadier Noel Simpson, who had shown such fine command qualities at Finschhafen and in the Middle East—took over from Hammer’s 15th. But even a fine soldier like Simpson was hard pressed to deal with the relentless rain, which soon reduced the Buin Road to a sea of mud. Communication links failed in the wet, and even the carrier pigeons wouldn’t fly. The Australian engineers worked the hardest at such times: now they built a road of sorts between Torokina and the Mivo River that included thirty bridges. By August, as the end of the war approached, both sides were preparing for a major battle at the western approaches to Buin.25


  Despite having about 12,000 men in the Buin area, the Japanese on Bougainville were unable to deploy more than about 20 per cent of their strength into the forward areas. At any one time, around 30 per cent of troops were out of action owing to sickness, 35 per cent were assigned to gardening, and 15 per cent were on transport duties.26


  North of Torokina, the Australians continued to make some deep patrols. Lieutenant Frank ‘Blue’ Reiter, a platoon commander with the 31/51st Battalion, had been awarded a Military Medal on Crete when, he said it had been ‘on for young and old.’ On 27 March, his patrol attacked an enemy camp at dawn, killing six Japanese and setting several huts ablaze. Instead of scarpering, the canny and easy-going Reiter had his men stay put and wait for the camp to return to normalcy. Just after midday, they struck again, killing another two men and torching more huts. Only then did they return to base.27


  Still further north, the Australians had moved forward from the Genga River positions captured in February. By mid-May, the 26th Battalion had cleared the Soraken Peninsula and the 55/53rd Battalion had pushed up as far as Ruri Bay on the east coast. The remaining Japanese troops in the north pulled back to the Bonis Peninsula, holding strong positions across its base. On 3 June, the 31/51st, conquerors of Tsimba Ridge, took over positions on the west-coast flank. Patrols along the front line were proving costly, and it was clear that any attack would need to be well planned. It was decided to make an amphibious landing at Porton Plantation, further up the west coast and behind the enemy’s line across the neck of the peninsula. Once the landing had been made, the main ground attack would go in from the south.


  Captain Henry ‘Clyde’ Downs’ company would make the landing, reinforced by engineer, mortar and machinegun detachments, 190 men in all. The force, carried in six landing craft, travelled up the west coast and headed in to the landing beach before dawn on 8 June. The three armoured landing craft of the first wave reached the coral reef 50 metres offshore, and the men waded ashore unopposed. Three more landing craft, which were unarmoured, grounded 75 metres offshore and their infantrymen also waded in. However, enemy machinegun fire soon broke out, preventing the unloading of the heavy weapons and stranding on the reef the two landing craft that carried the mortars and reserve ammunition.


  Confined to a small perimeter on the beach, the infantry held on, supported by artillery fire directed by Lieutenant David Spark. Patrols sent out to find and eliminate the enemy machinegun positions came under heavy fire, which steadily increased as enemy reinforcements moved up. Facing about 300 defenders and with the mortars and reserve ammunition still on the stranded barges, Downs’ men were in trouble. A convoy of five landing craft tried to go in that night but all were stymied by the low tide and enemy fire.28


  The only option now was to extract Downs’ men. So far, casualties had been relatively light: four men killed and seven wounded. But on this second day, as Downs gradually pulled in his perimeter, the attacks were coming in waves. ‘We are now near the beach and getting hell,’ Downs radioed, asking that the evacuation take place as soon as possible after dusk. Spark brought down artillery fire within 25 metres of the contracted Australian perimeter, while the Corsairs bombed the old perimeter positions.29 At 1630, the first three armoured landing craft beached 50 metres from shore, and the walking wounded and stretcher cases were taken on board under heavy fire. One of the wounded recalled that, ‘It was just a chattering blast firing from every possible direction.’ The infantry followed, protected by Downs’ rearguard and a Vickers gun crew. As the last men dashed for the barges, the Vickers stopped firing, and the gunner removed the locks and threw them into the sea.30


  However, the three landing craft had come in too far, and the weight of the men held them fast on the coral reef. They tried to push the barges off but it was no easy task. The one in the centre swung wildly around on the coral and began to sink, settling on the reef with its stern pierced. Downs ordered the men back on board, where the twin Vickers guns gave covering fire until the enemy’s fire had killed two gunners and rendered the guns inoperable. Twenty men on that landing craft then swam to another barge waiting about 200 metres further out.31


  Back on the central landing craft, the water went on rising inside the pierced hull and soon stopped the engine and flooded the radio. Ken Ward, who had distinguished himself onshore fighting off enemy attacks on the perimeter, exposed himself to fire and tried to pick up a smoke canister with his bare hands. When it proved too hot, he used his bayonet to cut away the burning stores it had landed on. The Corsairs continued their air support until dusk, allowing the northernmost craft, with sixty men on board, to get off the reef. The men on the other two stranded craft faced the night.32


  Using poles, the twenty-six men in one of these barges managed to push it off the reef on the rising tide, despite drawing considerable fire once the engines started up. But the final landing craft, with Downs and sixty other men on board, remained hard aground and half full of water. About twenty wounded men were now lying in the water at the bottom of the boat, and some had to have their heads held above the waterline to avoid drowning. Downs ordered the remainder to remove their boots so they wouldn’t tread on the wounded. Some enemy troops waded out from shore to throw grenades, but the Australians saw their heads above the surface in the moonlight and sent them on their way. At about 2300, Downs told the men they were free to take their chances ashore and try to reach the Australian lines.33


  At least five men left their weapons and ammunition and went over the side. They made their way to the supply barge that had stranded during the initial landing and there met up with Lieutenant Joe Patterson. The group found two life buoys and used the tide to float out into the darkness of the bay, drifting south while the supply barge went up in flames behind them. The buoys helped to support the three men who could not swim. After a while, the group was joined by the native guide who had helped bring the first wave of landing barges to Porton. At about 0630 the next morning, they reached the shallow water of Torokori Island, 2 kilometres north of Soraken Peninsula, and went ashore; they were later rescued by artillery observers. Everard Glare had swum all the way with a non-swimmer in tow. 34


  At dawn on 10 June, there were thirty-eight men left alive on the stranded landing craft. Downs had disappeared during the night and was never seen again. Corporal Eric Hall took charge and issued all the remaining rations. Water was a big concern, and the wounded were given the juice from the tinned fruit. Hall tried to make more room on the boat and even issued lengths of copper pipe so the men would be able to breathe when the tide rose. An air attack was made on the enemy positions, and rubber rafts were dropped adjacent to the craft. Under cover of smoke, another landing craft then tried to get through, but after several of the crew were wounded and the steering gear was hit, it had to withdraw. Hall tried to knock out the most troublesome enemy bunker with his Bren and even splashed shots in the water in a line towards the target to guide the supporting aircraft in.35


  That night, with the exhausted men almost spent, a Japanese soldier clambered onto the stern of the barge from a native canoe and opened fire with a LMG, killing two Australians and wounding several others. Then an anti-tank gun opened up from the shore. Two shells tore the stern off the stricken vessel before Australian artillery quietened the gun. Around midnight, two landing craft got within 150 metres, and three assault boats, each with two sappers from the 16th Field Company aboard, headed in under the artillery fire. Smoke and dust from the shelling made it difficult to find the stranded craft, but the first assault boat managed to rescue five men, though two of its crew, Lieutenant Arthur Graham and Maurie Draper, were wounded in the process. The second rescue boat managed to get seven men off, and the others were rescued before dawn.36


  Two Cairns men, ‘Hec’ Bradford and Les Bak, both part of a patrol from the Porton perimeter, made it through to the Australian lines near Ratsua on the afternoon of 10 June, and another two came in the next day. The patrol commander, Lieutenant Noel Smith, and his batman, Ernest Duck, were never seen again.37 The Porton operation had been an absolute shambles, leaving twenty-three men killed or missing and 106 wounded. General Blamey watched the disaster unfold from near Ratsua on the afternoon of 9 June, and some of the men involved wondered if the operation had been organised for his benefit.38


  Brigadier Arnold Potts’ 23rd Brigade had initially been deployed to secure the outer islands. It was Potts’ first front-line command since the Kokoda campaign, and Savige had to put a leash on him immediately. In mid-June 1945, one of Potts’ battalions, the 8th, took over the front line on the western side of the Bonis Peninsula neck. As the Japanese had shown by their response to the Porton landing, they saw holding this position as vital. They had about 1200 troops on the peninsula and another 1400 on Buka Island, to the north.39


  On 24 July, Major Charles Thompson’s company sent two platoons to attack Base 5, at the southern end of the Bonis Peninsula. Henry Banks, who had served with the 8th Battalion at Darwin before the move to Bougainville, was a section commander in Thompson’s company. Lieutenant Charlie ‘Squizzy’ Taylor’s platoon would lead the assault, with Banks’ section, down to only five men, in the centre. The Australians’ initial line of approach crossed three enemy bunkers hidden under a big log; fire from one hit Taylor in the knee. The stretcher bearers strapped a rifle to his leg as a splint and got him out.40


  The main enemy positions were along the ridge. Banks noted that ‘we knew where they were but getting at them was another thing . . . They were dug in there under banana palms.’ As Banks’ section moved up onto the ridge—really just a stretch of higher ground—the Bren gunner, ‘Freddie’ Wade, was killed by a single shot. This was the signal for a machine gun to open up, and Bill Kearney, the forward scout, was ‘almost cut in half ’, though he would survive. The intensity of the fire cleared the ridge. ‘When I stood up,’ Banks recalled later, ‘there was nothing there. They just cut all the vegetation down in front of where my section was . . . They were savage.’41


  Banks could see where the firing was coming from: a log-roofed pit covered with earth and vegetation. He threw one grenade at it, and Bill Ings handed him another. Then the No. 2 man on the Bren gun, who had been attached to the section for this attack, came up. He was Frank Partridge, a well-read young farmer from the north coast of New South Wales. ‘I’m going in, Corp,’ he told Banks. As Partridge moved up to the bunker, an Australian grenade exploded on top of it, badly wounding him. ‘You goon, Troedson,’ he roared at the thrower, ‘Bert’ Troedson. Despite his wounds, Partridge threw his own grenade into the rear of the bunker and then went in himself. Two of the defenders were down, and when a third challenged him, Partridge used the cut-down bayonet he carried to finish him off. Banks now came up to the bunker, put an Owen burst into the two Japanese soldiers lying inside, and helped Partridge out. ‘He was too weak to go anywhere, he had lost that much blood,’ Banks recalled.42 Partridge was awarded a Victoria Cross, though he did not learn about it until he returned to Australia.


  The Australians also took over the American lodgements on West New Britain. Since the defeat of the Japanese counterattacks at Arawe and Cape Gloucester, the Japanese command had concentrated its main forces at the eastern end of New Britain, defending Rabaul. The first units of Brigadier Raymond Sandover’s 6th Brigade, part of Major General Alan Ramsay’s 5th Division, landed at Cape Hoskins on 8 October 1944. Sandover’s brigade comprised the 14/32nd, 19th and 36th Battalions. The experienced 36th had served at Sanananda, and patrols from this battalion were also landed further east, along the north coast. After a number of clashes between Australian and Japanese patrols, the 14/32nd landed at Jacquinot Bay on the south coast of New Britain on 4 November. By February 1945, the Australian units had leapfrogged along the north and south coast to Open Bay and Wide Bay respectively. Between the two bays, the island’s width narrows to about 35 kilometres, and it was here that the two forces joined up.


  Tol Plantation was captured in mid-March, and the remains of the men who had been murdered three years earlier were found. Their deaths provided some of the impetus for further Australian operations against the Japanese. In early April, Brigadier Eric McKenzie’s 13th Brigade relieved the 6th, and by May an airfield had been constructed at Jacquinot Bay for two squadrons of RNZAF Corsairs. With the equivalent of five Japanese divisions now isolated in Rabaul, ground action was restricted to fighting enemy patrols as the Australians played the waiting game.
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  ‘This hellish business doesn’t

  make headline news’


  Aitape to Wewak

  October 1944 to August 1945


  When the groundsheet was flapped, it sounded like a hornbill in flight, a common enough sound in the Torricelli Range, inland from Aitape. To the men in the Japanese encampment, it wouldn’t have seemed out of place in the early dawn. But for the thirty Australian commandos who had gathered in the surrounding jungle, ‘looking straight down their throat,’ as Byrne saw it, it was the signal for destruction.


  Captain Ted Byrne had planned the attack using a sand-table model showing the enemy camp, the 30-metre-high ridge that overlooked it on one side, and the creek on the other side. This camp happened to be on the wrong side of a line drawn on the map, a line beyond which divisional headquarters had banned Byrne’s unit from operating. Byrne, however, took the view that headquarters ‘also said to kill the Japs, and they were beyond that line.’ He positioned most of his men along the ridge, while a small party of four was assigned to cover the obvious escape route back along the creek. The commandos spent the night in the jungle about 200 metres back from the ridge before moving up to their positions in the pre-dawn light. All the men on the ridge held a primed grenade in each hand, the levers held firm. When they heard the flap of the groundsheet, they tossed the grenades down into the camp. Then they grabbed their guns and opened fire. By the time Byrne called a halt, he had experienced his ‘most violent 20 seconds in New Guinea.’1


  It was 12 January 1945, and Byrne’s unit, the 2/7th Commando Squadron, one of three squadrons in Lieutenant Colonel Eric Hennessy’s 2/6th Cavalry Commando Regiment, was taking the fight to the enemy. Thirty-eight Japanese were killed in this action. But as Byrne led his men down into the shattered camp, a survivor fired a burst from a LMG. Hit four times, Byrne was knocked back about 5 metres. The final bullet had struck his Owen gun, probably saving his life. It was his last action in New Guinea. After a spell in hospital, Byrne later answered a call from Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten for experienced officers to go to Burma to teach the British Army how to fight in the jungle. Having fought at Mubo, in the Ramu Valley, and now in the Torricellis, Byrne was uncommonly well equipped for the task.2


  By October 1944, Lieutenant General Hataz Adachi’s Eighteenth Army had dwindled to 35,000 men, most of them at Wewak and along the coastal strip further west. As at Bougainville, Australian ground forces had replaced the Americans at Aitape but were not content to sit still inside the former American perimeter. By the end of October, the first patrols by Major Charles Wray’s 2/10th Commando Squadron had contacted scattered troops from Lieutenant General Goro Mano’s 41st Division—the remnants from the abortive attacks at the Driniumor River—who were slowly withdrawing to the interior.


  What was left of Major General Nakai’s 20th Division was further east, while the scant remnants of Lieutenant General Nakano’s 51st Division were around Wewak. All Adachi’s units were widely spread out and consigned to subsistence farming by the Allied blockade. The Japanese produced salt by night on the coast at Wewak and got oil and copra from nearby Muschu Island. However, they could not grow batteries for their communications equipment or ammunition for their weapons, so Adachi was limited to small-scale actions for the remainder of the campaign. As his chief of staff, Lieutenant General Kane Yoshihara, wrote: ‘There were no clothes, no shoes, no blankets, no mosquito nets, no tools, no ammunition, no medicine, and there was, of course, a shortage of food.’3
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  Aitape to Wewak: December 1944–August 1945


  As at Torokina on Bougainville, Australian forces had taken over the Aitape perimeter to enable US Army units to be employed further afield. Lieutenant General Frank Berryman later wrote that the Australian command had ‘justified Wewak only in the hope that the 6th Division would become available for use elsewhere when the commitment was liquidated.’4 On 8 November, Major General Jack Stevens established his division’s headquarters at Aitape. Although his three infantry brigades, the 16th, 17th and 19th, would not arrive until year’s end, Stevens had no intention of staying inside the Aitape perimeter. However, he was constrained by the possibility that his division might be transferred to other operations at short notice and further hampered by a lack of landing craft to unload the supply ships. By the time an American amphibious unit arrived on 3 February, the division was down to seven days’ rations. In March, Official Historian Gavin Long noted that ‘the units are not happy about their role, which is certainly the dullest and least important they’ve ever played . . . the general opinion is that the task is neither necessary nor interesting . . . this is a boring epilogue.’5


  Having spent the last two years at Darwin, this would be the first New Guinea campaign for Brigadier James Martin’s 19th Brigade. On 17 December, its first units crossed the Danmap River to begin the drive east to Wewak. In response, and needing to stay close to his food supply, General Adachi decided to move his main strength inland and fight a war of attrition.6 In mid-January, Brigadier Roy King’s 16th Brigade took over the operation, the first action for the rebuilt brigade since the rigours of the Kokoda Trail and the Papuan beachheads. As the 2/3rd Battalion war diary noted, this battlefield was just as hellish: ‘The mud, the gloomy atmosphere, and the prevailing smell of rotting vegetation and sweating bodies strongly recall the Owen Stanley campaign.’7


  The heavy rain that began on the afternoon of 27 January was not unusual, but it intensified into a torrential deluge, and in short time the coastal rivers were in flood. Thirty men from the 2/3rd Battalion’s machinegun platoon were trapped on an island in the Danmap River and had to climb trees to avoid being swept away. Their perches were not safe for long: by morning, the entire island was submerged and seven men had drowned. As they were swept away, each fought his own private battle for survival. Lieutenant Geoff Fearnside managed to grasp one of the hundreds of logs in the river before it collided with a pile of timber. Fearnside was then able to get to shallower water, where he found two other men. They climbed the highest tree and waited out the night amid a cloud of mosquitoes. Next morning the group, now enlarged to four, struggled through the mud to the riverbank opposite the battalion area, where a line was swum across to them. Further afield, nineteen men from the 2/10th Commando Squadron had also been swept away, four of them drowning.8


  Stevens’ third brigade, Brigadier Murray Moten’s 17th, moved up into the Torricellis and to the inland areas where lush native gardens provided food for the Japanese. Moten’s objective was threefold: to deprive the Japanese of food, to kill them, and to liberate the native villages. In early January, Lin Cameron’s and Mick Walters’ companies of the 2/5th Battalion were back in action for the first time since Mount Tambu. On 3 January, as the battalion moved on Maprik, it came up against a key Japanese strongpoint on a sharp ridge at Perembil, 12 kilometres southeast of Tong. Cameron led a successful assault on the position and then coordinated the defence against desperate counterattacks. The Military Cross is awarded solely for acts of gallantry by officers, and during World War II only sixteen Australians received two MCs. Cameron was one of them, awarded his bar for his leadership at Perembil.9


  The advance, supported by Beauforts from RAAF No. 100 Squadron operating from Tadji airfield, moved deeper into enemy territory. On 6 February, the Australians took Balif, 15 kilometres southeast of Perembil, where they constructed a basic airstrip suitable for light aircraft. The Japanese hit back: at dawn on 23 February, 130 troops attacked Cameron’s company from three directions at Malahun. The assaults continued for four hours, but the company held. It was helped in no small part by Sergeant Charlton Thorn, who led a fighting patrol out to the flank and got among the Japanese rear elements, inflicting heavy casualties and restoring the Australian supply line. At the end of February, the 2/5th was relieved by Lieutenant Colonel Philip Parbury’s 2/7th Battalion. In two months of fighting, the 2/5th had killed 376 Japanese and taken twelve prisoners.10 Meanwhile, Captain David Hay’s company from the 2/6th Battalion, backed up by a Vickers gun and a 3-inch mortar section, moved further south and then east. Known as Hayforce, the unit drove the scattered enemy parties further east. About 1000 enemy troops, comprising 350 men from the 78th Regiment, 300 naval troops, two raiding units and Kitamoto’s engineers, all under Major General Sadahiko Miyake, were concentrating further to the north, in the area around Milak.11


  Milak village sat on a small ridge with steep slopes on all sides, an ideal defensive position. When the Australians captured the village in late February, they burned down some of the huts to create an open killing ground. ‘We never skited about burning the village down,’ Ossie Pomroy observed, ‘but we had to do it for our own protection.’ Lieutenant Ken ‘Peter’ Perkins’ thirty-six-man troop from the 2/10th Commando Squadron was well dug in there, dominating the surrounding area. The unit was augmented by a five-man mortar crew from the 2/7th Battalion. The perimeter was a small one, about 50 by 70 metres, with thirteen weapon pits around the perimeter and another seven inside. The main weapons were four Bren guns and a 3-inch and a 2-inch mortar. At dusk on the evening of 13 March, native scouts came in and gave the alarm: ‘Japan man he come plenty.’12


  The first attack began soon after dusk, when three enemy machine guns opened up on two of the forward perimeter pits. Fire was concentrated on the Bren-gun pit, which was occupied by Keith ‘Snowy’ Johnston and Keven ‘Hobo’ Hobson. When the protective coconut-palm logs were knocked askew, Hobson rested the gun on the parapet and kept as low a profile as possible as he watched the Japanese assailants emerge from the cover of a nearby depression. He told Johnston, who had a rifle, ‘Don’t fire yet, Snow; let them get closer.’ Once eight Japanese soldiers were on the skyline, there was a shout from Perkins to open fire. Hobson fired off the first magazine and was killed by a burst of fire across his head. Perkins later wrote that ‘the air was filled with flying red and white tracers.’ With Hobson dead, Johnston took over the Bren and helped beat off the enemy attack. As he ran out of ammunition he yelled for help, and Jack Simpson ‘snaked through the mud’ to the pit to act as the No. 2 and refill the magazines. He and Johnston held off the Japanese until dawn, by which time the Bren’s barrel was so hot it had fused to the body of the gun and could not be changed. Perkins ‘saw Johnston leave his post late AM, bloodied, muddied, but wearing a weary expression of defiance upon his face.’13


  Tony Gannan was in charge of the mortar crew. Ordinarily a 3-inch mortar could not operate at the short ranges required here, but Gannan was no ordinary, by-the-book operator. During the fighting around Mubo in 1943, he had devised a system, perfected in later training, that considerably shortened the mortar’s 250-metre minimum range. Discarding the mortar’s tripod and base plate and removing his own trousers, Gannan soaked the pants in water and wrapped them around the mortar barrel to hold it upright. The swivel joint at the base of the barrel now sat in the mud, enabling Gannan to traverse the barrel through 360 degrees. Using only a minimal charge, Gannan aligned the barrel as close to upright as he could while still aiming at the enemy, using the trunks of the surrounding palm trees as guides. As Perkins pointed out targets from his exposed position on top of the knoll, Arthur McKee ‘slammed bombs down the barrel so fast there was only time for one to swish out before the next went in.’ The bombs dropped just over the crest of the ridge within 20–30 metres of the Australian positions, ‘slap bang in the midst of the Japs.’14


  By the following night, the enemy had Milak surrounded, and though Perkins’ men continued to hold, their food and ammunition were running short. On 15 March, supplies were air dropped by four Beauforts from Tadji. After the drop missed the small perimeter, Perkins led half his men down from the village to recover five of the eight cylinders. With the Japanese stirred up, Perkins ‘decided to demonstrate to our yellow friends that we had at our disposal the means to flog them from the air.’ A Beaufort bombing run was followed by five RAAF No. 4 Squadron Boomerangs strafing to within 50 metres of the perimeter, which was marked by a white T formed by mortar-fired smoke bombs.15 The signaller, Ron Bachmann, was on the same frequency as the aircraft, and as the marker smoke drifted away from the target, he redirected the pilots. When the fighters appeared, the target was again marked with smoke. With machine guns blazing, the Boomerangs followed the stream for a short distance, turned to make height and then came at the target with all guns spitting death. Bachmann observed, ‘We were indeed grateful for their help.’16


  One morning, Perkins looked out to see an enemy soldier who had climbed the treacherous slope up to the village during the night. This infiltrator made a mad dash across the top of the knoll in broad daylight with a haversack full of high explosives, aiming to wipe out the mortar, the wireless or perhaps the commander. Bachmann called him ‘the first of the Kamikaze Kids.’ The dash caught everyone by surprise until one of the commandos ‘filled the enemy stomach with Owen lead.’17


  The Australians cleared the scrub for 20 metres around the perimeter and connected all the weapon pits with parachute tapes so simple signals could be sent in silence. One end of the cord was attached to the arm of the sentry and the other end was tied to the section leader’s arm. Sentry changes were signalled with a tug, and vigorous pulling meant trouble. ‘Baldy’ Bob Ingram, the unit cook, operating from a dug-in kitchen, dragged the food container up behind the sections before crawling out to the forward pits to collect the dixies, crawling back to fill them, and then going back again to deliver the food. Four local natives stuck with the Australians throughout the siege, gathering water in bamboo stems from a pool 60 metres away.18


  Beyond the cleared area there were other huts, and during their first attack the Japanese had set up a machine gun in one of them. On the third day, Ken Kirwin decided to burn down the hut so it could not be used that way again. When Kirwin was hit and badly wounded, Bob Webster, attached from the 2/1st Field Ambulance, ran out under covering fire, lifted him across his shoulders and brought him back. Wallace Beery, a solid native scout who had some resemblance to the actor whose name he shared, had also been hit, so Webster went out and retrieved him as well.19


  During the day, when there was no visible threat, Gannan’s mortar could be set up in the usual fashion, with base plate and bipod attached. Towards the end of the siege, the Japanese began to bracket the Australian perimeter with bombs from an 80-mm mortar firing from a cleared area on a nearby hillside. Judging the distance at 1300 metres, Gannan fired several mortar bombs, silencing the deadly enemy weapon.20


  On 19 March, Miyake’s force gave up the siege, leaving behind forty-five dead men, one of them just a pair of boots with the feet inside. Another fourteen bodies were found in the air-drop zone. Eight of Perkins’ men who walked out of Milak had had their nerves shattered, but the Japanese had had the worst of it. As Ossie Pomroy put it, ‘We picked the guts out of the Japs.’21 With the other two troops of the 2/10th also involved in heavy clashes at Maurak and Aupik, it was clear that the fighting had gone beyond the commando patrol level. Lieutenant Colonel Fred Wood’s 2/6th Battalion, veterans of Wau and Salamaua, now moved up.


  As he boarded the RAAF Hudson aircraft at Brisbane on the morning of 5 March to fly to New Guinea, Major General George Vasey was a satisfied man. Having convinced General Blamey that he should have command of another front-line division, he was returning to the job he loved, and to the 6th Division, with which he had served before taking command of the 7th. A high-level public-service job had been organised for the incumbent, General Stevens, who had already said goodbye and then flown to Lae to meet Vasey. By the time he arrived, however, his successor was dead. Coming in to land at Cairns en route to New Guinea, the Hudson had crashed into the sea north of the airfield. The five crew and seven passengers on board perished. Before a guard of honour appropriately drawn from 7th Division units, Vasey was laid to rest on 8 March, his coffin carried by two generals and six brigadiers.22


  The fighting went on. West of Wewak, the 16th Brigade drove east along the coast, the 2/2nd Battalion capturing But airfield on 18 March. The battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Allan Cameron, had come full circle. Having survived the desperate days at Rabaul, the voyage to Salamaua, the trek to the south coast, three journeys across the Kokoda Trail and the steamy kunai at Gona, he now headed an AIF battalion on the north coast of New Guinea. His appointment had not been universally welcomed within the battalion. Gavin Long, who met Cameron on 19 March, just after the fall of But, noted that he was ‘obviously bucked by having taken this landmark and excited by sharp action.’23 Though Dagua airfield fell without a fight on 21 March, enemy troops remained in the ranges close behind the coastal strip, and these had to be cleared out before Wewak could be attacked. Above Dagua, the range rose steeply to the 1410 Feature, and this was Cameron’s next objective. It was typically tough New Guinea terrain: jungle-clad razorbacks, their slopes muddy from the regular deluges. Cameron had seen it all before.


  On 20 March, Long wrote about Lieutenant Bert Chowne, the former mortar sergeant who had been commissioned and transferred to Cameron’s battalion. Chowne had made a lone patrol to a Japanese camp beyond the battalion lines near Dagua, and on entering a hut to search for documents, realised an enemy soldier was standing next to him. ‘So I was compelled to shoot him,’ Chowne told Long. A few days later, after another patrol found an occupied native village, Chowne charged in, shooting one defender and sending the rest fleeing. Chowne would lead his platoon in the assault on the 1410 Feature, no doubt adopting the ‘fearless and ruthless’ manner that Long saw in him.24


  On 25 March, Lieutenant Ken Ferguson’s platoon led the attack, advancing along a narrow razorback that led to a kunai-covered knoll. The Japanese defenders, well concealed higher up the spur, killed one man and wounded another nine, including Ferguson. Artillery and mortar fire were then brought down, and as dusk approached, Chowne led his platoon up the track through the remnants of Ferguson’s platoon. Moving along the narrow spur, the men yelled out as they fired their weapons. Throwing grenades and firing his Owen gun, Chowne charged in and cleared the two forward weapon pits, silencing the LMGs inside. Hit twice in the chest, he turned back to urge his men on and was hit again. Chowne’s men carried on until Ferguson’s platoon came through for another go. The dead man’s drive was infectious, and Ken McClelland did outstanding work with his Bren. Chowne was awarded the Victoria Cross, and Captain Max Derbyshire, Chowne’s company commander, added a bar to his Military Cross.25


  On 2 April, the 2/3rd Battalion, acting on information from a native, sent out two companies under Captain John McDonald to raid the headquarters of General Nakai, the 20th Division commander. Lieutenants James Copeman and Robert Varley were prominent in the attack: Varley was killed, and Copeman was awarded the Military Cross. Though Nakai was not among the twenty-eight enemy dead, five of his officers were.26


  Further inland, on 3 April Brigadier Moten ordered Colonel Parbury’s 2/7th Battalion to capture Maprik, a series of villages along a steep ridge. It was a formidable obstacle, and one that the Japanese intended to hold. The plan was for Captain Cedric ‘Sandy’ Pearson’s company to capture a kunai-covered spur northeast of Maprik 2, after which Captain Vic Baird’s company would advance from the northwest to take Maprik 1. Each company was assisted by 140 native carriers. After graduating from Duntroon in 1940, Pearson had spent most of the war in the Armoured Corps before joining the 2/7th Battalion. After one of the company commanders was given a ‘bowler hat’ (retired), Parbury told Pearson, ‘You’re taking over.’27


  On 15 April, Pearson moved his men to a creek below Maprik from which a spur led up to the ridge. Well-camouflaged bunkers barred the route, so a mortar observer accompanied the forward troops to direct supporting fire. When the observer was wounded, Pearson took over the role, and the well-directed fire enabled his men to reach the kunai ridge. Using one platoon to hold the front, Pearson’s men ‘got behind them, turned and attacked with two platoons.’28 Japanese resistance was strong—as was the rainfall, which flooded the creek in Pearson’s rear, preventing him getting the wounded out. Meanwhile, Baird’s company was also facing heavy resistance in its attempt to capture the ridge, overlooking the overgrown Maprik airstrip. The Japanese continued to hold Maprik until 8 May, when flame-throwers were used to drive them from Kumbungua Ridge. The war in Europe ended on the same day, so a victory ceremony was held at Maprik strip.29 But the war in the Pacific was far from over.
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  Twenty months after Lieutenant Cyril Miles had been wounded on Mount Tambu, he led twenty-three men out of Aitape. They headed inland, on a five-day trek to Drekikir, from where word had come that a party of Japanese was causing trouble. Named Miles Force and made up of volunteers from 2/5th Battalion, the unit would be supplied by weekly air drops. Captain David Fienberg, who had been in the region for twelve months with the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit, also went along. On 24 April, the men reached Kubriwat and next day attacked an adjacent village and killed four Japanese. A local native then handed Miles a note written on a surrender leaflet, one of the tens of thousands that had been dropped over the Japanese lines. It read: ‘Look here!! Our Jappan soldier no fighting! Our all Jappan soldier hold up you! We wish takeing you. Please your Aoustria soldier capten come to that whight flag.’ Evidently, the Japanese force wanted to surrender.30


  A white flag was placed at a village midway between the two forces, and Miles told the native courier, ‘You go back and tell the Japanese to come halfway.’ The Japanese commander, Lieutenant Colonel Masahuru Takenaga, who could speak some French but not a word of English, sent his captain, who had assumed the name Tadashi Kukuchi, and had a little English, to organise the surrender. Kukuchi was surprised at the size of Miles’ detachment; he had thought his men were fighting a battalion. Miles noted, ‘We had so much firepower because we reckoned that if they put up a scrap every second person had to have a Bren gun or a Tommy gun or an Owen gun.’ The captain wanted to go back, but Miles said, ‘No, you stay here.’ Then he told the natives to bring over the other prisoners from Womgrer village after making sure they were disarmed.31


  On 3 May, Takenaga came in with three lieutenants and thirty-seven men to join the captain as Miles’ prisoners. All the officers were under assumed names, Takenaga using the name Takeshita. Takenaga, an army officer of 20 years’ standing, considered that the Japanese, ‘had no hope of winning, had no food, and if they did not surrender they would soon all be dead.’ ‘The old colonel, he was glad that it was all over,’ Miles noted. The captain wanted the Australians to carry two prisoners who were unable to walk, but as Miles observed, ‘We were buggered ourselves without carrying their sick.’ Miles headed back to Maprik with the prisoners, a journey of three days and two nights. ‘It wasn’t so bad about the day,’ Miles said, ‘but it was [in] the night because they used to have nightmares, scream and carry on. A couple of times we thought they would charge us, so I didn’t get much sleep for 72 hours.’ From Maprik, the prisoners were flown to Aitape. While they waited for the plane, Miles had them build thatched huts, which he inspected each morning accompanied by Captain Kukuchi. One morning, Kukuchi went up to one of his men and dropped him to the ground with a fierce blow. When Miles asked, ‘Why did you do that?’ the captain replied, ‘Because he moved, this was disrespect . . . he should have remained still like the rest of them.’ Takenaga later told his interrogators, ‘New Guinea had been nothing but agony.’32


  Down on the coast, the troops of Brigadier Martin’s 19th Brigade were rapidly closing in on Wewak. Lieutenant Colonel Geoff Cox’s 2/4th Battalion led the way against scant opposition. General Stevens later told Gavin Long that Cox was the outstanding commander in 6th Division during the Wewak campaign.33 On 7 May, Cox’s men were on the outskirts of Wewak, with the 2/8th Battalion advancing through the foothills on their right flank. Watching from Cape Wom on 5 May, the war correspondent Fred Simpson wrote, ‘To these men who have fought the bloody road from Aitape the sight of Wewak Point is almost the promised land.’ As artillery and aircraft pounded Wewak, one of the doctors turned to Simpson and said, ‘I’m glad they’re getting it and not us.’ Unfortunately, the American pilots did not always get it right: two days later, 19th Brigade headquarters and the adjacent artillery positions at Cape Wom were strafed in error. The Australians lost eleven men killed and twenty-one wounded. With everyone abuzz about the end of the war in Europe, Simpson wrote, ‘This hellish business doesn’t make headline news.’34


  Nine Matilda tanks from the 2/4th Armoured Regiment were used in the attack on Wewak, supporting two infantry companies from Cox’s battalion. The attack began as heavy rain fell in the pre-dawn hours of 10 May. ‘Mick’ Laurie was one of the first infantrymen hit, stranded out in front of his section. As one of the others noted, ‘Every time we tried to get to Mick we’d get a fresh burst of fire.’ When the tanks arrived, the men got Laurie out and flame-throwers were brought up. The tank commander asked the infantry to attract Japanese fire, which was done with a hat on the end of a bayonet. Bill Gregg brought the flame-thrower up, and called out to his mate Bruce Barnes, ‘Another Jap burger coming up, Barney!’ Then he let go with the flame.35 Though the town was soon in Australian hands, the remaining defenders, who were dug into the tunnels around the cape, refused to give up the fight. Engineers and tanks winkled them out or sealed them in. Meanwhile, troops from the 2/9th and 2/10th Commando Squadrons were landed east of Wewak at Dove Bay courtesy of the naval sloop Swan, the corvettes Dubbo and Colac, four motor launches and eleven landing craft. There was next to no opposition.36


  Though the Australians now controlled the coastal strip, the Japanese held dominant positions in the Prince Alexander Range. On 14 May, Cox’s battalion was ordered to attack the Wirui Mission feature, a group of knolls in the foothills adjoining the coastal plain. The eastern slopes were taken with tank support, and Captain Eric Smith’s company reached the top. However, the well-entrenched Japanese still held the northwest slopes. When Smith’s men tried again the following day, the lead section took casualties and was pinned down 50 metres short of its target. As Ted Kenna later recalled, ‘I was always a bit of a sticky beak, so when the commotion started I stuck my head up over the cover to see what was going on and bloody near got it shot off. So I decided to do something about it.’37


  Kenna stood up in the kunai grass and fired his Bren gun at one of the enemy positions. Needing greater accuracy, he asked for Eddie Rau’s rifle and rested it on the shoulder of a kneeling Tom Barrett. Four shots rang out, and the post fell silent. The next position was 70 metres on, and Kenna reverted to the Bren gun to shut it down. The two positions he had captured each contained an American Browning machine gun, a water-cooled and an air-cooled model. A supporting tank knocked out the final post. Kenna was initially recommended for a Distinguished Conduct Medal, but he received the Victoria Cross.38 Three weeks later, a Japanese rifleman shot him through the mouth. Kenna was lucky to survive and would later marry the devoted nursing sister who helped him to do so. He was very proud of his decoration, and embellished his correspondence with little VC stickers. For some years before his death in 2009, he was Australia’s last living VC winner of the Second World War.


  By the end of May, most of Adachi’s Eighteenth Army had been driven from the coast, but the fighting got no easier. The 19th Brigade, now under the temporary command of Lieutenant Colonel John Bishop, faced the task of capturing Mount Shiburangu and Mount Tazaki, south of Wewak. Fred Simpson watched the infantry move up into the ranges. ‘Long columns of men turned into packhorses . . . Many of the men are carrying over [45 kg] of supplies and equipment.’39


  On 15 May, the West Australian 2/11th Battalion attacked Hill 710, a prominent feature behind Wirui Mission. Scouts from Lieutenant George ‘Vern’ Chidgzey’s platoon had probed the defences. ‘They’re in foxholes, boss, and the automatic weapon is covering the main track,’ Les Dowson told Chidgzey. ‘How’s the ground between us, Les?’ Chidgzey asked. ‘It’s very steep and goes to about two hundred feet. Looks to me like a pimple,’ Dowson replied. Jack Bond had scouted the other flank and told Chidgzey, ‘There’s a sniper up on the high ground about fifty yards from those blokes Les Dowson found.’ The ridge, no more than two metres wide at the top, fell away steeply on all sides, and with the strong defences it seemed impregnable. Chidgzey, who had enlisted in 1939, was killed in the attack, one of twenty-three men from the battalion to die that month. He and two others had fought right through the war: the willing horse certainly copped the load.40


  The 2/8th Battalion went up against Mount Shiburangu in mid-June. ‘There they go, the little beauties,’ one of the men called out as the Beauforts bombed Shiburangu on 11 June. A mortar barrage followed before the infantry moved out to outflank the ridge-top positions. ‘There is a dead silence except for the slight noise of the signal reel as the line is being paid out to give us connection with our rear headquarters,’ Fred Simpson wrote. After reaching the base of the ravine, the men faced the daunting climb up to the Japanese positions. A shot rang out and the forward scout was hit. Simpson watched him come back down the hill: ‘Here comes the lad now. His arm is round the shoulder of one of his mates, and there is the telltale crimson stain that shows the position of his shoulder wound.’41


  Stymied by the Japanese sentries, the Australians called for artillery fire. ‘As quickly as we can count, the shells are pouring onto the Jap position,’ Fred Simpson wrote. ‘The debris from the explosions is being hurled high into the air.’ When the shelling stopped, the men moved up the slope into the attack. Simpson went with them, flanked by ‘Wicked’ Will Bassula and ‘Smoky’ Dawson. The enemy snipers were waiting. ‘There it is,’ Simpson wrote, ‘that terrible smashing crack. My head delves deeper to mother earth.’ The two seasoned infantrymen kept on, opening fire with their automatics, but the sniper fire continued. ‘I told you they’re about Fred,’ Bassula quipped to Simpson. The final 50 metres to the ridge crest was tough going, over ground torn up by the shelling. ‘Inexorably the lads move forward,’ Simpson wrote. ‘They take any cover they can get, men have fallen, but we are almost to the top.’ When the position was finally taken, the shattered bodies of seventeen Japanese soldiers lay in the wreckage. ‘A Jap is convulsively dying. It isn’t a pretty sight,’ Simpson observed. Bassula turned to him and said simply, ‘Crook, eh?’ But there was no time for victory celebrations: beyond lay yet another ridge that also had to be taken.42 That next strongpoint, which came to be known as the Blot, would not fall for another three weeks. The Japanese are believed to have used their sick soldiers there, ordering them to fight to the death while the stronger troops went inland to protect the vital garden areas.43


  Cox’s 2/4th Battalion got the job at Mount Tazaki. ‘Country in this area rugged and steep,’ the brigade war diary noted, ‘with narrow spurs to Tazaki separated by deep sheer sided ravines.’ More hell, in other words. On 20 June, supported by 600 rounds of artillery fire, Sergeant Charles Hill took twenty-four men up the slopes to within 350 metres of the top before heavy fire forced them back. Two days later, in the wake of another 3500 rounds from the 25-pounders of the 2/1st Field Regiment, Lieutenant Tom Mort’s company moved up the track among the shattered trees to within 200 metres of the summit. Captain Geoff Hawke’s company then came up on the flank and linked with Mort. On 3 July, Tazaki fell.44


  Captain Owen Williams, the regimental medical officer, was also killed. Williams, who had written home each week throughout the war, penned his final letter on 1 July: ‘Nothing much has happened during the week except the usual walking over the hills.’ Two days later, a section was ambushed on one of the spurs leading to Tazaki; Williams went out to help the wounded and was killed. Rupert Carrington wrote that Williams was carried ‘back down the slopes and muddied trails which he had so often climbed on his daily rounds amongst the outposts of the battalion, until finally the native bearers laid their idol to rest.’ To the natives, who had witnessed Williams’ tireless devotion to saving lives, it was ‘almost as though the Almighty had dropped.’45


  While the main drive came east down the coast from Aitape, Brigadier Maurie Fergusson’s 8th Brigade pushed west from Madang. Lieutenant Colonel Bill Parry-Okeden’s 30th Battalion was back in the fray in the Hansa Bay area, and on 7 July it took over the newly won positions on Shiburangu and Tazaki.


  For the men of the commando squadrons, there was also no let-up. On the morning of 22 July, Lieutenant Eric Lawler left the coast at Karawop with a twenty-two-man detachment from the 2/10th Squadron on a two-day patrol into the Torricellis. Since Lawler was a recent arrival, he was accompanied by the more experienced Lieutenant Neil Redmond, who had been at Milak and on other operations since. There were only four or five experienced soldiers on the patrol, Sergeant Jack Simpson and Corporal Ossie Pomroy among them. After crossing a ridge, the men approached Suik village from the west and, led by three native guides, moved through a stinking sago-palm swamp and then up the spur to the village.46


  The village of Mashuan was about 2 kilometres away, across a creek that ran into the Hawain River and up another spur. The scouts pointed out a wire alongside the track, possibly an enemy alarm system. The native drumbeats the men had heard the previous night were probably another. These ominous signs were borne out when the native scouts returned from the village outskirts and told Lawler and Redmond, ‘Japan man he stop . . . he strong.’ The men were uneasy about advancing into a well-defended village, but Redmond decided they would take a look. Pomroy later said, ‘We had to go to Mashuan. Exactly what the objective was I couldn’t tell you.’47


  With the patrol group on the left and the support group with its Bren gun on the right, the men approached the village. Reaching the crest, Pomroy could see the well-trampled earth around the village area, but there was no sign of the Japanese. Then fire broke out from the huts, and the commandos made for the cover of a muddy breastwork. John ‘Tubby’ Jeffers didn’t make it. Stitched up by a machine gun, he died in the mud, crying out, ‘I’m hit, don’t leave me.’ Two others, Les Turner and Ian Wharton, were also killed. Then Jack Simpson was hit, as was Colin Mahoney, shot through the throat and the wrist as he tried to get to the stricken Jeffers. Ossie Pomroy screamed for the Bren to open fire, then went in and dragged Jeffers back. ‘Tubby was dead and I knew it,’ he later recalled, ‘but for some reason or other I still had to drag him out . . . poor little bastard . . . he was only nineteen.’ Meanwhile, Neil Redmond had also been killed. It was not quite the last patrol of the war, but for these men it was. When another patrol went back a few days later to recover the bodies, Colonel Hennessy went with them, ‘because he was spitting chips about it.’48


  As far back as 10 December 1944, the first two Indian prisoners of war had been found by an Australian patrol. Indians had been brought in by the Japanese to work in labour companies, and these two had walked for forty-five days from Wewak. The advance towards Balif in March gathered up more emaciated Indians: Sandy Pearson released some who had been kept in bamboo cages and were unable to stand.49 In March 1945, Gavin Long talked to a released Indian who had been captured in Singapore and brought to Wewak with about 500 other POW-slaves. Long wrote, ‘I have never seen a man so thin, he was literally skin and bone.’50


  The 2/8th Battalion recovered 102 Indian prisoners of the Japanese. Despite their starving condition, they refused bully beef because their Hindu faith proscribed it. One man who had survived a Japanese massacre fifteen days previously had been carried in on a stretcher. He gratefully ate biscuits and then gathered all the fallen crumbs and placed them in his shirt pocket.51


  By the end of the campaign, 201 Indian prisoners had been rescued by the 6th Division, the only survivors of around 3000 who had been brought to Wewak in May 1943. As Jemadar Chint Singh later wrote, ‘At this hour of our calamity the Division worked as [an] Angel for us.’ The angels kept particularly close to Singh: of the handful of Indian prisoners recovered from Japanese control at the surrender, he was the only one not on board during an aircraft accident in which the rest perished.52


  As on Bougainville, the Aitape–Wewak show was a frustrating campaign. With General MacArthur’s eyes firmly on the Philippines and beyond, the Australian forces on the north coast of New Guinea felt left out of the main game. Did the achievements here really justify the losses? The liberation of the local people and of the Indian labourers was certainly worthy, but perhaps the Japanese would have been better left to wither on the vine. However, the commanders’ thinking seems to have been that for the Australian troops currently in New Guinea, there was no fighting role closer to Japan, so the sooner New Guinea was ‘mopped up,’ the sooner such a role might be found. General Blamey suggested as much on a March 1945 visit, when he said he wanted the show finished up quickly.53 If Japan was to be invaded, then the 6th Division and the other two AIF divisions (now in Borneo) would presumably be needed. If the heavy American losses on Okinawa were any guide, the fighting for the main islands of Japan would be brutal and the demand for fresh Allied infantry would be insatiable.


  After talking with infantrymen from the 2/3rd Battalion in late March, Gavin Long wrote that ‘to a man they considered the campaign unnecessary and unworthy of their quality as troops.’ Yet he also wrote that ‘the infantiers have lost none of their go. They want to be in it.’54 Ron Beaver expressed a common view: ‘All these [Japanese] blokes were half starved and why waste our blokes killing them. Just let them die, just keep them locked up there.’55 With the theme of mopping up on his mind, one of the infantrymen told Fred Simpson, ‘Tell them they’d better send us up a few more mops, it’s getting very dirty up here.’56


  Further inland, Moten’s 17th Brigade continued the advance east, the 2/6th Battalion entering Yamil unopposed on 10 June. General Stevens then ordered that Kiarivu should be captured, and the 2/7th Battalion was flown into Hayfield, the airstrip that had been built near Maprik, to do the job. Moving ahead was Lieutenant Colonel Allan Murchison’s 2nd New Guinea Infantry Battalion (NGIB), which secured the Sigora area in late July. Captain Ron Garland, who had shown his capabilities as a young officer under George Warfe outside Salamaua, now served with Murchison’s unit. Like Lin Cameron, he had been awarded a Military Cross in the Salamaua campaign, and like Cameron, he received his bar in the fighting around Maprik.


  The 2/5th Battalion was also busy. When the battalion had first arrived in New Guinea in December 1942, five of the reinforcements allocated to 12 Platoon were from Coonabarabran, in western New South Wales. The ‘Coona Boys,’ all privates, were John Howard, Doug Cooper, Joe Spouncer, Ken Frazer and Billy Wilson. Frank McNally, the platoon sergeant, got to know the boys well, bringing them unscathed through the Wau–Salamaua and the Aitape– Wewak campaigns. With the end of the war approaching, he was also looking forward to bringing them home. Some of the Coona boys had already been offered the chance to head back to recuperate from sickness, but they decided to get the war over with first, and then they would all go home together.


  On the morning of 3 August, Captain Arthur Geer’s company advanced on the outpost of Ahegulim, about 50 kilometres southwest of Wewak, in the rainforests of the Prince Alexander Range. The Coona boys were playing cards that morning when they were called out for a platoon patrol to Ahegulim. They advanced with 25-pounder shells passing over their heads from some kilometres back, clearing the way. When the shelling stopped, the men moved on, unsure what lay ahead. After stopping for a lunch of bully beef and biscuit, they set off again up a slope. They had just topped the rise when a ‘woodpecker’ heavy machine gun opened up from 100 metres further along the track. The men took cover in the jungle alongside the track and pushed ahead. When they got close enough, Frank McNally charged in with his Owen gun blazing, Billy Wilson by his side. The others covered the flanks as the two men stitched up the machinegun crew.57


  A sniper off to the left then opened fire and, as Doug Cooper observed, ‘Bill copped one.’ The men hit the deck, and when McNally chanced a look he saw a Japanese cap and the tip of a rifle coming down from the tree foliage to fire again. Knowing his Owen was not accurate enough, McNally grabbed Wilson’s rifle and fired. The cap spiralled down as the sniper’s body fell from the tree into the undergrowth below. ‘I got him, Bill, I got the little bastard,’ McNally cried out. Then he turned to his dead mate and said, ‘That’s your gun, Bill, you won it.’58


  Two weeks later, with the war over, the padre sought out McNally and asked him what to do with the captured gun. ‘It’s got to go to Coonabarabran for Bill and the boys,’ McNally told him. The gun was stripped down and put into a captured metal food container with a hole cut in one end for the barrel and ‘Coonabarabran RSL’ written on the outside. Today it sits in a display case outside the town’s Memorial Swimming Pool, a sobering tribute to the cost of mopping up.59
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  Endings


  It was 6 August 1945, and Lieutenant Morris ‘Dick’ Jeppson was sitting down to dinner at the American airbase on Tinian Island. He had just flown his first and only combat mission of the war, a thirteen-hour return flight to the Japanese mainland. Sitting with him were several naval officers, who were recounting their various exploits. One turned to Jeppson and asked him, ‘What did you do today?’ He replied, ‘I think we ended the war today.’ Jeppson had been one of twelve crewmen on the B-29 bomber Enola Gay, which had flown from Tinian Island to drop a single atomic bomb over Hiroshima, hastening the end of the war.1


  Three days later, the roar of aircraft engines made Lance Crowley lift his head. Captured at Singapore, imprisoned in Changi, left to die of typhus in the Thai jungle, then enduring eight weeks on a condemned hell ship to Japan and almost a year working on the docks and now at the coal mines outside Nagasaki, Crowley had little enough reason to look up. High in the sky he saw the gleaming cross of a silver bomber and only wished there were more of them. That aircraft was the B-29 bomber Bockscar, which carried the second atomic bomb. About half an hour later the plane returned unmolested, leaving a massive pall of smoke above Nagasaki. A few days later, Crowley watched as one of the Japanese guards cleared a space in the dirt and then pointed to it. ‘That’s Nagasaki!’ was all he said.2


  On the same day as the Nagasaki bombing, Soviet tanks rolled across the border into Japanese-held Manchuria, breaking Stalin’s peace agreement with Japan, and sealing the country’s fate. On 15 August 1945, Japan surrendered.


  On 11 August, General Savige had ordered his troops on Bougainville to suspend hostilities unless attacked. Two days later, Private Eric Bahr, of the 7th Battalion, was shot dead by an enemy sniper at a position north of Pearl Ridge. Three of his comrades were wounded when the Japanese position was attacked in response. Though others would die later of wounds, accidents and illness, Eric Bahr was the last Australian killed in action on Bougainville.


  Lance Corporal Shigeo Nakano, of the II/81st Battalion, had arrived in Rabaul on 3 November 1943. American submarines had sunk one of the convoy transports on the way south, and Nakano’s battalion had reached Rabaul via the deck of the cruiser Minazuki. The unit had been sent south to Bougainville, and after the abortive attack on the Torokina perimeter, the men had been engaged in planting and harvesting what food they could to survive. Now, as the war neared its end, Nakano was at Numa Numa. The Allies had for some time been dropping leaflets urging the Japanese to surrender. Gradually, it dawned on the troops that what these leaflets said about landings in the Philippines and beyond was closer to the truth than what they heard on Japanese radio broadcasts. The latest leaflet informed them that the war had ended—a message reinforced by aircraft with the words ‘Japan has surrendered’ painted under their wings in Japanese. Nakano reflected that ‘of the four thousand troops who sailed from Shanghai less than two years before, only 170 of the originals had survived and we were ragged and starving.’ Some days later, when five Australians arrived at Numa Numa, the Japanese battalion commander paraded his men and offered the Australians the only gifts he had, a fresh coconut each. One of the Aussie soldiers turned to Nakano, held the coconut aloft and said, ‘Well, here’s to peace.’3 When the Seventeenth Army commander, Lieutenant General Masatane Kanda, surrendered at Torokina on 8 September 1945, an extraordinary 14,546 Army and 9366 naval personnel ‘went into the bag’ as prisoners.4


  On 4 September, Lieutenant General Hitoshi Imamura and Vice Admiral Jinichi Kusaka had surrendered all remaining Japanese army and naval forces on New Britain to Lieutenant General Vernon Sturdee, the commander of the First Australian Army, on the deck of the British aircraft carrier HMS Glory, anchored off Rabaul. When the Australians landed at the town, there were 57,225 Japanese Army and 31,923 naval personnel there.5 The war had long since passed them by. The first repatriations to Japan took place on 28 February 1946, and they continued until 13 June.


  In April 1945, four months before the end of the war, Masamichi Kitamoto had met with Lieutenant General Yoshihara at Eighteenth Army headquarters at Numbogua, 65 kilometres inland from Wewak. By this stage the Eighteenth Army was withering without a vine to sustain it. ‘There were men with both legs amputated, men who were blind in both eyes etc, everyone was waiting for death,’ Kitamoto wrote. With the end nigh, Yoshihara told him, ‘I want you to find a place where commander Adachi can commit harakiri. It must be an impregnable fort which can be held against the enemy to the last man.’ Taking his native guide and two other men, Kitamoto embarked upon another journey. Travelling by canoe to the Sepik River, he found a mesa-like redoubt in the Prince Alexander Range. This would be the ‘castle of the last stand.’ By now it was mid-August, and when Kitamoto picked up an air-dropped leaflet and read that the war was over he could not believe it. Only when he returned to Numbogua and saw documents and flags being burned did Kitamoto grasp that it was all too true.6


  At Kiarivu, the 2/7th Battalion received news of Japan’s surrender on the morning of 15 August, but the Japanese troops did not, and the fighting continued. Private Frank Gage was mortally wounded that day while on patrol. Colonel Parbury ordered his battalion to cease aggressive action, but that night, even as those at battalion headquarters gathered around the radio to listen to the victory celebrations from Sydney, more Japanese attacks came in against the forward companies, and three men were wounded by blast bombs thrown into the Australian lines. Next morning, Parbury sent natives to Major General Nakai with a message to desist.7


  On the following night, 17 August, a native returned with an answer, but it was in Japanese script and the nearest interpreter was with brigade staff at Yamil. The intelligence officer, Lieutenant Wal Fleming, copied the characters of the address and heading onto celluloid, then converted the ‘routes’ traced by the characters to map references. When these were transmitted to brigade headquarters, the points were joined up to form the script. The message was from Nakai. Next day, a light plane was sent to collect the complete message so it could be translated. Nakai wrote that he had received no instructions from senior officers and would continue to resist until he did.8


  That same night, the enemy bomb throwers were back. A raiding party penetrated the Australian perimeter and threw bombs and grenades among the sleeping troops. Sergeant Ron Lilley, who had served his country for five long years, was killed as he slept. Corporal John Phillips and Private Allan Wallace were seriously wounded and both soon died.9 Trooper Keith Heffernan, serving with the 2/9th Cavalry Commando Squadron in the ranges behind Dagua, had a quieter night. However, just after dawn on 18 August, as he checked for Japanese movement, he was killed by a booby trap.10 In the weeks and months that followed, wounds, illness and accidents would claim others but Lilley, Phillips, Wallace and Heffernan were the last Australians killed in action in New Guinea.


  On 1 September, Parbury sent another note to Nakai, this time asking for an assurance that a patrol back to Yamil would be given safe passage. Nakai replied that he could not give that assurance but said he would not initiate any action and that the Australians should negotiate with Lieutenant General Adachi, the Army commander. Just after dusk on 10 September, a party of officers with a lantern and white flag approached the Australian positions at Kiarivu with a message that Adachi was on his way to surrender. Held aloft on a chair suspended on two poles and carried by four men, Adachi arrived the next morning. He was later taken to Hayfield airstrip, from where he was flown to Wewak to surrender his army.11


  On 13 September, Adachi arrived at the small airstrip at Cape Wom, just west of Wewak, to sign the document of surrender for his 12,000 remaining troops. Upon arrival he was marched into a U-shaped parade of 3200 Australian service personnel, mainly from 6th Division but also including RAAF and RAN personnel. Colonel Hennessy addressed those members of his cavalry commando regiment before Adachi arrived. ‘Now, I’m going to tell you what to do,’ he said. ‘When this bastard comes along you will not stand at attention, you will not stand at ease, you will stand easy and don’t move your bloody feet.’ The men didn’t move, but they did give Adachi a distinctively Australian greeting—they booed him.12


  After spending most of the Pacific war sidelined in Australia, Major General Horace Robertson had taken over the command of 6th Division from an ailing Jack Stevens in early August. It was to him that Adachi surrendered before being flown back to Hayfield and returned to his headquarters. From there he arranged the movement of his troops to assembly areas and then on to Muschu Island, where all Japanese prisoners were to be held. Rear Admiral Shiro Sato, the Japanese naval commander, had already surrendered the 945 naval personnel on Kairiru and Muschu islands on 10 September. The first Japanese prisoners from Muschu were repatriated to Japan on 27 November, and all were gone within six months. However, the final four of Adachi’s soldiers did not emerge from the New Guinea jungle until 1954.


  Just over a week after the surrender, Gavin Long was in Borneo following the final battles of the AIF 7th and 9th Divisions, whose men had done so much to turn the tide in New Guinea. With the war over, there was a chronic shortage of ships to get these soldiers back to Australia. The twenty-seven men from the 2/14th Battalion who had served throughout the war—the five-year men, veterans of the Middle East, of Kokoda, Gona, the Ramu Valley and Borneo—were among the first out. Many of their comrades gathered around to see the old hands off and the band played ‘goodbye’ as the jeeps left for the docks and HMAS Kanimbla. Long noted that ‘strong men swallowed hard and some could not prevent their tears.’ The 2/14th commander, Lieutenant Colonel Phil Rhoden, later asked him, ‘Do you think the people at home would understand what that was all about?’ ‘Not the slightest idea,’ Long replied.13


  Tom Derrick never left Borneo. The Victoria Cross recipient had been commissioned and, contrary to convention, was reappointed to the 2/48th Battalion as a platoon commander. On 23 May 1945, among the steep jungle-covered knolls of Tarakan Island, off the coast of Borneo, Derrick was mortally wounded doing what he lived for, leading men in battle. A burst of machinegun fire caught him as he peered from a forward weapon pit into the darkness. Even as he lay dying, Derrick directed the actions of his men. His death rocked the battalion. Even the Japanese noticed the effect. ‘The great Australian general is dead,’ they wrote.14 Indeed he was.


  Some of the men were drawn back to New Guinea. Peter Dixon, the engineering officer who had been captured at Kavieng on the first day of the land war, went on to work on some of the biggest mining projects in Papua New Guinea. Allan Cameron, who had probably seen more of New Guinea during the war than anyone, saw even more of it afterwards, returning to New Britain, where his war had begun, and running a plantation near Talasea. Alf Robinson, who had cheated death at Tol and given sterling service to ANGAU throughout the war, also returned to work in New Britain, on the fringes of Administration control. In 1948, long after the battles were over, the battlefield claimed him when he was speared to death by natives. Another who had seen more than his share of New Guinea, Norm Winning, returned to managing a plantation in Java only to be murdered by local insurgents fighting another war in December 1950. His former commandos sent a wreath with the message, ‘Farewell Red Steer.’15 One of those commandos, Peter Pinney, could not settle down. He wandered the world for fifteen years and wrote vividly of his experiences; his final three books were based on his secret wartime diaries.


  Despite wounds to body and soul, Billy Cook, the most extraordinary of the survivors from Tol, worked after the war as a train examiner at Central Station in Sydney. On the night of 14 September 1951, his mates found him lying beside the rail track bleeding to death, both of his legs severed by a train. He was still conscious and chatted to his rescuers as he was carried to the ambulance. To the amazement of the doctors, Billy Cook survived. He would live another thirty years.16


  Masao Kusunose, the Japanese regimental commander whose troops had carried out the Tol Plantation massacre, was evacuated to Japan after the Kokoda campaign. In 1946 he was tracked down by Allied authorities but not detained. However, his sword was confiscated, denying him the traditional way out for the supposed warrior. As an alternative, Kusunose went to a barracks at the foot of Mount Fuji in the freezing weather of December 1946. After nine days he was dead from exposure, rats gnawing at his wasted carcass. His last notebook entry read, ‘Heaven will preserve Japan and the Emperor.’ No heaven worth the name would have countenanced the Japanese actions at Tol.17


  Condemned to life imprisonment for his war crimes, Hataz Adachi was able to choose the way of the disgraced samurai. His final words to the officers and men who remained in the prisoner compound at Rabaul set out his perceived dilemma. ‘I have demanded perseverance far exceeding the limit of man’s endurance of my officers and men, who were exhausted and emaciated as a result of successive campaigns and for want of supplies . . . they succumbed to death just like flowers falling in the winds. God knows how I felt when I saw them dying, my bosom being filled with pity for them.’ Adachi decided ‘to remain as a clod of earth in the Southern Seas’ with his fallen men.18 In the early morning hours of 10 September 1947, sitting upright in his dress uniform and facing towards the country of his birth, he met his end by ritual suicide, the steel blade slicing through the pity within. There was no room for pity on hell’s battlefield.


  APPENDIX 1: CASUALTIES


  The Coonamble sheds will miss you when they muster after war, when those who donned the khaki shear again.


  There’ll be no Harry Fagan to push along the score, he is sleeping where the Markham grows wild cane.     Bert Beros1
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  Royal Australian Air Force

  (War against Japan: December 1941–August 1945)26
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  Royal Australian Navy (War against Japan: December 1941–August 1945)27

  Only vessels with RAN losses over 5 recorded.
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  Japanese


  Where available, figures for individual campaigns differ markedly between sources and are thus unreliable. Total Japanese deaths in New Guinea were approximately 110,000. 28
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  Any veterans or their families with stories, records or photographs from the war in New Guinea please get in touch via the website hellsbattlefield. com. Other information, maps and photos on World War II in New Guinea can also be viewed there.
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