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         ‘The Australians who served here in Papua New Guinea fought and died, not for defence of the old world, but the new world.
               Their world.

         They died in defence of Australia and the civilisation and values which had grown up there. That is why it might be said that,
               for Australians, the battles in Papua New Guinea were the most important ever fought.’

         Former Prime Minister Paul Keating, Bomana War 
Cemetery, Port Moresby, Anzac Day, 1992
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      To my late parents, Lieutenant Peter McCloy FitzSimons and Lieutenant Beatrice Helen Booth, both of whom proudly served with
            the AIF in New Guinea: my mother at Lae, helping to put back together some of the men who were wounded in the Kokoda campaign,
            and my father at Finschafen and Dumpu in the actions which followed it, after he had previously served in the Middle East
            and North Africa.

      
      And to all the warriors of the Kokoda Track and Milne Bay— including my father’s late twin brother, James Marsden FitzSimons,
            who fought in the final stages of the Kokoda campaign in the clean-up at Buna with the 2/6th Field Regiment.

      
      Finally, I dedicate this book to the brave war correspondents and cinematographers of both sides who first documented this
            extraordinary saga, thus ensuring that the story can be told to the generations to come. I cite particularly the greats: Osmar
            White, Chester Wilmot and Damien Parer from Australia, and Japan’s Seizo Okada, who was with his forces throughout their campaign.

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      It was on a bitterly hot and humid morning on the outskirts of Port Moresby in the early days of September 1942. As sweat
         trickled down his exhausted, shaking arms—and occasionally to the very fingertips he was pecking at his typewriter with, the
         great ABC Correspondent Chester Wilmot tried to give some sense to just what it was that he had so recently seen…
      

      
      He wrote:

      
      
         One day late in August we stood on a spur of the Owen Stanleys and looked down the deep valley which leads to Kokoda, five
            thousand feet below. All we could see was a blanket of dark green treetops broken only here and there by the white waters
            of the turbulent creek at the bottom. The valley was almost as deep as it was wide and its sides swept up from the creekbed
            steeply and in some places precipitously. Somewhere under those treetops wound the track which leads from Kokoda up the valley
            and over the range to Port Moresby. And two miles away somewhere under those treetops in the dark damp forest Australian and
            Japanese troops were fighting desperately for the possession of this track. It didn’t look much to fight for. It was just a series of muddy
            footholds in the mountain side… so slippery that you had to sling your rifle and leave your hands free to grab the nearest
            vine or branch as your feet slid from under you… so steep that in some places you could scale the mountain face only by using
            both hands and both feet… so muddy that at times you sloshed through a quagmire more than ankle deep and felt the cloying
            mud suck your feet back at every step. That was the track they were fighting for down there…
         

      

      
      Looking at what he had written, it was all Wilmot could do not to weep. Given his recent experience, he couldn’t even be sure
         that this report would make it onto the airwaves before it was quietly killed in the night by the authorities, but it changed
         nothing of the question that kept gnawing at him… All that valour, all that courage, all those lives… lost. How, how had it come to this? How was it that such a small number of Australian men without much of a military background
         had been thrown up against a vastly superior, superbly trained Japanese force… when the fate of Australia might very well
         be hanging in the balance?
      

      
   
      
      PREFACE

      
      In the spring of 2001, I was taken to lunch by Matthew Kelly of Hodder Headline. He came to the point fairly quickly. On the
         strength of the success of the book I’d written on the war heroine Nancy Wake, aka ‘the White Mouse’, he would like me to
         write a book on the Kokoda Track.
      

      
      My answer was succinct: ‘No.’

      
      Even though my Uncle Jim had fought on the Kokoda Track and both my mother and father had served in New Guinea in WWII, like
         most Australians I only had a foggy idea what the fighting along the Kokoda Track had been all about. Sure, I knew our blokes
         had gone up against the Japanese—and I gathered that they had done pretty well—but that was close to all I knew. Only a short
         time later, though, I was having lunch with my friend Daniel Petre and mentioned the Kokoda offer to him.
      

      
      Daniel fired up in a manner I have rarely seen. Usually a very calm, considered kind of bloke, he was insistent. I had to do this book. Did I have any idea how extraordinary the story was, what had been achieved there? No? Well let me tell you…
      

      
      In another conversation shortly afterwards with my former biographical subject Kim Beazley—a military aficionado to beat them
         all who, among other things, had been this country’s longtime defence minister—he said that in his view the fighting on the
         Kokoda Track was some of the toughest in the course of all human conflict. Kim began to add some fascinating details, reeled
         off the names of five books I should read to get a grasp of it, and promptly sent me two of them.
      

      
      And things moved from there. Once bitten by the same Kokoda bug that had got to Matthew, Daniel and Kim, I soon embarked and
         have been on the case ever since. In November of 2002, I was with Daniel and sixteen mates on the Kokoda Track itself, pushing
         hard from Ower’s Corner to Kokoda in a little under six days and surviving, just, the hardest physical ordeal of my life.
         My respect for what had been achieved there by the soldiers of the 39th Battalion, the 2/14th, 2/16th and others, now knew
         no bounds, and though with every tortuous step up the towering Maguli Ranges I swore I would never set foot there again, I
         know I’ll go back, perhaps at the point when my now young children are strong enough to accompany me, and I am not too weak
         to accompany them.
      

      
      One final thing. On the subject of the Kokoda campaign, there is a continuing discussion about whether it is the Kokoda Track or the Kokoda Trail, with many passionate adherents on both sides. It has been explored so often I won’t go into it again here, if only to say
         I have plumped for ‘Track’ on the simple grounds that every Digger I spoke to referred to it as that, and if it was good enough
         for them…
      

      
   
      
      
      ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

      
      In many ways much of the ground I cover in this book has already been well covered, not only by the Diggers themselves, but
         by a variety of eminent historians and writers, and this book owes their exacting work a great debt. I am not an historian,
         and this is not a history book, but it has been their work which has either delivered the pearls I was looking for, or pointed
         me in the direction where I might find them.
      

      
      For this book I was heavily dependent on the splendid researching skills of Glenda Lynch who was able to work the wonderful
         resources of the Australian War Memorial and National Library for me. (And if you haven’t seen the superb Kokoda section of
         the War Memorial, you should.) To her, my enormous gratitude, most particularly for finding the songs sung by the Japanese
         troops on the Kokoda Track and the diary entries of the 144th Regiment’s 2nd Lieutenant Noda Hidetaka. I read it and wept.
      

      
      In essence, what I have tried to do in this book is to take these established points of historical fact and then join the
         dots, before taking out my colouring pencils, fleshing this into a story that hopefully reads at least a little like a novel. An example is my prologue about what the correspondent was feeling when he
         wrote his report on the fighting he had seen. Of course I cannot know for sure whether it is an accurate account of his emotions,
         but after two years of research, that is my best reckoning.
      

      
      In his introduction to Raymond Paull’s 1958 book, Retreat From Kokoda, Lieutenant General Sir Sydney Rowell, K.B.E., C.B., C.B.E., wrote: ‘There is surely sufficient drama in this without clouding
         the issue by a discussion of the personalities of commanders, however intriguing this might be to lovers of sensation.’
      

      
      For what it’s worth, I have taken the directly contrary view, trying as much as possible to fill out the personalities of
         some of the key and minor players to help make the story—and them—live again. Certainly, in an effort to achieve this to my
         own satisfaction, I have had to occasionally take out my poetic licence and, for example, postulate what the final thoughts
         of a man who has just been shot might have been. But as much as possible I have stayed with what is on the historical record,
         right down to what the Diggers nicknamed their detested cans of herring—‘goldfish’.
      

      
      In the endnotes and bibliography, I hope I have fully acknowledged all the writers and historians whose work I have drawn
         upon, but it is appropriate that I also ‘dips my lid’ here.
      

      
      In the course of researching this book I became so enamoured with the work of Osmar White, Chester Wilmot and Damien Parer—who
         recorded the actions of the Kokoda campaign for newspapers, radio and film respectively—that I decided to make them characters
         in the book. With these three outstanding journalists there was very little need for me to use any poetic licence, for they
         recorded their feelings for posterity at the time, and how. I might say in passing that spending many a late night going through
         transcripts of Chester Wilmot’s reports for ABC radio, particularly, was a delight. Osmar White’s book Green Armour is equally a gem, and though getting into Damien Parer’s head was not as easy, the work of his principal biographer Neil
         McDonald, who wrote War Cameraman, went a long way towards bridging the gap. I also appreciated Neil’s warm support of this project and his valuable advice. It was also he who first played me recordings of Wilmot’s ABC reports, which was a great thrill.
      

      
      To my eyes, all of us who have written about Kokoda since the time of White, Wilmot and Parer—and there will be many more
         to come after me—are building on foundation stones laid by three historians in particular.
      

      
      Official historian Dudley McCarthy’s book Australia in the War of 1939–45: South West Pacific Area First Year, Kokoda to Wau, which came out in 1959, sets out in clear language all the key movements of the major battles and is a first-class bit of
         work. W. B. Russell’s official History of the Second Fourteenth Battalion was also invaluable. The other man was Raymond Paull, who accomplished a similar feat with his book Retreat from Kokoda, published in 1958, with even more detail, albeit within narrower parameters.
      

      
      Among contemporary writers about Kokoda, there is none finer than Peter Brune, who has written A Bastard of a Place, Those Ragged Bloody Heroes and the biography of Ralph Honner, We Band of Brothers. Time and again, in the course of writing this book, I turned to Brune when trying to understand what happened in specific
         actions. Let me also place on the record how much I appreciated the fact that when I had completed the manuscript, both Peter
         Brune and Neil McDonald were kind enough to carefully go through it, spotting errors and giving valuable advice on how to
         improve it. (That said, whatever brute mistakes remain in the text are my responsibility alone.) The book is far better for
         their generous input, and I am deep in their debt.
      

      
      Another contemporary writer whose work I found valuable was Lex McAulay, who wrote Blood and Iron: The Battle For Kokoda 1942. My knowledge of Arnold Potts and his actions in the war were filled out by Bill Edgar’s Warrior of Kokoda: A Biography of Brigadier Arnold Potts.

      
      Much of the information concerning General Douglas MacArthur in this book came from two key biographies. First, and most important,
         is William Manchester’s classic, American Caesar: Douglas MacArthur, and I also drew upon Old Soldiers Never Die: the Life and Legend of Douglas MacArthur, by Geoffrey Perret. On the subject of both General MacArthur and Major General Sir Thomas Blamey, I found Jack Gallaway’s
         book The Odd Couple: Blamey and MacArthur at War—which focuses on both commanding officers—useful for information and influential in the way I approached looking at their
         relationship. On the subject of Sir Thomas Blamey specifically, I constantly referred to Professor David Horner’s book, Blamey: The Commander-in-Chief, and I also warmly thank Professor Horner here for his time and advice in helping me to pin down the specific details of
         Blamey in which I was interested.
      

      
      David Day’s work on Australia’s primary wartime prime minister, John Curtin: A Life, was revelatory from first to last, as was his book The Politics of War, which helped me to put the Kokoda campaign in its political context.
      

      
      The great Stan Bisset, the oldest living Wallaby, has been a wonderful help to me throughout the course of writing this book,
         and I have treasured the time I have been able to spend with him and his wife Gloria, for which I warmly thank them now.
      

      
      After Damien Parer’s Oscar-winning film Kokoda Front Line, which documented the Kokoda campaign at the time, there have been two outstanding documentaries, both of which I devoured.
         The first came in 1992 and was called The Bloody Track, produced by George Friend and presented by Patrick Lindsay, both of whom have been helpful. The second was a Four Corners’
         documentary which came out in 1995, called The Men Who Saved Australia, produced by Jacquelyn Hole and presented by Chris Masters. Chris, who I am proud to call a friend, was a great source and
         sounding board on this project, and I also thank him. As a matter of fact something that greatly struck me in the course of
         writing this book was just how helpful other ‘Kokoda people’ have been, sending me information, ideas and advice and doing
         everything they could. In this field I particularly cite Bill James who sent me some wonderful material on Tom Grahamslaw
         that I had not previously spied.
      

      
      Beyond information, I cite a particular influence in the way this book was shaped. Well into the writing of the book, my friend
         Bill James sent me a paper published by Professor Emeritus Hank Nelson, of the Australian National University, where the professor
         cogently argued that the story of the Kokoda campaign was strong enough in truth, that it didn’t need some of the trappings
         of mythology that have been attached to it over the years. I contacted the professor and he graciously advised me thereafter,
         sending me some of the academic papers you will see referred to in the bibliography. If anyone was helpful in my getting the
         Japanese side of the story, and in pinning down the true conditions that the native porters worked under, it was Professor
         Nelson, and I cannot thank him enough for it.
      

      
      Many other people helped me in specific areas of the book. I thank Trevor Robertson for his expert advice on submarine warfare
         during World War II and Richard Seeto for his help with the fascinating language of Pidgin. My former editor at the Sydney Morning Herald, Max Prisk, proved to be a collector of many WWII Battalion magazines, books and the like, and he very kindly lent many of
         them to me, pointing out exactly where the best information could be found. Equally, Charlie Lynn, of the New South Wales
         Upper House—a Kokoda devotee to beat them all—was a wonderful source of information and of material for me to go through.
         My friend Michael Cooper, with whom I walked the track, proved to be an aficionado of matters medical on the track, and sent
         me everything he had.
      

      
      Both the 2/14th Battalion Association and the 39th Battalion Association were wonderfully welcoming when I attended their
         reunions, and I warmly thank all the Diggers I talked to, both at those reunions and in subsequent interviews. From the 39th,
         Joe Dawson of Forster was a wonderful find. He was with the battalion from its first days at Darley; he travelled on the Aquitania to Fairfax Harbour in January of ’42 and was unloading the Macdhui when Japanese bombers got it in their sights in June ’42. He was with the 39th when they took their first steps up the track
         three weeks later; was there when Sam Templeton met his fate at Oivi, and was just ten yards away when Captain Owen stood
         too tall at Kokoda. Throughout all of the Battle of Isurava Joe was in the thick of it; he was standing in the front rank when Ralph Honner made
         his speech at Menari, and he was still with the 39th when they stormed Gona in December of 1942.
      

      
      I thank Joe for the time he accorded me to interview him and affirm how much I enjoyed it all. I particularly thank Joe’s
         wider family who were so wonderfully accommodating to me, none more so than his wife, Elaine. Joe’s two daughters, Leigh Vaughan
         and Toni Hoekstra, together with Joe’s granddaughter Caitlin Vaughan had already done a lot of painstaking and professional
         work getting Joe’s experiences recorded and written down, and I was very lucky that the family was happy to share that with
         me and allow me to draw from it.
      

      
      It was also very kind of Ralph Honner’s family to allow me to see some of his remaining papers and I record my appreciation
         to them here.
      

      
      This is my fifteenth book, and by this time I have been blessed to have a very good team of people helping me put it together.
         My thanks as always to my principal researcher, Kevin Brumpton; my transcriber of interviews, Margaret Coleman; and my help
         in all things to do with the form and texture of the book, my indefatigable and treasured colleague at the Sydney Morning Herald, Harriet Veitch, who put many weekend and evening hours into the project. I record my appreciation and professional respect
         to the people at Hodder Headline—most particularly Matthew Kelly and Deonie Fiford, who was a Trojan when I most needed her—and
         my editor for this book, Belinda Lee. She and I have now worked together on four books, and she consistently manages to strengthen
         my stuff.
      

      
      In all my books I have called on the professional editing skills of my wife, Lisa, and this book is no exception. Her input
         was as invaluable as ever, and the book is all the better for her many suggestions.
      

      
      Peter FitzSimons

      
      May 2004
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      Parallel Ridges: Isurava and Abuari

      
   
      
      
         It was an infantryman’s Calvary, where the pain of effort, the biting sweat, the hunger, the cheerless, shivering nights were
               made dim by exhaustion’s merciful drug… Surely no war was ever fought under worse conditions than these. Surely no war has
               ever demanded more of a man in fortitude. Even Gallipoli or Crete or the desert.

         Osmar White, Green Armour

      

      
   
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      IN THE 
BEGINNING

      
      
         The ancient Japanese culture, once built of wood, bamboo, paper, straw and silk, is today a civilisation built of iron and
               steel, of factories and machines. Yet even today Japan’s strength rests more on its ancient culture than on the civilisation
               of the 20th Century

         From The Secret of Japanese Strength1

         Not only to develop the resources of the Territory, but also to preserve the Papuans and to raise them eventually to the highest
               civilization of which they are capable. Not to make the brown man white—but to make him a better brown man than he was before.

         The stated goal of Sir Hubert Murray, Australia’s Administrator of

         Papua New Guinea from 1908 to 19402

      

      
      The mid-1920s… There is a special kind of drone teachers assume when they are giving a lesson about something they don’t particularly
         care about, and know that their students care for even less. So it was on this hot afternoon at Warrandyte High School in
         the old mining town some twenty miles northeast of Melbourne, as ol’ Mr Hallett was pointing out to his students just one
         more bit of the map of the world that was coloured in red because it was another part of the British Empire, on which the sun never set.
      

      
      ‘And here, boys and girls,’ he was saying, ‘are the territories of New Guinea and Papua, which as you can see, are squarely
         in the tropics. The “Papua” part in the territories of New Guinea and Papua came from Jorge de Meneses, a Portuguese seafarer
         who arrived in 1526 and is thought to have been the first European to discover it. He gave the land the name “Papua” after
         the Malay word which means “fuzzy-haired man”. It wasn’t until 1884 that the Germans and British established colonies on the
         northeast and southeast sections respectively of the island. In 1906, Australia took over control of the British colony and
         in 1914, when the Great War started, it also occupied the German areas. In 1920 the League of Nations formally decreed that
         it should be a territory of Australia. There are no fewer than eight hundred tribes in the territories of New Guinea and Papua,
         and one-third of the world’s languages are spoken there. All in an area of no more than 500 000 square miles. Its average
         rainfall, in some places, incredibly, rises to as high as 150 inches!’
      

      
      Stan Bisset, all of twelve years old, listened and paid attention as best he could, because he was generally a conscientious
         kind of student, but it tested even him. New Guinea was a place that sort of brooded at the top of the map of Australia, but
         it wasn’t somewhere that quickened his interest the way, say, London, or New York or Paris did. New Guinea was just a bit
         of a blob that might be geographically close to Australia, but that was about it.
      

      
      Anyway, already Stan’s thoughts were turning to that afternoon after school when he would get back to the family farm by the
         Yarra River and, with his beloved older brother Butch, go fishing, or play cricket or football. Or maybe they’d go after rabbits,
         using their uncle’s shotgun, or have a competition to see which of them could shoot out the flame of a candle at a distance
         of 25 yards. One of their favourite games was to take it in turns to pretend being Ned Kelly, setting up ambushes in the nearby
         forest. But they’d be hard put to match the most fun they ever had, which was when, with a couple of boys from the Howden family, they’d wagged school and used some old gelignite and fuse wire they’d found
         in one of the abandoned mines to blow it up… but anyway. Whatever they did, that night after dinner Stan and Butch would likely
         sing everything from chorus-line songs to favourite hymns in front of the fire with their two older brothers, younger sister
         and parents.
      

      
      On Sundays the whole family would walk together to the local church—where his mother was the pianist and his father the leading
         tenor in the choir—to worship before returning for the boys’ favourite Sunday roast with all the trimmings that their mother
         and sister cooked up for them.
      

      
      Life was simple and good for the young Stan, rather in the image of Australia itself. He and Butch were young blokes just
         about to get into their stride, growing up in a young nation just about to get into its stride…
      

      
      Every now and then when Stan and Butch were taken into Melbourne by their parents, they passed by the Melbourne suburb of
         Malvern’s small hospital—and it was in this establishment that, a decade-and-a-half earlier, one Damien Parer had been born.3 He was the tenth child of the fiercely Roman Catholic couple John and Teresa Parer, of King Island in Bass Strait. After
         her confinement, Teresa returned with her tiny and precious bundle to the island where her husband ran the only hotel, and
         life for Damien began. It was not an easy existence. While the family life was warm, and the immersion into heavy Catholicism
         lifted and nourished Damien’s spirit rather than weighed him down, the fact was that his father was a compulsive gambler.
         This was another way of saying he was frequently absent from home and lost a lot of money that the family could ill-afford.
         Damien was by nature a notably happy, confident and up-beat sort of fellow, but as money dwindled and his mother wept, as
         his father tried one ‘fail-safe’ gambling scheme after another to restore the family fortunes, which did in fact fail anyway,
         there were many things which tried his natural spirit. Always, Damien’s devotion to Catholicism and the strength he drew from
         praying saw him through and, somehow, the combination of it all bred enormous courage in him, together with an ability to withstand great hardship.
      

      
      There was just something about Footscray football team that thrilled young Joe Dawson to the core. Most weekends when ‘the
         Bulldogs’ played ‘at home’, young Joe would scrape together the sixpence necessary to get into the Western Oval to watch them
         take on the likes of Carlton, Collingwood, St Kilda or South Melbourne. He knew in his tribal bones that none of those other
         teams were as good as Footscray, had the soul of Footscray, the spirit of Footscray. The mere sight of their famous red, white and blue colours made young Joe shiver with pleasure every time he
         saw them run onto the field. There could be no finer thing than one day, maybe, to wear their jersey. Who better to represent?
      

      
      Sometimes the crowd would roar ‘Up There Cazaly!’ if anyone leaped particularly high to take a mark—a catch-cry that had taken
         off several years before, when St Kilda’s Roy Cazaly would leap fair to the heavens, a cry which had such a nice feel about
         it that it had not dissipated since his retirement.
      

      
      Joe called out his support, maybe a little shyly at first, but then with greater gusto as the game went on. He was a quiet
         kid, but spirited in his own way. With his father’s menswear store on Nicholson Street going pretty well, the family of seven
         lacked for not too much. Joe was a fairly bright student at school, and the future seemed pretty fair, even if he wasn’t quite
         sure what he was going to do.
      

      
      Over in the Japanese city of Kochi on the spectacularly beautiful island of Shikoku, the young lads growing up didn’t wonder
         what they’d do, they pretty much knew. They knew that at least for a certain part of their lives they would be going into
         the military. And they were already getting a headstart in preparing for it. In their schools the basic military skills of
         marching, firing rifles and hand-to-hand combat were taught as a matter of course, just as they were taught what they were
         learning to fight for. Every school day began with a collective prayer to the Emperor, the national anthem and a ceremonial raising of the Japanese flag. Directly and innately, these lads were made to understand that Japan
         had a destiny to be militarily strong and to use that strength for the greater glory of the nation. Their duty was to be worthy of helping fulfil that goal.
      

      
      Japan, which only seventy-odd years before had emerged from near total isolation from the West, was indeed at a notable point
         in its history, poised between two worlds, each struggling for supremacy. While Europe had been torn apart by the Great War,
         Japan had remained essentially uninvolved, apart from the odd task for the Allies—like escorting Australian troopships on
         their way to Gallipoli across the Indian Ocean in early 1915. One result was that Japan’s economy had received an enormous
         surge as its manufacturing industries provided the things that Europe no longer could.
      

      
      The tension in the times though was twofold. For despite its growth, Japan remained dependent on importing natural resources
         such as rubber, iron ore and, most notably, oil. And the more the economy grew and the population expanded, the more this
         need grew, including the most urgent requirement for food. This caused a great struggle between those in Japan who advocated—in
         the grandest of samurai traditions—ruthlessly using their superior military force to invade and subjugate resource-rich neighbouring
         countries like China, and the more moderate, modern forces, who maintained that normal forms of simple trade would give Japan
         the resources it needed. The cause of the moderates was weakened when many countries of the West imposed heavy tariffs on
         manufactured Japanese goods, limiting Japan’s capacity to pay for the raw materials. And the moderate cause was further weakened
         with the gruelling effects of the Great Depression when the Japanese people ceased to trust normal market operations to secure
         the country’s future prosperity.
      

      
      This battle in the highest realms of Japanese Government between the moderates and the militarists—all of it under the sometime
         nervous gaze of the Emperor himself—would dominate Japanese political life for two decades.
      

      
      There is no doubt that the militarists had the structural advantage in the struggle. First, the need for resources grew more
         urgent with every year, underlining the need for drastic measures. And secondly, it was always going to be easy to assert
         military control over a people with strong militaristic traditions, a people who had been ruled for centuries by shoguns (the
         Emperor’s top military commanders) and samurai warriors. There was practically a cultural imperative for the Japanese population
         at this time to automatically obey high military authority, no matter in which direction it steered them.
      

      
      It was in such circumstances that, effectively, the military remained almost a force unto itself, answerable neither to the
         Diet (parliament) or the government.4 A particularity of the Japanese Constitution since 1900, strengthened by subsequent amendments, was that the government minister
         controlling the navy and the army had to be a serving officer, thus effectively eliminating traditional civilian control of
         the military. In fact, given that the resignation of the Minister for the Navy or Army could bring down a government— and
         frequently did so—they clearly had exceptional power. But what the military could not do was bring down the Emperor because,
         as affirmed by this same constitution, he was a divine power—a direct descendant of Amaterasu, known to Westerners as the Sun Goddess, the almighty being who created Japan.
      

      
      On all but one of the above, the passage of time changed both the subjects and the circumstances in which they could be found.

      
      By the early 1930s, Stan Bisset had blossomed into a scholarship winner at the Melbourne Conservatorium of Music on the strength
         of his extraordinary bass-baritone singing voice, and was also turning into a very fine cricket and rugby player on the strength
         of his great athletic gifts. Butch Bisset, meanwhile, after heading off to Western Australia with one of his older brothers
         to work on their uncle’s sheep station—before also having a stint cutting sleepers for the railway line they were building over that way—had returned as a very tough man with the capacity to ride horses, shoot and
         swim all day long, and carry on into the night when he was in town. Butch soon joined Stan in Melbourne’s famous Powerhouse
         Club, where he played rugby in the front row—right at the ‘coalface’ of the action—with Stan pushing directly behind him in
         the second row.
      

      
      At this time, too, another young Australian was finding his feet. His early ambition to become a Catholic priest had given
         way at his Bathurst boarding school to a passion for photography. Now, as an apprentice to a noted Collins Street photographer
         in Melbourne, Damien Parer began experimenting with moving pictures. As a matter of fact, by this time he had already shot
         his first tiny ‘film’, a ten-minute roughly put together sequence of shots of his and brother Adrian’s Catholic hiking club
         going on a long trek through the forest. Sure, it was rough, but somehow it had something. Somehow Damien just had it, could splice together the right footage taken from the right angles, with just the right perspective, and was able to not
         only evoke time and place, but give a real impression of just what it was like. He was even then working his way towards what
         would become practically his first commandment of documentary making: ‘We shall find most of our gold in the hidden detail
         of expression of our men by watching carefully, noting expression and gestures and shooting circumspectly at the dead right
         moment.’
      

      
      At another ‘coalface’ of action—St John’s Catholic Church debutante ball—young Joe Dawson was making an impression on young
         Elaine Colbran. And she on him…
      

      
      Although he’d known Elaine since they were at primary school together Joe had never thought about her in a particularly romantic
         way, but there was no denying that the red-haired Elaine had turned into a singularly pretty young woman. And she was kind.
         And she was fun.
      

      
      As to the young men of Shikoku, they too had changed. For in the image of the country around them, they had grown, developed
         new muscles and were increasingly eager to test them out. The fact that Japan had grown both in industrial and military might
         year by year now meant that all able-bodied young boys went into the universal service of the Imperial Japanese Army and underwent
         intense training. As soldiers in Japan, they were thus heirs to the tradition of the samurais, the uniquely Japanese warrior
         class which for so many centuries had been regarded as embodying the nation’s highest virtues.
      

      
      While the samurais of old, however, had lived a life with a rigid code of ritualised behaviour and highly refined sense of
         honour and ethics known as Bushido, what was left to these young men in the 1930s was not quite that…
      

      
      They were proceeding through far and away the most brutal army training system in the world, where beatings from non-commissioned
         officers were part of the daily fare, and not simply for individual transgressions. It was enough that a member of your platoon
         had committed even a minor infraction that the whole corps was beaten by superiors, some to the point of unconsciousness.
         The focus was always discipline, absolute discipline, the need to obey orders instantly without question, whatsoever those
         orders might be. Individual initiative was not only left unrewarded, it was severely punished both physically and by public
         humiliation in front of your peers.
      

      
      One aspect of the samurai tradition that survived intact was that the recruits were taught that they must be willing to give
         their lives in the service of the Emperor. Each morning, at the first lustre of the pre-dawn, each recruit rose, bowed respectfully
         in the direction of Tokyo’s Imperial Palace, and repeated the famous declaration of the Emperor Meiji: ‘Duty is weightier
         than a mountain, while death is lighter than a feather.’ This did not mean that those soldiers were to throw their lives away, merely that the principal weapon they possessed as a body of fighting
         men was that death must hold no fear for them.
      

      
      While they had been taught this idea from infancy, it was now beaten in: death on the battlefield was a beginning, not an
         end. Death on the battlefield transformed one into a type of god, a ‘Kami’, who remained among the living with the ability to nurture and protect loved ones from that spirit world. And for that
         transformation, one would be honoured by all, revered forever by ensuing generations for their sacrifice for the good of the
         nation and the Emperor.
      

      
      It was nothing if not intense, and it created an extremely tightly bound military machine of formidable capacity. The bonds
         between these Japanese soldiers were all the greater because many had known each other from early childhood onwards. This,
         too, was a part of the carefully constructed Japanese military system, the reckoning being that because soldiers’ families
         were known to each other, no soldier would visit disgrace and dishonour on his loved ones by deserting during a battle.
      

      
      All, all had changed, except Papua New Guinea.
      

      
      The island still just sat there—immovable, a dark green, impenetrable silhouette, perched above the Australian continent exactly
         as it always had been. If, at any time in its past, an open calendar had been tacked to a tree in the New Guinea highlands,
         it would not have fluttered over page after page as the years rushed by, the way it often did in the new genre of ‘movies’ which by the
         1930s were taking a faraway place called ‘Hollywood’ by storm. For although time did pass in New Guinea it didn’t actually change anything substantial from one wet season to the next…
      

      
      Various powers and forces, from Germany, to Great Britain, to Christian missionaries to the twentieth century had done their
         level best to gain a foothold on the island—and just managed to do so— but never succeeded in doing anything more than that.
         Always, it was a place where so much energy was expended just holding on to the one foothold, that trying to find a spot to
         put down the next foot was all but out of the question.
      

      
      Even for such a timeless place as New Guinea, though, a force was building that would cause an event so cataclysmic that nothing,
         absolutely nothing, would be left unchanged by it…
      

      [image: image]

      
      On 26 February 1936, extreme militarists in Japan, in the form of a group of ambitious army officers, shot two of Emperor
         Hirohito’s key advisers, before other militarists of the same bent, seized key Tokyo installations, including the Japanese
         Foreign Office. They then handed out leaflets which were a veritable call to arms for Japan’s citizens to rise up with them
         and recognise that the essence of Japan was rooted ‘in the fact that the nation is destined to expand’, and that those who
         did not embrace that concept were guilty of ‘treason’. Though that attempted coup failed, the notion that expansion by military
         means was Japan’s destiny did not.
      

      
      In July of the following year the Imperial Japanese Army, which four years earlier had occupied the resource-rich Manchuria
         in neighbouring China, went after the rest of the country, including Peking. Still, Chinese resistance continued to be strong,
         nowhere more so than in the city of Nanking, the capital of the Nationalist Chinese. When finally the Chinese soldiers defending
         Nanking surrendered, the Japanese soldiers showed no mercy. Many thousands of the Chinese were put up against the wall and
         cut down by machine-gun fire, while hundreds were used for bloody bayonet practice and unceremoniously thrown into the Yangtze
         River. Still, the Japanese were not done. For weeks afterwards the victorious soldiers looted the city, destroying more than
         a third of its buildings, while murdering many of the city residents and raping, almost as a military policy, some twenty
         thousand women. Dreadful stories emerged of Japanese soldiers forcing fathers at gunpoint to rape their own daughters, and
         sons to rape their mothers. Many civilians weren’t simply shot, but were disembowelled and decapitated by soldiers who seemed
         insane with bloodlust.
      

      
      This riot of death and destruction reached its apocalyptic apogee when at the city quay, before assembled foreign correspondents,
         Japanese soldiers began butchering Chinese prisoners of war almost as part of a show, happily posing for photographs with
         the slain at their feet. The whole episode became known as the ‘Nanking Massacre’ or the ‘Rape of Nanking’ and, given the
         delight the Japanese had in demonstrating their brutality to foreign correspondents, its news spread far and wide. Later calculations established that somewhere between 100 000 and 300 000 Chinese had been killed.
      

      
      In response to events such as the Nanking Massacre, the United States of America was quick to impose economic sanctions on
         Japan until such times as it withdrew from China. Henceforth, the United States government, led by an enraged President Roosevelt,
         began to limit exports of oil and scrap iron to Japan.
      

      
      The same approach was not taken by the ruling political class in Australia, though there was no doubt which way the sympathies
         of the workers lay, setting the scene for a major political brawl which occurred in November of 1938.
      

      
      Down at Port Kembla, just south of Sydney, the waterside workers refused to load a cargo of pig-iron into a ship bound for
         Japan on the grounds that they thought that it would likely end up in bullets and bombs that the now supremely militaristic
         nation of Japan were then firing and hurling at China in a notably vicious war. The workers further argued that once Japan
         had finished with China, it was quite possible that Australia might find itself on the receiving end of this same pig-iron.
      

      
      In reply, the Australian government, most particularly Attorney-General Robert Menzies, took a heavy hand. For Menzies the
         issue was simple: it was not for the wretched trade unions to determine Australian foreign policy, and the government would sooner close down the steelworks
         on which the workers depended for their employment than cede to them any say whatsoever.
      

      
      So the steelworks were indeed shut down, and after a bitter campaign which included new legislation being passed which forced
         the workers to cooperate or lose their jobs in the whole industry, Menzies won the day. Just before Menzies became Prime Minister
         of Australia on 26 April 1939, the pig-iron went to Japan, and Menzies had found a nickname that would stay with him for life:
         ‘Pig-Iron Bob’.
      

      
      Growing alarm in Australia about Japanese intent in the region, coupled with an equal alarm about Hitler’s new designs on
         the map of Europe ensured that all over Australia men began to join up with their local militias or, as they were formally known,
         Citizens Military Forces, a kind of antechamber for the army proper.
      

      
      Down in Melbourne, for example, no fewer than 250 members of the Powerhouse Club—including Stan and Butch Bisset—joined up
         to form C Company of the 14th Militia Battalion, based at Prahran, and proudly became ‘Weekend Warriors’. A couple of times
         a week, often just before rugby training, or perhaps on the morning before the game, they would form up at a spot close to
         their clubhouse at Albert Park Lake and practise basic military skills like marching, saluting and shooting at the miniature
         rifle range they had built. Butch Bisset was always the stand-out performer in the last endeavour, taking on all-comers and
         always winning. The blokes reckoned that if he wanted to, Butch could wing a flying sparrow at a distance of a hundred yards.
         For every twenty shots, Butch would get at least nineteen bullseyes.
      

      
      The men also learnt how to use a gas mask, what the basic military regulations were and what happened if you disobeyed them.
         Some of the more interesting stuff was when they were given battle formations with miniature soldiers on model terrains, and
         were asked to work out how to manoeuvre the soldiers to maximise damage to the enemy. Very occasionally they’d go out and
         practise actual war games against other militia battalions to see who could adapt the quickest and move most effectively.
      

      
      There is something stirring in the vision of men on horseback charging forward that stiffens the sinews, stirs the blood and
         awakens an atavistic spirit long dormant. Out on the sandhills of Cronulla in southern Sydney on this summer’s day of 1938,
         the great Australian film-maker Charles Chauvel and his production crew were thrilled as they captured scenes for Chauvel’s
         film Forty Thousand Horsemen, based on the famous charge of the Australian Light Horse Regiment in the Great War, where they had covered themselves in
         glory at the Battle of Beersheba. Amid the thundering hooves the only real worry for the delighted Chauvel and his staff was
         for one of the cameramen, a Damien Parer, who seemed to be taking extraordinary risks jumping around amidst the galloping nags, taking footage
         from ground level.5 This fellow Parer did, admittedly, provide extraordinary vision, but the risks he took! Just one veering horse at full tilt and that would have been the end of him.
      

      
      For Damien Parer this episode was simply one step on the way of a busy life pursuing his passion of capturing reality in a
         box, both through still and moving photography. Such was his overall talent, that in short order, by the end of 1938, he had
         gone to work for the leading still photographer of his day, Max Dupain, working out of his Kings Cross studio, learning ever
         more about how to frame a shot for maximum effect, the kind of light that was most effective, the level of exposure and so
         on…
      

      
      A lot of what Parer learnt there he found useful for his cinematography craft as well, though what interested him more and
         more at the time was not the Chauvel re-creation of something that had occurred a long time before, but something even more
         powerful. What he loved was the idea of capturing important events, live as they actually happened, and then cutting them
         together exactly as you would for a fictional film, in such a way that the event lived.
      

      
      Meanwhile, far from Australia, the 1939 Wallabies Test team had just disembarked from the P&O liner Mooltan on the first leg of their ten-month, five-test rugby union tour. The eight-week trip had been a long haul for Stan Bisset
         and the team and they were excited and bursting with the energy of the newly landed. The team had just settled into the Grand
         Hotel on the esplanade of the picturesque British seaside resort of Torquay on this Sunday morning, 3 September 1939, when
         the word went around that the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, was about to make some kind of national address
         and they should turn their radios on in their rooms.
      

      
      ‘I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at 10 Downing Street,’ he began in his clipped, but still rather unsteady tones.
         ‘This morning the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note stating that unless we heard from
         them by 11.00 a.m. that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of war would exist between us.
         I have to tell you that no such undertaking has been received, and that consequently this country is at war with Germany…
      

      
      ‘At such a moment as this the assurances of support that we have received from the Empire are a source of profound encouragement
         to us…
      

      
      ‘Now may God bless you all. May He defend the right. It is the evil things that we shall be fighting against—brute force,
         bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution—and against them I am certain that the right will prevail.’
      

      
      Bloody hell! What was all but immediately apparent was that the Wallaby tour was off, and the war was on. At a team meeting
         called immediately after the announcement, some members expressed a desire to join up with the British forces and get stuck
         into the Germans right away, but after discussion they reconsidered. They had left Australia as a team and would return in
         the same manner, only then would blokes go their own ways.
      

      
      While they waited for their return passage to Australia they set themselves to work. To keep themselves busy, Stan Bisset
         and ten of his strongest teammates began building for the delighted hotel proprietor a wall of solid sandbags around the windows
         facing the waters of the English Channel, from which any German fire would come. As he worked, Stan’s mind raced as he considered
         his future.
      

      
      Within hours of Neville Chamberlain’s announcement to Britain, the stentorian tones of Robert Menzies went out across Australia,
         and his words were reported in the gratified English press.
      

      
      ‘Fellow Australians,’ the new Australian prime minister said, ‘it is my melancholy duty to inform you officially that in consequence
         of a persistence by Germany, and her invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her and that as a result Australia
         is also at war.’
      

      
      Of course Australia was also at war. Britain was at war, therefore Australia, her loyal dominion, was at war. Australia was
         in fact so loyal to Britain that under Prime Minister Menzies’s guidance, Australia’s navy was effectively placed under the control of the British Navy and sent to northern climes, while much of the
         Royal Australian Air Force was also sent to Europe to fight the good fight for the King and the Empire. It would not be long
         before two entire divisions of the Australian Army, which were then and there being quickly raised for overseas duties, were
         also put essentially at the service of British interests.
      

      
      Against it all, only very few voices were raised, though one of particular significance was the Leader of the Opposition,
         John Curtin. Before the war, he had made many speeches in Federal Parliament to the effect that Australia should not be sending
         forces to Europe for an Imperial war, and that remained his view now (even if in the exigencies of the moment the expression
         of these views had to be somewhat milder, compared with earlier declarations of Labor policy). In Curtin’s view, Australian
         forces should be devoted to defending Australian soil.
      

      
      As to Stan Bisset, he was now in two minds. He felt certain that he wanted to serve in some fashion, but was simply not sure
         in what form. On the way back to Australia the Strathmore zig-zagged through the ocean for much of the journey to avoid possible submarine attacks. All the while the Wallabies discussed
         what they were going to do, and they were never so emotional as in the first flush of dawn when the ship pushed through Port
         Phillip Heads. The Wallabies had been up chatting and carousing all night and now, as the lights of Melbourne appeared ahead
         in the distance, the realisation struck that with the winds of war likely to push them in thirty different directions, this
         was undoubtedly the last time they would all be together.
      

      
      And then Stan Bisset started singing ‘Danny Boy’ in that deep bass baritone that could just send a bolt right through you:

      
      
         Oh Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are calling

         
         From glen to glen, and down the mountain side

         
         The summer’s gone, and all the flowers are dying

         
         ’Tis you, ’tis you must go and I must bide.

         
      

      
      
         But come ye back when summer’s in the meadow

         
         Or when the valley’s hushed and white with snow

         
         ’Tis I’ll be here in sunshine or in shadow

         
         Oh Danny boy, oh Danny boy, I love you so.

         
      

      
      
         And if you come, when all the flowers are dying

         
         And I am dead, as dead I well may be

         
         You’ll come and find the place where I am lying

         
         And kneel and say an ‘Ave’ there for me…

         
      

      
      It was the kind of melancholy, beautiful song that captured so perfectly the way they all felt, and when Stan sang it, he
         sang it for them… and by the time he’d finished, it wasn’t just Stan who was crying but most of the Wallabies with him. Fare
         thee well, good chum. Keep your head down, and yourself in touch with me. Strong handshakes, rough embraces and then they
         really were all scattered.
      

      
      While the Wallabies had been on the water, Prime Minister Robert Menzies had made the key appointment for the age. The General
         Officer Commanding of the Australian Army, soon to be known as the Second Australian Imperial Force, was to be a man by the
         name of Major General Sir Thomas Blamey. As Menzies would later write, in explaining his reasons for the appointment, none
         of Blamey’s rivals for the post ‘nearly matched him in the power of command— a faculty hard to define but impossible to mistake
         when you meet it.’6 Blamey had a distinguished war record, but he also had recent experience in commanding and administering a large body of
         men with the Victoria Police Force, albeit in controversial circumstances.
      

      
      Blamey had taken over as police commissioner on 1 September 1925, after a military career that included such impressive credentials
         as having made that legend of landing on the shores of Gallipoli with the First Australian Imperial Force at dawn on 25 April
         1915, and rising to be Chief of Staff of the First Australian Division in France a year later. But only shortly after assuming
         his new civil post in Victoria, police raided a a notable ‘house of ill-repute’ in Fitzroy and a particular gentleman was
         caught ‘on the job’, as it were. The police were about to take the rather short, stocky, moustachioed gentleman into custody when he produced a police
         badge, told them he was a detective, and bally-hooed his way free.
      

      
      The badge was embossed with the number eighty, and when the policemen got back to the station they discovered that Badge 80
         had been issued to none other than… the new police commissioner, Thomas Blamey. He survived this debacle by resolutely insisting
         that someone had stolen the badge and done the dirty on both the girl and his good self, in a different way, before he could
         raise the alarm. In this post, Blamey had nevertheless proved to be an extremely capable administrator. It was said of the
         oft-abrasive officer that his main failing was a lack of empathy and common feeling with the men beneath him.
      

      
      After yet another scandal in which he committed perjury at a Royal Commission, Sir Thomas Blamey, shortly after being knighted, had finally stood down from his position as Commissioner of Victorian Police
         in 1936, and gradually worked his way back to his base career as an officer with the Australian Army.
      

      
      Despite Blamey’s controversial reputation, perhaps another factor in Menzies’s appointment of Blamey was that he had a great
         deal of experience with the English, with whom he had done substantial military training, and Menzies knew that it was they,
         after all, who would be once again running the show. Menzies pushed the appointment through, the whole thing being formalised
         while Blamey was out one weekend wandering through the Dandenong Ranges looking for a particular type of wild orchid that
         he had long coveted for his collection.
      

      
      It would be some time before the military man would again have the time to pursue this passion, as the task ahead of him was
         a mammoth one. In the time since the Great War Australia’s state of military preparedness had sunk to such an abysmal level
         that not only was its army a mere rump of a few thousand men, but it possessed not a single tank, no machine guns to speak
         of and very little in the way of modern artillery or even radio equipment. In fact, the country had precious few resources
         other than an emerging band of citizens who had already expressed their willingness to fight for King and country. But to process, accommodate, train
         and send them into battle, the government would have to open recruiting offices, build barracks, order and manufacture weaponry,
         make uniforms, produce rations, the lot.
      

      
      Blamey set to with a will, beginning by making the strategic appointment of Colonel Sydney Rowell, a fellow Gallipoli veteran,
         who was known as a superb manager of men and who had a strong feel for military tactics. Regarding his professionalism highly,
         Blamey made him his chief of staff and the two began to build an Australian army around them, almost literally from the ground
         up.
      

      
      All across the nation then, the courses of lives began to alter slightly and then change direction entirely as the call to
         arms, the call to fight for Australia, took hold…
      

   
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      STORM CLOUDS GATHER

      
      
         The Japanese would act quickly, they would all be regulars, fully trained and equipped for the operations, and fanatics who
               like dying in battle, whilst our troops would consist mainly of civilians, hastily thrown together on mobilisation, with very
               little training, short of artillery and possibly of gun ammunition.

         General Vernon Sturdee, predicting in 1933 that Japan would pose the major threat to Australian security7

         Our country is firmly determined to set up a Greater East Asian order by eliminating those who continue their resistance against
               us and by collaborating with those who make common cause with us…

         Prince Fumimaro Konoye, Prime Minister of Japan, 19418

      

      
      And that’d be about bloody right. There was the world going to hell in a handcart, and here he was selling bloody sheets,
         furnishings, and women’s undies! Somehow, Joe Dawson just knew it didn’t fit. A keen reader of Melbourne’s Sun News-Pictorial newspaper, which he bought every day up at the corner store, Joe’d been following very closely the shenanigans in Europe, and was aware just
         what kind of carnage Hitler and his stormtroopers were causing. Some blokes acted as if nothing at all was going on, and tried
         to ignore it, but Joe never could. One day, while running an errand into the city for the Footscray store he was working in,
         he passed by the recruitment centre at Melbourne Town Hall. It was an instant decision: selling more women’s undies or going
         off to war. War won.
      

      
      The only problem was that because he looked, and was, so young—he was still only seventeen years old—the recruiting officer
         said he would have to get one of his parents to sign a form giving him permission. So he tried his mum first.
      

      
      ‘Mum, I’m going to join the army and I just need you to sign this form.’

      
      ‘See your father…’

      
      That was his mum’s way—end of story—but as it happened, Joe never got time to ask his father, for as soon as he found out,
         he came and saw Joe.
      

      
      ‘No! Not on your bloody Nelly. When you’re a legal adult you can do what you damn well please, but until then, no!’
      

      
      His dad wasn’t the kind of bloke you could argue with—especially since his menswear shop had gone bust during the Depression
         and he’d had to work in the building trade since—so Joe festered for a while, until just a few nights later he was passing
         by the Footscray drill hall where the 32nd Militia Battalion Footscray Regiment was going through its stuff. There was a bloke
         outside who gave him the drum.
      

      
      ‘Look,’ he said to Joe, ‘what you do is join the militia, get to know a bit about the army, and then transfer to the AIF.
         They won’t worry about your age then. You can join the militia at eighteen years without any parents’ signature.’
      

      
      On the spot, Joe went in and told a warrant officer he wanted to join up.

      
      ‘When were you born?’ the officer asked.

      
      The question hung there for a moment, while Joe looked at his options and realised there was only one. He told a white lie…
      

      
      ‘The third of January, 1921,’ he said, instantly making himself a year older. Done. After a medical established that he was
         healthy, he was told to report the following Saturday to the drill hall, where he would be issued with all his kit. It left
         him with only one minor problem…
      

      
      That Saturday, after taking proud possession of his service jacket, breeches, long puttees, tan boots, felt hat, .303 rifle,
         bayonet, water bottle, ammunition pouches and pack—and having done his first training session—Joe decided he would just have
         to front his mum and dad, dressed in full regalia, and take it from there. So he did.
      

      
      Predictably, his dad hit the roof.

      
      ‘We’ll see about this!’ he roared and then launched into a long tirade about how no son of his was going to defy him, and
         the only way he could have joined was to lie about his age and once he told the authorities Joe’s true age they’d kick him
         out again and…
      

      
      And just then, the redoubtable Auntie Nell, who lived next door and had heard all the noise—like half the neighbourhood—popped
         her head in the door. Informed of the situation, she shot Joe’s dad down as surely as if he were a Zeppelin air balloon and
         she a hardrising bullet.
      

      
      ‘Good on you,’ she said to Joe, ‘it’s good to see someone with a bit of guts around here!’
      

      
      It might have been the way she said ‘guts’, or maybe just that Auntie Nell was the kind of woman you didn’t cross, but one way or another all the wind indeed went out
         of Joe’s dad and that was the end of it. Joe stayed in the militia, and that was fair dinkum that.
      

      
      One breezy summer’s night, in early 1940, Max Dupain turned the corner off Bondi’s Campbell Parade when he saw coming towards
         him someone he thought he knew, but dressed like he had never seen him before. It was his recently departed employee and still
         great friend, Damien Parer, dressed from top to toe in the uniform of a war correspondent.
      

      
      ‘What do you know, Maxie!’ Damien greeted him, ‘I’m off to the bloody war!’9

      
      And he was that. In 1939, Damien had gone for an interview with the Cinema Branch of the Department of Commerce, which at
         the outbreak of war had been subsumed by the newly created Department of Information. At the interview they had asked Damien
         what his goal would be if he were to become a war correspondent and he had replied with characteristic honesty, quoting from
         his catechism: ‘To know God, love and serve Him here on earth and to enjoy Him forever in Heaven.’10

      
      It wasn’t quite what they were expecting, but in any case he’d got the job, and now, a new uniform and kitbag later, he was
         suddenly on his way to cover the first actions of the Australian forces in the Middle East.
      

      
      True, it would be a great wrench to leave the side of the young woman he had been getting so close to—her name was Marie Cotter,
         she worked at the David Jones beauty salon on the corner of Market and Castlereagh in Sydney, and maybe it was true that he
         hadn’t fallen in love with her until he’d taken her photo and saw her beauty peering back at him from the bottom of the developing
         tray—but it had to be done. The war, and enthralling documentary possibilities beckoned. Within a week of running into Max,
         Damien was on a troopship called the Empress of Japan—an unlikely name for a ship taking the first Australian troops to action in what would shortly become known as World War
         II—heading to Palestine.
      

      
      On the ship he wrote a letter to Max and Olive Dupain, setting out his views on his new role.

      
      
         I think I have told you before what I reckon I should aim at in this job—that aim has not been achieved yet.

         To build a true picture of the Australian soldier in movie and stills.

         To make good movie single reelers showing cause and effect. Something after March of Time idea of why we are here and what
               we are doing in the long range perspective as it affects us in Australia.

         To keep newspapers and newsreels supplied with really hot spectacular news.11

      

      
      Butch Bisset was gone. Not long after brother Stan had returned to Australia with the Wallabies, Butch had joined up, farewelling
         his partly tearful, partly proud parents and officially becoming a soldier of the 2/14th Battalion, 7th Division of the 2nd
         AIF. (The First Australian Imperial Force which had been formed up for World War I had consisted of five divisions—with each
         division numbering fifteen thousand men—and the Second Australian Imperial Force had continued the numerical series, with
         the first division formed for World War II becoming the 6th Division and so on.)
      

      
      Against the magnetic pull of his own beloved brother already having joined up, Stan held out for as long as he could. If there
         was one thing that finally prompted him, it was news of Dunkirk…
      

      
      In late May 1940 more than 300 000 Allied troops were pinned on the northwestern beaches around the French town of Dunkirk,
         as seemingly the entire German army and Luftwaffe bore down upon them. On the edge of complete catastrophe, a flotilla of
         tiny English boats, ferries, large ships and just about anything that could float, made its way across the English Channel
         and, due to the extraordinary courage of the captains and crew, successfully plucked the troops to safety. In some ways the
         exercise was a massive defeat for the British, in that their forces had been so clearly routed in the face of the German Blitzkrieg
         through the Low Countries and France. But, on the other hand, the fact that the evacuation had been successful, and that such
         a massive number of troops had escaped to fight another day, was inspirational to the Allied cause. What was clear was that Britain was going to need help, and it was for the sons and daughters of the English-speaking world to answer
         the call.
      

      
      An editorial in the New York Times immediately afterwards reflected the overwhelming joy with which the success of the amazing operation was greeted and the
         hope it generated.
      

      
      
         So long as the English tongue survives, the word Dunkirk will be spoken with reverence. For in that harbor, in such a hell
               as never blazed on earth before, the rags and blemishes that have hidden the soul of democracy fell away. There, beaten but
               unconquered in shining splendour, she faced the enemy. They sent away the wounded first; men died that others might escape.
               It was not so simple a thing as courage, which the Nazis had in plenty. It was not so simple a thing as discipline, which
               can be hammered into men by a drill sergeant. It was not the result of careful planning, for there could have been little.
               It was the common man of the free countries rising in all his glory from mill, office, mine, factory and shop and applying
               to war the lessons learned when he went down the mine to release trapped comrades; when he hurled the lifeboat through the
               surf; when he endured hard work and poverty for his children’s sake. This shining thing in the souls of men Hitler cannot
               attain nor command nor conquer. He has crushed it where he could from German hearts.

         This is the great tradition of democracy. This is the future. This is victory.12

      

      
      And this was Stan, making the decision of his life just a few months after arriving home. It was obvious Britain urgently
         needed assistance against the rampaging Germans and—put together with the fact that Butch had already joined up—Stan knew
         there was only one thing to do. In rugby if ever there had been a ‘blue’ on, his place had always been standing shoulder to
         shoulder with Butch and, given that this was a blue that all of Australia was in, there was no doubt his place was in Australia’s
         armed forces… right beside Butch. Stan reached this conclusion on a Friday night while having a few beers with friends; on
         the spot he headed off to the nearest recruitment office at the Melbourne Town Hall. By the Monday morning Private Stanley Young Bisset was reporting for duty at the Puckapunyal training camp.
      

      
      Consisting of many wooden barracks, each housing twenty-two men, and acres of sweat-drenched red clay on which to parade and
         perform military manoeuvres, Puckapunyal was to be their home for the next few months as they prepared for war. Both Stan
         and Butch were soon part of the 2/14th Battalion, which was the sole battalion raised from Victoria as part of the 21st Brigade,
         which was in turn one of the three brigades which made up Australia’s 7th Division. Those who had joined up immediately war
         was declared had gone into the 6th Division—and were promptly committed by Prime Minister Menzies to fight beside Britain
         in the Middle East— and this promptitude had earned the men of the 6th the right to refer mock-derisorily to those in the
         7th as ‘the deep thinkers’. But for many it just wasn’t possible to walk away from all their commitments in civilian life
         and join the armed forces. But for all the problems of extrication, many like Butch and Stan had simply not been able to resist
         the call to duty and, within six months of war being declared, Australia had raised no fewer than a hundred thousand volunteers,
         meaning that one in six able-bodied Australian men was under arms. Which, in a way, was as well, because things were definitely
         stirring, and not just in Europe, where Hitler had already laid waste to Poland, Denmark, Norway, Belgium, Luxembourg Czechoslovakia,
         Holland and France.
      

      
      Even more pertinently from Australia’s point of view, in July 1940 the Japanese government had effectively been taken over
         by its military and, just one month later, Japanese Foreign Minister Matsuoka Yôsuke announced his grand idea in very plain
         language. From this point on, he said, Japan would devote itself in its area of the world to establishing a New Order called
         the ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’—essentially an autonomous bloc of Asian nations which would trade with each other,
         entirely exclusive of Western powers. As he put it in a speech to the Diet: ‘We have thus maintained an attitude to surmount
         all obstacles for the purpose of establishing a sphere of co-prosperity throughout greater East Asia with Japan, Manchukuo and China as its pivotal point.’
         What Matsuoka and his Prime Minister, Prince Fumimaro Konoye, were essentially proposing was a ‘United States of Asia’, with
         Japan as its pivotal point.
      

      
      Both the Japanese prime minister and the foreign minister made it clear that Japan would not endure the American and European
         powers dividing up the Asian nations between them. It was time for Asia to be ‘liberated from Western Imperialist powers’,
         albeit under strong Japanese leadership. Still heavily engaged in their war with China, Japan’s industry desperately needed
         the raw materials that Europe and America had been trying to deny it for the previous two decades. Specifically, in the last
         few years, the United States had imposed an embargo against selling Japan oil or steel. Concerned at being denied full access
         to such crucial products as oil from the Dutch East Indies and rubber from Indochina, Japan’s government felt that that the
         Co-Prosperity Sphere was the answer, and the tone of Foreign Minister Yôsuke’s speech made it clear that Japan would consider
         using military force to simply take what it needed.
      

      
      After all, back in 1905 Japan had been the first Asian nation to engage in a war with a western power and win, when it had
         trounced Russia in the Russo–Japanese War of 1904–05. If it came to it, Japan had little doubt it could do it again. A similar
         disdain for any quibbles that other nations might have about the whole notion of the ‘Co-Prosperity Sphere’ was apparent when
         Japan began to flex its military muscles in Asia and install puppet regimes who— wouldn’t you know it?—thought sending Japan
         raw materials was the highest priority of all. Those Asian countrymen who protested, risked torture and execution, and many
         others were herded into forced labour at the point of a bayonet.
      

      
      The Japanese move into French Indochina at the invitation of the pro-Nazi Vichy Government in September 1940, was Japan’s
         first foothold in Southeast Asia, but there were many more worrying things to come. Just a few days after this invasion, the
         news broke that Japan had formed a ‘mutual defense’ alliance with Germany and Italy, known as the Tripartite Pact, meaning that Japan was now sitting squarely on the side of Hitler, whom the Allies
         were struggling to contain. (The American Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, gave the definitive Allied response to the Pact
         when he described it as the ‘joining of the bandit nations’.)
      

      
      Apart from freezing all Japanese assets in the United States, the Roosevelt administration now widened its previous sanctions
         against Japan, making it illegal to export any oil or rubber to that country, and the American lead was followed by Britain and the Commonwealth of Nations, as well as
         the Dutch Government in exile—the last, particularly significant, because it denied Japan the resources of the oil-rich Dutch
         East Indies. All up, the land of the Rising Sun now felt isolated and alone, up against what became known as the ‘ABCD Powers’,
         as in America, Britain, China and the Dutch.
      

      
      The bottom line was that within a month of Japan’s incursion into Indochina, the country was effectively being starved of
         all but twenty per cent of its previous supply of oil, and most of the raw resources (including rubber) that it needed to
         fuel its aggression. And while against this possibility Japan had previously amassed a certain stockpile of necessities, clearly
         it would not be enough. Japan would either have to back down, withdraw and renounce its aggression, or it would have to increase
         its hostilities to the point where it could simply take what was being denied it by market trade.
      

      
      Despite those clear aggressions, the alarm bell was not ringing shrilly everywhere. As a matter of fact, on 3 March 1941,
         a full nine months after Japan had declared its establishment of the Co-Prosperity Sphere, the Australian Prime Minister,
         Robert Menzies—who was in England on a sixteen-week visit—addressed an international audience of movers and shakers from the
         worlds of business, media and diplomacy, and made Australia’s position on Japan clear. Not only did Australia have no emerging
         problem in the Pacific, he said, but in fact it wanted to ‘draw closer to Japan and appreciate its problems’.
      

      
      As it turned out, of course, it wouldn’t be long before Japan— which had by that time built up the strength of its army to
         fifty-one infantry divisions—was the one who was drawing closer to Australia, and other countries besides…
      

      
      The news came through. The 2/14th had been called up. Together with the 2/27th Battalion from South Australia and the 2/16th
         Battalion from Western Australia, the 2/14th would make up the 21st Brigade, and would be going to the Middle East to sort
         out the Germans and Italians, who had been rampaging through much of North Africa. They needed to be sent back whence they
         came, and the men of the 2/14th—including the newly installed Sergeant Major of B Company, Butch Bisset, and his brother Stan,
         the Corporal of Section 9 of 12 Platoon—felt they were the men for the job. As did most of their comrades. They were young,
         strong, well trained and off to war to do their bit for King and country. A great mood of euphoria swept through the troops
         at the news that they were off to battle.
      

      
      So it was that on 19 October 1940, just over a year after signing up, Stan and Butch Bisset stood close together in their
         new uniforms on the bow of the good ship Aquitania. The ship, side by side with the Queen Mary, sailed out of Sydney Harbour amid a tumultuous farewell of tooting ferries, tugboats and pleasure craft.
      

      
      Just over 170 years before, Captain James Cook had sailed to this continent to ultimately claim Australia for Britain. This
         then, was the sons of the soil that Cook and his followers had tilled, heading from that continent to help Britain out…
      

      
      A one-time cruise ship of the Cunard line, the Aquitania was once the second largest ship in the world, all the more impressive for the fact that the largest, the Titanic, now lay on the ocean floor. Converted to a troop carrier, the Aquitania could transport just under eight thousand men, sweating among its oak panelling and beams and Louis XIV-style restaurant,
         now known rather more simply as ‘The Mess’. Below decks, first-class cabins, which used to sleep an imperial one, now slept
         as many as ten soldiers, with two five-tier bunks crammed into it, with just three feet between, but no one was complaining. This, many of the soldiers
         felt on the day, was the adventure of their lives…
      

      
      One who definitely felt like that was a bloke called Alan Haddy, whom Stan and Butch met about ten days into the voyage, after
         they’d stopped to pick up the 2/16th Battalion in Fremantle. To keep the mass of soldiers on the ship both busy and fit, boxing
         competitions had been staged, and Stan had just been marginally bested by an enormous Kalgoorlie miner in the heavyweight
         division, when this bloke came up to congratulate Stan on having done so well against a bloke who was so much bigger than
         him.
      

      
      ‘I thought he was going to knock your block off!’ Haddy told him with an enormous grin, while proffering his hand, ‘but you
         nearly knocked his off.’
      

      
      Haddy had been born and bred in Western Australia and possessed a warm and generous disposition, despite having known many
         hard times growing up in a succession of orphanages. A superb physical specimen, with a chin like a clenched fist, he projected
         strength, confidence and capability, a veritable physical force of nature. Yet, he was also the kind who, once it seemed likely
         that German aggression would inevitably lead to war, had taken himself off to night school to learn the German language as
         he thought it might come in useful.
      

      
      One expression that had sort of taken off from the days of the Great War was to say of someone ‘he’s the sort of bloke you
         wouldn’t mind being in the trenches with’, and from the first, both Bisset boys felt instinctively that Haddy was like that.
      

      
      The Aquitania continued to plough to the west…
      

      
      Damien Parer had never been busier, nor more professionally fulfilled. Since arriving on the other side of the world with
         the AIF, he had been always in the thick of the action, from the 6th Division’s first intensive training activities in Palestine
         (whose 16th Brigade was under the command of Brigadier Arthur ‘Tubby’ Allen), to their R and R activities in Cairo, to the
         brief debacle in Greece where Australian forces had been routed by the oncoming Germans, to the actions in Syria, to the mighty siege of Tobruk. Along the
         way he had not only achieved extraordinarily graphic footage of Australian troops in action, but also photographed—and to
         a lesser extent got to know—some of the key figures in the war, such as General Blamey, Tubby Allen, General Morris and a
         man by the name of Captain Ralph Honner of the Western Australian 2/11th Battalion…
      

      
      Far and away the most important relationship Damien formed though, was with the ABC Radio war correspondent Chester Wilmot,
         who was also covering the Australians in the Middle East and Greece. Thirty years old, and himself the son of a famous journalist,
         Chester was close to the cream of the ABC crop. Educated at Melbourne’s Church of England Grammar School and Melbourne University,
         he was worldly, articulate and forthright, as might be expected of one who had captained the university debating team— on
         one occasion condemning Fascism against the arguments of his opponent, one Bob Santamaria—and then taken the team on to great
         success on a tour encompassing universities in Britain, Europe, East Asia and North America. While in Europe he had been to
         an Adolf Hitler rally at Nuremberg, billeted with a family of devoted members of the Nazi Party, and been to Italy to see
         the land of Mussolini. On returning to Australia, convinced there was going to be a world war, he had decided to become a
         journalist.
      

      
      What most commended Reginald William Winchester Wilmot to Damien though, was his shared passion for reporting from the frontlines,
         for getting the story absolutely right, for perpetually trying innovative ways to tell a story so it achieved maximum impact
         on his audience at home. Both men were highly motivated to make the Australian public aware of exactly what the Australian
         troops abroad were facing, and how magnificently the nation’s sons had performed under often difficult circumstances.
      

      
      Wilmot had an equal regard for Damien, so much so that on occasion he would interview him for his ABC radio reports to get
         his expert eyewitness accounts. On one notable occasion, Damien returned the honour by putting his camera over Chester Wilmot’s
         shoulder for a close-up, as, using his patented two-finger ‘hunt-and-peck’ method, the ABC’s finest typed the following words:
      

      
      
         The spirit which has made Australia is the spirit which has held Tobruk. The inspiring and binding force in Australian life
               isn’t tradition or nationalism or social revolution. It’s quite a simple thing. Henry Lawson called it MATESHIP… the spirit
               which makes men stick together. In Australia by sticking together, men have defied drought, bushfire and flood. In Tobruk
               they’ve scorned hardship, danger and death, because no digger would ever let his cobbers down. In Tobruk for the first time
               in this war the Germans were thrust back by a spirit that even tanks and dive-bombers could not conquer.13

      

      
      And indeed it was, Tobruk marking the first time also, in the whole war, that the might of German arms was significantly checked.
         The mateship of Damien Parer and Chester Wilmot, though, would get them through steeper and more dangerous obstacles yet.
      

      
      And then, the last moderate in Japan crumbled. Having fought a losing battle for too long against a military that he now viewed
         as out of control, in October 1941, Prime Minister Fumimaro Konoye resigned. He was immediately replaced in the post by the
         famously brutal Army Minister, General Hideki Tojo, the same man who had been Chief Of Staff of Japan’s Kwantung Army during
         both the occupation of Manchuria and the Nanking Massacre, as well as the former chief of the Manchurian Secret Police.
      

      
      Known to his colleagues as ‘Razor’, Tojo had long been an advocate of Japan simply taking by military force anything, and
         even any country, that it coveted in its region, and had been personally instrumental in forming up the detailed plans for the conquest of
         Southeast Asia.
      

      
      For the militarists generally, Japan’s historical calling was ‘Hakko Ichiu’, to gather the people of Asia under one banner—it translated as ‘all the eight corners of the world under one roof’. Much
         of the Japanese military leadership taking over had quite openly studied the best of the Western military ways—and in fact copied
         the way the Germans organised their army and the British their navy—and many had taken a shine to the West’s ideas of establishing
         colonies. Not for them to be like India, Burma, Malaya and the East Indies and find themselves subjugated by a foreign system—they
         were much too proud for that. For well over a decade it had been Tojo’s view that it was for Japan to liberate such countries from the yoke of the West and essentially establish Asia for the Asians, under Japanese leadership, of course.
         And if this put them on a collision course with the West, as well as those Asian countries who didn’t see things their way,
         then so be it.
      

      
      Now that he was not only prime minister, but also the minister for war, and a full general of the army, there was nothing
         and no one left to stop Tojo. The militarists in Japan had won a comprehensive victory over the moderates. Tojo was now the
         most powerful figure in modern Japan besides the Emperor.
      

      
      Too few in New Guinea had the barest inkling that the war might reach its isolated shores and the most likely suspect to do
         it was the increasingly warlike Japan. The ascension of Tojo to the top political post was a clear sign of increasing militarism.
         So too was the fact that two months earlier the Japanese had followed up their invasion of northern Indochina with the invasion
         of the southern half of the country. Given Japan’s shortage of natural resources, they were obviously looking covetously at
         the oil-rich Dutch East Indies. The question had to be raised: did Japan’s interests in Southeast Asia extend all the way
         to New Guinea?
      

      
      From Australia’s point of view, New Guinea was something of a colonial outpost, and one of only medium value—a value determined
         mostly by its natural resources. Since Europeans had first settled there, a kind of white ‘squattocracy’ had developed in
         those scattered parts of the island where the wild environment could be tamed enough to produce some economic benefit. The
         Europeans had established rubber plantations, the odd mine and a few scattered copra farms, while in other parts many missions had been set up to harvest native souls for Jesus. Typically, each white household
         had a retinue of black domestic servants attached to it and it was they who provided hard labour.
      

      
      The Australian administrative authorities essayed to continue to ‘civilise’ as many of the natives as it could and as part
         of that aim they published a newspaper called the Papuan Villager, which gave the latest news. In that October of 1941 the Villager broadcast what was happening in the European theatre of war between the Allies and the Germans, and also informed them of
         what to expect should the Japanese arrive on New Guinea shores. One article was as clear a manifestation as any of the view
         which had suddenly crystallised among Australians in that part of the world, that the true value of controlling New Guinea
         was not just supply of rubber and gold and copra, but the fact that New Guinea would be the ideal launching pad to invade
         Australia.
      

      
      ‘The Japanese are not white men,’ this article went. ‘Their skins have a rather yellow colour, sometimes pale brown. They
         are often small men, but well-made and strong… The Japanese are a very warlike people. They are brave men, but they make a
         lot of trouble… So far the Japanese have not entered our war. They have done a lot of talking, but they have not begun to
         fight. We do not want them to fight; but if they do we shall be ready for them.’14

      
      An example of the Japanese ‘them’ at this very moment were the men of the 144th Regiment. In much the same manner as some
         Australian battalions had been formed by taking bits and pieces from other units, so too was the 144th brought together in
         November 1941 from units of the 55th Division from No. 11 Army Depot at Zentsuji, Japan. Most of the men were drawn from the
         city of Kochi on the island of Shikoku. At their head was Major General Tomitaro Horii, who received his promotion from the
         11th Brigade after brilliantly brutal service in China. The men of the 144th were for the most part hardened veterans who
         had already seen a lot of action and victory. In this moment, they were being formed up for duty somewhere in the South Seas. Just where and when they would see action, they neither asked, nor were told.
      

      
      Just where and when the young Aussie Diggers would likely see action, they most definitely did ask, but still were not told. All that the young men of the newly formed 39th Battalion knew—as they gathered at Camp Darley
         about forty miles west of Melbourne, near the tiny town of Bacchus Marsh—was that their battalion had just been created by
         order of the Military Board in early October 1941, with a possible view to serving overseas.
      

      
      There was nothing specifically stirring there at the moment, but the noises coming from the increasingly aggressive Japanese
         meant that the Australian military authorities had decided that it was a good idea to gather up some of the militia—they were
         all that was left at home after Australia’s fighting finest had been sent to the Middle East and Singapore—and train ’em up
         the best they could, and quickly haul them up north, just in case.
      

      
      And this was ‘them’! Victoria’s 3rd and 4th Infantry Division, as well as the 2nd Cavalry Division, had kicked in the few
         men they felt they could spare, and they were thrown in with several hundred raw recruits who didn’t necessarily know the
         butt end of a rifle from the pointy bit. Finally, to complete the mix, the authorities also added a few old stagers regarded
         as not good enough for the AIF, but who Australia was now getting desperate enough to allow back under arms. This was the
         new 39th Battalion.
      

      
      And one old stager, now standing at the front of the battalion in the Camp Darley parade ground on this dusty morning in mid-October
         1942, was the Battalion’s Commanding Officer, the vastly experienced Colonel Hugh Marcell Conran who had been a lieutenant
         with the 1st AIF in the 23rd Battalion. He was not a bad sort of fella to be leading a newly formed outfit like this. For
         while he was very much old school and had all the fortitude and command of one who had successfully hauled himself up in life
         by his own bootstraps—and believed that others could do the same—he was also a family man with a strong streak of compassion and a high sense of duty to Australia. And not without reason…
      

      
      After the last war he had settled on land in the Red Cliffs district which the government had opened up for soldiers like
         him who had served their country well. He had raised his family and prospered but now that Australia was in trouble, and needed
         him once more, like many of his ilk he made it his business to jump straight back into the fray and give service. Many of
         his erstwhile military mates from the last war had felt the same, for flanking him as he spoke were many of the older officers
         who had served with Colonel Conran, friends and former associates who would be useful teaching both the new soldiers and some
         of their younger officers everything they knew about establishing a good battalion. And in his book, by the book, that started
         with them learning that they were there to serve Australia in whatever capacity was demanded of them.
      

      
      ‘And what I hope,’ the Colonel continued as he surveyed with military bearing the assembled mass, ‘is that over the next few
         months we will be able to raise your levels of physical fitness, give you an understanding of how the army works, an appreciation
         of military tactics, and turn you all into good soldiers worthy of bearing arms for this country. Australia deserves no less,
         and you will deliver no less.’
      

      
      Still, to look at them, Colonel Conran could see that they really did have a lot to learn. Physically, he could see that they came from disparate militia units, as well as straight off civvy street, because
         they were dressed in a range of outfits—the 39th’s new uniforms had not yet arrived. But more significantly, having looked
         at the personnel files over the previous fortnight, he knew… well, he knew that the raw material he had been given to work
         with was not straight from the top drawer.
      

      
      All put together, they were a rum lot these blokes of the 39th, essentially a snapshot of the very young Australian male population
         at that time who had been left behind by the AIF—some so young they didn’t need razors, and the rest chosen from older generations,
         including a few really old codgers who in turn had been just about taken from the retirement home. One young bloke there was blind in one eye, the bugler had just one arm, another was an epileptic,
         yet another was a severe asthmatic, while others were reasonably physically fit but had résumés that wouldn’t get them a job
         anywhere else. Lined up for their first parade it was not straining fancy to say that within their ranks could be found all
         of the ‘butcher, baker, candlestick-maker, rich man, poor man, beggar man and thief’ of popular folklore.
      

      
      As one, however, they were bound by their common oath, which was taken with their right hand raised (if they had one), their
         left hand stiff by their side and their eyes staring straight at the Australian flag.
      

      
      ‘I swear,’ the new blokes had intoned as one, ‘that I will well and truly serve our Sovereign Lord, the King, in the Military
         Forces of the Commonwealth of Australia until the cessation of the present time of war or until sooner lawfully discharged,
         dismissed, or removed, and that I will resist His Majesty’s enemies and cause His Majesty’s peace to be kept and maintained,
         and that I will in all matters appertaining to my service faithfully discharge my duty according to law. So help me God.’
      

      
      So help them, God. And so they began. For the next two months they trained the best they could.

      
      One among them was Joe Dawson—now Sergeant Dawson, if you please—who had lied about his age to join the militia a couple of years earlier, and had been one of fifty
         or so who had transferred from the 32nd Battalion, Footscray Regiment, to join the 39th Battalion. Joe figured it was his
         best chance to see some action overseas, just as he had always wanted to do with the AIF, and he was delighted to be there.
      

      
      Another was a rough ’n’ ready kinda bloke by the name of Smoky Howson, one of nineteen children who had at last found a way
         out of working all day in the bloody market garden his alcoholic father had run. The kids at school had called him ‘Smoky’
         because he always smelt of smoke, ’cos at home the only way he could get warm was to practically get right in the open fireplace the family also used as its stove, and it wasn’t as if his clothes got a wash too often anyway. Smoky had come to the 39th by way of
         the 52nd Battalion and, all up, he just couldn’t believe how luxurious the army life was! Three meals a day! A real bed! Weekly
         pay! Frankly, he had never had it so good, and he couldn’t quite believe it when the other guys sometimes complained about
         having to get up so early, train so hard, and eat such ordinary grub in the Mess Hall. Plenty of them, to be sure though,
         simply weren’t fit, whereas Smoky was as strong as a mallee bull. For most of his twenty years he had worked like a human
         bullock, carrying bags of spuds, and bags of fertiliser weighing 180 pounds, and now that strength was going to be useful.
      

      
      While by this time the likes of Joe Dawson were familiar with much of military life, most of the wet-behind-the-ears newcomers
         had a lot of learning to do. And so it began…
      

      
      Each morning at 5.30 a.m. the newly formed battalion band, led by their one-armed bugler, marched up and down between the
         huts thumping out the one martial tune they’d been able to master, ‘Sussex by the Sea’. After that the soldiers’ days would
         be filled with instruction in basic military skills and endless training to improve their physical fitness. Over the coming
         weeks they learnt such things as how you set up a defensive perimeter; how you could penetrate such a perimeter when you were
         attacking; how you set up an ambush; how you reacted when ambushed; how you cleaned a .303 rifle; and how to operate and maintain
         Lewis and Vickers machine guns left over from the Great War. (The men would have liked to work with more modern guns, but
         there simply weren’t any available.) At a cost of great fatigue and terrible blisters, they came to understand what a ‘route
         march’ was, and how you could move overland in a straight line by the dead reckoning of a compass. They learnt to fire three-inch
         mortars, and how to dig trenches quickly to take shelter when the enemy were firing mortars and bullets at you. They also
         received rough instruction on how to stem the flow of a bloody wound, should the last lesson not have worked for everyone.
      

      
      Most of their military manoeuvres were done out in open fields with a few sparse trees scattered here and there. At other
         times— and the men liked these best—it involved the troops being moved into different positions with trucks, with an official
         ‘umpire’ to decide who had won.
      

      
      They spent time in what was called ‘the bull ring’, essentially an open-air spot where some straw dummies swung from a rope
         beneath a tree, and you had to practise slashing the bayonet into its gizzard, pulling the bayonet out and swinging the rifle
         butt into its face in two very quick movements. Speed was everything in this, it was explained to them. If ever it came to
         it, you had to kill the enemy soldier not only quicker than he could kill you, but so quickly that you would have time to kill the next one coming at you. It was a matter of life and death, both your own, and
         that of the enemy. Again and again and again, they went at the grisly business of it, most of the soldiers of the 39th at
         least quietly wondering how they’d go if ever they were ever obliged to stick those cruel bayonets into an actual person.
         How would they go, then?
      

      
      In the course of the early days of the formation of the 39th Battalion, many soldiers who were in the military for the first
         time were also learning something of the building blocks of the army structure, and the way this structure ideally worked.
         Each of them was a private, and it usually took ten privates to make up a section. The section was composed of four riflemen,
         two scouts (whose job it was to get themselves in forward positions and act as the eyes and ears), a machine gunner and his
         ‘number 2’, a second-in-command (2IC) called a lance corporal and the section commander, who was a corporal. Three sections
         made up a platoon, which was commanded by a lieutenant, with a sergeant as his second-in-command. Three platoons formed a
         company, under the command of a major, with a captain 2IC and company sergeant major—a warrant officer class 2. As well, each
         company would have its retinue of cooks, medics and the like.
      

      
      Four companies, usually designated A, B, C and D, formed a battalion—although the militia, like the 39th Battalion, also had
         a machine-gun company called E company. And each battalion, incidentally, had its own colours which it was their job to—both
         metaphorically and physically—hoist high in the course of their actions. In the case of the 39th, the colours were a mélange
         of brown and red, which the men knew colloquially as ‘Mud Over Blood’. These were always visible as a patch on their lapels,
         as well as on the battalion flag, which was used for ceremonial occasions. And speaking of blood, if they were injured in
         the course of a battle they were to fall back to the RAP or Regimental Aid Post, for a preliminary assessment. But moving
         along…
      

      
      Battalions were usually commanded by a lieutenant colonel, known as the CO or commanding officer, and his wider staff included
         a major as 2IC, and other officers with such responsibilities as intelligence, logistics, operations, mortars, medical services,
         signals and administration, while transport formed essentially the fifth ‘support’ company. Battalion HQ was an entity in
         its own right and the nerve centre of the battalion. Each soldier learnt that in any battle it was essential to protect battalion
         HQ as it was the brain of the whole body—now composed of over five hundred men—which gathered in all intelligence from the
         battlefront and issued hopefully intelligent instructions. Three battalions formed a brigade, commanded by a brigadier, and
         higher still than a brigadier— way up high in charge of a division of three brigades—was a major general, then further up
         a lieutenant general and general. All put together, it could get very complicated from a lowly private’s perspective and,
         for many of the new recruits, the only safe way forward was to snap off salutes to anyone with insignia on their shoulder
         indicating that he wasn’t a private, and try to work out their rank and significance later on.
      

      
      Mind you, it could be a lark sometimes to have a go at officers the men didn’t like—and there were a few of them—by lining
         up one after the other and walking up and down the street past the targeted officer to make him salute till his bleedin’ arm
         near fell off. Ah, how Smoky and the boys laughed, most particularly if the officer had a sheila on his arm and he had to let go of her every time to do it properly.
      

      
      Naturally enough, as they trained and learnt the mechanics of military killing, each and every man thought about death. The
         possibility of a sudden and violent end changed men, made them keen to put as much into their remaining life as possible.
         Oh, a bloke didn’t really think he himself was going to die—it was mostly other blokes you worried about—but the fact that you might die kind of gave justification
         for doing things you otherwise wouldn’t. There were at least two or three of the 39th who went on an ‘11.59’ pass—meaning
         they had to be back before midnight—to Melbourne, and came back with a glazed expression on the Sunday night… and not a few
         thereafter would be visiting the battalion doctor shortly afterwards, complaining that it burned every time they pissed. (A
         popular expression at the time was to say someone was ‘all dressed up like a pox doctor’s clerk’, and now many of them were
         finding out just what that meant, for real.)
      

      
      One who didn’t make such trips to St Kilda for such a purpose was Joe Dawson. He’d been extremely happy going steady with
         Elaine Colbran for a couple of years now, they were both devoted to the teachings of Catholicism, and apart from all that,
         he just wasn’t that kind of bloke.
      

      
      In mid-November 1941, General Thomas Blamey returned briefly to Australia from the Middle East to have, among other things,
         consultations with John Curtin—the new prime minister who had just taken over the helm from Robert Menzies. General Blamey
         also took the opportunity to make a nationwide radio address to inform the Australian people of how the AIF was faring against
         the Germans, the Italians and the traitorous Vichy French, and also to achieve something else besides.
      

      
      Since his return from Europe Blamey had been staggered by how little worried Australians seemed by the still far-away war;
         how they continued to go to the pub, the races, their dances and the football as if nothing was happening, as if his men weren’t
         then and there putting their lives on the line every day in the desert. It angered him, the more so because the only way the Australian
         troops could prosper at the front was if there was a committed war effort at home and the nation as a whole was behind them,
         aware of the sacrifices they were making and prepared to make their own sacrifices in at least some small way. Blamey was
         conscious also, even if the people weren’t, that Australia risked having more enemies in the near future than the aforementioned
         and he felt obliged to make at least oblique reference to it, though diplomatic niceties prevented him from making direct
         statements.
      

      
      Still, after preliminaries, he got to the nub of his message: ‘And to come from that atmosphere and its scenes back to

      
      Australia gives one the most extraordinary feeling of helplessness,’ he grated in his rather clipped military tones. ‘You
         are like—here in this country—a lot of gazelles grazing in a dell on the edge of the jungle, while the beasts of prey are
         working up towards you, apparently unseen, unnoticed. And it is the law of the jungle that they spring upon you, merciless…’15

   
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      BATTLE STATIONS

      
      
         The Japanese warriors—the samurai—had always lived to die. Their maxim was to expect death every day and to comport themselves
               in a fashion to be ready for it. That was also the way in which the Japanese soldiers lived in this new army, and it explains
               why the Japanese had the attitude they did towards dying in battle and taking or being taken prisoner. There was no place
               in the Japanese military code for prisoners. If you won, you were victorious. If you lost, you were dead. It was as simple,
               and as cruel as that…
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