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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 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, 1500 metres 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 a few kilometres 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 …i
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THE KOKODA TRACK
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Territories of New Guinea and Papua
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CHAPTER ONE


STORM CLOUDS GATHER


Joe Dawson had been following very closely the shenanigans in Europe, and was aware just what kind of carnage Hitler and his stormtroopers were causing.


The only problem was that because 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 to enlist. 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 …’


But his dad was adamant. ‘No! Not on your bloody nelly. When you’re a legal adult you can do what you damn well please, but until then, no!’


Just a few nights later, Joe was passing by the drill hall where the 32nd Militia Battalion Footscray Regiment was going through its stuff. There was a bloke outside who told him what to do.


‘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 parent’s 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 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 formidable 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 hard-rising 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 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, the photographer Max Dupain turned a 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!’1


And he was that. In 1939, budding filmmaker Damien had gone for an interview with the Cinema Branch of the Department of Commerce, which at the outbreak of war had been incorporated into the newly created Department of Information. Now, a new uniform and kitbag later, he was on his way to cover the first actions of the Australian forces in the Middle East.


On the ship to Palestine he wrote a letter to Max and Olive Dupain.






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.2








After Damien arrived in the Middle East, he met ABC Radio war correspondent Chester Wilmot. Thirty years old, and himself the son of a famous journalist, Chester was close to the cream of the ABC crop. Chester and Damien shared a passion for reporting from the frontlines, for getting the story absolutely right and for perpetually trying innovative ways to tell a story. Both men wanted 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.


•


On 19 October 1940, Victorian brothers and champion rugby players Stan and Butch Bisset stood close together in their new uniforms on the bow of the good ship Aquitania. Stan had been in England playing rugby for the Australian Wallabies when war was declared and had hurried home to join up. His brother Butch was also a good rugby player but an even better marksman—when they were practising with their friends on the rifle range, for every twenty shots, Butch would get at least nineteen bullseyes. The ship carried them and the rest of the 2/14th Battalion out of Sydney Harbour amid a tumultuous farewell of tooting ferries, tugboats and pleasure craft. A great mood of euphoria swept through the troops at the news that they were off to battle.


To keep the soldiers on the ship both busy and fit, boxing competitions were staged. About ten days into the voyage, after they’d stopped to pick up the 2/16th Battalion in Fremantle, Stan was only just bested in a boxing match by an enormous Kalgoorlie miner in the heavyweight division. Alan Haddy, another recruit from Western Australia, came up to congratulate him on having fought so well against a bloke who was so much bigger than him.


Haddy had a warm and generous nature, despite having known many hard times growing up in a series of orphanages. Strong and fit, he projected strength, confidence and capability, a veritable physical force of nature.


Both Bisset boys felt instinctively that Haddy was the sort of bloke they wouldn’t mind being in the trenches with and the three young men quickly became friends.


•


The young Aussie Diggers of the newly formed 39th Battalion gathered at Camp Darley about sixty kilometres west of Melbourne, near the tiny town of Bacchus Marsh. They were a snapshot of the young Australian male population who had been left behind by the Australian Imperial Force (AIF)—some so young they didn’t need razors, and the rest from older generations, including a few really old codgers who had been just about taken from the retirement home. One young bloke was blind in one eye, 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. But here they were, so help them, God. And for the next two months they trained the best they could.


Among them was Joe Dawson—now Sergeant Dawson. Joe figured the 39th was his best chance to see some action overseas, just as he had always wanted to do, 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 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.


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 army tune they’d been able to master, ‘Sussex by the Sea’. After that the days would be filled with instruction in basic military skills and endless training to improve their physical fitness. Over the coming weeks they learnt how to set up a defensive perimeter; how to penetrate such a perimeter when attacking; how to set up an ambush; how to react when ambushed; how to clean a .303 rifle; and how to operate and maintain Lewis and Vickers machine guns left over from the Great War. At a cost of great fatigue and terrible blisters, they came to understand what a ‘route march’ was, and how to move overland in a straight line by the dead reckoning of a compass. They learnt to fire mortars—a small cannon of about seven centimetres used to fire explosive shells—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 the militia men struggled to understand the intricacies of the army and all the different officer ranks above them—for example, who was more important, a major general or a brigadier? The only safe bet was to salute 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 fun sometimes to have a go at officers the men didn’t like—and there were a few of them—by walking up and down the street past the targeted officer to make him salute till his arm near fell off. Ah, how Smoky and the boys laughed at that.


It was all a bit of a fun for now, but things were about to get serious.




CHAPTER TWO


BATTLE STATIONS


As Sunday mornings went, it was a typically quiet one at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii on 7 December 1941. Many of the regular residents were just getting ready to head off to church, and many military personnel were still half-asleep when, almost as one, they turned to the northwest to the noise of a sudden massed droning. What was that?


It was the Japanese …


Bombers. Torpedo planes. Escorting fighters. Two hundred in all, coming their way from a secretly assembled pod of six aircraft carriers, some 400 kilometres to the north of Hawaii. Japanese intelligence had predicted that most of America’s Pacific Fleet would have returned to Pearl Harbor for weekend leave and, sure enough, there they were! Just before 8.00 a.m. the Japanese arrived above the American airfields and harbour and—on the direct orders of Prime Minister Hideki Tojo—unleashed hundreds of tonnes of bombs.


In Australia, news of the Japanese aggression in the Pacific hit like a thunderclap. This was not military action in some far-flung field of Europe or the Middle East. This was a brutal and hardened foe, savaging all before it and heading our way.


Most of Australia’s warships remained in the service of the British Navy in the northern hemisphere, while the best soldiers were away in the Middle East fighting the Germans. At the outbreak of the war, there had been no hesitation in sending two divisions of troops to the service of Mother England, yet now that decision looked foolhardy, even suicidal. There were hardly any soldiers left to defend Australia. Another division of troops was closer to home, but it was tied up defending the Malayan Peninsula and already it was falling back before the Japanese onslaught as the invaders moved towards Singapore.


Australia’s situation was suddenly desperate: no ships, no men, no money.


The Australian Prime Minister, John Curtin, reacted swiftly. He had been woken with the news of the Pearl Harbor attack at 5.30 a.m. on 8 December 1941 and responded with a simple: ‘Well, it has come …’ before gathering himself, and moving quickly from there.


First, Prime Minister Curtin declared war on Japan, and emphasised that the attack on Pearl Harbor was not an expansion of the current war against Germany, but an entirely new war altogether. (Though, in the wake of the Pearl Harbor attack, both Germany and Italy had observed the terms of their treaty with Japan by declaring war on the United States, and America had returned serve.)


The seriousness of Australia’s situation in the face of the Japanese aggression was highlighted by a New Year’s message that Prime Minister Curtin, a former journalist, penned for the Melbourne Herald, which appeared on 27 December 1941. He made it clear that the times were so desperate that Australia no longer had any confidence that the traditional ‘motherland’, Britain, could protect them now that they were ‘inside the firing lines’.


‘Australia does not accept the dictum that the Pacific struggle must be treated as a subordinate segment of the general conflict … Without any inhibitions of any kind, I make it quite clear that Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom … We are determined Australia shall not go [under], and we shall exert all our energies towards the shaping of a plan, with the United States as its keystone, which will give our country some confidence of being able to hold out until the tide of battle swings against the enemy …


‘All Australia is the stake in this war. All Australia must stand together to hold that stake. We face a powerful, ably led and unbelievably courageous foe …’


In Ottawa, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill was about to give his own oration to Canada’s war cabinet when he was told of what Curtin had said. He was less than impressed. Britain’s war cabinet promptly received a cable from their prime minister saying that he was ‘deeply shocked’, at Curtin’s ‘insulting speech’.3


•


Joe Dawson, of the 39th Battalion’s B Company, had no doubt who he wanted his army pay going to—his girlfriend, Elaine Colbran. He loved her. She loved him. If he didn’t get himself killed in this war, he and Elaine would marry, and he wanted her in charge of their growing nest egg while he was away. When the paymaster advised that this was unwise, as girlfriends often just spent the money, Joe was uncharacteristically abrupt: ‘Just do it!’


And on the subject of Elaine, Joe decided that he just couldn’t stand not seeing her on Christmas Day, even though all leave had been cancelled. And given that they had already had one Tarpaulin Muster—a roll call to check everyone was present—he figured that there was little risk of another. Quietly, he slipped away across some back paddocks, walked to Bacchus Marsh, and got a lift into Melbourne.


For one delightful afternoon Joe sat with Elaine in the front parlour of her parents’ house, holding hands and talking. Goodness, she looked lovely. It was a measure of Elaine’s love for Joe that she had given him three precious things. One was a silver wristwatch that she had saved up for. Even more precious was a set of rosary beads, originally from Ireland, which the nuns had assured her had been personally blessed by the Pope. Finally, a small leather case which had tiny medallions with the images of six saints on them, which he was to keep in his breast pocket at all times, over his heart, as another way of making sure that he was kept safe. Whatever else, Joe had to stay safe, and come back to her.


The following day, Joe and the rest of B Company were trucked out of Camp Darley. They were on their way for real …


•


It was so cold that they reckoned the local wolves were killing the sheep for their wool. The 2/14th Battalion were camped in an olive grove in the north of Syria, where they had been sent to protect the border with Turkey from a possible attack by Germans. As they shivered around their fires, the beaches of Australia seemed far, far away. In the midst of them all, one presence in particular stood out—Lieutenant Butch Bisset.


Butch had a very distinctive laugh, which often rang through the ranks, and his presence alone could brighten the mood of a large group of men. This lightness of being was combined in Butch with a hardness of purpose that made him a very fine soldier, the man the others instinctively looked to when the bullets began to fly. He knew everyone and everyone knew him; he kept a watch out for those on the edges of the group and was constantly encouraging them onwards. All on his own, he was a binding force on the battalion.


While Stan Bisset at this point had risen higher in the army hierarchy—right up to becoming the intelligence officer for the battalion—Butch’s leadership was on a far more spiritual level and was every bit as valuable. Stan could not have been prouder of Butch, and in his many letters to their parents back in Victoria was constantly telling them what a fine soldier Butch had proved to be.


The 2/14th had quickly proved themselves to be disciplined, well trained, cohesive, courageous even against a difficult foe. After six weeks of fighting the enemy hauled up a white flag and surrendered.


Now that the men had fought through such a campaign, the bonds between them were forged of blood, sweat and tears. They had lost many men, good men, great men, and with each casualty every survivor had become increasingly conscious that their time too might come …


Legends had been made. Some soldiers had performed actions of such conspicuous courage that other soldiers would tell the stories again and again, and point them out to other soldiers.


All up, they were among Australia’s finest fighting men, and as successful action succeeded successful action, their confidence continued to grow and they believed that they could face just about any enemy, any situation, and have at least a bloody good crack at besting them …


•


From the moment the 39th’s ship pulled into Port Moresby after six days at sea, it was hot, humid and putrid, and their chief welcoming committee was swarms of flies. Morale sank as they looked about them. Moresby’s Fairfax Harbour, a wretched foreshore of dry grass mixed with debris, gave way to low, brooding hills on which lost little white weatherboard cottages with galvanised iron roofs clung grimly and forlornly. Many of these had their windows boarded up. The whole joint, crisscrossed by dusty little streets, looked sad and desperate. Whatever else, it was no Pacific island paradise.


This was some kind of twentieth birthday, Joe Dawson thought, as he stared glumly to the shore. To their far north, though, they spied something which impressed them, much as it had impressed the first European man who had given it a name. Back in 1850, British naval Captain Owen Stanley had been meandering along the southern coast of this strange land, in his ship the HMS Rattlesnake, when a mist which had rolled in from the south suddenly thickened to the point that nearly all was obscured. Late in the afternoon, the mist lifted.


‘As if a curtain had been drawn up,’ Stanley would later write, ‘the mist and cloud suddenly lifted and the British seafarers gasped. Before them lay an extraordinary range of mountains, vaulting high to the heavens, with each of their peaks clearly shining in the last ebb of the afternoon sun.’ In the captain’s own honour, in the practice of the time, the peaks were named the Owen Stanley Range, and the highest of them, Mount Victoria (rising above 4000 metres), was what the men of the 39th and 53rd could see now as they disembarked into the tiny boats which would take them into the shallow shore.


Just where the hell were they? Was this really it? The 39th made camp the best they could beside a small area just to the southeast of ‘the camp’—and every sneering curl of those quotation marks was justified, because the ‘camp’ provided precisely no shelter or even shade of any kind. No barracks, no tents, no food, no mosquito nets, no nuthin’. There was not a single tap of fresh water, nor a single working toilet.


As to the mosquitoes, the problem was not the mere sting, but what it risked leading to. If the mosquito left behind microscopic malaria parasites in the soldier’s blood, then within a week that soldier would be a physical wreck, alternating between shuddering chills and burning fever as his spleen and liver become enlarged, anaemia developed, and his skin turned yellow with jaundice. If the victim was left untreated, death was a possibility, and in the short term he could do nothing but lie there and groan. Yet, despite that risk, there was no quinine medicine at the camp to treat malaria and the unsuitable khaki shorts worn by the Diggers meant that they habitually presented plenty of vulnerable flesh.


Within a week of the militia arriving, the thin resources of Moresby’s medical personnel were desperately trying to cope with over 150 cases of dysentery. Shortly, there would be numerous cases of malaria, and yet another 200 were so ill with various ailments that they were unable to do anything at all.


The one notable exception to this was B Company, which remained essentially healthy because from the beginning of their training at Camp Darley, their commander, Lieutenant Sam Templeton, had drummed into his blokes the need for cleanliness, as a way of avoiding illness. Wash your pots and pans and plates before and after eating, tend immediately to whatever minor sores or wounds you might have before they begin to ooze pus, and boil any dodgy water before drinking it. One soldier he didn’t have to tell twice was Joe Dawson, who was fastidious about personal hygiene, most particularly when it came to teeth cleaning. Joe just had a thing about cleaning his teeth after every meal, wherever they were, whatever they were doing, something not necessarily shared by other soldiers. As a matter of fact, one of the young blokes Joe had come across early in the piece—a bumpkin from the far west of Victoria—had stared in amazement at Joe’s toothbrush and said ‘What’s that?’


As the Diggers worked, they gradually came to know something of the New Guinea natives who populated the town and its outskirts, a little of their customs and beliefs, and most crucially the curious language in which they conversed, called ‘pidgin English’. This had developed over the previous sixty years of English-speaking occupation of the island, initially as a kind of bastardised version of English with which the natives could talk to the colonists, and even more importantly over time, as a language that the different tribes could use to converse with each other.


The structure of the language was very simple. As an example, ‘him’ was ‘EM’; ‘he’ was ‘E’; ‘party’ was ‘SINGSING’; and the possessive sense was indicated by ‘BILONG’. So if you wanted to say of a particular Digger that ‘He is fond of parties’, you said ‘EM I MAN BILONG SINGSING TRU …’ In a similar vein, ‘Whose book is this?’ became ‘BUK BILONG HUSAIT?’ and ‘a long time ago’ was ‘LONGTAIM BIFOR’. A ‘fella’ was a ‘PELA’ and ‘one, two, three, four …’ became ‘WANPELA, TUPELA, TRIPELA, FORPELA …’ and so on. In the view of the usually short natives, the Diggers were all ‘STRONGPELA’, strong fellas, and mostly ‘GUTPELAS’, good fellas, too.


With the fall of Singapore in February 1942, the strategic importance of Australia in Japan’s plans to create a new world order of Asian nations which would trade with each other, exclusive of Western powers—a kind of ‘United States of Asia’, with Japan as its pivotal point—came into sharper focus. Prime Minister Curtin himself warned his fellow citizens that the ‘Battle for Australia’ was just beginning. But, in the absence of so much of her military manpower, who would defend Australia? Certainly not Britain. In a strongly worded cable, Winston Churchill made it clear to Curtin that Australia would have to sort itself out.


Australia’s sense of isolation and vulnerability was dramatically affirmed on the morning of 19 February 1942. The young sailors congregated on the deck of the minesweeper HMAS Gunbar in Darwin Harbour spotted a neat formation of planes approaching and were just commenting on the skill of the pilots in retaining a tight formation when they noticed the planes releasing tiny silver objects …


All hell broke loose. Before their very eyes, it seemed like half of Darwin exploded. The sound of bursting bombs rolled to them over the water, plumes of flame and smoke shot skywards and whole buildings fell to the ground.


By the time the 188 Japanese planes had vanished, eight Allied ships lay at the bottom of the harbour, Darwin’s principal RAAF airfield had been damaged, twenty-three planes and numerous buildings were destroyed, 243 Australians were dead and some 300 were wounded.


In Port Moresby, the Diggers did what they did most nights and gathered around whatever radio was available to get every bit of news they could. This was grim stuff indeed, for if the Japs were hitting Darwin, there were only two possibilities—either they would cop it next, or their families at home would …
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A view of Imita Range and Ioribaiwa near the start of the Kokoda Track, showing range after range of jungle terrain. (AWM 027006)
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The small village of Kokoda sits on a plateau in the Owen Stanley Range. It was the key strategic possession for both the Japanese and Australians, with the only airfield within four days march in any direction. (AWM 128400)




CHAPTER THREE


SWEATING IT OUT


Joe Dawson and the men of the 39th Battalion were part of the militia, soldiers who had been conscripted as the home defence force rather than the fighting men of the AIF. Before the war it was understood that the militia would never be obliged to leave Australian shores. Because New Guinea was technically a territory of Australia at that time, though, a law change in August of 1940 meant that the militia could be sent there and still be at ‘home’.


The view of many people—most particularly the AIF soldiers—was that the militia was for those weak-kneed individuals too soft to expose themselves to a real fight. They were derided as ‘Chocos’ or ‘chocolate soldiers’, because everyone believed they would melt when the heat was on. Before the war it had been honourable to be in the militia, but now the fighting had begun, many felt that ‘real men’ had long ago left the militia to join the real army.


Osmar White, a fine Australian journalist, soon formed his own view about the likely fighting capabilities of the Chocos … or lack thereof. He’d been accredited by the Australian Government to cover the war, and provided most of his output for Melbourne’s Sun newspaper. For the past ten years he had been knocking around the world as a freelance journalist, most particularly between the Tropics of Capricorn and Cancer. Noted for his encyclopaedic knowledge of tropical conditions, no one in the Australian press corps was better equipped to cover potential military action in New Guinea. He had been to many places in his journalistic career, one of them the Japanese jungle training school in Formosa, where he was impressed by the Japanese soldiers’ thorough preparation for jungle warfare.


On an afternoon in late February 1942, just a week or so after he had arrived in Moresby, White was surveying the ‘battle stations’ set up by the 39th, 53rd and 44th battalions—essentially the defensive perimeter of Moresby, where the soldiers and artillery were dug in against the best that the Japanese could throw at them. While he watched, the soldiers continued a little desultory digging and wheeling of soil to places unknown. The heat was high and their hearts were low.


Though fighting hard against his own response, White was far from impressed. Was this really all that stood between the advancing Japanese army and Australia? These blokes?


‘Most of them,’ he wrote later, ‘were youngsters between nineteen and twenty-three. They had lost an average of twenty pounds [ten kilograms] in weight. They were scrawny, yellow, wild-eyed, and listless in their movements. Their skins were pocked by infected insect bites.’4


•


By March of 1942, the discussion among the Japanese leadership about invading Australia had evolved into detailed plans. After all, the Australians had not offered much resistance in Malaya, Singapore and Rabaul. Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto of the Japanese Naval General Staff—an extremely influential man, credited with being the driving force behind the stunningly successful Pearl Harbor raid—asserted in strong terms that the way forward was to establish a major naval base on the east coast of Australia. This could be used to put a stranglehold on the nation’s economic centres, and also prevent the Americans using Australia as a base from which to relaunch a campaign on the Philippines.


What stood between Australia and the Japanese forces, for now, was New Guinea.


•


The strange thing, Joe Dawson sometimes reflected, was how quickly you got close to blokes …


Just a few months ago, he had never even met Ray Phillips and Wally Gratz, but now they were his best mates. He could identify the deep voice of Ray or the easy laugh of Wally among a hundred other babbling voices on the parade ground, just as he could pick the silhouette of Ray’s jutting jawline or Wally’s nose on sentry duty fifty metres away in the sudden gloom of dusk. As a matter of fact, he could do the same for most of the fellas in B Company. It just came from being around the same blokes, hour after hour, day after day, month after month. And you got to know what kind of men they were inside. You saw them under pressure and letting loose—when they were up, when they were down, when they got a good letter from home and when they were told that their mum had been a bit poorly lately—just as they saw you in all the same situations. It made for very strong bonds, and Joe had none stronger than those he had with Ray and Wally, who quickly became like brothers to him. For whatever reason, they just formed a natural trio, looking out for each other, looking after each other, sharing things they might not necessarily share with others.


Ray and Wally, for example, were the only two Joe really opened up to about his girlfriend Elaine, what she was like, what she did, how much he missed her and how he had decided he wanted to marry her. Wally in turn confided his love for his girlfriend in Maidstone. Other blokes were already starting to get what were called ‘Dear John’ letters from their girlfriends telling them they’d found someone else and had decided they didn’t want to go on with it, but both Joe and Wally knew that wouldn’t happen to them, and quietly told each other as much.


All over the battalion, similar duos and trios had formed up, and small bunches of friends. It just felt better to know that if anything ever did happen there’d be a couple of mates you could count on to cover you, just as you would cover them.


Bang on a quarter past seven one morning in March 1942, at Seven Mile Airfield near Moresby, there was the rumbling of aircraft in the distance. From the moment the boys on the anti-aircraft artillery, known as ‘Ack-Ack guns’, saw the red and white insignia on the side of the plane they recognised the symbol of the Japanese Rising Sun flag and they let them have it until … oh … hell!


The planes were Australian Kittyhawks! The red and white were the roundels of the RAAF. It was too late though, and two of the arriving planes were hit, including that of the squadron leader, John Jackson. Still, at least no one was killed, and Jackson proved to be a nice kind of bloke, reportedly saying to the 39th’s commanding officer ‘Congratulate your blokes on their shootin’. I’ve been over in the Middle East and that’s the heaviest ground fire I’ve ever been through!’5 In any case, spirits rose because that afternoon thirteen more Kittyhawks arrived to complete the No. 75 RAAF Fighter Squadron.
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