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			Epigraph

			They shall grow not old, as we who are left grow old:

			Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.

			At the going down of the sun and in the morning,

			We will remember them.

			Laurence Binyon

			Photo Joe

			Now, Photo Joe is an altitude fiend.

			He flies way up high where he can’t be seen.

			He flies at thirty thousand in his P-three-eight,

			Getting drunk on oxygen at a rapid rate.

			He tells all the bombers of every hot spot.

			He flies over places where the fighters will not.

			The bombers have top-cover and the fighters have a gun,

			But all Photo Joe can ever do is run.

			There’s a little more to this sad, sad story:

			The bombers do the work and the fighters get the glory.

			And here’s another thing that you ought to know –

			There aren’t any medals for a Photo Joe!

			Anon
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			Author’s Note & Sources

			The time served by Allied servicemen and women during the Second World War was often traumatic. Memories tend to differ and apparently none more so than those concerning operations flown deep behind enemy lines. The written accounts that do exist of such missions tend to vary in their detail and timing, and locations and chronologies can prove contradictory. That being said, I have done my best to provide a proper sense of place, timescale and narrative to the story as depicted in these pages.

			Where various accounts of a mission appear to be somewhat confused, the methodology I have used to determine when and how events took place is the ‘most likely’ scenario. If two or more testimonies or sources point to a particular time or place or sequence of events, I have opted to use that version as most likely. Where necessary I have very occasionally re-created small sections of dialogue to aid the story’s flow.

			The above notwithstanding, any mistakes herein are entirely of my own making, and I would be happy to correct them in future editions. Likewise, while I have endeavoured to locate the copyright holders of the photos, sketches and other images and material used in this book, this has not always been straightforward or easy. Again, I would be happy to correct any errors in future editions.

			Of particular use during the writing of this book were the 5th Air Force, 26th Photo Reconnaissance Squadron’s own accounts of the war years. These include the Flight Reports, Intelligence Reports and other official squadron records held at Maxwell Air Force Base, in Alabama, USA. The 26th being a photo reconnaissance squadron, the photo archive held at Maxwell AFB also proved particularly useful. So too did the 26th Photo Reconnaissance Squadron’s own war diary, entitled simply ‘Squadron History – Twenty-Sixth Photographic Squadron (L)’. Likewise, the squadron’s more informal photographic and written legend of the war years, entitled ‘26th Photo’, and published by 26th Photo Reconnaissance Squadron, proved hugely insightful.
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			Chapter One

			The image painted on the side of the aircraft’s fuselage was eye-catching. It showed Donald Duck riding on a speeding cloud, one eye squinting down a camera lens as he snapped off a photo of the earth far below, his webbed feet thrust before him, dashing pilot’s scarf and leather flight helmet flapping in the slipstream.

			It was the patch of the 26th Photo Reconnaissance Squadron, part of the aptly named Hawkeye Group: their task was to dash across hostile territory at altitude, grabbing daring images of enemy positions – images that would prove key to winning the war.

			The pilot flying the powerful but graceful P-38 Lightning – nicknamed the fork-tailed devil, der Gabelschwanz-Teufel, by the enemy, due to its distinctive twin tail planes – was one of the best. First Lieutenant Lee G. Smith, a hugely popular figure in the squadron, was blessed with dark good looks, his square-jawed features set below a steady, self-possessed gaze, offset by a thin, somewhat wry and lopsided smile.

			Right now, Smith’s jaw was locked tight as he wrestled with the Lightning’s controls and the demands of flying such a mission.

			It wasn’t his aircraft’s capabilities which worried First Lieutenant Smith. Known as a hugely robust and forgiving airframe – the ‘sweetest-flying plane in the sky’ to many – the twin-engine Lightning could take any amount of mistreatment and abuse. It was the photo recce pilot’s age-old adversaries – the weather, plus any marauding enemy aircraft that might be menacing the skies.

			Smith banked tightly, turning his head as he did so, scanning the cloud-enshrouded earth as he tried to identify the distant target that he intended to capture on celluloid. At the same time he kept flicking his eyes to either side and behind, as he checked anxiously for hostile warplanes.

			The standard combat model of the P-38 Lightning (the ‘P’ stood for pursuit) packed a devastating punch: one 20mm cannon and four Browning machine guns were positioned in the aircraft’s bulbous nosecone, primed to unleash a torrent of heavy-calibre bullets at any adversaries. No wonder it had produced so many combat aces.

			But Smith’s aircraft – the F4 reconnaissance version – was a very different kind of machine. A bulky K 22 camera – as large as any man’s torso and operated by a clunky lever bolted to the pilot’s control column – was positioned where the weapons normally sat. In place of the gun button Smith had only a hot switch to enable him to fire off nothing more deadly than . . . photographs. And whereas normally the pilot was ensconced within a sarcophagus of protective armour, on the photo recce version of the Lightning that was all stripped away to save weight.

			Less weight meant more speed, which was the key to surviving such solo dashes through enemy airspace, or so the photo recce fliers reasoned.

			The eerie, alien suck and blow of the oxygen mask echoed in Smith’s ears, accentuating the loneliness and isolation of flying such a mission. He was alone on the roof of the world up here – tearing along at pushing 435 miles per hour and 20,000 feet of altitude. Without the oxygen, he’d last barely minutes before losing consciousness.

			At such height, the air outside the Lightning was at minus 12 degrees; far colder with the wind-chill factor. So frigid was it that the K22 camera crammed into the nosecone had its own bespoke heating system, to prevent the lenses from fogging up or the mechanism from freezing solid.

			Smith was blessed with few such comforts. He was hunched in the unheated cockpit, his clawed hands aching from the glacial conditions and the hours spent gripping the flight controls, his thick sheepskin flying jacket buttoned tight.

			The heavens stretched above him, a deep, icy blue. Towards the eastern horizon, the sun peeped a fiery eye above thick clouds, gilding their billowing tops a fierce orange. Smith had taken off early in an effort to catch his target in the fine morning light – the best time to secure the kind of images he was after.

			But the cumulus stretched from 3,000 to 14,000 feet, where towering updrafts of moist tropical air punched high into the atmosphere, and Smith found himself having to steer a path around heavy rainstorms. Above the cloud cover the visibility was pretty good at around ten miles, but within the dark and torrential cloudbursts it was close to zero.

			It was 12 March 1944, and all that month the squadron had been dogged by bad weather here in the southwest Pacific theatre. Repeatedly, pilots’ Final Mission Reports had concluded with the dreaded words: ‘Unsuccessful due to weather’. It was a phrase that did little to reflect the drama and heartache of being dogged by such treacherous conditions. Even worse was being forced to file the report: ‘Did not take off due to weather’.

			At least Smith had got airborne. But in spite of his best efforts, he feared today’s flight was destined to earn that hateful epitaph: Unsuccessful due to weather.

			He pressed on, eyes searching for a break in the cloud and determined to bring back something – anything – that might be of use to the Allied commanders presently plotting death and destruction to the enemy. At the same time he tried to ensure that his hunger to bring back some positive results didn’t blind him to the dangers inherent in his task.

			He had to avoid creating a ‘contrail’ – a double line of cloud formed when the water vapour from the Lightning’s twin-engine exhausts condensed in the freezing blue and froze. Such a trail thrown across the heavens would appear like a giant arrow, leading the eyes of any watchers to the tiny, isolated speck of an aircraft.

			Repeatedly, Smith scanned cloud cover, temperature and altitude, running a series of complex computations through his head. At the same time he kept his eyes peeled, checking if the enemy might have left any telltale signs of their own. Spotting their contrails would give him a few precious seconds warning, allowing him to push to full throttle and dive to shake off any pursuers.

			The cockpit was freezing cold. Agonisingly so. Smith ran his aching eyes across the controls, checking for any that might have frozen solid, so giving him a potentially catastrophic misreading. Crystals of frozen moisture could even form around the Lightning’s sharply raked canopy, frosting up the windows and obscuring his vision.

			Momentarily, his gaze flicked downwards, to the map folded into the knee pouch of his flight suit. He’d been airborne for two hours, and it required pinpoint navigation to bring his Lightning directly over today’s target – the Cape Gloucester headland, set to the far west of New Britain Island, one of the key enemy positions hereabouts.

			Menaced by the 6,000-foot volcano of Mount Talawe, and clad in thick jungle and treacherous swamps, any pilot forced to eject over such terrain stood little chance of survival. Below lay a clutch of enemy airbases and ports, ones that Allied commanders hoped to secure as part of Operation Cartwheel, a series of island-hopping missions designed to isolate and neutralize Japanese strongpoints across the Pacific.

			But planning such a complex series of amphibious and airborne assaults called for the kind of detailed intelligence that air recce photos supplied, which is why Smith had been sent out to brave the weather this morning.

			Smith’s camera pointed vertically downwards and was set to fire off a series of photographs at regular intervals, which would allow him to cover a continuous strip of terrain. Each shot would overlap with its predecessor, forming one uninterrupted image. Each large, 7 x 8.5-inch strip of celluloid would capture a patch of ground roughly one square mile. Such was the quality of the camera equipment that it could capture enough detail to identify individual vehicles moving across the terrain. But only if a weather window opened, and there was little sign of that happening right now.

			Eventually, Smith was forced to turn for home – which presently consisted of the airbase at Nadzab, situated on the coast of New Guinea, which lay off the northern coast of Australia. Nadzab Airbase was never the easiest place to land: it had been hacked out of the deep jungle flanking the Markham River valley and was menaced by rugged mountains on either side.

			Seven months earlier Allied forces had seized the area in a series of airborne assaults. In response, the Japanese – hungering for revenge following one of their first setbacks in the war – had launched a series of ferocious counter-attacks. Waves of Japanese warplanes flew repeated bombing missions, forcing the men of the 26th Photo Recce Squadron to pitch their tents directly beneath the jungle canopy, in an effort to hide from hostile eyes. Still they’d taken casualties, both men and machines getting blasted on the ground.

			Yet there was little that the Photo Reconnaissance pilots could do to retaliate or to fight back. Their planes had been stripped of the guns that would have allowed them to do so – it was up to their comrades in the fighter squadrons. In the meantime, men like Smith had to carry on with the task at hand: speeding through enemy airspace to locate their target, capture it on film, and return as quickly as possible, so that their precious photos could be rushed into Allied commanders’ hands.

			As he set a course for home Smith checked his fuel gauges. After being airborne for several hours, dodging the weather and enemy aircraft alike, he might return only to find the airstrip cloaked in cloud. By then his aircraft might be sipping on fumes, and just at the moment when he was forced to delay landing. The Lightning used more than a gallon of fuel every minute, and Smith needed to keep a constant watch on speed and bearing. There would be little scope for loitering above Nadzab, waiting for the cloud to clear.

			It took a certain type of temperament to volunteer for such work. A certain kind of courage. Bomber and fighter pilots were accustomed to flying in formation, enjoying the company of fellow aircrew and a shield of friendly aircraft to ward off the enemy. By contrast, the recce pilot flew alone, unarmed and unescorted.

			Serving in a photo recce squadron called for a rare combination of common sense, daring, self-reliance and initiative. Such pilots had to make a virtue out of the fact that their aircraft flew unarmed. If his P-38 carried guns, Smith would be tempted to turn and fight at the approach of an enemy warplane. As it was he had no option but to concentrate on avoiding combat, securing his photographs and speeding them back intact.

			All too frequently recce pilots failed to return to base. They were flying solo missions across airspace where ‘enemy fire and interception were probable and expected’, as the mission briefings expressed it. More often than not those who failed to return were simply listed as Missing in Action (MIA). The chances were that no one would ever know what calamity had befallen them on their long and lonely flight.

			If a pilot went down in the sea there was little likelihood of his body or any wreckage ever being found. If a plane came down on land, a report might filter in from local resistance fighters or villagers, and the wreckage might be identified from its tail number, but it was often difficult to determine whether the pilot had lost his life due to enemy action, mechanical failure or adverse weather.

			Such dangers were all too real. A month earlier this had been brought home most powerfully, when the squadron’s Commanding Officer (CO) had been lost in action. The 26th had been founded a year earlier, at Colorado Airbase, Colorado Springs, in western USA. First Lieutenant Sheldon P. Hallett had been appointed its founding officer, and he had been in command ever since.

			Fresh-faced and youthful, yet with a direct intensity to his eyes, Hallett had nurtured a fierce pride in the 26th, one defined by rigour. His was the only photo recce squadron to have passed out of training in that autumn of 1943 with an ‘Excellent’ rating. On Sunday 31 October they had deployed from the US, sailing for a ‘secret destination’ on a luxury liner hastily converted into a troopship.

			En route Hallett had spoken to his men of the eternal quest for excellence that he wanted the squadron to embody. From the moment they had arrived in theatre Hallett had led from the front, earning enormous respect from all who flew alongside him. But then, on 29 February 1944 had come shocking news: Hallett had been listed Missing in Action. In the blink of an eye the squadron had lost its Commanding Officer, and it would be some time before anything was learned of his fate.

			Such unexpected losses could be shattering – especially within such a tight knit unit – but it was offset by the knowledge of the crucial role they were performing here. The squadron’s war diary made proud mention of the ‘highly important pictures of the enemy’s activities and dispositions’ that their pilots were bringing home. It was not an idle boast. The US Army Air Force’s Official Service Journal concluded that photo reconnaissance furnished ‘ninety percent of modern military intelligence. Armies do not move without it.’

			So important was their work that President Roosevelt’s son, Colonel Elliott Roosevelt, had been placed in charge of developing the craft of the photo recce squadrons, continuously pushing at the boundaries of what was known and possible. Such knowledge of the war-winning scope of their missions helped put steel in the pilots’ souls.

			As he set a course for home, Smith likewise had to draw on his own reserves of steel. He had to remain razor sharp and one hundred per cent focused. A moment’s distraction could prove fatal. He was looking forward to landing back at base, in spite of the failure of his mission. After hours of intense concentration he was dogged by exhaustion, and he longed for the relief that came from simply making it back again in one piece.

			He was just off Karkar Island, on the western fringes of the Bismarck Sea, when he spotted something. Far below the thick cumulus swirled for a moment and then cleared. In the break in the clouds a stretch of glistening ocean opened before him. Right in the midst of the water were the familiar forms of two ships, steaming resolutely onwards.

			Smith studied the vessels. They were positioned five miles off the coast of Karkar Island and heading southeast – most likely making for Rabaul, on the eastern shores of New Britain, a base that the Japanese had captured from its Australian defenders in February 1942. Under Operation Cartwheel, Rabaul – one of the enemy’s most significant strongholds – was to be isolated by air and by sea, its garrisons rendered impotent.

			From such altitude the two ships appeared as little more than pin pricks, but Smith doubted they were friendly. A year earlier a major sea battle had raged here, becoming known as the Battle of the Bismarck Sea. A fleet of Japanese warships and troop carriers had been steaming for Nadzab, to intercept Allied landings. The troopships and their destroyer escorts were caught by Allied warplanes. All eight transports were sunk and 3,664 Japanese soldiers and seamen had lost their lives.

			But despite the losses they’d suffered, the armed forces of Imperial Japan remained resolutely committed to holding this region, and supply ships regularly braved the Bismarck Sea. To be certain of the two vessels’ identities Smith needed to take a closer look. He put his Lightning into a shallow dive, dropping to 12,000 feet.

			From that height he was almost certain of the identity of the ships below him. During training he’d memorized the photos and diagrams depicted in the Department of Naval Intelligence’s ‘Standard Classes of Japanese Merchant Ships’. The two vessels had all the appearance of the Type D freighter – a 2,300-tonne merchant ship codenamed Sugar Charlie Love in the manuals.

			The freighters looked laden with war materiel, but you could never be too careful with such vessels, for the Japanese were in the habit of packing them with unexpected cargo, including Allied prisoners of war. Those fighting in the Pacific had heard of these ‘hell ships’: they transported British, American, Australian and other Allied POWs across the ocean, thousands crammed into bamboo cages stacked into hot and airless holds.

			In the months following Pearl Harbor a vast swathe of terrain – from Burma in the north to New Guinea in the south – had been overrun by the Japanese. It seemed as if nothing could stop the Emperor Hirohito’s forces: in spring 1942 the Japanese had launched a raid on Sydney harbour, using a fleet of Ko-hyoteki class mini-submarines. One Australian ship, HMAS Kuttabul, was sunk and the mini-subs had shelled shore positions.

			The damage done wasn’t great, but the message sent was heard loud and clear by the Australian people: their nation was under threat of invasion. As Japanese forces scored one triumph after another, hundreds of thousands of Allied troops had been taken prisoner. Those Allied POWs were used as slave labour. Working in nightmarish conditions, they were forced to clear the jungle and build airstrips and railways across territory seized by the Japanese.

			The two vessels that Smith had discovered might be packed with such long-suffering Allied POWs. He dropped lower, setting his cameras running. Most such Japanese freighters boasted gun emplacements set in the stern and prow, but at his current altitude he was well out of range. As the camera whirred, he felt a kick of adrenalin. In spite of the terrible weather, he’d found something of possible interest and captured it on film.

			Just as soon as he touched down at Nadzab, the ground crew would rush into action. They’d slip the precious roll of film out of the camera, jump into a jeep and dash across to the photolab that lay beneath the dark fringe of jungle. Within an hour at most the negatives would have been developed and dried, and the specialist photo-interpreters would be poring over whatever Smith had found here.

			Painstaking research had enabled a calculation to be made of a ship’s speed, based upon specific measurements of the wake revealed in such photographs. That combined with the vessels’ bearing would give a good indication as to both where the ships were heading and their present position. It was then just a matter of whether attack aircraft could be scrambled in time to reach the two vessels while they were still within range.

			But first, Smith had to fly like the wind to get his precious images home.

			As his Lightning approached the hills that lay to the east of Nadzab Airbase, little did Smith suspect what lay far beneath him, secreted in the jungle shadows. Likewise, the warplane would be invisible to the stray soul hiding under the thick forest canopy. But her ears would be drawn to the distant roar of the twin engines, even as she crouched, fearfully, in the deserted foxhole in which she’d taken refuge.

			Abandoned long ago, she appeared like a shapeless mass of tangled, dirty hair. After days lost in the jungle this starving, emaciated animal was barely recognizable. But she was still breathing and still fighting for her survival, and even in such a state a dog’s hearing remains many times more powerful than that of any human.

			Perhaps she raised her head a little further and pricked up her ears. If she did, she would doubtless have associated the roar of the P-38’s twin aero-engines with what she longed for most in the world right then – human company, for she was accustomed to the sights, smells and sounds of an airbase such as this. Wonderful companions because they are so affectionate, she was of a kind of dog that hungers for human companionship, and hates being cut off from its two-legged companions.

			Left alone for even a short while, she was of a breed that suffers from separation anxiety. After days marooned in the hot and airless jungle, and with little conception of how she had come to be there, the dog’s disquiet and distress was acute. She longed for a human voice; a human touch; someone to scoop her up in friendly arms and to cherish her once more.

			As the P-38 thundered onwards one thing was for certain: this tiny ball of matted, dirt-encrusted hair could have little inkling how her fate, and that of the reconnaissance squadron with whom Smith flew were inextricably linked, for all of that lay sometime in the future.

			Abandoned in the jungle and lost to her erstwhile human protectors, the future was one of fearful uncertainties.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The angular form of a Willys jeep pulled out from the motor pool at Nadzab Airbase and took to a dirt track that threaded through the jungle. At the wheel sat Edward ‘Ed’ Downey, one of the airbase’s ground crew. With a rugged boxer’s features and a shock of unruly red hair, Downey was forever to be found with a Lucky Strike cigarette glued to his bottom lip.

			Where they’d felled and burned the jungle to expand the airstrip, thick kunai grass crowded in on the track, its spear-like heads rising as high as ten feet and blinding Downey to his surroundings. He was more accustomed to the rolling hills of his native Pennsylvania and its heavy winter snows, than to the thick and stifling jungle and the claustrophobic fields of kunai grass. It made for hellish terrain in which to fight.

			The track snaked this way and that as Downey gunned the jeep through the toughest sections, which had worsened with the rains. There seemed to be no happy medium to the weather here. When the sun was out it was as hot as an oven. When the clouds built it was oppressively humid, like being trapped in a giant sauna. And when the rains came it was as if God Himself had turned on a giant tap over the airbase.

			In places the track was completely flooded and Downey had to slow to a crawl to ease the jeep through chocolate-coloured water as thick as custard. It sloshed about up to the level of his axles. In places it was deep enough to reach to his mudguards, the jeep’s powerful ‘Go Devil’ engine straining to keep the vehicle in motion.

			Such terrain took a heavy toll on the unit’s vehicles, and Downey wasn’t entirely surprised when the one that he was driving coughed and spluttered and came to a sloughing halt. Not for the first time since he had been deployed here, he clambered out of the driver’s seat and went to open the vehicle’s hood, trying to avoid the worst of the mud as he did so.

			He lifted it, latched it, and leaned over the engine, feeling the heat rise from the straight-four. He reached for and jiggled a couple of wires, checking if those serving the vehicle’s battery were still making good contact. Such damp and humid conditions weren’t great for keeping any kind of machinery serviceable, or weapons for that matter.

			As he fiddled with the engine, a P-38 roared across the sky and touched down on the airstrip. One of the squadron’s recce flights, no doubt. Maybe First Lieutenant Smith, making it early back to base. Surrounded by the tall kunai grass, Downey couldn’t see the runway, and his concentration was focused on the engine compartment of the jeep.

			He was just about to give the engine a try when he heard a sound from over his shoulder. It was so utterly unexpected, but he could have sworn that he’d heard a dog whining. The sound transported him back to his native Pennsylvania and his childhood years. To Downey, it was a far from welcome noise and one that sparked distinctly unpleasant memories.

			He didn’t mind admitting that he was a die-hard dog-hater. He couldn’t fathom his fellow soldiers’ affection for the four-legged curs, nor how they were always going on about how they missed the pets they’d left back home. It didn’t make the slightest bit of sense to him. He was about to ignore the sound – surely he’d imagined it? – when he heard it again: a plaintive whimper coming from just behind where he stood.

			Later, when asked, Downey was never able to explain why he went to investigate. But for whatever reason – curiosity, perhaps – he turned and sloshed his way through the mud to the side of the track. He peered, cautiously, into the shadows that seemed to be the source of the noise. There was an abandoned foxhole by the roadside, and Downey had learned to love and loathe those shell-scrapes in equal measure.

			During the rains they were invariably thick with clinging, stinking mud. During the drier periods, they became home to a variety of crawling, stinging, slithering life, much of which was lethal. At the very least vicious red fire ants were bound to have set up camp, and he’d learned to his cost what sharing a foxhole with those critters entailed.

			But the foxholes could also be real lifesavers. When the enemy warplanes attacked, you had two basic choices: remain where you were and dice with death, or dive into a foxhole and take your chances with whatever jungle life had made a home there.

			As he peered into the gloom Downey spied movement. A pair of dark eyes, glinting in the dull light, gazed up at him, imploringly. They seemed disproportionately large for the sodden floor-mop of hair they seemed to inhabit. He heard the noise again – a dog’s pitiful whine. If it hadn’t been for that, Downey would have doubted whether this sad, benighted creature really was a dog at all.

			Even as he stared at the animal, trying to fathom what in God’s name the breed might be, Downey saw it try to clamber out of the pit, its tiny paws scrabbling desperately at the earth. It jumped at him, tiny head bobbing upwards once, twice, three times. Downey couldn’t help but admire the creature’s sheer tenacity and will to survive. Perhaps it was that which spoke to him and prompted him to act as he did.

			Almost against his will he reached out a hand, scooped up the tiny dog, turned back to the jeep and tossed it unceremoniously onto the passenger’s seat. That done, he went back to fiddling with the wires. It was most likely a dodgy connection, maybe to the spark plugs. He tinkered for a while longer, eventually persuading the engine to cough back into life, and with barely a glance at the dog he continued on his way.

			One of the greatest ironies of Downey’s discovery was that he shared a tent with a man who was arguably Nadzab’s greatest dog-lover: Bill Wynne. Wynne and Downey had trained as aerial photographers back in the US, before deploying to theatre together. Downey fancied himself as something of an athlete and a swashbuckling adventurer. He had a wicked sense of humour and was cocky and sharp-tongued. He and the dashingly handsome Wynne were the best of friends.

			Their only differences seemed to be over the hotly disputed topic of dogs. And knowing of Wynne’s all-consuming passion for man’s four-legged friend, Downey was loath to let his buddy set eyes on his newfound discovery. If he did, Downey felt sure that this irritating mop of a hairball would end up moving into the tent that he shared with Wynne.

			He wasn’t about to let that happen.

			Upon returning to camp Downey parked up at the motor pool and yelled across to his friend who worked there, Sergeant Dare. ‘Hey, Dare, I found this in a foxhole.’ He thrust the diminutive animal into the sergeant’s hands, then banged a fist onto the bonnet of his jeep. ‘And this damn thing broke down.’ Another vehicle for Dare to fix. Downey spent a few more minutes explaining how he’d found the animal, before concluding by saying: ‘I don’t know what it is, but I know I don’t want it.’

			With very little ceremony – he was glad to be shot of the shaggy canine enigma – Downey left the animal in Sergeant Dare’s care. He headed for the tent he shared with his friend and dog-lover, Bill Wynne, determined not to breathe a word of his discovery.

			It was a little over two years since the 7 December 1941 surprise Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor had catapulted America into the war. Ever since deploying to this far-flung corner of the globe – to avenge Japanese aggression, and in defence of Australia – those based at Nadzab had grown accustomed to the nightly air raids. Powerful blasts shook the very foundations of the camp. The 26th’s end of the airbase was stocked with any amount of highly combustible and explosive materials – gasoline for the trucks and jeeps, aviation fuel for the P-38 Lightnings, plus photographic film, paper and chemicals. A lucky hit would result in a cataclysmic explosion.

			Their accommodation tents had been given suitably ironic names: ‘GI Manor’ or ‘Target For Tonight’. If any soldier ­managed to sleep through the nightly air-raid sirens and remain in his cot, he’d certainly be wrenched awake by the time the first bombs had fallen. He’d make a mad dash for the comparative safety of the coconut log and earthen-roofed air-raid shelters, as the flash of detonating munitions tore the dark night apart.

			Daylight raids were rarer. Generally, the only aircraft to menace the skies during daytime were the enemy’s ‘Washing Machine Charlies’ – most often a lone Mitsubishi G4M twin-engine bomber, the nearest Japanese equivalent to the P-38 photo recce aircraft (although slower and more vulnerable). Those flights were the enemy’s attempts to do exactly what the 26th were charged to do here – to spy on their adversaries.

			Among the war debris scattered around the airbase, the men had retrieved some prized souvenirs. Foremost were the white cotton flags emblazoned with the symbol of Imperial Japan – a blood-red rising sun. Then there were the aircraft recognition manuals that had been issued to the Japanese troops, illegible with their vertical columns of spidery writing. But the accompanying diagrams of Allied warplanes dropping sticks of bombs over Japanese positions left little to the imagination.

			You never knew what you might find here, abandoned in a Japanese foxhole. But neither Ed Downey nor Sergeant Dare had ever expected this – a mysterious and diminutive dog, with what must once have been a long and luxuriant coat of hair that fell to her ankles, but which now was a mass of dirt-encrusted knots and tangles.

			Left with his new charge, Sergeant Dare wondered what on earth he was to do with such a dog in a place like this. He had his hands full with his duties at the motor pool, and the harsh rigours of jungle warfare hardly made this a fit place for pets. There was a saying popular among Allied troops then serving in the region: ‘Heaven is Java; hell is Burma; but no one returns alive from New Guinea.’ It sure wasn’t an ideal location to try to nurse some life back into a sickly little dog.

			Of course, there was a very real chance that the mystery dog shared its origin with the Rising Sun flags and aircraft recognition manuals the men had found around the base. After all, the Japanese were known to afford dogs similar veneration as Western cultures tend to.

			In Japanese tradition a number of animals were renowned as lucky charms. The Maneki-neko – the beckoning cat – was a symbol of success, prosperity and happiness. The Komainu, known as Foo Dogs in English, were the ubiquitous lion-like statues that flanked the doors of Japanese Shinto and Buddhist shrines. Foo Dogs – as with their living brethren – guarded such places against those who would do them harm, even when their human occupants were absent.

			Traditionally, the size of the Foo Dog was irrelevant: even a miniature one could do the job well. Maybe this tiny bundle of canine mystery had served a similar purpose for the Japanese forces garrisoned at Nadzab? Maybe the good luck that she supposedly brought had finally run out the day the fearsome armada of USAAF C47 Skytrains had released their paratroopers over this jungle-clad valley?

			On the morning of 5 September 1943 a fearsome aerial barrage had saturated the Nadzab area with bombs. Immediately after, US warplanes had strung a thick smokescreen across the valley, into which the C47s had dropped their paratroopers in human waves. The US and Australian airborne troops had routed the Japanese defenders, even as General Douglas MacArthur, supreme Allied commander in the region, had circled overhead in a B-17 Flying Fortress, keeping watch as ‘his kids’ went into action.

			The assault had been declared a ‘signal step on the road to Victory’ by the Allies. Once captured, Nadzab Airbase, which lies on the northeastern coast of what was then called New Guinea – today’s Papua New Guinea – was rapidly expanded, until eventually four all-weather airstrips were in use, making it the most important Allied airbase in the region.

			The loss of Nadzab Airbase, and the neighbouring port of Lae, had constituted a game-changer. No longer would Japanese commanders concentrate on new offensives aimed at overrunning nearby Australia and cutting it off from America – something which they had come so very close to achieving. Instead, they would focus their efforts on holding their positions, and preventing the Allies from approaching any closer to the Japanese homeland. That was to be prevented at all costs.

			The battle for Nadzab was a good seven months old by now, and if the mystery dog retrieved from the foxhole was some kind of Japanese lucky charm, how on earth had she stayed alive in the interim? Any way Sergeant Dare looked at it, the dog’s very existence here just didn’t seem to add up. Regardless, she had been handed into his care and for now at least the Nadzab motor pool would be the diminutive mutt’s home.

			Japanese Foo Dog or not, the immediate priority was ensuring her survival. Though seemingly overjoyed to be back among human companions, the tiny little dog was emaciated and ­terribly weakened. Dare fetched some water and leftover rations. The food at Nadzab was atrocious – real potatoes were an unheard-of treat in the mess, fresh meat a thing of their dreams – and some US Army rations were the best that he could manage.

			Once the dog seemed passably fed and watered Dare figured the tiny animal needed a shave. She looked horribly hot, and her long coat seemed beyond saving. Holding her down, he proceeded to slice off the worst of the matted clumps, until all that remained were short tufts sticking out at odd angles. That done, he fashioned her a collar and lead of sorts, a section of old belt forming the former, and a strip of cord cut from a parachute’s shroud-lines making the latter.

			With the dog shaved, ‘dressed’, and secured to a nearby tyre, Dare settled back to his duties. His newfound canine companion looked somewhat alarmed by the turn of events, and especially at her unceremonious scalping, but at least she seemed visibly less distraught than when Downey had first dumped her in the motor pool. No doubt the mystery surrounding her surprise discovery would be answered in time.

			Dare had his work cut out right now with tending to the 26th’s vehicles. The entire squadron was slated to move north to Hollandia – present day Jayapura – the capital city of the northern half of New Guinea Island and the next objective of Operation Cartwheel. No one was kidding themselves that wresting Hollandia from Japanese hands was going to be easy, especially with the calibre of enemy forces that were based there.

			Just months earlier Roosevelt, Churchill and China’s leader, Generalissimo Chiang Kai Shek, had met to determine the aims and future conduct of the war in the Far East. The resulting Cairo Declaration had pulled no punches. The Allied leaders had pledged to continue military operations until Japan’s unconditional surrender was secured. Japan would ‘be stripped of all the islands in the Pacific . . . all territories Japan has stolen from the Chinese,’ and any other gains it had made.

			The priority for the Allies was to cut off Japan from its chief source of oil supplies, which entailed driving ever northwards to take the Philippines. The archipelago of islands making up the Philippines lay between Imperial Japan and the oil fields to the east. If MacArthur could seize back that territory, he could block all oil supplies from reaching Japan. Deprived of fuel, the nation’s warships, tanks and warplanes would grind to a halt, and the Allies would be free to march upon Tokyo.

			Of course, Japanese commanders had realized the threat this posed, especially after an airborne attack of breathtaking audacity had demonstrated Japan’s vulnerability. In what had become known as the Doolittle Raid, in April 1942 Lieutenant-Colonel James Doolittle had led a flight of sixteen B-25B Mitchell bombers, which had taken off from the carrier USS Hornet, deep in the western Pacific Ocean.

			They’d reached Japan largely undetected and released their payloads over a selection of military targets spread across six major cities, including Tokyo itself. Intended as retaliation for Pearl Harbor, and as a dramatic stunt for the Allies to boost spirits at home, the raids proved wildly successful. Fifteen of the bombers flew on to China, where they were scheduled to land, and most of the aircrew returned to the USA in triumph.

			While doing little lasting damage, the raid convinced the Japanese that their homeland was threatened and vulnerable. Land, naval and aerial reinforcements were rushed to the southwest Pacific region. Provoked into action, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto had steamed with a powerful armada to attack the US-held airbase on Midway Island, in the Central Pacific. Yamamoto planned to seize Midway and extend the reach of Japanese air power into US territory. Instead, his forces had suffered a major defeat, losing four aircraft carriers – Akagi, Kaga, Soryu and Hiryu.

			The Battle of Midway represented a serious blow to the Japanese, but the losses were covered up and the Japanese high command announced Midway as a stunning victory. Yet Yamamoto knew as well as anyone the import of such a major setback, and especially in light of the subsequent airborne and amphibious assaults typified by Operation Cartwheel. The Allied advances would have to be halted on the island of New Guinea, which meant that the stakes could not have been higher.

			The man charged by Imperial Japan to hold the line among the rugged jungles of New Guinea was General Hatazo Adachi, a figure whose reputation went before him. Adachi came from humble roots. Born to an impoverished Samurai family, he’d worked his way into the ranks of the Japanese military the hard way. When Japan had invaded China, in July 1937, Adachi – then a colonel – had led from the front, spearheading the fierce and brutal fighting around the Chinese port city of Shanghai.

			Injured in a mortar barrage, he became known as a soldier’s soldier, sharing front-line combat and the miserable conditions suffered by his troops. After being promoted to major general he played a leading role in the hellish policies pursued by the Japanese Army in northern China – the ‘Three Alls’: ‘kill all, burn all, loot all’. Adachi oversaw a scorched-earth policy known as the Sanko Sakusen – the annihilation campaign – which had been signed off by Japanese Emperor Hirohito himself.

			The Sanko Sakusen had involved the razing of Chinese villages, the targeting of ‘enemies pretending to be local people’, and of ‘all males between the ages of fifteen and sixty’. Infused with the same sense of racial and military superiority that enabled Japanese soldiers to treat Allied POWs so mercilessly, the Sanko Sakusen policy had claimed more than 2.7 million Chinese lives.

			More recently Adachi had cause to taste the Allies’ mettle. Upon deploying from China to New Guinea, he’d been caught by US warplanes in the Battle of the Bismarck Sea. He’d seen Japanese ships sunk by Allied aircraft and witnessed thousands of Japanese servicemen losing their lives. Adachi knew what he was up against in New Guinea: he was determined to give no quarter and to fight to the last man.

			Despite the savagery that he had orchestrated in China, there was another, more measured, cultured side to Adachi. He was a skilful composer of poetry, excelling at Japanese traditional short verse – tanka. Unusually for a Japanese officer of the day, he was exceptionally close to his men. He was accustomed to drinking quantities of sake – rice wine – with the rank and file, and encouraging them to speak freely about their concerns.

			In short, Adachi was a formidable adversary. He considered it an enormous honour to have been given command over New Guinea, especially ‘at a time when the issue of the day was to be settled’. He relished the challenge of being posted to the ‘point of strategic importance in order to ensure that the tide of the war moved in our [Japan’s] favour’.

			Hollandia – the next clutch of Japanese positions on General MacArthur’s shopping list – was to be the acid test. There, General Adachi was determined to make the Allied saying ‘Heaven is Java; hell is Burma; but no one returns alive from New Guinea’ into a grim and bloody reality.

			If the mystery hound now tethered at the Nadzab motor pool was indeed a Foo Dog, the men of the 26th would need all the good luck and protection that she might bring.

			Shortly, they would be sailing for Hollandia and whatever hell awaited there.
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