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[image: A map of the layout of the Cowra Prisoner of War Camp.]

The camp is a hexagonal structure with the A compound of the Italians in the west, B compound of the Japanese in the north, C compound of the Italians in the east, and D compound of the Japanese officers, Formosans, and Koreans in the south. A Company Barracks are to the north of A compound, B Company Barracks are to the north of B compound, C Company Barracks are to the south of C compound, and D Company Barracks are to the south of D compound. Each compound has sleeping huts, kitchens, and gates. The gates of each compound are along the Broadway, on the north end and south end of each compound. B compound has a hospital. Broadway extends north-south between compounds A and D and compounds B and C, and No Man’s Land extends east-west between compounds A and B and compounds C and D. The Main Gate is at the northern end of Broadway. A Tower is at the northern end of Broadway near the A compound, B Tower is at the northern end of Broadway near the B compound, C Tower is at the southern end of Broadway near the C compound, D Tower is at the southern end of Broadway near the D compound, E Tower is at the western end of No Man’s Land, and F Tower is at the eastern end of No Man’s Land. The breakout locations are from B compound to F Tower, B Company Barracks, and Broadway, and from Broadway into D compound. Burnt-out sleeping huts are in B compound. Machine guns were at B tower and north of B compound. An inset map shows that Cowra is located in the south-eastern part of New South Wales.












INTRODUCTION


It’s tough country out Cowra way. Even the first people to live here, the Wiradjuri, didn’t seem particularly enamoured with the place. They called it Ngoura, which loosely and unaffectionately translates to ‘place’. The first European to encounter it was George Evans, an explorer who has been largely forgotten but in his day was something of a trailblazer, both figuratively and literally, when he became the first European to cross the Great Dividing Range and explore the fertile grazing land along the Lachlan River (the more famous party led by Blaxland, Lawson and Wentworth had not actually crossed the main range). He christened the river after the governor of the colony, Lachlan Macquarie, and named the area Oxley Plains after his boss, surveyor-general John Oxley. Oxley was a man who knew good farming country when he saw it, but this area didn’t impress him; during an expedition along the Lachlan in 1817 he was so disheartened by the ‘swamps’, ‘quicksands’ and ‘bogs’ he encountered that he swiftly returned to Sydney convinced that the entire interior of the country was submerged under a giant inland sea.1 Settlers didn’t arrive in any great numbers for another 20 years, and corrupted the Aboriginal name when they called the first township ‘Caura Rocks’. The name was well chosen – rocks are a key and unrelenting feature of the landscape in this rural corner of New South Wales. Vast sheets of granite outcrops form small escarpments, boulders huddle in conspiratorial groups across the landscape, and loose scree carpets the slopes and chokes the gullies.


The soil is actually pretty good, but to get a decent crop from it takes skill and sweat. None of the paddocks are flat – they all roll like a bay under a decent swell, and the ground is dry and scoured with washaways. Scorching in summer, freezing in winter, it’s the sort of country where a farmer never finishes a day’s work without taking off a dusty hat and running a forearm across a sweaty brow, and staring out across the land he’s just worked as if staring down a vanquished foe.


Yet in spite of all that, in spring the wheat and canola grow lushly, the gold-brown and daisy-yellow patchwork stretching to the distant horizon. Plump sheep munch on new grass between the rock piles, wandering aimlessly, content in the chilly morning air.


In one of these paddocks the sheep graze not around rocks but stark slabs of concrete and brick, rough foundations of buildings long since vanished. Rough dirt tracks cross the site, and slender trees in the distance mark an indistinct perimeter. There are signs, too, directing the visitor to various corners of the paddock, while others warn the unwary not to venture off the paths, lest they encounter a snake in the ankle-high grass. The signs don’t lie – there are snakes here, lots of them. You see them basking in the warm embrace of the long grass, slithering across the paths and, mostly, coiled in the cracks and crevices of the old foundations. And these aren’t small and harmless – no tree snakes or carpet pythons here. These are eastern browns, two metres long and thick as a grazier’s wrist, and packing a deadly punch.


It’s fitting to find them here. The serpent, that harbinger of death, the betrayer of Eve and catalyst for the downfall of man, belongs in this paddock, among all others. Perhaps they detect the faintest scent of blood in the parched soil, perhaps the air tastes heavy with grief; perhaps they just sense that ghosts walk here and they feel content among them. For this is the site of Number 12 Prisoner of War Group, a place that should be forgotten to history. Other former POW camps across the country have vanished without trace, from both the landscape and memory, and Cowra should have joined them. But of course, because of what went on here, it never will.


What went on here on a frosty winter’s night in August 1944 was brought about by a clash of cultures, a tempest of misunderstanding, animosity and shame that eventually couldn’t be contained, and erupted into violence. At the time it was covered up, dismissed as an aberration, a senseless waste of life in a war that was defined by senseless wastes of life.


But over time the Cowra Breakout has come to mean something more – it’s come to represent the heavy burden borne by all who participated in the Second World War, the importance of crossing cultural bridges and the beauty of reconciliation. Even after 80 years, the ghosts of Cowra have an important story to tell.
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‘TENNOHEIKA BANZAI!’:
THE GREAT ATTACK


Seaman First Class Tatsumi Hanada was awakened by a trumpet call at 4 a.m. and rolled out of his bunk. He had slept fitfully, just as he had so many times as a youth the night before an important baseball match. Through half-sleep his mind had raced with thoughts about the upcoming day, and his role in it; he had rehearsed every step of his duties and was determined to perform honourably for his navy, his country and his Emperor. He dressed quickly – on any other day he would have donned the same filthy uniform he had been wearing for the past week, the khaki fabric crusted with oil, salt and sweat. But today, the day of the Great Attack, he dressed in fresh clothes – khaki shorts and a button-down short-sleeve shirt, over a white undershirt and underwear. He completed the ensemble with his well-worn woollen summer cap. It was a cool morning, but it would be hot before long, and there would not be time to change. In the crew mess he ate a quick breakfast, then joined his crewmates in the cavernous midships hangar and set to work.


Hanada had been in the navy for more than four years, and most of that time had been spent working as an aircraft mechanic and learning the intricacies of attack aircraft, particularly their powerful but temperamental radial engines. Since joining the crew of the aircraft carrier Hiryu two years earlier, he had worked almost exclusively on the Zero, and knew every panel and rivet of the formidable fighter. He and a dozen crewmates had worked for months on the same Zero-sen under the watchful gaze of their seibicho, the maintenance petty officer.


Hanada and his crewmates set to work fuelling and arming their plane. They unfurled metal hoses and began brimming the aircraft with high-octane aviation fuel. A 275-litre external drop tank (designed to be dropped from the plane when empty) was unfastened from clips on the bulkheads, attached to the aircraft and fuelled. As the Zero’s tanks filled, Hanada detected the familiar, yet slightly unsettling, aroma of fuel vapours. Unlike the open-sided hangars on their American equivalents, hangars on Japanese carriers were completely enclosed, providing protection from the elements but creating a noxious environment for fumes. No amount of fastidious cleaning could remove the odour of fuel, grease, paint and motor oil that were trademarks of the operation of military aircraft. Huge ventilation units, built into the deck to better clear the heavier-than-air vapours, laboured noisily to suck the noxious fumes away.


While the fuel tanks were filling, armourers were busy feeding belts of 7.7 mm machine-gun ammunition into the twin turrets on the nose of the Zero and cramming 60-round cannisters into the wing spaces for the two 20 mm cannons. Around them, the hangar teemed with crews working to fuel and arm their own Zeros, as well as the Type 99 dive bomber, which would play a crucial role in the upcoming attack. Several decks above them, other crews completed the same tasks on fighters, dive bombers and torpedo bombers that had been stowed on the flight deck and would launch in the first wave – the air fleet had been substantially increased for this attack, and there simply wasn’t space to store all the aircraft below decks.


As he worked, Hanada glanced admiringly at his plane. The Zero had looked sleek and shiny when it first rolled off the assembly line; but now, after nearly two years of seaborne operations, it was bearing a few scars, the chipped paint and oil streaks giving it a sinister demeanour in the crowded hangar. But even in this weather-beaten state, it was a formidable offensive weapon. The Zero was innovative in design, and brutally effective in operation. In order to preserve structural strength, a necessity to deal with the gut-wrenching manoeuvres that were a trademark of expert pilots, its designers had eschewed the fully folding wings typical of other carrier aircraft, deeming the mechanism to operate them too heavy, and representing an unacceptable sacrifice in performance. Only the wingtips of a Zero folded up, a meagre concession to space-saving, and one begrudgingly made to ensure that the planes fitted on the narrow carrier elevators.


The result was that the Zero was magnificent in the air, but frustratingly difficult to store and manoeuvre in the cramped confines of a carrier hangar. Each plane took up a disproportionate amount of valuable hangar real estate, and it took a highly trained crew to service and move the planes. Even getting a Zero onto the flight deck was a chore – a dozen crewmen were needed to manhandle a single plane onto one of the carrier’s aircraft elevators and to roll it several dozen metres into position on the flight deck, an arduous physical challenge even for an experienced crew.


Their carrier, the Hiryu, was a somewhat peculiar vessel. Launched in 1937, she was a victim of a confusing period in the 1930s when post–First World War treaties limited the size and armament of naval vessels.2 In an effort to conform to the treaties while still experimenting with new technologies, the Japanese had essentially built a carrier fleet by trial and error. Even as their first carriers rolled down the slipways, these vessels were already struggling to perform the job they had been built to do – aircraft technology was advancing so rapidly that planes became faster and heavier (and therefore required longer flight decks) more quickly than carriers could be built to accommodate them. This meant that the early Japanese carriers had to be constantly modified during their construction and in their early days at sea, resulting in a fleet that was certainly capable, but also possessing a range of compromises that made each of its ships unique, and slightly inadequate.


In the case of Hiryu, an experimental exhaust system could only be installed on the starboard side of the ship, in the place where a carrier’s ‘island’ (the tower containing the bridge) would normally be located. Consequently, the island had to be shifted to the port side, a modification that only a handful of carriers would employ during the entire war. The port-side island didn’t just look odd – pilots complained that it resulted in dangerous air turbulence on the flight deck, but investigations by Japanese naval authorities failed to confirm this. Hiryu carried a complement of 73 aircraft and was home to more than 1100 sailors. She was a small city at sea.


Before long Hanada and his crewmates heard the constant low rumble from the flight deck as the first attack wave departed. They untethered their Zero from its assigned place in the hangar and removed the wheel chocks. They waited as the crews in front of them began the tedious process of manually pushing each aircraft into the elevator and lifting it to the flight deck. The whole process was excruciatingly slow – by the time each aircraft was manhandled to the elevator, precisely loaded, elevated to the flight deck, unloaded and the elevator returned to the hangar, as much as a minute had passed per plane. It could take 20 minutes to move a hangar full of aircraft to the flight deck – not such an issue now in the calm of a surprise attack, but a nerve-shredding experience in the heat of battle, when every lost minute meant another chance for a torpedo to slam into the carrier.


Finally it was Hanada and his crewmates’ turn. Grunting and sweating, they rolled their Zero to the elevator and positioned it under the barked orders of the crew chief. They then rode with the aircraft to the flight deck, unfolding the wingtips during the trip. Once topside, they repeated the process of rolling the aircraft off the elevator and hauling it to its assigned position on the flight deck, with fighters forward and bombers aft. The plane was retethered and the wheels chocked.


As Hanada climbed into the cockpit of the Zero, he noted armourers scurrying around the dive bombers on the rear of the flight deck, wheeling carts containing 250-kilogram armour-piercing bombs to their aircraft and attaching them to the plane’s belly. Hanada settled into the cramped cockpit of the Zero and began the process of warming up the engine. This was a vital step and could not be cut short – radial engines were powerful and temperamental, and if not properly warmed up they could fail spectacularly (and for the pilot, fatally) under the stresses of a full-power take-off. In this process Hanada was at a distinct disadvantage to his opposite numbers on US carriers – their open hangars meant that aircraft engines could be warmed up below decks. It was not uncommon for American planes to taxi from the elevator to the flight deck under their own power, saving both precious time and the backs of the pusher crew. The poor ventilation in the enclosed hangars of Japanese carriers meant that its crews had no choice but to warm up engines on deck.


As Hanada prepared to fire up the engine, damage control teams surrounded the plane armed with fire extinguishers – a fire on a crowded deck among heavily fuelled and armed planes could spell disaster for the entire carrier. Hanada flicked the ignition switches, and a crewmember hand-cranked the engine from the right-hand side. As the engine began to turn over, the crank man urgently retreated and, with a shout of ‘Kontaaku! (Contact!)’, Hanada engaged the engine. With a cough and burst of white smoke, the 14-cylinder, thousand-horsepower powerhouse roared to life.


Hanada kept the engine idling in low revs as he allowed time for oil to fully circulate, and checked the gauges to make sure all was as it should be. He then cautiously opened up the engine to full power. As the engine bellowed, the plane strained furiously against its chocked wheels – Hanada was thankful he wasn’t performing this procedure on land, where he would have had to use all his leg strength to hold the plane’s brakes against the powerful forward thrust. He let the engine roar at full power for over a minute while he checked the radios and surface controls. All across the flight deck dozens of other engines were roaring into life, and the din became ferocious, all-consuming. By the time Hanada eased the power back to idle, confident that the plane was ready for take-off, he had been in the cockpit for more than 15 minutes, and was soaked with sweat. The pilot appeared as Hanada was climbing down from the aircraft, and brushed past him with barely a nod. The airman had other things on his mind.*
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Petty Officer Hajime Toyoshima ate breakfast in the crew briefing room with his fellow pilots at 3 a.m. The room was cramped and hot; there were no windows, and the thick air carried a peculiar aroma of fresh paint, gasoline fumes and sweat. The squadron leader briefed them on their role in the upcoming attack – to his immense disappointment, Toyoshima would not be flying in the attack waves. His Zero had been assigned to Combat Air Patrol – he would spend the morning in the skies above the carrier fleet, protecting it from enemy attack. It was vital work – no carrier could operate without a protective screen of fighters – but Toyoshima felt a pang of disappointment flare in his chest when he heard the news. Regardless, he was a loyal airman, and he would do his duty as he had been called to. There was no bigger day for the Japanese Navy, and he knew the eyes of the entire Empire were upon them.


The command of ‘Airmen, line up!’ blared through the loudspeakers and Toyoshima sprang to his feet. He joined his squadron as they climbed the companionway up to the flight deck, their faces set in a mix of concentration and tension. This was the first combat mission for most of them, and their nerves showed.


As they stepped into the glare of the flight deck, they were already sweating in their heavy cotton flight suits and helmets. Aircraft engines roared all around them, and flight crews scurried between chocked planes. The pilots crowded around blackboards on the edge of the flight deck as their officer issued final details and instructions – he had to yell to be heard above the din of the flight deck.


Then, with a cry of ‘Tennoheika Banzai! (Long live the Emperor!)’ and a collective cheer, the pilots turned and ran to their steel steeds. From now on, they would be on their own. Toyoshima did not notice the crewman who brushed past him as he headed for his plane. He climbed the ladder and settled in to the cramped grey-green cockpit, running a hand over the familiar surfaces and lightly gripping the control stick. The engine growled – the crew had done a good job preparing the plane – and Toyoshima could feel the ferocious power of the machine surging through his seat, straining to be unleashed. His time had come.
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‘I JAMMED THE THROTTLE WIDE
OPEN’: THE FLYGIRL


Cornelia Fort met her student on the runway beside the Interstate Cadet aircraft that she used for most of her flying lessons. The small, fabric-covered plane looked fragile compared to the muscled military aircraft that often surrounded it, but it was a solid flying platform and the perfect craft for teaching nervy students the mechanics of flight. Since arriving in Honolulu, on the island of Oahu, three months before, Fort had logged more than 300 hours of flying time, nearly all of them in this Cadet, and most of them as an instructor.


Fort was tall and athletic, and had grown up as the only daughter of a wealthy family in Nashville. But she had never been much of a debutante, and from an early age had dreamt of adventure far beyond the claustrophobic social circles of her hometown. By the time she was 15 she wanted to fly, and by 19 she had qualified as a pilot. Now, at 22, she was one of a handful of female flight instructors in the USA.


Her student was a defence worker named Ernest Suomala, who had completed several lessons and was soon due for a solo flight. Today they would be practising touch-and-go landings, and Fort had set an early take-off time – 6.30 a.m. – to take advantage of the still morning air and to avoid the ‘crowds of Sunday afternooners who wanted to go flight-seeing around the island’.3


Soon after take-off, Suomala was at the controls and was lining up his approach when Fort saw an aircraft, fast-moving and obviously military, coming at them from the sea. As her aircraft was clearly civilian and had right of way, she instructed Suomala to stay his course. The military plane closed the gap until it was close – too close.


Fort had seen this sort of thing before. Oahu was home to five military air bases, and most of them were made up of young, new pilots. A combination of overconfidence, inexperience and an immortality complex was a dangerous cocktail in the young fliers, and close encounters were not uncommon. But even by those standards, this guy was being cocky. He was coming straight at them, and fast.


‘I jerked the controls away from my student and jammed the throttle wide open to pull above the oncoming plane,’ Fort later recalled. ‘He passed so close under us that our celluloid windows rattled violently, and I looked down to see what kind of plane it was.’4


She was startled to see not the familiar stars and bars of the US Army Air Corps on its wings but the red disc of the Empire of Japan. An instant later she saw dark tendrils of smoke curling above the naval base at Pearl Harbor, less than half a kilometre away, blotting out the morning sun and painting the sky in an eerie fog of grey and red. A formation of silver bombers was coming in high overhead, unleashing its deadly payload on the ships below. Fort recognised what was happening, and the danger she and her student were in. She banked hard for the airstrip and descended quickly. Suomala, unaware of the situation unfolding around them, asked when he would be able to fly solo. ‘Not today, brother!’ came the terse reply, and Fort dived for the runway. They landed hard, skidding to a halt beside the hangars, and as she and Suomala ran from the plane a Japanese Zero strafed the runway, the cannon fire sending up splintered chunks of asphalt. By the time they reached the safety of the hangar, wide-eyed and gasping, Pearl Harbor was already in flames.*
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In the blindingly blue skies above Hiryu, Hajime Toyoshima banked his Zero and began another circuit over the fleet. He scanned the water and sky for ships or planes. Being alone in an aircraft over a huge expanse of ocean, nerves taut with the anticipation of encountering the enemy, was an exceedingly lonely job, and Toyoshima was tempted to put a call out over the radio, just to hear the comforting sound of another voice. He resisted, but some of his fellow fliers were not as disciplined and his radio buzzed with nervous and unnecessary chatter.


‘Takahashi, how does it look out your way?’


‘Looks like some clouds rolling in from the east.’


‘Radio check. Can you read me?’


‘I’ll bet the Americans don’t feel so cocky now …’


Eventually the flight officer stepped in and ordered radio silence. With so much mindless chatter clogging the airwaves, there was a genuine risk that an all-important sighting report of enemy ships or planes would be missed, a potentially fatal scenario for the fleet. The silence was unnerving. Toyoshima continued scouting, and continued scanning.


Four hours later, he was back on the deck of Hiryu. The ship buzzed with pilots recounting stories of screaming bombing dives and wavetop torpedo runs. Nearly all the pilots had returned – the attack had been a complete surprise and had obviously been devastating for the enemy. Toyoshima had not seen an enemy plane – the attack had been carried out so successfully that the Americans never worked out where the Japanese fleet even was – but no matter. He knew he was part of something big, and that he would get more opportunities in this war. He ate a quick meal, and then retired to his bunk where he fell into a deep and contented sleep.
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‘THE HARBOUR AN INFERNO’:
THE BOMBING OF DARWIN


Jack Mulholland was a 19-year-old bank teller from Sydney when he enlisted in the Australian Imperial Force (AIF) in 1940. Now, two years later, he was a gunner on an ancient 3-inch anti-aircraft gun, tasked with protecting the most inhospitable outpost in Australia – the port town of Darwin. Darwin was as far from civilisation as a town could be – closer to Singapore than it was to Sydney, in the 1940s it existed only as a waypoint for ships plying the Arafura and Timor seas. Merchantmen, heavy with spices, rubber, teak and oil from the Dutch East Indies, found refuge from savage tropical tempests in its welcoming harbour, and a telegraph line snaked into the sea on the foreshore, connecting Singapore to the far-flung outposts of the former British Empire in Adelaide and Melbourne.


In 1942 Darwin was the only place in Australia that could be considered truly multicultural, and was ‘peopled by Aborigines, Chinese, Japanese, Greeks, Afghans, Eurasians, Europeans and so on’,5 Mulholland recounted in his memoir. ‘They appeared to be living in harmony, most likely bonded together by their isolation and the adverse conditions under which they worked and lived. It was as if they were a separate race of people with their own administration, interpretations of the law and general lifestyle.’


The town had been established in the mid-nineteenth century, basically because a town had to go somewhere to administer the vast territory that ran from South Australia to the northern coast of the continent. Named by the commander of HMS Beagle in 1839 after the famous naturalist who had sailed with the ship on its previous voyage, Darwin offered a good anchorage, a supply of fresh water and pretty much nothing else. The telegraph line brought workers from the south, and the discovery of gold (when postholes for the telegraph line sheared into the rich reefs) brought prospectors from everywhere else. By the middle of the twentieth century, Darwin was a melting pot of fishermen, mine workers, pearl divers, timber-getters and businessmen.


It’s an understatement that Jack Mulholland didn’t like the place. In fairness, you can’t blame him – when he arrived in December 1940 Darwin was hot, rough, remote and dull. It was also a very long way from the war – this was the time when German and British bombers were exchanging blows on nightly raids over the cities of Europe, and Allied and Axis forces were massing in North Africa. War with Japan was a year away, and Darwin couldn’t have been further from the action. ‘To me, Darwin appeared to be one of our last colonial frontier towns or settlements,’ Mulholland wrote decades later, with just a forgivable dash of hyperbole.




According to the Oxford dictionary, ‘Colonial’ seems to be the correct description. Frontier is defined as that part of a country that borders on another. That definition did not apply to Darwin but to me it did border on the unknown in all directions and was unlike anything else I knew in Australia … Darwin is still a long way from anywhere but in 1940 it was a great deal further.6





It wasn’t just the town’s remoteness that left its mark on Mulholland. The environment was harsh and unpredictable, and the vagaries of a tropical wet season were completely alien to a boy from Sydney.




The town was scruffy, dirty and hot. Air conditioning and swimming pools were things of the future and the town baths were a fenced-in area of the harbour at the foot of the cliff close to the Oval. At high tide there was plenty of water for swimming, but at low tide the water’s edge was hundreds of yards beyond the mud flats as high and low tides varied by up to about 30 feet. The troops often swam in the open sea especially when on the beaches filling sand bags. No-one was aware of the dangers of Box Jellyfish or Stone Fish.7





Fat tropical mosquitoes were a constant irritant, and the weather at the height of the wet season stretched men to their limits. ‘The humidity was already a cloying blanket of invisible moisture,’ Mulholland wrote. ‘It seemed to have so much substance that I felt that I could almost bite off a chunk of the atmosphere. It was an all-enveloping and unrelenting addition to the perpetual heat.’8


By the end of 1941 Mulholland and his gunner mates had been in Darwin for a year, and the diversions of the town had well and truly worn thin. Mulholland’s days were made up of drilling and digging, and the nights of mind-numbing guard duty. Days off were devoted to laundry, letter-writing and the odd game of cricket, hockey or football. It was a tedious war. About the only entertainment worthy of the name came from watching drunks get tossed out of the Darwin Hotel across the road from the gun site at the town oval. At least the old First World War–era guns had been removed, and new and efficient 3.7-inch anti-aircraft guns were installed in their place. If the war ever reached them, at least now they would have something to shoot back with.


And then, suddenly, shockingly, in December 1941 everything changed. Looking back, Mulholland couldn’t recall exactly when the news of the attack on Pearl Harbor reached them, but when it did it prompted a flurry of activity. As news of the Japanese advance through the Pacific filtered in, Darwin was thrust from isolated outpost to front-line bastion. Its sleepy harbour and airfield were suddenly recast as vital assets in the new Pacific War, and their defence became a priority. Mulholland and his mates were ordered to carry sidearms with them wherever they went in the town, and were set to work beefing up the defences of the gun pits. The population of Darwin began to swell as army, navy and air force personnel were shipped in to form the front line of defence in Australia’s new war. Civilians were evacuated and, for the first time, Mulholland heard American accents among the throng of voices in the mess halls. US ships soon crowded the harbour, and the stars-and-bars insignia of their warplanes became a common sight on the airfield. The meagre infrastructure of the town couldn’t cope with the influx of personnel, and soon food began to run short. Worse still, cold beer became impossible to find, and a black market for both food and alcohol was soon doing a brisk trade, but then even that source ran dry. ‘The prospect of life without a cold ale or two in the evenings’, wrote Mulholland, ‘did nothing to enhance life in the Top End. We had previously thought life was lacking in many things but now we realised it was going to be much worse.’ In 1941 Christmas and New Year’s Eve celebrations were dull affairs in Darwin.


The morning of 19 February 1942 dawned hot and bright. It would almost certainly rain that afternoon, but as he manned his post in the gun pit, Mulholland was happy to feel the sun on his face. Life in the Top End wasn’t exactly enjoyable, but it was bearable.


Mulholland and his gun team had eaten an unpalatable but filling breakfast of powdered eggs, and had begun the seemingly never-ending job of strengthening the gun pit. As Mulholland and his mates stacked sandbags, another crew nearby was practising sighting on distant targets. One man peered down the telescope, scanned the skies for something to aim at, and was happy to spot a group of aircraft closing in from the south-east. Assuming them to be a flight of Kittyhawks or Wirraways from the airfield, he adjusted the focus knob to bring them sharply into view. ‘Hell!’ he called out. ‘They’ve got bloody red spots on their wings!’ At about the same time a radioman heard urgent shouts over the airwaves from a US pilot who was being attacked by enemy planes over the ocean. The line went dead. The radioman wasted no time and sounded the alarm. It was 10 a.m.


Mulholland and his crew took their positions on the gun with haste but not alarm – they had been through dozens of false alarms since the Pearl Harbor attack, and Mulholland was relieved he’d grabbed a pack of smokes and a paperback western as he’d rushed to the gun. At least he’d have something to do while waiting for the all-clear. Both the book and the smokes would remain untouched that morning.


As the alarm continued to wail, the air suddenly filled with the roar of aircraft engines. There were hundreds of them – far more than Mulholland had heard before, and far more than he knew the Allies had stationed in Darwin. ‘The sky seemed to be full of white crosses as the heavy bombers streamed across in their formations,’ he said. ‘The clear skies over Darwin are always so blue and the enemy planes looked like a neat cemetery advancing across a blue field.’9


His crew didn’t need to be given orders – they swung into action, training and instinct instantly kicking in. They had never fired their gun before, but they knew what to do. The first shots from the gun battery arced skywards and passed the first wave of falling bombs in mid-air. The guns began to fire fast and independently as they homed in on a seemingly limitless number of targets above them. At the same time, bombs began crashing into the town and harbour. The noise became ferocious, drowning out the sirens that were now blaring across Darwin. It was impossible to distinguish the blast of falling bombs from the roar of the firing guns. Mulholland’s crew worked furiously to load and fire the gun:




The gun pit was a frenzy of half naked sweaty bodies doing what they had been trained to do.


‘Fire!’, was called by the Number One, and Number Five forced the firing lever to the rear. The whole gun seemed to jump with the long barrel recoiling and the spent case being extracted to the rear. Those who were at the rear of the gun did a ‘soft shoe shuffle’ as they dodged the hot, empty cases, then picked them up and hurled them over the top of the revetment. The pit was hotter than usual, the air foul with the fumes of burnt explosives, dust and smoke – the whole dominated by the thunderous roar of gunfire and exploding bombs.10





The buildings in Darwin were designed to provide comfort in the tropical heat, and were only lightly constructed – they could stand up to a tropical storm, but nothing like this. Masonry and fibro were flung into the air as the bombs smashed into the heart of the town. Government House took a couple of heavy hits, then the post office disintegrated. Mulholland watched a dozen bombs fall in a perfectly straight line, the trail of destruction heading straight towards him and his gun site. ‘A pattern of bombs stopped just short of our guns,’ he said, ‘the last being close enough to shower us with rocks and debris. One rock smashed the top of our wall and bounced through the gun pit without hitting anyone.’11


It wasn’t just the town that was copping a pounding. The warships in the harbour were the key prize for Japanese bombs, and dive bombers, crewed by the same pilots who had set Pearl Harbor ablaze only ten weeks before, began screaming out of the sky. Zero fighters swooped in low and fast, strafing the burning ships and wharf with cannon fire. From his clifftop position at the oval, Mulholland had a grandstand view of the destruction.




The harbour was a storm of water rising like geysers and a good area of it was covered with burning oil. Ships were at anchor and could not, or did not have time, to take evasive action. Many ships were being hit by the dive bombers causing columns of smoke to rise in the air.12





Mulholland’s crew lowered their gun to aim at the dive bombers streaking towards the ships. They had no hope of hitting such small targets – all they could do was fire a protective curtain of shells above the ships. The muzzle of the gun was eventually so low that dirt flew up from the revetment each time they fired. ‘As a bomber pulled out of its dive,’ Mulholland later wrote, ‘one of our shells burst near its nose, sending the crippled aircraft side slipping into the harbour.’


Mulholland’s whole world was consumed in a cacophony of noise – roaring aircraft engines, planes screaming into dives, exploding bombs and gunfire from the shore as every anti-aircraft gun, artillery piece and rifle in Darwin unloaded at the mass of Japanese aircraft.


Then suddenly, all was quiet. Mulholland couldn’t pinpoint the moment the Japanese called off the attack, but within minutes the bombing stopped, and the enemy formations were disappearing over the horizon. One minute the aircraft were spewing death and destruction, and the next minute they were gone. ‘All that remained of their visit were the fires, smoke, dust, the harbour an inferno and an uncanny dazed feeling that it was all unreal.’


Mulholland and his crew emerged zombie-like from their gun pit, their eyes stinging from fumes and dust, their ears ringing from the roar of the guns, their throats hoarse from shouting. They surveyed the scene – the smoke, the dust, the burning ships, the shattered buildings. After the savage ferocity of the attack the whole chaotic scene was eerily quiet. Mulholland lowered his face into his filthy hands.









4


‘I WAS THE FIRST ONE TO SEE
THE JAPANEE MAN’: THE ZERO
PILOT


In the skies above Darwin, Petty Officer Hajime Toyoshima banked his Zero fighter north and began the long flight back to his carrier. Smoke curled skyward in lazy columns all around him, and the sea below wore a thick coat of oil. The attack had obviously gone very well. Toyoshima was slightly disappointed that he had not had the opportunity to play a greater role – he and the 35 other Japanese fighters had been primarily tasked with engaging enemy fighters to protect the bomber force. Problem was, there hadn’t been any enemy fighters to engage with. At one point Toyoshima had glimpsed an enemy plane lifting off from an airfield in the distance, but his fighter comrades had swarmed on it like angry bees, and it hadn’t even completed its climb before crashing to earth in flames. Toyoshima had gained a measure of satisfaction from strafing the wharf and a couple of enemy ships with his 20 mm cannons, but at the end of the raid he had only exhausted half his ammunition – with luck he would come across an enemy plane on the return journey and give the cannons an opportunity to do the job they were designed for.


His Zero had performed well – like all navy planes that had seen a lot of service, it had a few peculiar peccadilloes, but Toyoshima knew the plane and its quirks well. At one point during the raid he had swooped low over the enemy airfield and had been caught off guard when a burst of anti-aircraft fire had sliced close to his starboard wing – a little too close, if he was honest with himself – and he suspected that a few rounds may have kissed the Zero’s underside. Just another minor repair to be made by the flight mechanics once back on deck.


He adjusted his heading towards the carrier group, and confirmed his bearings on his map as he approached a large, scrub-covered island, the same one he had flown over on the approach run. He adjusted the throttle and eased back in his seat. A quick scan of the dials revealed all was as it should be; his oil pressure was a little low, but that was pretty standard for this Zero. It drank like a thirsty carp.


Suddenly the Zero began to shudder violently. Tendrils of ugly brown-black smoke began to curl from under the nose cowling, and the engine began to whine shrilly. Within seconds the noise was deafening, drowning out the low roar of the radial engine. The control stick jerked in Toyoshima’s hand, and the whine from the engine seemed to grow even louder. Toyoshima knew something was seriously – perhaps fatally – wrong with his aircraft, and he instinctively began a slow descent. Thank God he was over the island now – if the worst happened, at least he wouldn’t have to ditch in the ocean. The whining grew in pitch and volume, and then the engine of the Zero disintegrated. Toyoshima didn’t know it, but one lucky .303 round fired from the anti-aircraft machine-gun had struck the nose of the plane, passing completely through the fuselage and blowing out the opposite panel. It had also sliced clean through the line that fed oil to the engine – for the past ten minutes the Zero had been leaking lifeblood.


As the last of the oil seeped from the engine, the 14 cylinders seized, and the engine tore itself apart. Jagged chunks of severed metal ripped through the aircraft’s nose. With a tortured howl the propeller jerked to a stop, vibrated violently and groaned for half a second, and then sheared off completely. Toyoshima briefly considered bailing out but realised that the plane was still marginally in his control, although gliding towards the island at a disconcerting speed. Deciding that a belly landing was the best of his limited options, Toyoshima fought to keep the nose up as he scanned the scrub beneath him for a safe landing spot. He kept the undercarriage raised, knowing that the aircraft’s wheels were useless in this situation, and fearful they would dig in on impact and flip the plane. He tightened his harness straps, held the nose as high as he dared, and braced for impact.


The Zero came in hard, bouncing off a patch of mangrove scrub and pitching nose-first into the dirt. The starboard wing connected with a thin stringybark, and the entire plane spun to the right. Toyoshima was thrown against the canopy, then back in his seat, and then violently forward, his face colliding heavily with the gunsight. The plane lurched to a stop. After the fury of the crash, Toyoshima was engulfed in sudden silence, the only noise the low chirping of insects and a soft tick-tick from the shattered engine.


Toyoshima lay dazed for several minutes, passing in and out of consciousness. Eventually he came to and surveyed his situation. The plane was obviously wrecked, but he was still in one piece. His head throbbed, and when he ran a hand across his face it came back soaked with blood from a deep gash above his right eye. But apart from that, miraculously, he was uninjured. He grabbed his map and his .32-calibre pistol, and stuffed them into pockets in his flying suit, then slid the canopy open. He knew that his plane and its pilot would be highly prized possessions for the enemy so early in the war, and he was eager to put as much distance between himself and the wreck as possible. He also knew that his fellow Zero pilots would have seen his stricken aircraft plunging to earth, and that a search party would be dispatched to look for him. He needed to get to the coast.


Unfortunately for Toyoshima, the coast was a long way away. Melville Island isn’t just big – it’s enormous. It’s the second-largest island in Australia (after Tasmania) and comprises 6000 square kilometres of unrelenting tropical torment. Thick eucalypt forests blanket much of the island, and dense scrub covers the rest. Rivers and creeks crisscross the island like scars, and sodden mudflats and mangroves ring the coast. Saltwater crocodiles grow big and angry in the estuaries, gorging themselves on a bountiful diet of barramundi and water buffalo. The island’s insects are fat and aggressive, and delight in sinking a barbed stinger or razor-sharp mandible into human flesh. Bats swoop overhead, and snakes slither underfoot. The island’s native people, the Tiwi, have lived there for thousands of years, their genetics and culture moulded by their isolation into a society unique in the world. Even they struggle to tame this rugged outpost in the Arafura Sea. In short, Melville Island is a bad place to be stranded.


Toyoshima briefly considered trying to torch the wreck of his plane, but quickly abandoned the idea. Although the fuel tanks were still half full, he had nothing to light a fire with, and would waste valuable time on what was probably a futile endeavour. For all he knew the enemy had seen the crash, and search parties would be closing in on him with every minute that passed. He struck out from the wreck site, heading roughly northwards, towards where he thought the coast would be. He was bruised and sore but, apart from the cut above his eye, he appeared to have survived the crash landing with barely a scratch.


The going was tough in the thick bush – Toyoshima had to constantly change direction to move around fallen trees and thick patches of acacia scrub. The sun was merciless, even under the thick canopy of the paperbarks, and he was overjoyed when a sudden wet season downpour allowed him a much-needed drink. On the first day he strode with purpose, confident he would soon reach the coast and make contact with a rescue party. By the second day he walked more slowly, losing both motivation and direction. His flight suit was ripped by thorns, his body ached, and he was getting hungry. He sustained himself on a meagre diet of mud snails and bush plums, but by the third day he was growing delirious and desperate.


That afternoon he lurched into a clearing by a small creek; in front of him stood a small child, about nine or ten years old, cradling a baby in his arms. A group of women and more children stepped into the clearing from the far side – Toyoshima had stumbled on a group of local Tiwi women who were collecting honey from wild bees’ nests. It’s difficult to say who was more startled – the Japanese pilot half mad from thirst and exposure or the local women, confronted by a filthy stranger in a bulky flight suit. The encounter was so exciting for the Tiwi women that one of them, ‘Missus Aloysius’, did something she had never done before – she wrote a letter to friends who had missed the action.




I was the first one to see the Japanee man. My friends were out looking for honey nest. I was minding all the babies. The babies were all playing and when one boy see the Japanee he yelled. Then that Japanee came to me and he salute me. I got properly big fright, all right. I ran away from the Japanee man. He picked up a baby and went into the bush with him. I found my friends and went looking for that Japanee man and we found him with that baby in his arms. One of my friends went to him and took her baby away from him. He asked if the baby belongest to her, and he put his hand in his pocket and took out a watch and gave it to the boy. We asked him where are all his friends, but he didn’t answer.13





The women and children retreated into the bush, apparently with some haste – ‘we never give our legs a chance to stop running,’ said Beatrice Piampireiu.14 The exhausted Toyoshima collapsed against a tree. He slept fitfully throughout the night. In the morning, just as the sun was rising, he saw a group of local people approaching him through the clearing. The women had reported their strange encounter and sought help; now a group led by 21-year-old Matthias Ngapiatulwai returned to search for the stranger. They didn’t have to look far – Toyoshima was right where the women had left him the previous day. The Tiwi people had met Japanese before – pearl divers were common in Darwin and the islands in the days before the war – and through sign language they indicated to Toyoshima that he was now a prisoner; Ngapiatulwai prodded Toyoshima in the back with the handle of a tomahawk until he put his hands up. The exhausted airman gave up without a fight, and Ngapiatulwai relieved him of his pistol and map. Somewhat comically, he also forced Toyoshima to remove his flight suit – Toyoshima’s humiliation was now complete as he was marched through the bush by the Tiwi men clad only in his cotton undershirt, underwear and flying boots. Toyoshima begged for the map to be returned to him so he could destroy it, but his captors refused to acquiesce. He was escorted back to the Tiwi camp near the coast, and then bundled into a small canoe. He was rowed across Apsley Strait to neighbouring Bathurst Island, where there was a small Australian airfield. ‘We came to RAAF [Royal Australian Air Force] place,’ Ngapiatulwai later said.




Might be five or six Australians there. Wireless him there. Jap put inside on chair, he get tucker … I put camera, map cloth on table then go and sit outside. I could not understand. I thought they would shoot him for Jap humbugging Darwin and mission [i.e. bombing Darwin and the Catholic mission on Melville Island]. Father McGrath rides up on horse; he said in my language ‘Yirringkirityiri’. That is, ‘he got properly ugly face’. I have a good laugh.





Toyoshima was handed over to Australian Army Sergeant Les Powell, who had been sent to Bathurst Island to plant mines in the airstrip, with orders to blow the place sky-high in the event of a Japanese landing. A photo taken that day shows a triumphant Powell, shirtless with Toyoshima’s pistol in hand, standing alongside the dejected pilot, still clad in his undergarments, his face bandaged and bloodied. Over the next couple of days Toyoshima lived with the Australians at the airstrip under loose guard. They communicated via hand signals and ‘pidgin Japanese’, and Toyoshima wrote basic English phrases and their Japanese equivalents on a scrap of paper – his first English lessons. After two days he was transferred under guard to Darwin, where he was held for a week or so and interrogated on at least three occasions.


Toyoshima was a shrewd operator – he knew that a Zero pilot would be an intelligence coup for his enemy, and that he would be interrogated relentlessly about his aircraft and its capabilities, so he had spent his days roaming Melville Island concocting a story to disguise his true identity. He was also beginning to feel the first pangs of shame at having been taken prisoner, and was determined that his family in Kanagawa did not learn of his fate. He presented himself as Sergeant Major Tadao Minami – it’s unclear how he came up with the surname, but one of his brothers at home was called Tadao.


The story he fed his interrogators was improbable, to say the least. He told them he was an army air gunner on a land-based bomber that had flown out of Ambon and caught fire on the approach run to Darwin, forcing its crew to bail out. The new Minami claimed he did not recall using a parachute and had swum to Bathurst Island, where he was picked up by the Tiwi group. He assumed the rest of the crew had been killed.


Ostensibly this was a clever cover story: he had given a close approximation of his naval rank and hadn’t tried to cover up the fact that he was an airman. And a large force of army bombers had taken part in the Darwin raid – it was plausible that one or more may have crashed en route to the target. Where the story started to unravel was in the detail – understandably Toyoshima had extremely limited knowledge of an aircraft he had never flown in, and the information he revealed was rudimentary, and often plain wrong. It seems that he couldn’t even decide exactly what type of aircraft he had flown in, and settled on a strange hybrid. He variously referred to it as a ‘Type 96’ or ‘Type 97’ bomber (no doubt inspired by the Type 97 navy bombers he was familiar with that flew off the carriers). He described it as having twin rudders and engines, seemingly basing his recollections on the Type 96 land-based bomber (which coincidentally had participated in the Darwin raid), but there was no Japanese aircraft in operation that accurately matched his description. His detailing of the operation of his machine-gun, including its field of fire and an inclination to frequently misfire, as well as the bomb loadout of the plane, appears to have been completely made up. When pressed about distinguishing features of different aircraft types, his story unravelled. His interrogators reported that the prisoner




‘did not know any way of distinguishing between the various models of the same type of aircraft. He had never heard of a “Type 97 Mark I”, “Type 97 Mark II”, and so on. If any improvements were made, he did not know how this fact would be indicated.’15





That’s a fair statement for someone who has no working knowledge of an aircraft he professes to operate; for a genuine crewman whose life depended on knowing the capabilities of his plane, that suggestion is ludicrous.


When asked if he had experience with any new models of aircraft, he responded that he had seen a new bomber in action that was called the ‘Shinjubaku’. The literal translation of that word, the report noted without apparent suspicion, was simply ‘New Heavy Bomber’. His description of Japanese squadron structure and aircraft call signs was fairly accurate – probably because it was simply too complex to invent on the fly. Strangely, he was questioned about whether there were any German pilots in the Japanese forces, or German instructors training Japanese airmen. Toyoshima’s surprise at being asked about this unlikely scenario was no doubt completely unfeigned. Finally, he was asked what he knew about New Guinea – his response, that he ‘had never heard of it’, should have raised more than a few red flags. The suggestion that an airman who had flown out of an Indonesian island had never even heard of the largest landmass in the area, located only 500 kilometres from his base, stretches incredulity levels to breaking point. The game should have been completely given away when interrogators found among Toyoshima’s small quantity of possessions a good-luck token with the word ‘Hiryu’, the name of Toyoshima’s aircraft carrier, written on it. Toyoshima explained it away by saying it had been a gift from a crewmember of that ship, a clearly bogus story that the Australian interviewers swallowed with gusto.


Fortunately for Toyoshima, Australian intelligence about Japanese aircraft characteristics and air operations was extremely limited this early in the war (which was precisely why Toyoshima was so determined to hide his true role from his captors), and so his story was accepted without too much scrutiny. His interrogators also appear to be suffering from a preconceived bias based on the propaganda of the ‘primitive Jap’, which made them gullible to Toyoshima’s fabrications. ‘He talked easily, was unselfconscious, and gave the impression of speaking the truth so far as he knew it,’ his interrogator reported. ‘His knowledge of his own job was adequate; his knowledge of and, apparently, interest in extraneous matters practically nil. This is considered to be consistent with his type – a peasant farmer.’16


When asked about his life before the war, Toyoshima claimed that he hated being in the army and longed to return to civilian life – which explains why he had paid so little attention to the technicalities of his training.


When asked about how he felt about becoming a prisoner, Toyoshima dropped the charade. ‘The P.O.W. did not wish to be sent back to Japan,’ the report stated. ‘He thought that his friends would not want to have anything to do with him because he had been taken prisoner, and that he would not be regarded as a good character … He asked if [we] intended to kill him.’


What Toyoshima didn’t know is that his efforts to throw the Australians off the trail of his Zero were in vain – about the same time that he was offering vivid accounts of a life he had never lived, his wrecked aircraft was discovered by local people near a place called Kaprimili Creek, and within days they had escorted a team from the RAAF to the site. This was the first largely intact Japanese Zero to fall into Allied hands, and it is impossible to overstate the interest it generated among Allied nations. The manufacturer’s plate revealed that it had rolled off the assembly line of the Mitsubishi Heavy Industry Company in Nagoya on 4 October 1941, with serial number 5349. Its tail markings (‘BII-124’) revealed that it was a navy aircraft, so must have flown off a carrier, but the code did not reveal precisely which carrier the plane belonged to.


The plane was broken down and lugged out of the bush, eventually arriving back on the mainland where it was thoroughly examined, and extensive intelligence was gained about the capabilities of the Japanese fighter. Curiously, a drop tank was also examined along with the Zero’s wreckage – it’s unclear whether this came from Toyoshima’s plane or was recovered separately. It’s conceivable it may have come from Toyoshima’s Zero – contrary to popular belief, Japanese drop tanks were not routinely jettisoned when a plane went into action. They were very highly engineered (probably over-engineered) and therefore expensive and difficult to replace, particularly at remote Pacific bases on the outer limits of the Japanese Empire. Pilots were ordered to jettison drop tanks only in emergencies, and even the nimble Zeros (whose manoeuvrability would be compromised by the drop tank and whose pilots, therefore, were the most likely to jettison them) routinely returned from missions still carrying their expended tanks. Toyoshima’s crash landing would certainly constitute an emergency, but in the panic of a forced landing, jettisoning a fuel tank would have been the last thing on his mind.


Unbelievably, Australian authorities never linked Toyoshima with the recovered Zero, and never woke up to the glittering intelligence prize that, thanks to a small group of Tiwi people, they now held in their hands. It seems inconceivable: within the space of a few days, a lone Japanese airman had been captured wandering around in the bush, and a pilot-less Zero fighter had been recovered from almost the same spot. And yet no Australian appears to have joined the dots. No one even seems to have pondered what happened to the pilot who crash-landed the Zero. It wasn’t until the 1960s that Japanese researchers even discovered that Toyoshima and Minami were the same person. (This was confirmed when Japanese survivors of the Breakout were shown photographs of Toyoshima taken before his capture and confirmed this was the man they had known as Minami at Cowra.)


Now that Australian authorities had a Japanese prisoner, they appeared to be somewhat at a loss for what to do with him. Toyoshima was taken into custody with prisoner number PWJ 110001, signifying that he was the first Japanese to be taken prisoner by Australians in the Second World War. After being interrogated in Darwin, he was sent to Melbourne, where he was confined in the cells at Army Headquarters at Victoria Barracks. There he formed an unexpected, and somewhat touching, friendship with an Australian guard.


Leading Aircraftman Sam Shallard had been a teacher and real estate agent before the war, and had enlisted in the RAAF in 1941. At 32 he was older than most of the men he signed up with, and during his training it was noted that he was a ‘particularly good type of N.C.O. Has quiet, efficient manner, good appearance, very sincere type.’17 He had joined the RAAF’s Service Police and in 1942 was posted to Melbourne, where he was put in charge of guarding the new Japanese prisoner who had just been brought in. His quiet manner and sincerity apparently shone through because he quickly endeared himself to Toyoshima, and over the course of four weeks the two men formed an unlikely bond. Shallard taught Toyoshima basic English phrases, which Toyoshima scribbled in Shallard’s diary, expanding the basics of English he had picked up on Bathurst Island. The men played badminton together, and shared stories about their families and lives before the war. In a relaxed moment, Shallard snapped a picture of Toyoshima standing outside his cell, his head shaved but the airman looking fit and healthy.
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