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For my newest grandchildren

Colleen Archer

Cameron Maxwell Archer

and

Erin Archer

May they never have to live through experiences like those described in this book


FOREWORD

Early in WWII, American forces could do little in the South Pacific. They were unprepared, badly equipped, and vastly outnumbered. The Japanese appeared unstoppable, hell-bent on expanding their empire across the entire southern hemisphere. The most critical challenge facing the Allies was how to prevent the Japanese from taking Australia. “The key to that continent’s defense was the island of New Guinea, which sits just above the northeast tip of Australia,” explains Jules Archer in the first pages of this utterly absorbing and unique account of the New Guinea campaign. Indeed, if Emperor Tojo’s fanatical shock troops seized the malarial Hades of New Guinea, the country would swiftly become a launching pad for the invasion of Australia. And if Australia fell, there would be little hope of ever defeating the brutal militarism of imperial Japan.

Archer had grown up in Washington State and had volunteered for the ski corps in 1941. But then came Pearl Harbor and he soon found himself on a boat crammed with GIs in the Brooklyn Navy Yard with no clue where he was bound. The news of the Japanese advance got even worse. Rabaul fell and then all of Singapore—a body blow to the British.

The Japanese had to be stopped. The “dragon-shaped” island of New Guinea had to be defended at all costs and so early in 1942 US commander General MacArthur sent a task force to Milne Bay, on the southeast side of the island, from where US forces could then bomb any Japanese invasion force that might threaten Australia. Milne Bay boasted the largest coconut plantations on the planet, and had a small airstrip and a few rotting jetties. It was in this god-forsaken outpost of the South Pacific that the Americans would first engage the Japanese in pitiless jungle warfare.

Jules Archer belonged to that hastily assembled task force sent to Milne Bay. When he first arrived in New Guinea, he asked an Australian soldier what lay in store. “Mosquitoes, death adders, and crocodiles,” the soldier replied. “But don’t worry, mate. You’ll be too busy ducking the bloody bombs to care much about the rest!”

A master sergeant attached to the Fifth Air Force, 26-year-old Archer was also an authorized war correspondent. He would experience over three years of jungle combat, arguably the worst of the war in the Pacific, as both a disgruntled and terrified GI, shaking with horror in slit-trenches, and, as an ever-more-skeptical reporter, able to move with relative freedom from one battle to another.

As with so many others who fought the Japanese in 1942, he had little hope of surviving. He quickly realized that he and his young comrades, many barely out of high school, were utterly expendable. MacArthur had no qualms about sacrificing their lives and thousands more to slow the Japanese advance south toward Australia. Archer also soon discovered that the dense jungle, a vast hinterland that raised primeval fears, was just as great a threat as the Japanese. Some of the locals were none too hospitable either—some indigenous Melanesians were in fact enthusiastic headhunters.

When the Japanese launched their attack on Milne Bay in August 1942, Archer and his unit were quickly surrounded. Convinced he would die, he thought of his parents—he was an only child—and what the news of his death would do to them. And what of his beautiful young wife, whom he had married just three months before? Thanks to brave Australian fighters who arrived just in time, Archer survived his first combat at Milne Bay, and was utterly changed by it—he vowed to enjoy for the rest of his days what little comfort could be found, and to appreciate every second of life.

The successful defense of Milne Bay was the first victory by the Allies over the Japanese in the South Pacific. But it augured ever more brutal combat. At times, Archer and his buddies felt they were fighting not only the jungle and the Japanese but also their own superiors: “Many of us came to feel that, to the top generals in Washington or the rear echelon, we soldiers were just so many colored pins on a map, to be moved around as war strategy required.”

There was nothing remotely attractive or affirming about the war. “No matter how just the cause,” Archer noted, “war brutalizes those who fight in it. Combat makes men desperate. When your own life is at stake, it is difficult not to subscribe to the law of the jungle—kill or be killed… war is not parades, cheering, and flag waving.”

The Allies continued to fight heroically after holding Milne Bay, at times outnumbered almost ten to one, in heavily forested mountains reaching as high as 13,000 feet, in perhaps the worst conditions suffered by soldiers in WWII—in a tropical, rain-drenched hell where all manner of tropical disease killed as many as the merciless enemy. Malaria was rampant. The fighting in New Guinea would rage for three years, in battle after savage jungle battle—what one correspondent described as “The Toughest Fighting in the World.” Men often killed with their bare hands. The Japanese usually refused to surrender. Allied wounded were slaughtered in cold blood.

Thankfully for Archer, he found some respite from ineffectual officers and the jungle horrors by leaving the front lines to cover stories for Look magazine, writing about a jungle hospital, interviewing captured Japanese officers, joining the crews of B-24s on nerve-wracking bombing missions. By 1944, the Japanese were on the defensive throughout the Pacific. By late that year, the Allies had taken control of much of New Guinea. But still some Japanese fought on, as determined as ever to kill Americans even to the last breath.

By the time the US dropped the atomic bombs in August 1945, hastening the end of the war, New Guinea was covered in shattered palms, a far-flung graveyard for around seven thousand Americans who had fallen in one of the longest and arguably the hardest fights of the Second World War. Mercifully, Jules Archer managed to not only survive but also record his ordeal, leaving us with a powerful testament to both the horrors of war and the extraordinary strength of the human spirit even when tested by unimaginable suffering.

—Alex Kershaw


INTRODUCTION

The last war in which we were involved that most Americans agreed was fully justified was World War II, the war against the aggressive Axis powers, Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, and imperial Japan. Unlike the later controversial war in Vietnam, World War II commanded almost total popular support, particularly after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.

This book deals with our military campaign in that war in far-off New Guinea, which at the time was a League of Nations mandate administered by our ally, Australia. After the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on December 7, 1941, their armies quickly swept over the South Pacific, seeking to conquer all of Asia, including Australia, before we could raise forces to stop them.

Our most famous general, Douglas MacArthur, was driven out of the Philippines when the Japanese overran the islands. President Franklin D. Roosevelt ordered him to escape to Australia to take command of the Allied land and air forces in the South Pacific. But he was given only token American and British units with which to oppose the powerful military machine of the Japanese in the Pacific war theater. Because the European theater of war had priority, most American troops, planes, tanks, and ships were being rushed to England to stop Japan’s allies, Hitler and Mussolini.

In the early stages of the Pacific war, all MacArthur was expected to do with his slim forces was fight a holding action to prevent the Japanese from conquering Australia. The key to that continent’s defense was the island of New Guinea, which sits just above the northeast tip of Australia. If the Japanese won control of New Guinea, they could use the island as an air, naval, and staging base. They would then be able to cut off all supplies and reinforcements from the United States and launch a powerful invasion of Australia.

To save Australia it was imperative that the Japanese be stopped on the dragon-shaped island of New Guinea and then driven out. For that purpose MacArthur rushed a small task force to Milne Bay, where the Coral Sea rounded the southeast tip of the island.

Milne Bay, jungle site of the largest coconut plantations in the world, had only a small dirt airstrip, a few dirt roads, and two or three primitive jetties. Here MacArthur planned to establish an airfield base for bomber and fighter planes that could attack enemy invasion convoys as they rounded the tip of New Guinea to attack Australia.

I was a member of the task force sent to Milne Bay. I was a master sergeant in an aircraft warning company attached to the Fifth Air Force. I was also authorized as a war correspondent by order of General MacArthur. Our task force was told candidly that we were “expendable”—meaning that we were not expected to survive our mission, but were considered a necessary sacrifice in order to delay the Japanese advance southward.

We had good reason not to expect to return alive from New Guinea. Up to this point in the war, the Japanese had been victorious in every campaign they had fought in the Pacific. The never-defeated Japanese marines who had spearheaded all these victories were now leading the invasion forces landing all along the eastern coast of New Guinea.

Our inexperienced troops were plunged into a strange and different war, fighting in a jungle among a primitive Melanesian people, some tribes of which were headhunters. This book tells the story of how we endured in the distant jungle that was our home for nearly four years.

I was inducted into the Army while we were still at peace in October 1941. But after Pearl Harbor, our basic training in South Carolina was cut short and my company was rushed north to become an urgently needed aircraft warning unit, destined for the Pacific. I was offered a choice of either going overseas or staying behind to go to officers’ candidate school. I chose to go overseas. I was made a staff sergeant and shortly afterward a master sergeant.

Whatever our skills or talents in civilian life, we could be sure of doing something totally different in the Army. An old-line Army sergeant explained to me, “There are only two ways to do things—your way, which is the wrong way, and the Army way.” The Army preferred to train recruits from scratch. That was how skiers like me ended up in tropical jungles.

For some youths, fighting in a war overseas held the appeal of a dashing adventure. But they found the personal cost heavier than they realized, even apart from the risk to life and limb. The loneliness of separation from their loved ones weighed heavily on their spirits. And the ordeal of combat inspired numbing fear. We never got used to shells and bombs screaming down on us from the sky, or to planes strafing us at treetop level.

Fighting a war—even a just war like ours—was often disillusioning as well as frightening. We became aware of tragic blunders of command that snuffed out the lives of our comrades. It was devastating when some of those casualties were personal friends. Many of us came to feel that, to top generals in Washington or the rear echelon, we soldiers were just so many colored pins on a map, to be moved around as war strategy required.

But to us a regiment was not simply a military unit. It was three thousand men, one at a time—each man with his own private world, loved ones at home, and hopes for the future.

During my years overseas, I had the opportunity to observe officer-enlisted man relationships from inside two different branches of the service: the Signal Corps, my first affiliation, and the Air Corps to which I transferred. I found that officers’ abuses of power were frequent in my first outfit, but almost nonexistent in my Air Corps unit, which enjoyed a far greater spirit of democracy and a much higher morale.

I felt strongly about the importance of morale because even a just war can be an abomination if soldiers resent those who lead them. No war is glorious. It is ugly; often dreary, uncomfortable, and miserable. And no matter how just the cause, war brutalizes those who fight in it.

Combat makes men desperate. When your own life is at stake, it is difficult not to subscribe to the law of the jungle—kill or be killed. In our case the battlefield was the jungle. The invisible enemy, hidden behind tall kunai grass and entangled vines, bombing our camps every night, sought to kill as many of us as possible. At war it was hard to think of the Japanese as basically decent people like ourselves.

For GIs in World War II, learning to adjust to life in the jungle was difficult. Each day was often sheer misery, especially during the rainy season, when they were trying to survive in dripping tents on field rations. As bad as it was for us, the agony of footsloggers in the infantry was far worse.

War is not parades, cheering, and flag waving.

There is much speculation today that there will be no more wars like World War II because of nuclear weapons, which can end a conflict—and possibly civilization—in an hour.

One can only hope that common sense will prevail, and that all nuclear weapons will be outlawed by the world community, just as all nations have agreed not to use chemical warfare. With much of the world in turmoil, it is too much to hope that war itself will be outlawed any time soon, even though the vast majority of the world’s people cry out for peace.

This book is written to tell young Americans at or approaching draft age honestly what war is like, in the hope that they will never have to find out for themselves.

—Jules Archer
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Convoy

At the age of twenty-six, on October 2, 1941, I was ordered to report for Army service to Fort Dix, New Jersey. On the train to the induction center, a red-haired youth complained to me bitterly about the sacrifice required of young men like ourselves, while civilian workers and big business prospered from the defense buildup. Some recruits, gloomily convinced that they were doomed to be killed in uniform, passed around bottles of liquor and arrived at camp drunk.

No one was very gung-ho about military service before Pearl Harbor.

Our first meal in camp was stew, carrots, sweet pickle, bread, and lemonade. The following morning we lined up for reveille and breakfast in pouring rain, which dripped down our collars as it had dripped through our barrack ceiling all night.

After two weeks at Fort Dix I was transferred to Camp Croft, South Carolina, for basic training. My first shock at the severity of Army life came when a fellow GI who had treated himself to a “baldy” haircut was punished by three grueling weeks of dawn-to-dusk KP (kitchen police) and, after staggering off duty, was forced to run around the battalion with a full field pack.

I was ordered to shave my mustache because the battalion commander did not wear one. Any GI who set down his rifle incorrectly or dropped it was punished by weekend KP.

We were marched with full field packs under a blazing sun until some soldiers collapsed. We were then made to perform calisthenics with our heavy rifles until our arms could not lift them.

We quickly learned GI proverbs that were meant to save recruits from unnecessary misery. “Never volunteer” was one of these adages. A man who answered a call for “those with engineering or water projects experience” found himself, Johnny-mop in hand, cleaning out the latrines. To avoid being singled out for such unpleasant tasks, GI wisdom advocated positioning oneself, when possible, in a formation’s back row.

I discovered early on that honesty was not a highly esteemed virtue in the Army. One day my heel accidentally caught on a stack of three rifles, tipping them over. The colonel in charge of the regiment asked my platoon who was responsible. No brother GI “squealed,” but I owned up, believing that my honesty would at least mitigate my offense.

Instead, I was confined to camp for a weekend of KP, fourteen hours of backbreaking, exhausting toil, with only one fifteen-minute rest.

We were put through bayonet drills with partners, taking turns lunging at each other in simulated bayonet attacks, to work up a blood lust. We spent a day charging through tear-gas chambers wearing gas masks, to teach us how to function in battle in case of enemy gas attacks.

Little sympathy was shown any GI who could not measure up to the grueling training program. One poor wretch could barely run; how he had even been drafted baffled us. His slow gait when ordered to double-time infuriated a lieutenant, who was convinced he was faking. He was ordered to run around the battalion area five times, nonstop, carrying a heavy sack of grenades. He collapsed and had to be hospitalized.

When one soldier mislaid his M-1 rifle, his whole platoon was awakened at midnight and ordered to search for it. Beds were stripped, mattresses turned, and footlockers emptied. The platoon was spared marching in a downpour to the firing range to search for it in the dark when the GI in question remembered where he had mislaid it.

Awakened in the freezing South Carolina dawn, some GIs couldn’t cope with the frantic rush to dress in full field uniform, fall out for roll call at reveille, and then make their beds perfectly in time for inspection. One despairing soldier in my squad slept fully clothed under his bed, so that he could make the formation in time with his bed unrumpled.

The Army rationale for the hardships we underwent in basic training was that they were necessary to toughen us for the rigors of military service. Civilians were considered “soft” and “undisciplined.” The harshness, injustices, and ordeals we were exposed to were supposed to break our spirit and make us instantly and unthinkingly obedient to orders, out of fear of severe punishment. To a large extent this purpose was accomplished, but only at the cost of making us hate Army life.

Things moved with lightning speed after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. We shed no tears when our three-month training program was cut short by a month, even though leaving Camp Croft could have been construed as jumping out of the frying pan into the fire.

Combat, we all felt, couldn’t be worse than Croft.

I had volunteered for the ski troops before Pearl Harbor and had been notified that I’d been accepted. But that arrangement was cancelled when top priority was given to the formation of aircraft warning units, which were urgently needed for our forces overseas. We were rushed back to Fort Dix as a Signal Corps company, designated as a combat-zone Fighter Sector unit attached to the Air Corps.

My company arrived in Fort Dix on a fiercely cold, snowy morning. In tents smelling of mildew, we huddled on cots in our overcoats, our breath vaporized, waiting for orders. A corporal poked his head in the tent and asked why we hadn’t lit a fire in the stove.

“Nobody told us to,” replied a surprised soldier. Our training had crushed our normal spirit of self-reliance to such an extent that none of us dared do anything without an order.

The captain of our company selected the three men with the highest I.Q. scores and appointed them acting noncoms. That was how I became a staff sergeant after only two months in the Army.

Our company was placed on alert and awaited orders to proceed to a port of embarkation. On appointing me acting first sergeant, the company adjutant ordered me to round up all the men and get them to the camp hospital immediately for foreign-service shots. I ran along rows of snowbound tents and mustered all GIs who were not on pass. Then I phoned the motor pool for transportation, and the men were hauled off to the hospital.

A major rushed up to me and demanded, “Sergeant, are you the one who ordered the men from this outfit to the hospital?” When I said I was, he screamed, “Who in blazes gave you that stupid order? Don’t you know that this whole company is confined to camp? Get those men back from the hospital immediately! Immediately, do you hear?”

I sped to the phone in the orderly tent and told the hospital to return the men of my company as soon as they showed up. When the trucks came back with the men, the company adjutant summoned me, his face furious.

“Sergeant,” he hissed, “who told you to order our men back from the hospital? Do you realize that doctors are waiting there right now to give them their shots?”

“A major gave me the order, sir.”

“I don’t care who told you to do it. You’re my sergeant, and you will obey my orders! Now phone the hospital that you’re sending the men back immediately!”

Like a scene in a television comedy, the major and the adjutant kept dashing in, countermanding the other’s orders, then dashing out again. Two trucks rushed the men back and forth between the hospital and camp area four times. Finally the company clerk called me to the phone. A doctor’s voice at the other end was so loud that I had to hold the receiver away.

[image: images]

Fort Dix: the three privates with the highest IQs are chosen as staff sergeants. Author is in the center.

“Sergeant, are you crazy? Your men have dressed and undressed here four times without getting shots! I warn you and whatever crazy officer is giving these orders that if you pull those men back just once more, next time they show up we’re going to throw them out bodily. Do you hear me?”

By 11:00 P.M., mercifully, the unidentified major gave up, and the men finally received their shots. Then their truck drivers, by now a relief crew, got lost and wandered around the vastness of Fort Dix trying to find our camp area in the dark. When the trucks finally discharged their weary, hungry cargo, I led the men to the mess hall and badgered the mess sergeant into getting them something to eat. Too weary myself to eat, I found a cot and fell into an exhausted sleep.

The next morning I received orders twice to have all the men lay out their equipment for inspection. Both times no inspecting officer showed up. When one finally arrived, the men had to lay out their things a third time. Twenty minutes later a second inspecting officer arrived.

“But the men have already been inspected, sir,” I said.

“I didn’t ask you, Sergeant,” he replied coldly, “I gave you an order. Have the men lay out their equipment at once!”

Idiocy compounded stupidity all day long, aggravated by a fall of sleet that turned to heavy rain. I sloshed around through the soggy snow, drenched and red-eyed. Growing more numb by the hour, I seemed to be standing outside myself, watching my weary body obey a confusion of orders like a mindless robot. In a few days the Executive Officer called me to his tent and told me we were pulling out at any moment. He offered me my choice of going to officers’ candidate school or going overseas with the company. I chose to go overseas.

We sailed from the Brooklyn Navy Yard under sealed orders, our destination a secret even from our officers. We were part of a convoy escorted by destroyers, the first to leave the United States for the Pacific after Pearl Harbor.

Our troop ship was the S.S. Mariposa, a Matson Line cruise ship on the Hawaiian run that had been converted to carry the troops jammed below like sardines. As we eased through the Panama Canal and headed for the Equator, it became impossible to sleep in the stifling troop quarters. Many of us slept on the steel deck, some especially because we would stand a greater chance of surviving if an enemy torpedo tore into the ship’s hull at night.

We tried to stay as cool and clean as possible with salt water showers. We laundered clothes by lowering them on ropes into the Pacific, which buffeted the sweat and smell out of them.

One foggy morning we woke up to find ourselves all alone in the Pacific—no convoy, no escort. Our only protection was a single .50-caliber machine gun mounted aft, which any enemy ship or plane would have laughed at. The ship’s horn tooted constantly, to signal our whereabouts to the other ships and to prevent a collision with them in the fog.

At midday the fog cleared, but we were still alone, a sitting duck for any Japanese submarines in the area. Many of us were understandably nervous. Suddenly three ships appeared on the horizon, heading in the opposite direction. Two were warships, escorting a freighter. We couldn’t see their flags.

Our hearts chilled as the two warships suddenly wheeled sharply and left the freighter, heading straight for us at top speed. As they approached, we could see men ripping tarpaulin off guns amidships. The guns swung around, aimed directly at us.

A man on one destroyer shouted something at our ship through a megaphone. The voice sounded guttural. Were these Japanese or German destroyers? Frightened soldiers in my company took out pocket Bibles, sank to their knees, and prayed. We were all convinced that we were about to be sunk.

Our ship’s captain shouted something back, his voice also indecipherable to us. We all held our breath. Then the two destroyers turned, and we followed them. That convinced us that our ships had been captured. We were prisoners of war.

Luckily, there was a different explanation. The destroyers turned out to be British. They were simply escorting us back to our convoy, which we found in another hour or two.

Before our convoy finally arrived at our destination—halfway around the world, in Australia—the blasts of ships’ horns sent us swerving sharply several times. Our destroyer escorts rushed about flinging depth charges into the sea around us. Out of an estimated six submarine attacks on our convoy, five enemy submarines were reported sunk.

Our voyage ended in Melbourne on Friday, February 17, 1942, after thirty-seven weary days at sea. An Australian colonel on the dock looked up at us as our ships berthed. Suddenly he took off his digger hat, threw it in the air, sprang a foot off the ground, and thundered out, “Hoorah!”

We couldn’t imagine a nicer welcome to Australia.


2

Under Fire

The great gate of islands protecting the north of Australia had been falling to the Japanese. A month before our arrival in Melbourne, the crucial naval base of Rabaul had been captured. Two weeks later the “impregnable” British fortress of Singapore had fallen, giving the Japanese control of both ends of the island gate.

Nine days before our arrival, the Japanese had bombed Darwin, the first such air raid in Australia’s history. Invasion of the continent was expected momentarily. Barbed wire was strung around the beaches of Sydney and Melbourne, and a blackout was imposed on the southeastern coastal cities.

The day before we landed, the Japanese captured Java. A week later they invaded New Guinea, capturing the strategic villages of Lae and Salamaua, only three hundred miles from Australian territory. Australians were alarmed when Radio Tokyo announced that the Japanese had also made a landing at Cape York, the northernmost tip of Australia.

The boast proved false, but the Aussies braced to fight for their survival by erecting defenses along a “Brisbane Line.” Their plan was to yield the relatively empty and undefendable northern half of the continent to the Japanese, while fighting to protect the southeastern coastal cities of Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne, and Adelaide, where most Aussies lived.

A week or so after our arrival in Melbourne, wailing sirens sent us running to air raid shelters, although no bombs fell on the city. Meanwhile more Japanese troops poured ashore in New Guinea at Finschhafen, their third base on the huge island.

Early in March 1942 General Douglas MacArthur arrived in Australia to take command of the Allied forces in the Southwest Pacific. He promptly reversed the Australian government’s plan to fall back to the Brisbane Line.
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