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PROLOGUE


A JUNGLE RUNWAY


On the worst day of the battle – that strange and confusing Saturday when nothing was certain and everything hung in the balance – a pilot stood on the edge of a perforated metal runway, his face expressionless, focusing as best he could on the impenetrable wall of jungle in front of him. His tropicalissue khaki shirt was filthy, and his sallow skin glowed with a permanent sheen of perspiration. He swayed slightly – like a man drunk – from fever and exhaustion, but his hollow eyes remained fixed on the green line to the east. Muffled sounds of battle leached through the tangled, steaming jungle; they were soft and far-off, and even strangely comforting. But he was not fooled. Whatever was happening out there was, he knew, close.


His concentration focused by the sickness, he could distinguish the airy whoomph of exploding 3-inch mortars, and the sharp crack of .303 rifles and automatic weapons. Then a deep boom from the battery of 25-pounders, like the distant steps of a giant stomping through the foliage. He thought of those artillerymen from the 2/9th Field Regiment he’d seen around the camp before the fighting started: serious-looking AIF blokes who kept to themselves. It sounded now like they’d found their range.


‘Jesus,’ he muttered.


Over to his left, one of 76 Squadron’s Kittyhawks rested at its dispersal, while a couple of fitters were washing off the muck and filth which yet again caked the flaps and undercarriage. At his feet, the metal matting rocked slightly – like the deck of a ship, he thought, sailing on a dark liquid ocean. It oozed up black over his boots. He was used to it now. Didn’t even shift his feet.


‘What’s happening?’ he called in the direction of the ground crew, not really expecting an answer, and immediately wished he hadn’t. Saying anything brought on a rush of nausea – whether from the malaria or the Atebrin tablets which were supposed to suppress it, he had no idea.


He really should have stayed in the sick bay, but what was the point? Lying there on a filthy stretcher under a dripping tent, feeling useless. It was just as impossible there as anywhere else to avoid the mud, the heat, the insects and the endless, endless rain. So he’d got up, thanked the doc, who just shrugged his shoulders, then made his way over to the operations tent and put his name back on the flight list. Just in time. Because now, for those blokes out there – those poor terrified bastards somewhere in that jungle, just a mile or two away – it was on.


He looked up at the sky. Was it morning or evening? He could barely tell. This featureless soup cloaked the entire day in a miserable dusk, and the wet mist hung like lead, never seeming to lift. And behind that, all around, were mountains. ‘Clouds filled with rocks,’ someone had quipped. Taking off into it was terrifying. Or at least it had been, during the first few weeks. Now he was too tired to notice.


He looked at his watch, out of habit, and swore. It had stopped working days ago.


Five days earlier, the Japanese had finally turned up. Five days of almost continuous flying around this monotonous, dead-end jungle, and he still couldn’t get his bearings. In fact – thinking about it – there wasn’t actually much flying involved at all. Standing patrols and recce jobs had been the go before the battle started, but now it was all about strafing: strafing the jungle, strafing the mangroves, strafing the landing areas – strafing anywhere the enemy could be lurking under that endless canopy of trees. Sometimes he’d have his thumb on the gun button even before his wheels were fully up, wrenching his aircraft off the runway, then swinging hard around on a wingtip and blasting away at a featureless stretch of grey-green foliage the army boys had fired flares into, denoting the enemy, often just a few hundred yards ahead. As one of the 75 Squadron pilots had put it, ‘It’s like taking off from the Sydney Showgrounds and shooting up Darlinghurst.’ Only you could almost never see what you were shooting at.


But they were out there and getting closer. And those army and militia boys were right in the middle of them. However tough it was for the pilots, it was worse, far worse, for those blokes on the ground.


The stress was incredible. If he messed it up just once – got things arse about or back to front – or missed something in this ocean of green, allowing himself to succumb to a moment’s disorientation, he could, in a heartbeat, commit the unthinkable and fire on his own people. The thought went through his mind every time his guns let rip. Or if he banked around too hard, or pulled up too fast, or even too slow, he could stall the plane and go in. At this height, he’d be spread across the jungle floor in an instant. It’d happened just a few days ago to – of all people – the boss, Pete Turnbull, 76 Squadron’s CO, a man with a full combat tour in the desert under his belt. Late in the day, he’d come up too slow from a strafe run against a Japanese tank and the air sucked out from under his wings. His big and heavy Kittyhawk had fallen into the jungle like a stone. Or maybe he was just exhausted. At any rate, Pete Turnbull was one hell of a pilot. Now he was gone. Somewhere out there.


Several times a day, the word had gone up. ‘It’s on!’ a voice would yell. He’d haul himself into the cockpit, push the throttle wide open and thunder down the runway, the big prop fanning mud and filth everywhere. Landing was even more of a nightmare: the Kittyhawk thudding onto the deck like an old truck on a rutted road; trying to keep her straight on the sodden and greasy metal surface; working the brakes and rudder to avoid swinging as his tyres hit the puddles and pools; swearing blind. The guns were still smoking and the prop still turning as the armourers scrambled up onto the wings to rip off the covers and replenish the boxes with long, greasy belts of half-inch ammunition. Then, after a cigarette – a few minutes to get over the shakes – he’d be up again. Sometimes they didn’t even need to refuel. These trips weren’t long enough for that.


Since his arrival he’d gone from novice to veteran, cramming months of combat flying into a couple of weeks, and all of it close by this sodden airstrip the Japanese seemed hell-bent on taking. Streaming out of that jungle and taking. But they weren’t going to bloody take it, not if he and his mates in 76 and 75 Squadrons could help it. And the same went for those militia blokes on the ground: just kids, or so they seemed, pale and scared – but determined. Likewise the AIF fellas from the 18th: tough bastards with sand in their boots from the fighting in Libya and Tobruk. But they’d never seen anything like this place.


He could see it in their eyes. They weren’t going to let them through either. None of them were.


‘Snipers!’ someone shouted. ‘Watch out for bloody snipers!’ The pilot’s nausea cleared in a moment. They’d been warned about them: slipping silently ahead of their own positions in bunches of twos and threes, then with climbing irons, slithering up into the fronds of the coconut trees, lying dormant for days, like coiled snakes, living off rainwater and a handful of rice a day, with no expectation whatsoever of coming down alive. Even when wounded, they could still get off a couple of rounds before they bled to death. At least that was the rumour. Christ the bastards are barely human.


‘Fuck it,’ he said, and spat. Turning with a sudden urgency towards the ground crew, he gestured to a couple of lads in filthy khaki shorts. ‘You two, pull her round.’ They looked at each other, uncertain. ‘Now!’ he barked.


Energised by his idea, the pilot now moved with the speed of a cat. Putting his shoulder into the wing root, he indicated another man do the same, and the three of them pushed the big green fighter clear of its dispersal bay. ‘Line her up this way,’ he said, pointing to the long, straight line of green which ran beside the runway apron, cleared by the machines of the American engineers a few weeks before. Leaping onto the wing, the pilot launched himself into the cockpit.


The young crewmen looked bewildered. ‘I didn’t hear the scramble, sir,’ said one of them.


‘Both you blokes get on the tail,’ he replied. ‘I’m not bloody flying it.’


Positioning themselves on either side of the elevators, the crewmen complied. Then they heard the whirring of the battery and the electrics being engaged.


‘Now, when I say move her to the left, move her to the left, okay?’


The two nodded. Then all hell broke loose.


The aircraft’s machine guns opened up, lines of roaring flame and tracer shooting ahead of them towards the tops of the coconut trees a few hundred yards away. The foliage disintegrated as if struck by the swings of a gigantic scythe.


‘Now left – go left!’ he yelled, still seated in his cockpit, his thumb squeezing short bursts on the firing button. The men at the back lifted the tail of the aircraft slightly, and pulled it around on the wheel.


‘That’s it!’ called the pilot. Another burst, another shredded row of coconut crowns.


They got the idea. ‘Right a bit!’ and back they traversed along the arc of ferocious fire. Spent brass shell casings poured out from under the wings, clattering onto the metal matting. Finally, the guns gave a click and fell silent, and the pilot switched off the aircraft’s electrical system and the spinning magnetos went quiet.


Slowly, he pulled himself out of the cockpit and climbed down. ‘Better load her up again, boys,’ he said. ‘No fucking Jap sniper’s gonna get me.’


This story was told to me by a 76 Squadron pilot who was there, and who swore it was true. ‘That was Milne Bay,’ he said.




PART ONE


PRELUDE TO BATTLE







CHAPTER 1


A PECULIAR BATTLE


There was no inevitability to the Japanese defeat at Milne Bay. Today, the clarity of hindsight marks the ten-day battle in the far east of Papua as the zenith of Japan’s bloody advance across the south-west Pacific, her high tide of conquest delineated by the piles of blasted olive-green corpses of marines lining the eastern edge of a lonely jungle airstrip. Not a single aircraft had yet taken off from its hastily constructed surface. Even its utilitarian name had yet to evolve from that given it by the engineers who had barely finished carving it into the jungle: ‘Number 3’.


Soon after the battle, a small cairn was erected to mark the point at which the Japanese were stopped, from where they would begin their long, slow retreat, ending over 3000 miles away at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, three bloody years later. But no-one could guess this in August 1942, at Milne Bay.


If even a single of the various elements which foiled Japan’s audacious plan to force a pincer on nearby Port Moresby had fallen their way – or if they had not succumbed to their own hubris, performed some reconnaissance and planned their attack better – the outcome of the brief but savage campaign could have been different.


Milne Bay was a peculiar battle, fought largely in the dead of night in unspeakable conditions by men exhausted and often sick, with many on both sides new to combat. It was a battle of a thousand crazy skirmishes fought in pitch black, illuminated only by muzzle flashes, flares or the blinding spotlights of the Japanese tanks that pierced the jungle, defying the best efforts of Australian riflemen to shoot them out. It was fought at frighteningly close quarters in blind and savage gropings, where the bayonet was used as frequently as the rifle. The voices of the enemy could be easily heard – laughing, shouting and even taunting – sometimes in perfect English. As the battle went on, the Australians’ daily passwords were selected from words beginning with L – Life, Lewis, Lonely, Little – to confound the Japanese attempts to mimic them.


As The Central Queensland Herald put it, ‘On the ground the fight was against an almost invisible army. Short, sharp bursts of machine-gun fire were the only sounds breaking the long periods of silence, giving the whole battle a macabre quality.’


Although fought within the chronological framework of the long Kokoda campaign, which raged over four months across the great distances of the Owen Stanley Range to the north, Milne Bay was, by contrast, a short, sharp and vicious affair, which see-sawed along a sodden strip of jungle coastline, hemmed in by mountains on one side and the sea on the other. Running through the middle was the miserable stretch of muddy road over which both sides were desperately battling.


It was fought – on one side – by the hardened elite of an army long inured to exactly this type of jungle fighting, whose savagery on the battlefield defied comprehension, and who, in nine months of conquest, had yet to be stopped on land by any Allied force arrayed against them. So confident were the Japanese of victory at Milne Bay that initially they abandoned all pretence of stealth. The spearhead of their navy marines marched into battle shouting, singing, even banging tins to amplify their presence. This was to be another walkover, in which a weak and cowering enemy would wither before them.


Opposing them were men whose experience of fighting was against Germans and Italians in the desert on the far side of the world, and other men who had yet to fight anyone, anywhere.


It was fought in an ocean of stinking tropical mud, under a permanent grey sky which excluded all but the briefest rays of sunshine for the entire battle. And it was fought in the rain. For three weeks prior to the fighting in late August, the heavens had opened in a deluge, extreme even for this notoriously wet region of Papua. Rain fell in relentless downpours that left not a surface dry. Flat land was transformed into a single gigantic bog. Like their fathers had done on the Western Front of the Great War, men waded through thigh-deep mud which sucked their boots from their feet. Canvas tents and beds rotted before their eyes. Roads were virtually impossible to construct, and soon became impassable anyway. Simply walking short distances was a dispiriting and enervating ordeal. The temperature rarely dropped below 30 degrees Celsius, and the humidity, beyond anything experienced by all but a few, sapped the men’s energy and made the very air thick to breathe.


And the disease. Because of ignorance, incompetence or both, the men of Milne Force were delivered into battle utterly unprepared for the ravages of the tropics, particularly malaria. Whining clouds of Anopheles mosquitoes rang constantly in their ears, introducing the malaria-causing Plasmodium falciparum parasites into their bloodstreams within days. No-one was ready for it. Long-sleeved clothing failed to be issued. Mosquito nets were inadequate or did not arrive. Antimalarial drugs such as quinine and Atebrin were in short supply, and often prescribed in the incorrect dosage. Hundreds were forced to live, fight and die under the dreadful feverish pall of the disease, and many of the survivors would carry the symptoms with them for years.


Even the issue of essential stores such as tents were mucked up in logistical ineptitude that would be comical if not for the consequences. One soldier reported that half his unit were issued only the tents, and the other half only the flies. Both proved inadequate in the nightly downpours, and men were soaked to the skin in their beds, depriving them of invaluable rest.


Despite this, Milne Bay would be, in the end, a noble and unquestioned victory. And an Australian victory at that, but one won also with the incalculable assistance of tireless American combat engineers turned infantrymen, and the material largesse that their great nation could provide. Of this, surely no element was more important than the innovation of prefabricated metal Marston matting, which allowed runways to be laid down virtually anywhere, enabling the deployment of modern and powerful aircraft. Deployed for the first time at Milne Bay, the Marston mat would prove itself in almost every theatre of the Second World War.


Radar, too, played its part, as did the heroic and still underappreciated deeds of Australia’s wartime code breakers and Coastwatchers, who accurately reported from their lonely jungle vigils the progress of Japanese convoys and naval reinforcements, and who monitored the southbound formations of red-circled aircraft, providing timely warning of air attacks.


Milne Bay drew the curtain on the series of disasters that had befallen the Allied forces in Malaya, Rabaul, Timor, Ambon and Singapore, where men were sacrificed in the blind hope that penny packets could succeed where entire battalions had failed. It was the moment that halted the dangerous belief, which was beginning to take hold, that Australians simply could not overcome the Japanese.


Now, finally, the enemy was met in force and in good time by determined men, who decreed solemnly that this enemy would advance no further. They were led, for the most part, by some of Australia’s best senior and junior officers: thoughtful, cool-headed men with battle experience, who appreciated the enemy, and who would ask the utmost of their men – who, for their part, were prepared to sacrifice everything, confident that their lives would not be expended cheaply.


It was the moment when the two arms of ground and air power came together in a single, cohesive unit, with interservice rivalries buried. The army and air force, relying utterly on one another, fought as a single weapon of deadly efficiency.


The Japanese marines of the Special Naval Landing Force, selected for their height and strength, many already blooded veterans of China, Malaya, the Philippines and other campaigns, left their ships and landing craft and swaggered along the Milne Bay track, completely confident of another victory. It was not to be. In this sodden outpost on the far eastern tip of the Territory of Papua, the Australians of two infantry battalions – one experienced, the other raw – forced them back to their ships, leaving hundreds of their number dead or lost in the surrounding jungle, their ambitions to take Port Moresby extinguished.


Milne Bay also represented the first land defeat of Imperial Japan since its humiliation by the west in the 1850s, when it was wrenched open, and began its long descent into militarism, the endgame of which was now playing out in the south-west Pacific.


Of course, no battle in a conflict the scale of the Second World War’s Pacific theatre was fought in isolation. Milne Bay was part of a greater struggle, which played out over a vast canvas at places such as Port Moresby, Buna, Rabaul, Kokoda, the Coral Sea, Midway, Guadalcanal and beyond. It was at Milne Bay, however, that the myth of Japanese invincibility was smashed forever. This was no less a shock to the American and Australian forces than to the Japanese themselves.


Yet Milne Bay was not inevitable. Had the Japanese not made the error of landing miles short of their objective; had they not grossly and arrogantly underestimated the forces set against them; had their aerial and tactical reconnaissance located the US and Australian hub at Milne Bay just a little sooner; had the RAAF failed to locate just a few of their targets; had the American assault on Guadalcanal not at the last minute drawn away precious resources earmarked for the Milne Bay assault; had the US engineers not performed a miracle of construction in creating an airstrip in the jungle in three short weeks, then

the outcome of the battle, and the fate of Australia itself, could have been vastly different.


If not the turning of the tide, then, Milne Bay was most certainly the turning point.




CHAPTER 2


THE OBSCURE OUTPOST


Milne Bay sits at the extreme eastern point of the vast island of Papua, where the north and south coasts meet at the end of a mountainous, thousand-mile spur. It was named in the 1840s by an obscure British naval officer and surveyor, Owen Stanley, after the equally obscure Sir Alexander Milne, who had never been anywhere near the place and would not have cared less about it if he had. The far more spectacular mountain range which Stanley observed running the length of the island, however, he named after himself.


The bay is a perfect natural test-tube shaped harbour, its mouth roughly seven miles wide, running to its deep-water head twenty or so miles to the west. Here Milne Bay is enclosed on both sides by the steep, thickly wooded slopes of the Owen Stanley Range’s far eastern tip, the Stirling Range. Only a short distance back from the water, spurs and razorbacks rise quickly to peaks of up to 5000 feet, leaving only a small, flat ribbon of land hugging the coast both north and south.


In 1942, a somewhat feeble government-built dirt road, in places barely ten-feet wide, ran the length of the northern coast, connecting a series of villages, missions and coconut-processing plants, the largest of which was at the modest settlement of Gili Gili, at the bay’s western end. Here, the gigantic Lever Brothers company had established one of the largest coconut plantations in the world, producing the oil from which their internationally famous Lifebuoy soap was made.


Running east, the track hugged the mangrove shoreline, never deviating more than a hundred or so metres from the water as it meandered through smaller plantations and villages such as Goroni, Wagu Wagu and Rabi – the name curiously used by the Japanese for the entire campaign. It petered out at the northern side of the bay’s opening, East Cape.


Off the southern tip of the approach known as China Strait lay the tiny but beautiful island of Samarai, the administrative capital of this eastern section of the Territory of Papua, which had been under Australian government control since 1906. Despite its size, Samarai was the largest population centre outside Port Moresby, with approximately 300 people; it also boasted a flying-boat base, which was used by both civil and military aircraft, and which the Japanese would later plan to capture.


Before the war, the entire Milne Bay population was estimated to have been around 800 Europeans and Papuans, who were involved in a variety of vocations, including mission work, plantation growing and processing, and goldmining. Most of the European population were evacuated back to Australia soon after the Japanese seizure of Lae and Salamaua in March 1942, leaving mostly the locals, who were described in a Sydney newspaper article as ‘quiet and civilised, and generally speaking good English’.


Ten miles or so from Gili Gili lay the Catholic outpost of Koebule, or KB Mission, a 200-acre property founded half a century earlier by an English missionary, Charles William Abel; it would be one of the flashpoints of the Milne Bay battle. The nuns had been evacuated from this peaceful outpost months earlier, but pastors Father Baldwin and Brother Fraser had doggedly refused to abandon their flock of local Papuans.


Such ecumenical stubbornness was not confined to the lower ranks of the colonial church. In Port Moresby, the Anglican bishop Phillip Strong was likewise resistant to calls to abandon his several Papuan missions, declaring that ‘they would have to arrest us and take us away in handcuffs’ before he would leave his people. When informed that some missionaries had already been caught by the Japanese and beheaded, Strong remained adamant. ‘Whatever they were likely to do,’ he stated, ‘could not justify a betrayal of trust.’


This caused a headache for ANGAU, the Australian New Guinea Administrative Unit, a military-based organisation hastily thrown together by the commander of the Australian forces in Papua and New Guinea, Major General Basil Morris, to fill the administrative vacuum created when most of the Australian civilian population fled or were evacuated.


Virtually the only flat expanse of Milne Bay, at its far western end, had been exploited by the Lever Brothers, who established vast tree plantations right up to the edges of low-lying boggy areas and waist-deep sago swamps. Around these were sprinkled a collection of colonial-style administration houses and huts and a rudimentary road system. The bay’s mangrove shoreline dropped away to deep water in just a few metres, allowing vessels of size to dock extremely close to shore; in some cases the branches of trees brushed up against the ships’ hulls.


And it rained. Unlike Port Moresby, which is one of the driest places in Papua New Guinea, with just under 40 inches of rain annually, Milne Bay is deluged by a massive 200 inches every year, and has a relentlessly high humidity at all times. Myriad creeks, rivers and gullies funnel vast amounts of water down from the Stirling Range, turning the lower-lying areas into impassable quagmires.


Hence, depending on who was asked, Milne Bay appeared as both a paradise and a hellhole. Many men of the 7th and 18th Infantry Brigades and others would later recall their first sight of it as their transport ship turned from the China Strait into its wide entrance. Some were entranced by the lush jungle, with the dramatic mountains behind. Others saw it straightaway as a lonely, muddy, mosquito-infested dead end in the middle of nowhere. As one soldier described:




Even without the war, Milne Bay would have been a hell hole – it was a terrible place. The sun hardly ever shined and it rained all the time. It was stinking hot and bog holes everywhere; it was marshy boggy country. Even without the Japanese it would have been hard to live there … a terrible, disease ridden place.





As dubious a location as Milne Bay may have been on the ground, by the middle of 1942 everyone seemed to want it. For the Allied forces, the prospect of a base here would provide vital backup for their airstrips at Port Moresby, offer further protection to the sea lanes to the south, and serve as a place from which to launch air assaults against Japan’s new conquests to the north, without pilots having to negotiate the ominous 14,000-foot barrier of the Owen Stanleys.


For the Japanese, Milne Bay’s attractions were identical, but in reverse. It was the vital back door to the crucible of Port Moresby, the capture of which would enable their audacious plans for the conquest of the south-west Pacific to succeed. From Moresby’s magnificent natural deep-water harbour, adjacent airstrips and facilities, Japan would be able to control the seas to the south, neutralise Australia’s northern airfields and isolate Australia out of the war entirely. It would also bolster Japan’s newly captured territories in New Guinea and Rabaul, and secure the left flank of the next stage of their campaign: the conquest of Samoa, Nauru, Fiji and New Caledonia, a vast chunk of their proposed East Asian empire.


The race, therefore, was on to see who would be first to establish a military foothold in this lonely corner of south-east Papua. Australia’s leaders, sensing that the precious shield of its geographical isolation was on the verge of being shattered by the Japanese descent from the north, knew the stakes to be critical, and were determined to waste no time in making Milne Bay their own.




CHAPTER 3


THE RACE FOR A BASE


Milne Bay was not the Allies’ first choice for a base. Sitting in his hot and under-ventilated colonial-style office in Port Moresby in May 1942, Major General Basil Morris felt the awful reverberations as yet another stick of Japanese bombs exploded somewhere near the harbour facilities. Why they were actively trying to destroy something they would presumably need to use themselves, should they ever succeed in their ambition of taking Papua’s capital, was beyond him – but then again, Morris had always been more of a logistical and administrative general than a fighting man.


This, he presumed, was why he had the previous year been given the job of running Australia’s 8th Military District, covering the mandated territories of Papua and New Guinea. In 1941 these were considered by everyone – himself included – as something of a military backwater, a quiet reward for his organisational and diplomatic efforts in the Middle East. At the dawn of the Pacific War, however, this backwater and its somewhat reluctant commander suddenly found themselves on the front line of the most perilous battle in Australia’s history.


In January 1942 he had been forced to abandon the 8th District’s original seat of power in Rabaul and relocate to Port Moresby when the Japanese launched a savage and successful assault on the Australian island territory of New Britain. In April and May, the gallant efforts of the RAAF’s hastily formed 75 Squadron had seen a virtually untrained gaggle of pilots hold off the Japanese air force for a time, but it was only the intervention of the Battle of the Coral Sea which foiled what would otherwise have been an irresistible amphibious invasion of Moresby, one Morris knew he would be unlikely to survive. Yet the Coral Sea would not be the end of Japan’s ambitions towards Moresby. Another attempt, most likely overland, would be made – and soon.


It was with not a little relief, therefore, that Morris greeted the order to proceed to Melbourne to consult with the newly arrived American general, Douglas MacArthur, whose overview of the situation to the north was ominous. ‘I can’t afford to lose Port Moresby, Morris,’ MacArthur told the Australian general.


‘We have no intention of losing it, sir,’ he replied, with as much confidence as he could muster.


MacArthur explained that although the recent Coral Sea battle had been a success, the loss of the American navy’s aircraft carrier Lexington had been a disaster, and its replacement, Washington had made clear, would not be arriving anytime soon. Moresby’s air defences would need to be bolstered by another air base – somewhere within reasonable flying distance, and from which offensive operations could also be mounted. The only realistic area was to Moresby’s south-east, and a detailed aerial reconnaissance was ordered. ‘I could see that the location of an Australian airfield in the southeastern corner of Papua was of the paramount importance,’ Morris recalled years later.


The Japanese also understood the strategic value of the area. A base here would bring their bombers within an hour’s striking distance of Moresby, as well as giving their ground forces a staging post from which to begin an advance on the capital. That would be no easy task, with their men being required to cover a distance of over 200 miles, but they believed it could be achieved by utilising the island’s relatively flat southern coast.


In any case, the assault on Moresby from the east would not be undertaken in isolation, but as the second of a two-pronged thrust. The first would arrive from the north, along a steep bush track which Japanese aerial reconnaissance had revealed wound almost due south 60 or so miles – from the coast, over the Owen Stanleys and to the very back door of Port Moresby itself. This track passed close to a small airstrip at a village called Kokoda.


Assaulted thus from the north and the east, Moresby, the Japanese were confident, would soon fall.


•


On 22 May, soon after MacArthur’s instructions that an air base be established somewhere in the region, Catalina flying boats returned with the first detailed aerial photo mapping of the area. The first site to be considered lay close to the island’s eastern extremity, at the inland village of Abau, 12 miles or so from Mullins Harbour, on the south coast. It was not an ideal location, with MacArthur’s engineering officers warning that it would take at least four months to prepare and construct an airfield at this isolated spot. The decision, nevertheless, was taken to proceed – in the strictest secrecy, and with the codename Boston.


On the journey back to his office in Moresby, Morris was required to spend a day in transit in Townsville. Here he ran into Captain Sydney Elliott-Smith, also on his way back to New Guinea to resume his post as a magistrate and commander of his local detachment of the Volunteer Defence Corps. This impressive young army officer, described by a patrol officer as ‘stocky, forceful and very effective in his job’, knew New Guinea like few others, and had already been earmarked for high office in Morris’s new administrative structure, ANGAU. However, when Morris revealed to him the plans to build airfields in the suggested locations, Elliott-Smith was aghast. For a start, he said, the rainfall there was horrendous – well in excess of 118 inches annually – making the soil around Abau much too boggy for a strip of any kind. Besides, the nearby Mullins Harbour was an utter backwater, barely possessing a road or even a jetty. It would also be difficult to obtain fresh water, gravel and labour.


Far better, Elliott-Smith suggested, to consider the settlements further east, inside Milne Bay, particularly around the gigantic Lever Brothers’ coconut plantation, which was on a relatively firm plateau. Being already cultivated, it would be far easier to transform into an airstrip than raw jungle. It also possessed some houses and other structures, a local pool of labour, and at least a rudimentary road system, which could be reinforced by a readily available supply of gravel and crushed coral. The harbour was fine and naturally deep, and already had a few jetties which could be adapted to handle the largest ships.


Morris, a man capable of being swayed by reason, hastily made his way across town, with Elliott-Smith in tow, to the office of the senior HQ Staff Officer of the RAAF’s Northern Area, Wing Commander William ‘Bull’ Garing. Arriving without an appointment, Morris had Elliott-Smith repeat his opinions to the stocky staff officer with three rings on his sleeve.


Both men were convinced enough to convey the new perspective to MacArthur, who had the good sense to request Garing to organise further aerial reconnaissance of Milne Bay, as well as to begin looking for available ground units which could be rushed to the area to provide security for construction crews. Local Australian administrators already in place in the area were ordered to immediately begin organising local labour crews to start work on wharf and dock facilities.


Upon inspection, Milne Bay seemed to bear out Elliott-Smith’s concerns, but a definitive on-ground assessment was needed. Garing, a renowned administrator known for making things happen – his sobriquet ‘Bull’ was not undeserved – gave the matter his utmost attention, as Major General Morris was to soon discover. Upon Morris’s return to his office in Moresby a few days later, he was surprised to find the senior engineering officer in New Guinea, Lieutenant Colonel Leverett G. Yoder, of the US 96th Engineer Battalion, accompanied by a small group of Australian and American engineers, standing ready and waiting to depart via Catalina flying boat to conduct initial inspections at Milne Bay.


Yoder concurred with Elliott-Smith, and the very next day submitted a favourable report about the siting of Milne Bay, adding the existence of a large diesel power plant, and a significant supply of Papuan labourers and white overseers on hand. He warned, however, that it was also a place ‘open on all sides to enemy attack’. On receipt of his report, on 11 June, the Boston operation was scrapped and an airstrip was ordered built at the Gili Gili plantation at Milne Bay. Again the operation was given a secretive codename borrowed from an American place name: Fall River.


The next day, 12 June, the men of the 46th US (General Service) Engineering Regiment, who had arrived from Texas only a month or two earlier and were still adjusting to life in Townsville, were addressed by their commanding officer. The men of E Company, he announced, should begin packing immediately, as they would be getting into action somewhat earlier than the rest of the battalion.


Just hours later, they found themselves walking up the gangway of the Bontekoe, a freighter of the old colonial Royal Packet Navigation Company or KPM line; it was one of 29 such vessels which had escaped to Australia after the fall of the Dutch East Indies. Manned by Dutch and Javanese crews, the ad hoc flotilla would form a major part of a vital supply line between Australia and the south-west Pacific, motoring tirelessly between the mainland and Milne Bay, and beyond.


Five of KPM’s ships would be lost during the fight for Papua. US private Walter Wanielista later recalled his first encounter with the ship:




How E Company was selected to be the chosen one, only the Lord knows – a drawing or a dart board perhaps? Anyway, we left for Port Moresby, but of course at that time no one knew where we were headed, and even if they mentioned New Guinea our geography was not that good.





In the Bontekoe’s holds were some of the engineering equipment with which they were expected to build an airfield: two medium D4 Cat bulldozers (both in need of repair), two graders, four small dump trucks, one cargo truck and a power shovel. More, the men were told, would be picked up en route.


Beside them, a similar but considerably older Dutch KPM ship, the Karsik, was busy loading the experienced Australian troops of 9th Battery, 2/3rd Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment (LAA). While the ageing ship took no time to be awarded the nickname ‘Spit, Fart and Cough’, the men were more impressed with the Dutch crew’s liberal liquor policy, which did much to assuage their grievances.


The 2/3rd had already seen a great deal of the war in the Middle East, having accounted for over 100 enemy aircraft destroyed, but 162 of their men had either been killed or taken prisoner. Hauled back to Australia to meet the Japanese threat, they had docked in Adelaide only the previous March, with jungle training in Queensland beginning a few weeks later. Now they were heading off again to fight a very different kind of war – but to where, exactly, none had the slightest idea.


After an uneventful few days at sea, the Bontekoe and Karsik pulled into Port Moresby’s harbour, where every man onboard suddenly felt decidedly closer to the war. That afternoon, eighteen

Japanese bombers flew overhead, accompanied by the booms of the heavy anti-aircraft guns which opened up on them from around the harbour. More men and equipment was loaded onto the two ships, with the Karsik taking on several 25-pounder heavy field guns and eight Bofors anti-aircraft pieces of the 2/3rd LAA; several were not lowered into the ship’s holds but placed straight on the Karsik’s upper deck, where the men of C Troop were ordered to secure them for immediate action. Just as well, as the wail of air raid sirens soon rang out once again across the harbour. The dock workers, it was observed, barely broke stride: Japanese air raids on Moresby had become a daily – sometimes several times daily – occurrence.


Also making their way onto the Karsik at Moresby were several hundred men of the 14th Brigade’s 55th Battalion, whose role, at least on paper, would be to provide manual labour and security for the construction personnel. As militia, the 55th were not permitted to serve in areas outside Australia’s jurisdiction. This, however, was the Territory of Papua, under Australian rule since its annexation by Queensland in the 1880s. To the men boarding the Karsik that morning, however, as Japanese bombers prowled overhead, the distinction appeared academic.


It had been a bewildering few weeks for the men of the 55th. Since December 1941 they had been deployed mainly in coastal defence roles around Newcastle in New South Wales, but as the situation to the north deteriorated, they were ordered in May to move significantly closer to danger at Port Moresby. Here, their weapons were shovels rather than rifles, and they were kept busy building and manning harbour and airfield defences. Yet they noticed that they weren’t spending much time in actual training. Three companies of the battalion – A, C and a section of E (which had at least had some training on antiquated First World War Vickers machine guns) – were informed in mid-June that they would soon be on the move, though none yet knew their new location.


For three days the ships loaded men and material at Port Moresby, interrupted by frequent Japanese air attacks. Up to twenty pieces of the American engineers’ equipment would, for the time being, be left to languish on the dock while another ship was sought to take it forward. In its place, it was noted with alarm, was loaded a good deal of highly flammable aviation fuel and ammunition.


Also preparing to depart was the elegant passenger and cargo vessel Macdhui, which had already had an eventful war since being painted grey and pressed into service the previous year. In January she evacuated hundreds from the fallen fortress of Rabaul, and was now regularly running supplies between Townsville and Port Moresby. Lying at anchor in the harbour there on 18 June, the Macdhui was hit by four bombs from Betty bombers, which ignited her holds full of drums of aviation fuel. Fire quickly took hold before she rolled over and sank half a mile offshore, taking ten merchant navy sailors with her. Waiting to leave, the gunners, troops and engineers looked on helplessly as smoke from the Macdhui billowed across the harbour.


Although unused to handling weaponry, another group also preparing to sail would play a vital part in the coming battle: the radar operators of No. 37 Radio Direction Finder (i.e. radar) Unit. With their training thus far having been entirely theoretical,

and delivered in stifling Port Moresby classrooms, they had not even sighted their equipment until, brand-new and still in its crates, it was loaded onto the ship alongside them. At least, at Moresby they been given some rudimentary rifle practice, if only, as one of their number remarked, ‘to show us from which end the bullets emerged’.


Finally, just before dawn on 24 June, the four-ship convoy of the Bontekoe, Karsik, plus two escorting vessels, the corvette Ballarat and the destroyer Warrego, set sail for Milne Bay. Only now was their destination revealed to the engineers, gunners and infantry on board, but as the operation was referred to only by its codename, Fall River, no-one was any the wiser. As Sergeant Wilbert Block of the US 46th Engineer Battalion recalled:




We headed southwest. Everyone was ordered to stay below deck. No one was allowed topside. We sailed all that day and night. The skipper had ordered several ‘Abandon Ship’ drills, but there were not enough lifeboats. We had to wear our life jackets at all times. All this made us wonder what we were getting into. We were never told where we were going.





As recorded in their official history, the 2/3rd Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment’s gunners onboard the Karsik remembered the trip as somewhat surreal:




The Dutch skipper weighed about twenty stone and drank Bols gin in a huge glass. There was a Dutch engineer, an Australian radio officer, and a deck crew who from the bosun down were Malay.





Twenty-four hours after leaving Moresby, at first light, the convoy approached the narrow passage which guarded Milne Bay’s southern entrance, China Strait, passing close by the local administrative centre of Samarai, or what was left of it. Now, it was largely abandoned, with much of its little town reduced to piles of blackened beams and rusting corrugated iron. The previous January, after a Japanese air raid, it was decided to execute a scorched-earth policy on Samarai to deny it to the Japanese, who, it was correctly suspected, wanted its port, harbour and seaplane facilities for themselves. For the sailors on the ships of the convoy heading into the bay, however, it was a depressing sight.


It was in fact the forlorn sight of Samarai that filled the crew of the Karsik with sufficient foreboding for them to stage a near mutiny when they signalled to the rest of the convoy their reluctance to enter the bay. ‘Nobody knew what was in there,’ recorded the diary of a leading seaman travelling with them. It was not until her escorting vessel, HMAS Warrego, trained her guns on the recalcitrant merchantman and threatened to sink her that she grudgingly complied.


Sailing due west for the next five hours, the convoy finally arrived at Gili Gili, at Milne Bay’s western end. Barely a week earlier, a handful of Australian and Papuan labourers, under the guidance of Captain Mackendrick (Mac) Rich of ANGAU, had begun construction of a rudimentary wharf and pontoon.


Rich himself proved an invaluable asset to the Australian forces at Milne Bay and beyond. Born to missionary parents on Samarai in 1903, he was at an early age fully fluent in several local dialects, and at twenty began a career in Papua’s civil administration. By the mid-1930s he was district officer at Kokoda, at which time he also became Papua’s first fully licensed radio operator. When the war came, his talents were recognised quickly by ANGAU, which in early 1942 placed him in charge of the Eastern District of Papua, as well as conferring on him the army rank of captain. In his memoirs, Rich recalled the visit from a flustered major in Port Moresby charged with overseeing his hasty transformation from civilian to officer in the Australian Army:




He brought some military kit, swags, water bottles, blankets and clothing but no badges of rank and we were forced to cast our own ‘pips’ from lead, which hung more like sinkers from our epaulets and likely to smite one on the jaw if one turned suddenly.





Sergeant Block of the US 46th Engineers recalled his first sight of Gili Gili from the top deck of the Bontekoe:




We stopped in the bottom of a horseshoe type bay, not more than a quarter mile from shore. The skipper did not drop anchor – just stopped. Shortly, native canoes came out to us and a couple of lifeboats were being lowered by the ship’s crew.





The Karsik, with its nervous crew, was the first vessel to pull up to the small wharf, which, though newly completed, could only accommodate one vessel at a time. As the risk of their discovery by Japanese reconnaissance aircraft was high, waiting patiently for one’s turn to come in and dock would simply not do. Block continued:




The platoon commander and some of us went ashore to look for deep water as close to the shore as possible. The natives knew the shoreline and took us to such a place. This area had no beaches – where the trees stopped, the water began and went straight down for 30 feet. The Skipper moved his boat right up to the trees, tied onto them and pulled himself in.





Even at the wharf, stores were unable to be loaded directly into trucks and vehicles, making the entire unloading procedure long and exhausting. Out in the bay, the Warrego made constant anti-submarine sweeps; overhead, Beauforts from 100 Squadron, based at Moresby, also patrolled, an early indication of the deep cooperation between Australian ground and air forces that would exemplify the campaign. All ears were alert to the sound of Japanese aircraft, but to the relief – and not a little surprise – of everyone, the unloading proceeded unobserved by the enemy.


Three days were needed to complete the initial unloading, a task that would have been unachievable without the labour of 250 local villagers. Negotiating the recruitment of labourers was a delicate business requiring tact, diplomacy and an appreciation of Papuan village life. With neither the war nor the Allied cause being their own, it was appreciated early that the local people needed to be won over rather than coerced into offering their support. The brutality of the Japanese towards many Papuans played into the Allies’ hands, but their goodwill and cooperation were nonetheless not taken for granted. Loyalties and alliances among Papuans coalesced around individual relationships rather than larger causes, and ANGAU officers such as Mac Rich made securing such loyalties a priority.


Papuan villages were small but tight-knit communities governed by complex social and family structures and hierarchies. In a village of 100 individuals, it was estimated that no more than twenty would be able-bodied males, upon whom the remainder of the community – old people, women and children – relied. Removing too many males for labouring duties would thus deprive the village of those capable of hunting, and canoe and house building, as well as the ceremonial obligations that were essential to village life.


Impressed upon all Australian personnel was the need to respect the villagers, with threats of severe punishment for those who did not, as the Standing Orders for 61 Battalion outlined:




It is imperative that troops do not commit acts which may, in the slightest degree, alienate the natives and at the same time embarrass the ANGAU officers in carrying out their duties.





Village gardens and plantations were to be respected, all labour was to be paid for, and under no circumstances were Papuan women to be molested, or even approached. Directives concerning the Australian troops’ penchant for nude bathing were also issued:




It is only by retaining the respect of the natives of this country that we hope for the cooperation in the task we have before us. The white population of New Guinea have built up this respect for the white man and it is for us to see that by no action our prestige is lowered. For a white man to expose his naked body before a native means that we all as a race lose face in the eyes of a native and it is therefore essential if troops bathe in the nude that a sentry MUST be posted to prevent natives approaching. Where available, trunks must be worn.





In large part, the diplomacy paid off, as ANGAU officer Lieutenant Jim Ross recalled:
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